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For Miguel




I listened, motionless and still;

And, as I mounted up the hill,

The music in my heart I bore,

Long after it was heard no more.

From ‘The Solitary Reaper’ by William Wordsworth



August 1983 The Visitors

Maggie takes a pull on her cigarette with puckered lips, and emits three perfectly formed rings of blue smoke. ‘If your life was an Abba song, what would it be?’ she asks, her voice puncturing the silence, like the pop of a helium balloon.


She’s trying to ignore the insistent, buzzing headache at the front of her skull and the fact that her mouth is as dry as the Mojave Desert. It’s probably something to do with the two bottles of her father’s homemade wine she nicked from the garden shed yesterday evening – which seems a lifetime ago. It was ‘absolutely vile’, according to Dee, but they drank every last drop, passing one bottle and then the other between the four of them as the sun went down over the pointed tips of the pine trees on the eastern side of the lake.


Beside Maggie at the front of the boat, Daniel is silent. He hasn’t opened his mouth since they woke up this morning, their hair strewn with leaves, gritty traces of soil in Maggie’s mouth. Maybe it’s because he’s so quiet that she can’t stop talking.


Charlie’s saying nothing either, but he’s hardly what you might call a chatterbox. He’s taken off his windcheater, sweating with the exertion of rowing, and Maggie can see the flex and release of the muscles under his T-shirt as he pushes and pulls the oars through the soupy water, the rhythm bearing them relentlessly towards the shore and home.


She leans over the side of the boat to peer at her reflection. Even though it’s muddled by eddies from the oars, she knows she looks different from yesterday.


She takes another pull on her cigarette. ‘Bloody Hell,’ she says. ‘Don’t all speak at once!’


‘I’m just thinking,’ says Dee, who’s sitting behind Charlie at the prow of the boat. She’d plonked herself there when they’d got in, insisting she’d be the navigato’.


A thin film of mist hovers just above the surface of the lake, mirroring a hazy white sky that will turn blue and cloudless before long. Even the birds are quiet. A twitter here or there as the oars cut soundlessly through the water’s surface, not the usual cacophony that greets the dawn.


‘Mine’s “Head Over Heels”,’ says Maggie, and when nobody answers, she adds, with an exaggerated sigh, ‘Anyone want to know why?’


‘Because you’re like the girl in it?’ says Dee.


‘Exactly!’ Maggie laughs, the words of the song playing in her head. ‘I’m a leading lady. Pushing through unknown jungles every day.’


‘Mine’s “Money, Money, Money”,’ says Dee, ‘because I’m going to marry a millionaire. He’ll have more money than Rod Stewart and we’ll live in a mansion in Beverly Hills, with a maid and a gardener and a pool and a Rolls-Royce …’


Maggie shifts her weight from one buttock to the other on the hard wooden seat. She’s had a hundred conversations like this with Dee, stretched across their beds in each other’s houses, flicking through issues of Abba magazine with their chins in their hands. Abba split up six months ago, but in letters Maggie and Dee wrote to each other, they swore to keep their love and devotion for them alive until the day they died. They’ve been Abba’s number-one fans since ‘Super Trouper’ was number one on Top of the Pops. And that was yonks ago, long before Dee was sent away.


Charlie shakes his head. ‘You’re a lunatic,’ he says to Dee, the corners of his mouth twitching. Any moment now he might crack a smile.


‘Takes one to know one,’ Dee retorts, shoving his shoulder.


Maggie wonders if something went on between them last night when they were at the rock pools on the other side of the beach together.


Originally she had come up with the idea for the Abba fan club because Dee had blurted that she fancied Charlie, the week she came home for the summer holidays. ‘I’ll tell him you fancy him,’ Maggie had suggested, jumping at the idea of helping her best friend, but Dee had squealed, ‘No! Please! Don’t!’ So instead they’d sat in the Coffee Bean, eyeing up Charlie and his twin, Sam, over mugs of hot chocolate, while Maggie tried to come up with some alternative plan.


Charlie and Sam Jones. Identical straight blond fringes, spot-free sallow skin and big white teeth, like Americans, although they’d moved to Sligo from Ballinasloe, which was the arse end of nowhere. Brand new in town since Easter, they’d already been snapped up for the grammar-school football team.


‘I don’t think they’ll be into Abba,’ Dee had said, when Maggie suggested her new strategy. ‘Look at them. They’re so cool.’


At the Coffee Bean, Charlie and Sam were already surrounded by girls who wore royal blue Mercy Convent uniforms when they weren’t on school holidays, not muck-brown Ursuline ones, like Maggie’s. Girls who had giggles that rang out like pealing bells, books clutched against their perfectly pert chests and hair that fell in bouncy, honey-coloured curtains down their backs, as if they’d all just stepped out of a salon. Girls who looked nothing like Maggie, with her bush of carrot-orange curls. Or Dee, who was at least a foot shorter than every other girl their age.


Dee had been right. Sam had given a derisive snort when Maggie had walked up to the twins and suggested the Abba fan club. ‘Get lost,’ he’d said.


Later, outside the Coffee Bean, Charlie, who had said nothing at all during the exchange, was waiting for them. ‘Can I be in the club?’ he’d asked, in a voice that was a little deeper than his brother’s but also a little less sure of itself. Maggie linked her arm in his and said, ‘Of course.’


They’d walked partway home with him, Maggie chatting about ‘The Winner Takes It All’ and how she knew all along it meant the absolute end, and that no matter how uncool people thought Abba were, no other band in the history of the world was as good, including The Beatles.


Typically, all Charlie’s attention was on Dee, who was walking on his other side. She barely came up to Charlie’s shoulder and she was a bit chubby underneath her oversized sweatshirt, her Levi’s 501-clad bum sticking out from the bottom of it, like a Zeppelin (Dee’s word, not Maggie’s). But boys always went for her, much more than they went for Maggie.


‘We’ll call for you tomorrow,’ said Maggie, when they’d got to the bottom of Charlie’s road, which she did after breakfast the next day, even though from that day on it was plain as the nose on his face that Charlie had eyes only for Dee. He never said much, but most of the time he was taking her in.


Daniel’s hand is flat, his fingers splayed on the peeling red-painted seat of the boat, almost touching Maggie’s. Last night, when they were lying together on Daniel’s PLO scarf, spread across the ground as a makeshift blanket, he had begun to cry. Maggie had put her arms around him and made soothing sounds as his body was racked with silent sobs. She hadn’t asked him why he was crying, but she thought she knew. It was about his mother. The memory makes her want to reach over and put her arms around him again, to pull him close. She feels a surge of something, the same waves crashing through her blood that she experienced last night when they were doing it.


She catches his eye and sees that he’s smiling, as if he’s thinking the same thing.


It’s funny. You couldn’t call Daniel handsome, not in the way Charlie’s handsome anyway. His black hair hangs lankly down over his eyes, which are too close together. His front teeth stick out a little over his bottom lip and his chin has more acne on it than hers but, bizarrely, when he first showed up Maggie was reminded for a fleeting moment of a man from one of the black-and-white films her mother likes to watch on Saturday afternoons.


‘What do you think your parents will say?’ he asks, reminding her that they are approaching the shore.


‘I don’t give a fuck,’ Maggie replies, and grinds the butt of her cigarette out on the floor of the boat with her heel.


She’s going to be in big trouble, though. The wine, the boat, the island were all at her instigation. She’d giggled as she untied the boat from its moorings, insisting no one would notice it was gone and they’d be back before anyone knew it. Then it had been her idea to stay the night, even though they’d told no one at home that they were going anywhere. They’d just disappeared.


At the time, buoyed up by the wine, she was thrilled by the recklessness of the adventure that staying on the deserted island would be, but now that Daniel has mentioned her parents, her heart is sinking.


‘So, what’s yours?’ she asks him, in an effort to lift herself back up.


‘My what?’


‘You know. If your life was an Abba song …’


‘I’m still thinking,’ Daniel replies. On the wooden seat, his little finger reaches out and touches hers. She hooks her pinkie around his, and squeezing tight, experiences an exquisite burst of happiness.


‘Let’s make a promise,’ Dee pipes up. ‘Let’s promise that if Abba ever get back together we’ll go to see them.’


‘They won’t get back,’ says Maggie. ‘Björn said it would never, ever happen. And Agnetha. I think they all hate each other now.’


‘Never say never,’ says Charlie, resting the oars for a moment.


Daniel shrugs. Suddenly the couldn’t-care-less boy from England, who’d replied to their ad on the supermarket noticeboard because he had nothing better to do, is back. ‘In ten years’ time nobody will have heard of Abba,’ he says.


‘I’ll still love them,’ says Dee. ‘In a hundred years I’ll still love them.’


‘When you’re a hundred and fifteen,’ Charlie quips, and half smiles again.


‘I promise!’ says Maggie. She feels it fervently.


‘Me too,’ says Charlie, stretching out the oars again.


‘Me three,’ says Dee.


‘What about you?’ Maggie asks Daniel, her finger still linked around his.


‘Trust me. They’ll be history,’ says Daniel. ’But if they’re not, I promise too. If you promise to shut up.’


Maggie guffaws. ‘I’ll shut up when you tell me what your Abba song is,’ she retorts. ‘You can’t fool me, mister. You definitely have one.’


‘That’s for me to know and you to find out.’ Daniel smiles again and his eyes are boring into Maggie’s.


Maggie experiences the waves in her blood again, pushing out through her chest. She’s never felt anything like it before. She turns and holds her hand over her eyes to shade them so she can see how close they’re getting to the shore. It’s about five minutes away, she figures.


Turning back to Daniel, she laughs again, even though a cold shudder has made its way up her spine. ‘I think I know what it is,’ she says. ‘It’s dead easy.’


‘Go on, then,’ says Daniel. ‘Guess.’


She glances at the approaching shore again. She doesn’t know that, after the boat reaches its mooring, Daniel will disappear from her life so completely, it will be as if he hadn’t even existed. She doesn’t know that she will never again be the Maggie who is on this boat in this perfect moment, trying to work out what Daniel’s Abba song is.


Part One

SOS
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1. Since the Day We Parted

The clock on the bedside table read 01:43 as Maggie Corcoran struggled out of the kind of deep sleep she hadn’t had in months. Somewhere in the room her mobile phone was ringing.

Benny, who was curled up on the pillow next to her, lifted his head. If cats had eyebrows, he might have crooked one.

The phone stopped ringing the moment Maggie located it in her dressing-gown pocket, which was in a bundle under a pile of clothes on the armchair beside the chest of drawers. She’d just had time to read that the missed call was from William when the ringtone shouted again she almost dropped the phone.

‘Jesus, William!’ she answered it. ‘It’s two o’clock in the morning.’

There was silence at the other end of the line and then a sob. ‘Maggie,’ William said, his voice like a lost child’s, ‘I think Rita’s having an affair.’

Maggie pushed a clump of sleep-dense hair behind her ear and sank back down on to the edge of the bed. The carpet around her feet was strewn with clothes, shoes and balled-up tissues. From the corner of her eye she could see a discarded pair of knickers, like a wilted parachute.

‘Maggie?’ William said. ‘Are you there?’

‘Yes,’ Maggie replied, trying her best to sound detached.

Benny stalked across the bed to sit beside her, his short tail curled neatly behind him, his one eye closed. He yawned, showing his wonky bottom teeth.

Poor Benny. She didn’t know exactly what age he was, but the vet said somewhere around sixteen, which in cat years was over the hill and far away. He’d arrived at her door one day five years ago, with his right eyeball hanging out of a gruesome mess on his face. A fight with another cat, probably, the vet said. Since then Benny had been permanently at Maggie’s side. She felt an affinity with him that she’d never had with another animal, and now his one-eyed, lop-sided predicament echoed inside her all the more.

‘Can I come over?’ William asked, choking up again.

Benny opened his eye and gave her one of his don’t-even-think-about-it looks.

Maggie turned away and pushed a stray bra into a small bundle of clothes with her foot. ‘Where are you now?’ she asked.

‘In my car, outside his house. She’s in there with him, I know it.’

‘In where? With who?’

‘Roger Collins.’

Maggie tried to picture Roger Collins. Was he the heavy-set guy with the unkempt beard and the dog-hair-covered parka? Or that fellow from West Yorkshire with the stutter, the one who never stopped talking? Truth was, Roger Collins could have been any one of the men from the composting group, all of whom hovered around Rita Wilde as if she was the Madonna (the pop star, not the mother of Christ) of Decomposed Matter.

Maggie had gone along with William to the first few meetings and watched how all the men tried to second guess the nugget of composting wisdom Rita would bring forth next, hoping to impress her with their knowledge of how to get a fine grain, but for the life of her she couldn’t fathom what they saw in the woman.

Benny stretched out and put the pad of one paw on her knee, his claws out.

Rita might have been the same age as Madonna, exactly ten years older than Maggie, but there the resemblance ended. She was like a cake that had been left out in the rain. As shapeless as the tent-like, rainbow-coloured clothes she’d probably worn to Stonehenge for midsummer 1970, she was one of those women who clung to a version of themselves they should have let go a long, long time ago.

Maggie had said something to this effect almost three months ago to the day, when William told her he was leaving to shack up with Rita in her probably patchouli-scented flat in Hackney.

William had snorted. ‘Rita doesn’t go around pretending to be something she’s not,’ he’d said, in a maddeningly even tone. ‘She’s the real deal.’

Trying not to raise her voice, Maggie had replied, ‘What are you talking about? She’s as real as an Oompa Loompa!’

William had greeted this with a look of disgust. He’d zipped up the case he’d been packing, then pronounced: ‘Rita’s more real than anyone I’ve ever known.’

It was like the final line in one of those awful West End ensemble plays about life in the suburbs, the kind William had been so keen on when they’d first moved to London.

The inference was that by comparison Maggie wasn’t ‘real’. That she wasn’t honest. Her reaction to the accusation was like being caught in a tunnel in a crosswind: she’d tried to keep her balance, but felt like she was being buffeted from all sides. No matter what she said, how much she begged him not to go, her voice couldn’t be heard above the roar.

He’d said, ‘Goodbye, Maggie,’ with awful, deadened finality and walked out of the front door with his suitcase, leaving her barely able to stand in the instantly silent hallway. Without warning, in the space of half an hour, everything she had imagined to be real and secure had been ripped away from her.

But William’s goodbye had not been the last line in the play. Not by a long shot. The last line had been delivered by a doctor with a polar-white beard and Sigmund Freud spectacles, in an office that could have been a bank manager’s, except for the light-box lined with mammograms of Maggie’s right breast hanging on its wall.

The last line was: ‘Stage Three A invasive ductal carcinoma, Mrs Corcoran.’

Or maybe it wasn’t.

Maybe that was the last line of the first act, and there was a second act to come. For here was the real Rita now, having a real affair with a man in a dog-hair-covered parka. Possibly.

And here was the cancer-stricken woman’s husband coming back to her, in her hour of desperate need.

Maggie stroked Benny’s head and experienced an unexpected surge of purpose, a feeling she hadn’t had in so long it was like coming upon an oasis after months of thirsty trudging across a vacant, dry desert. At the beginning, after William had left, she’d tried to come up with all sorts of strategies for getting him back, but she’d hit dead ends at every turn her mind took, until she’d just given up. But now, Rita, simply by dint of her unfathomable attractiveness to the opposite sex, had played right into Maggie’s hands.

Or maybe the gods had thrown a dice. Maggie could tell her husband about the cancer now. In blind shock, she hadn’t been able to bring herself to say anything to anybody about the diagnosis. It seemed like eternity, although it had been just over a week, since she’d sat in Dr Snow’s office, gaping in silent horror at the offending mammograms.

Maggie could almost taste the sweet relief that would come with unburdening herself at last. ‘Okay, William,’ she said, into the phone, still trying to sound lackadaisical. ‘Come home.’
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2. A Shoulder You Can Cry

As Maggie pushed a bundle of dirty clothes into the bottom of the wardrobe, and cherry-picked the balled-up tissues from the floor, Benny kept watch from his perch on the bed, unblinking. ‘Don’t give me that look,’ she warned the cat, leaning over to pick up a shoe. ‘I’m not going to do anything stupid.’

Benny jumped off the bed and rubbed himself against her shin as he passed her on his way out of the bedroom, turning once to give her a disdainful one-eyed glance before setting off down the stairs.

In the shower Maggie tried to ground herself. There was no need to leap to conclusions. William himself might be leaping to conclusions about Rita. Maybe she wasn’t having an affair. Maybe William was being paranoid … although, given his temperament, it was unlikely.

Brushing her teeth, Maggie rubbed a patch of steamed-up bathroom mirror clear with one hand. The woman staring back at her was foaming at the mouth and looked as if she’d aged ten years in a week. She tried to bring her thicket of hair under some control with the fingers of her left hand. But it was a lost cause. Since William had walked out, she’d let it go and it had grown out into the Jaffa-orange Afro she hadn’t let take root since she was a teenager. She’d let her swimming go too, and the Bikram yoga she’d been doing every Thursday morning.

What was the point? It didn’t matter any more. For all her exercise and diet consciousness, her husband had left her. And once the chemotherapy started, she’d lose her stupid hair.

She left it alone and dabbed some concealer under her eyes to get rid of her dark circles. She smeared gloss on her lips and brushed on some blusher to bring up her colour and make herself a little bit presentable.

Pulling on her dressing-gown, she went downstairs to put the kettle on. Benny, who had taken up his favourite position beside the toaster, observed her as she cleaned off the kitchen worktop, which was littered with debris from the Marks & Spencer’s ready-meal she’d had for dinner, washed down with a full bottle of Chianti, which had been on special offer and consumed against Dr Snow’s advice.

In the queue at Marks, she’d noticed another middle-aged woman unloading a meal for one and the same Chianti at an adjacent till. Her head was wrapped tightly in a washed-out scarf and her face had been deathly pale. She had had that inward look about her, as if she was completely in a world of her own, her shoulders hunched as she lined up her packages precisely on the belt. Then she’d noticed Maggie gawking at her and had half-smiled in recognition, not of who Maggie was but what she was. Someone just like her.

Maybe cancer was like having a baby. Once you joined the club, everyone else with it clocked you and gave you a knowing look.

The kettle was coming to the boil as William’s car pulled into the drive, illuminating the hallway with its photographs of the family dotted along the walls. Pictures from various holidays with the kids over the years – Poppy at her first holy communion, Harry on the day of his graduation, flanked on either side by Maggie and William looking in the full of their health, proud and confident for the future of their family unit.

That photograph had been taken just over a year ago, and how unbelievably everything had changed since then. Harry was in Australia on his year’s youth visa. He hadn’t been available on Skype for weeks. And Poppy, living in that awful squat, might never have been the freckled little girl in a communion veil, with a big smile and one missing tooth, her prayer book clutched in white-gloved hands.

Maggie went to open the front door, but at the same time William let himself in. He had surrendered his family, but not the keys to his family home.

‘Hi,’ Maggie greeted him, searching for something else to say but coming up short.

Benny, who had followed her to the door, let out a long, low miaow and darted up the stairs.

‘It’s late,’ said William. ‘I’m sorry.’ He looked like death warmed up.

‘That’s okay,’ said Maggie. ‘Come on the kettle’s boiled. I’ll make us a cup of tea.’ She turned towards the kitchen but, sensing that William wasn’t following, turned back again.

He was standing there, head bowed, shoulders heaving. ‘I can’t believe it,’ he said, wiping his nose with the back of his hand. ‘She told me she loved me.’

He was the author of his own fate, of course, and it wasn’t lost on Maggie that he was crying over another woman, but the urge to comfort him was almost irresistible. ‘I’ll make a cup of tea,’ she said again, then added, ‘unless you want something stronger?’

‘Hold me?’ William asked, his voice miserable in the dim hallway.

It was what she had prayed for, wasn’t it? What she had begged God for in the dark of her bedroom the night after getting her diagnosis, lying in a puddle of her own tears and snot, fear and isolation threatening to consume her until there was nothing left.

Her husband wanted her again – even if it seemed like now he wanted her more like a little boy wants his mother.

He walked towards her, arms outstretched, and she tentatively took him into her embrace. Bringing his face to her shoulder, she stroked his hair and whispered, ‘It’s okay. Sssh …’

William heaved another sob.

She’d tell him about the cancer in the morning, she decided, when he’d had a night’s sleep. Until then, she’d be his shoulder to cry on. It felt right and good, as if the role she’d always played had been restored to her and the curtain was up on a new act.
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3. Loser Standing Small

When she woke, it took Maggie a few seconds to become fully aware of what had happened the night before. When she’d climbed into bed with William, she’d experienced an overwhelming, gut-churning hunger for sex with him, something she hadn’t felt since she couldn’t remember when. She’d kissed him hard and ground her body into his, with a desperation she couldn’t hide, but William hadn’t responded. He’d cried again, his tears wetting her neck. And then he’d nodded off in her arms.

Still only half awake, with morning light tentatively peeping through the curtains, Maggie reached out for him and found his side of the bed empty. The yawning panic she felt every time she got under the duvet alone at night rushed back with such force that her eyes snapped open and she sat bolt upright.

Benny was sitting on the end of the bed, carelessly licking one of his paws.

Maggie rested back on the pillow and inhaled to the count of three with her eyes closed. She wasn’t alone. William was home. He was probably downstairs making the diesel-strength coffee he needed every morning to get himself functioning. The idea of it gave her comfort – how quickly their old routines could be re-established.

Her eyes were closed for less than ten seconds before she realised the house was utterly silent. There was no hiss and clank of the coffee machine from the kitchen, only the sticky sound of Benny’s tongue cleaning his paw.

She pushed the duvet back, her heart pumping dread through her veins.

‘William?’ she called.

She stood up and went to the bedroom door.

‘William!’

She half-called his name once more on the way down the stairs. In the kitchen she stopped cold. There was a note on the table, anchored there by a half-drunk glass of orange juice. ‘Maggie,’ it said, in a rushed scrawl. ‘Talked to Rita. Everything’s OK. Didn’t want to wake you. Will call later. X.’

Maggie slumped down at the table and read the note again. Angry tears pricked her eyes. He’d signed it ‘X’. Last night he’d lain in her arms telling her she was the only one who understood him.

She put her face on the table, feeling the slightly cool texture of its unpolished wood against her cheek. From this vantage point she had a skewed vision of the smiling family photographs lined up on the wall of the empty hallway. The family she’d somehow lost.

Benny, sitting on the floor now, gazed up at her sideways.

You couldn’t bring a cat for moral support to your first chemotherapy appointment, could you? It was probably against all hospital-hygiene rules.

Maggie lifted her head. Her chemo wasn’t starting for another week. She didn’t want to think about it.

Was it too early to call Poppy? The clock on the wall said 09:47, so it probably was. She didn’t imagine they went in for early nights in the squat, or that anyone had to get up for something as bourgeois as a day’s work. But hearing Poppy’s voice would be proof that the photographs on the wall actually meant something, that they were still a family, even if they had all gone their separate ways. It might make Maggie feel like a mum again – needed in the way she had taken for granted all those years.

‘Hey, Mum,’ Poppy said, picking up after one ring. ‘What’s going on?’ She sounded fresh as a daisy.

‘I’m just calling to say hello,’ said Maggie, and her chin wobbled dangerously.

‘We’re on our way out,’ said Poppy. ‘We’re going to the anti-Israel protest.’

‘The what?’ Maggie asked. Her throat was constricting.

‘Bloody Hell, Mum. You need to start reading the newspapers. There’s a revolution happening. The people are rising up against the oppressors. We’re claiming the—’

‘Your father came back,’ Maggie interrupted. ‘Last night. But he’s gone again.’

There was silence down the line and Maggie was filled with guilt. She had sworn to herself that she wouldn’t get the children involved in the separation, wouldn’t make them take sides.

‘Mum—’

‘He’s gone back to her.’ Maggie couldn’t stop herself. Hot tears rolled down her face.

‘Look, Mum, can I call you later? Orlando’s waiting with the guys in the car for me …’

Maggie wiped the tears from one cheek with the back of her hand, flattening skin that had once been taut but now felt like old knicker elastic. ‘Sure,’ she said, ‘call me later,’ knowing it was unlikely this would happen.

For a second she thought Poppy had hung up, but then she said, ‘Mum, you know the money you said you’d put into my account? I don’t want to bother you, but …’

‘Oh, honey, I’m sorry,’ Maggie said, refilling with guilt. ‘I completely forgot.’

‘Could you do it today, on-line? Only if I don’t pay up I’ll be persona non grata. Everyone else has put their share in.’

‘I’ll do it now,’ Maggie said. ‘Two hundred, isn’t it?’ At least they were going to do something about decorating that awful house.

‘Hold on for a second,’ Poppy said. While Maggie held on, she heard her daughter shouting at someone – Orlando, probably, who looked like a down-and-out surfer, even though his father was the Earl of Something or Other. ‘Give me a break, will you? I’m coming!

‘I have to go,’ Poppy said into the phone.

‘Okay, honey.’

‘And, Mum,’ Poppy told her, before hanging up, ‘Dad’s being a total patriarchal prick. The sooner you get over him, the better.’

But that was easier said than done. And calling William a patriarchal prick didn’t quite fit. Patriarchs were supposed to be powerful, imposing figures, weren’t they? William had always been the needier one in their marriage, and she’d given him whatever support he required, not because he’d demanded it but because it had made her happy to keep him happy.

Maggie read through his note again, with its stingingly casual ‘X’ at the end. Three months after he’d departed, she still couldn’t make any sense of it. Maybe Rita Wilde had special powers. Maybe, like a Macbeth witch in Birkenstock sandals, she’d cooked up a spell to lure him away. It sounded fantastic, but nothing else seemed plausible.

Maggie pulled off a piece of kitchen roll and dabbed her puffed-up eyes as Benny started circling her calves, miaowing in the strung-out way he always did when he wanted to be fed. She sighed and went to pull a portion of Sheba out of the press under the worktop. As she forked its pungent contents into the dish by the back door, Benny waited with his beady eye on her. He never quite trusted that he was getting the standard of food he expected until he tasted it.

Maggie returned his stare, squeezing up the aluminium carton. ‘Save your breath,’ she warned.

The cat put his head into his dish and began noisily to dig into his Rabbit in Delicate Gravy, instantly oblivious to anything else.

On the kitchen table her phone, on silent, vibrated. Maggie’s heart gave a pathetically hopeful leap. Maybe it was William.

Instead, the screen said ‘Blocked’, which meant it was more than likely Oona. Maggie’s sister was the only person she knew who withheld her number.

She hovered over the kitchen table, trying to decide whether to pick up the phone or not. Just as it was about to ring out, she grabbed it and answered.

‘I thought you might be screening your calls,’ said her sister, by way of greeting. There was never any ‘How are you?’ with Oona.

‘Hi, Oona,’ Maggie replied. ‘I can’t screen calls if I don’t know who’s calling. Your number is withheld.’

‘Well, I’m not giving every detail of my life to all and sundry. There’s no such thing as privacy any more. Everyone knows everyone else’s business.’

‘People’s numbers used to be in phone books,’ Maggie reminded her sister, wondering what she wanted. Oona only called when she wanted something. Otherwise she waited for Maggie to call her.

‘Anyway,’ said Oona, ‘I was wondering if you could do me a tiny favour.’

‘What kind of favour?’ Maggie asked, knowing she wouldn’t say no, and guessing it wouldn’t be a tiny one.

‘Can you take me to Ikea? I want to get a chest of drawers for the spare room.’

‘Sorry, I can’t today,’ said Maggie, trying to sound apologetic. She couldn’t think of anything worse than negotiating the Ikea maze. ‘I’m working the afternoon shift.’

Oona let out one of her sighs. ‘I don’t understand why you let them make you work Saturdays,’ she said.

‘It’s a library, Oona,’ said Maggie. ‘Saturday is our busiest day.’

‘Well, it’s not fair on you, that’s all I’m saying. And I really wanted to get that chest of drawers today.’

‘We could go tomorrow,’ Maggie said. ‘Libraries are closed on Sundays.’

‘Oh, God, no,’ said Oona. ‘Ikea is Hell on Earth on Sundays with all those people who have nothing better to do than bring their entire families, like day-trippers. Are you working next Saturday?’

‘No,’ said Maggie. It was her one weekend off in the month. But, having said that, the doctor had told her she had to go on sick leave from the start of her chemo, so she’d be having weekends off for the next three months at least.

‘It’s settled, then,’ said Oona. ‘You can pick me up on Saturday morning, around eleven.’

‘I suppose so.’

‘We could make a day of it. Have lunch in the café.’

The thought if it made Maggie groan out loud.

‘For God’s sake, Maggie,’ said Oona. ‘It will be good for you to get out. You don’t want to be fading away to nothing all alone in that house, like some sort of Miss Havisham.’

It was odd to hear Oona, who had never so much as picked up a book in her life, make a literary reference, but then Maggie remembered that the BBC adaptation of Great Expectations had finished last Sunday. She shuddered at the memory of the cobwebbed old-before-her-time woman’s gruesome death.

‘I’m not a Miss Havisham, am I?’ she said to Benny, after Oona had hung up. Benny stopped eating his Sheba and then, without looking up, resumed where he had left off.
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4. Don’t Think about Tomorrow

Ruth looked at her watch and gave the vaguest of tuts as Maggie set her bag on the floor behind the reception desk, fifteen minutes late.

For a moment Maggie considered not bothering to give her the satisfaction of an apology, but then she relented. ‘Sorry I’m late. The traffic was a bloody nightmare.’

The truth was that the nearer the time had come to leave for work the less she felt she could bear going in, and then, at the very last second, she’d realised she couldn’t face the day at home alone, with nothing to think about except what was coming down the line, so she’d grabbed her bag and jumped into the car.

The traffic hadn’t been bad. When Maggie had pulled into the library car park, she’d left the engine on, flicking through the CD that was playing until she’d found the track she wanted, ‘Voulez Vous’. She’d sung along with the windows rolled up. It was the Abba song she always used to reboot herself when she felt she couldn’t go on.

‘That’s okay,’ Ruth replied, with a glare that said it wasn’t. She pointed towards the returns trolley, which was so overloaded that books had tumbled to the floor in slipshod piles around it. ‘Can you take care of these?’ she asked. ‘First thing.’

‘Actually, I was going to set up Story Corner,’ Maggie said.

Ruth gave her a studied smile and fingered the top of her rounded belly, like a man stroking the bonnet of his brand new sports car. ‘Alison’s doing story time today.’

It was the fourth Saturday in a row that Alison had made a beeline for the children’s section and had bagged the only job in the library that Maggie really enjoyed. She loved reading to the kids, doing the characters’ voices and bringing the stories to life. It reminded her of when she used to read to her own two, Harry laughing with delight at every little twist and turn, Poppy constantly asking questions, trying to make the story go the way she wanted, rather than the way the book told it.

‘After you’ve sorted the returns, I need you to process the new arrivals,’ Ruth added, indicating three towers of books teetering on the far side of the counter. She stroked her belly again and turned back to her computer, presumably to update her Facebook profile.

Since she’d got pregnant, Ruth had stopped actually working. Maggie now spent most of her three and a half days a week clearing up the mess that festered in book and paper mounds around her boss, who only moved from her swivel chair for toilet breaks. Ruth had been overweight before, but now she overflowed beyond the sides of the chair, her wide-set eyes and button nose making her look like a ginormous pregnant sloth.

Maggie checked herself. Judging from the slightly green pallor of Ruth’s skin, she was ill again. The poor woman’s morning-sickness phase had turned into all-day-long sickness, even though she was going on seven months. ‘How are you feeling?’ she enquired, and Ruth shrugged with the resignation of a woman who’d been languishing on Death Row for ten years with no hope of reprieve.

She’d be going on maternity leave at the end of the month and Maggie had applied to fill Ruth’s position while she was off. She hadn’t particularly wanted the extra hours, but the money would have come in handy. Although she had only herself to take care of, it was harder and harder to make ends meet. There’d been a few times when she was tempted to dip into William’s account. It was still linked to hers on-line, but she knew he watched it like a hawk so he’d notice any transfer she made.

Taking the managerial job was out of the question now. She still hadn’t told Ruth about the sick leave the doctor insisted on. Every time she tried to do it, a cold fear lodged itself at the pit of her stomach and she put it off for one more day.

Before tackling the returns, she made a quick detour to the kitchen for coffee, via Story Corner, where Alison was already sitting on a baby stool at one of the miniature tables, going through possible books for today. Once, when Maggie was passing as Alison read Roald Dahl’s Matilda to the children, one of the little ones had put up her hand and shouted, ‘You look like Miss Honey, miss!’

Maggie had to admit it was true. With her tidy nut-brown hair, always set back from her open-cheeked face with an Alice band, her pastel cardigans and constant string of pearls, Alison was the picture of a teacher for whom children brought apples to school. Sometimes Maggie brought her home-baked goodies. When Alison had exclaimed with pleasure, munching a fresh-from-the-oven brownie, Maggie had made another batch the following Saturday, just to bask in the glow of her admiration again.

Alison was an unlikely friend. She was some sort of distant relation of the Spencer family and lived in a house overlooking Hampstead Heath. The part-time hours in the library were her way of ‘asserting her independence’, she’d told Maggie, when she’d taken the job six months ago. Her husband was director general at London FM, so she certainly didn’t need the money. Maggie guessed it was her only escape valve from her three-year-old twins, whom Alison called ‘a handful’, which was an understatement the size of the former USSR.

‘Oh, Maggie, there you are,’ Alison said, glancing up from the book she’d been skimming through. ‘Ruth was worried you weren’t coming in.’

‘Poor Ruth,’ Maggie said. ‘She looks terrible.’

‘I know.’ Alison shuddered. ‘I’ll never forget how sick I was with the twins.’

‘Coffee?’ Maggie asked, wondering if she should confide in Alison. They met for lunch every so often and went for a drink sometimes after work, but hadn’t really progressed to the confessional level of friendship yet. She’d kept the diagnosis to herself for so long now, though, that it was beginning to tick inside her, like an unexploded bomb.

‘That would be lovely.’ Alison smiled, standing up and straightening her pale pink woollen skirt.

In the shoebox that passed as a staff kitchen, Alison took one of two plastic seats as Maggie put the kettle under the tap. ‘I’m so exhausted,’ Maggie began, feeling her way rather than jumping in. ‘I didn’t get a wink of sleep last night.’

‘Me neither,’ Alison sympathised, although there wasn’t even a hint of a dark circle under either of her eyes.

‘William arrived out of the blue at two this morning.’

‘Maggie,’ Alison said, squeezing her hands together in her lap, ‘I want to ask you a favour. If it’s too big, please, please, say no, okay?’

Maggie clicked the kettle on. ‘Okay,’ she said, searching Alison’s face, which was creased in a rare frown. Foreboding leaked like acid through her veins. Whatever Alison was going to ask, Maggie knew she wouldn’t be able to refuse.
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5. Memories That Remain

‘I’m only asking because I’m at my wits’ end,’ said Alison, but her frown had smoothed out. ‘Promise you’ll say no if you can’t.’

‘Cross my heart and hope to die,’ Maggie replied, her stomach growing more uncomfortable by the second.

‘Simon and I are invited to a wedding in Vienna next weekend and we were thinking it would be a perfect break. We haven’t been by ourselves together once since the twins were born.’

‘I remember what that was like,’ said Maggie. An unwanted memory came into her mind of hanging clothes on a line one summer’s day when Harry and Poppy were still in Pampers. A splatter of mustardy bird shit had landed on the pristine white sheet she was pegging up, bringing with it the dull epiphany that all the things she’d imagined for herself as a girl weren’t going to come true: she was trapped in an endless cycle of laundry and feeding and cleaning that would last so long it was impossible to imagine a different future.

‘My sister was supposed to take the boys because the nanny has some family function back in Warsaw,’ said Alison, ‘but her hockey team’s made it to the European finals, which are on in Antwerp next Saturday.’

‘Antwerp is supposed to be beautiful,’ said Maggie, in a listless effort to steer the subject away from what was coming.

‘You wouldn’t be able to take the twins for the weekend, would you?’ asked Alison. ‘I know it’s a lot to ask. I wouldn’t leave them with my mum – God knows what would happen – and Simon’s parents are a bit ancient … You’re the only one I trust,’ she added, and Maggie was instantly caught between Heaven and a hard place. The Heaven was the flush of gratified pleasure she experienced at being told she was the only one Alison trusted with her children. The hard place was the children.

Maggie prided herself on the fact that children liked her, and that was because she liked children. But, even if she hated admitting it to herself, she had a hard time warming to Alison’s twins. They were boisterous to the point of belligerence and both still in nappies. There was nothing worse than changing someone else’s three-year-old’s shitty nappy, never mind two of them.

‘Of course I’ll do it,’ she told Alison.

‘You will? Oh, Maggie, you’re such a star! You don’t know how much we need this break. The twins have me run ragged.’

‘They’re lovely boys,’ Maggie lied, trying to keep her pleasure at being the trusted one on the boil, at being good and taking the children, rather than being bad and telling Alison where to go. ‘It’ll be a joy to have them.’

Maggie drove home from work with the radio blasting at full volume. It was all arranged: Alison would drop the boys over to her on Friday afternoon and pick them up late on Sunday. Her flight got in at 8.45 p.m.

Thirty-six hours later, Maggie calculated, she’d be checking in for her first chemo session.

‘I so owe you one,’ Alison had told Maggie, as they’d both clocked out from their shift. ‘Seriously.’

Maggie had smiled. ‘Don’t be silly.’ She felt good about helping Alison out of a bind, and it would be nice to hear kids playing in the house again. It might take her mind off the ordeal ahead.

As she came to a stop at a set of traffic lights on Chamberlayne Road, she flicked through the stations with her steering-wheel radio control. On London FM, the girl from Glee was belting out the chorus of ‘Night Star’. The lights went green and Maggie lurched the car forward as a memory of Daniel ushered itself into her mind, the picture that always came: him sitting on the boat that summer’s morning so long ago, his little finger curled around hers.

‘Never known this feeling,’ the Glee girl sang. ‘Never cried these tears. Now I see the future. For a million years.’

Of all the songs in all the world, why had that stupid TV show picked this one? You couldn’t turn on a radio or walk into a public space without being assaulted by it. Maggie reached to switch off the radio, then decided against it.

The first time she’d heard ‘Night Star’ was in 1989, the summer of her wedding. The rainfall that June had been record-breaking, even for Ireland, and it was belting down it had sounded as if handfuls of gravel were being thrown at the windows of her parents’ house as she’d watched Top of the Pops alone, her mum and dad gone to their bridge night.

Mike Read had waxed lyrical about a new entry to the charts, introducing the up-and-coming Danny Lane to sing his ‘Night Star’, and then the cameras had panned across the studio to pick up Daniel standing on a stage, beginning to strum a guitar. She’d recognised him instantly. He looked almost the same as he had the last time she’d seen him, only he had grown into himself. The nose was perfectly proportioned, his square chin was devoid of spots, his teeth no longer protruded and his hair … The devil-may-care greasy style had been replaced with a bleached-white buzz-cut, sticking up underneath the brim of a pale blue pork-pie hat that sat on the back of his head.

Maggie had watched in stomach-churning horror as he sang his chirpy love song, accompanied by an unseen band, and when he had finished, she’d flicked the television off with the remote control.

Her legs had been like jelly when she’d stood up, her heart walloping against her ribs. She’d lurched to the downstairs bathroom and leaned over the toilet bowl, retching and trying to block out the memory of the sour smell of disinfectant that had permeated the clinic in Manchester. But nothing had come up.

All through that summer Maggie couldn’t get away from the song. In the weeks that led up to the wedding, it shot to number one and became the song of the season. Daniel was everywhere – on the cover of Smash Hits when she went to buy milk at the newsagent’s; chatting amiably with Terry Christian on the couch at The Word, with barely a hint of the taciturn Daniel Maggie had known when she was fifteen; the video for his song, which bizarrely featured Daniel rowing a little red boat against animated waves, filled banks of television screens in the home-entertainment section of Coleman’s Electronics.

Daniel’s reappearance in her life, however remotely, had thrown Maggie into a storm of sleepless nights. She’d tossed and turned, composing letters in her head to him, which she’d thought she might send care of his record company. But what would have been the point? He probably didn’t remember she existed.

Plus he was a pop star now, so what interest would he have in her?

Plus she was marrying William, whom she loved.

‘Night Star’ had come on the radio on the morning of her wedding, when she was getting ready for the church. Her mother, who was trying to do something with the bush of orange hair sticking out of the front of Maggie’s veil, had stiffened, and Maggie had quietly walked across the room to switch off the radio.

The lead girl from Glee was belting out the closing lines now: ‘Night star, my night star, we’re standing on the shore. I want to know this feeling for ever more … for ever more.’

On the TV show the girl sang it with her face screwed up, like she was having her underarms waxed. Maggie couldn’t understand why all the kids sang like that now, as if they were in excruciating pain.

Daniel had had one more hit, ‘How To Be A Man’, but then he had disappeared from the public eye, becoming pop’s most famous recluse, bar Agnetha Fältskog. Every now and then over the years Maggie had heard ‘Night Star’ out of the corner of her ear and wondered what Daniel was doing. Thoughts of contacting him again would come to her, but she’d push them out of her mind. She didn’t even know where she might find him.

Maggie turned from London FM to Radio 4 where a serious discussion about composting was in progress on Gardeners’ Question Time. She blew a raspberry in disgust and switched off the radio, driving the rest of the way home in silence, the words of ‘Night Star’ repeating in her brain.

She was about to turn into her house when she noticed a purple Volkswagen camper van parked at the other side of the street. There was no mistaking it.

Maggie steeled herself as she pulled into the driveway. Sure enough, Rita Wilde, composting queen, was standing on her doorstep, looking like someone who had been dipped in glue and dragged through a flea market. Benny was next to her, rubbing the top of his head lovingly against her calf.
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6. Here I Go Again

Christ! Now even the buskers were singing it.

At the bottom of the stairs, Daniel put his bike down and ploughed past the man standing just inside the entrance to the tube station, a ruddy-cheeked guy in faded jeans and a hoodie who hardly looked like your number-one Glee fan.

The song followed him out on to Ladbroke Grove in an oddly plaintive echo, causing him to wish he had a hoodie of his own so he could shroud himself.

‘You were there. You were there. And I never needed anyone more…’ The busker was a good baritone, Daniel had to give him that. At least his version sounded better than the one on Glee, which was almost unbearable to listen to. It was sung by the show’s two main characters, a boy and a girl, and they’d taken away Vince’s trademark reggae rip-off baseline, replacing it with a string section and a key-change in the final chorus that made it sound like a Broadway showstopper. Something about the girl’s vocal, especially when she hit the high notes, made Daniel’s stomach churn with sour discomfort. Her fervour reminded him of when he was writing the song so many years ago, with Maggie in his mind’s eye.

Maggie … He tried to imagine her now. Married with kids, probably, middle-aged and overweight, living in Irish suburbia. Although he didn’t think of her every day, she had never quite gone away, even though it was a good thirty years since that summer.

Standing at the traffic lights, waiting for the green man, Daniel lifted his head for a hasty glance around. The busker’s voice had faded beneath the din of traffic, but he was still worried someone might put two and two together.

Before now, recognition had been rare, and if people did pick him out in the crowd, they never got it quite right. ‘I know you from somewhere,’ somebody might say in a bar, and Daniel would exit stage left before his or her memory cells had had a chance to catch up. Or some woman of a certain age might stop in the street with a smile of vague recognition as he walked past.

But ever since the song had appeared on Glee, he had been recognised more and more. People were getting his identity right first time.

Daniel stopped at the shop across the road from the tube station to pick up some milk, and even though the man behind the counter smiled because he was a regular customer, he couldn’t shake off the paranoia.

‘Cold today, wasn’t it?’ the shopkeeper said, and Daniel nodded in silent agreement, averting his eyes. He didn’t want to chat. He just wanted to get home, close the door and cut himself off from the world outside, which was encroaching on him again, making him more and more uncomfortable every day.

He had been only nineteen when he had signed away the publishing rights to ‘Night Star’. How was he to know a TV show would appear twenty-six years later that recycled old pop tunes and made them global hits? How was he to know Glee would have its biggest chart-topper with ‘Night Star’?

The bag lady was in her usual Saturday perch outside the library on the corner of Lancaster Road. She gave him a gummy smile as he crossed over to her, nodding hello. ‘All right, love,’ she said, from beneath her layers of scarves.

‘All right, Annie,’ Daniel replied, reaching into his pocket for the twenty-pound note he gave her every Saturday. ‘How have you been?’

‘Can’t complain.’

In his other pocket, Daniel’s phone began to vibrate. ‘Excuse me,’ he said to Annie, handing her the money and pulling out the phone with his free hand. The screen said ‘Blocked Number’. ‘You had anywhere to sleep this week?’ he asked, ignoring the call. ‘It’s been a cold one.’

‘Here and there, love. You know how it is,’ Annie replied, as noncommittal as ever. Since he’d moved here just over a year ago he’d been having a variation on the same conversation with her every week. He was aware that, for reasons of her own, she wanted to give nothing away, and that suited him fine. He had his own reasons for keeping himself to himself.

Daniel shoved his phone back into his pocket. He was getting calls from unidentified numbers ten times a day now, which he routinely ignored. The first few times it had happened, he’d answered the phone to different journalists who wanted to ask him how he felt about the song being number one again. Now he had put a policy in place not to answer unidentified callers.

He waved goodbye to Annie and walked towards Portobello Road. There, the last of the market traders were taking down their stalls, the usual Saturday smell of half-rotted vegetables mingled with fried food pervading the air.

At the Westbourne Park Road junction, his phone rang again.

‘Fuck off,’ he mumbled, taking it out. But instead of ‘Blocked Number’, the screen said ‘Jade’.

‘Where are you?’ she said, when Daniel answered.

‘And hello to you too,’ he replied.

‘You’re not home.’

‘No. I’m not home, Jade. Why?’

‘We’re here, waiting for you.’

Daniel turned into Powis Gardens and looked ahead. Two-thirds of the way up two figures, one tall, one short, were standing outside the steps that led to his front door. He stopped on the corner and watched them. ‘I’m not forgetting something, am I?’ he said. ‘You didn’t arrange to come over?’

‘Your son doesn’t have to make an appointment to see you, Daniel.’

‘I know he doesn’t.’ Daniel started walking again. ‘But if I’d known you were coming …’

‘You’d have baked a cake? Daniel. Where are you?’

‘I’m walking towards you,’ said Daniel. ‘I can see you.’

‘Good,’ said Jade, and hung up.

‘Hey, Noah,’ Daniel said to his boy, when he reached the pair. ‘How you doing?’

Noah dipped his head. He was wearing a DayGlo pink and blue baseball cap, its oversized peak sticking up, perpendicular to a long, pointed fringe of bleached hair that came to a sharp point over his left eye. His right eye was ringed with black makeup and his mouth was so glossy that Daniel wondered if he was wearing lipstick.

‘Where were you?’ Jade said, and looked at her watch as if Daniel had deliberately not turned up in time for a scheduled meeting.

‘I had a session in Whitechapel,’ he said, locking his bike to the railing.

‘A session?’ Jade said, perking up. ‘Who with?’

Daniel smiled to himself. Jade never changed. She looked exactly the same as she had on the night he’d met her on the front step of that little bar in Santorini, except for maybe a hint of crow’s feet around her brown eyes. The same soot-black Louise Brooks bob and fringe, the same smattering of freckles across her rounded nose. And the same thing she’d always had for celebrities. Wasn’t that why she’d homed in on him in the first place?

‘Maya,’ he said. ‘She’s recording a new album.’

Jade rolled her eyes. ‘Like that’s going to go anywhere. You should do something of your own again, you know. That Glee song’s never off the radio.’

‘Leave it out, Jade.’ Daniel put his key into the lock.

Jade checked her watch again. ‘I can’t stay long,’ she said.

Something about the way she said ‘I’ sounded emphatic. She hadn’t said ‘we’.

Daniel turned to Noah, who was staring back towards Westbourne Park Road, his pimpled chin bunched up as if he was about to burst into tears.

At his feet, Daniel noticed for the first time, was a large gold-lamé carry-all.
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7. A Sitting Duck

‘Will you have a cup of coffee?’ Maggie asked, turning on the tap to fill the kettle. She was trying to gather herself.

‘Oh, no,’ Rita replied, as if she’d been offered crack cocaine. ‘Do you have any herbal or fruit tea? Chamomile would be lovely, or peppermint, if you have it.’ She had taken off her purple poncho in a waft of a perfume that smelt faintly of basil and was leaning back on a kitchen chair, her yellow-stockinged legs stretched out in front of her. The voluminous mauve dress she wore was embroidered on the shoulders, with little bits of mirror glinting amid the rainbow-coloured threads.

Maggie couldn’t help meeting her eye as she crossed the kitchen to look in the cupboard. She was smiling in the way Maggie imagined psychotherapists smiled at their patients – thoughtfully.

‘I’m not sure what herbal teas I have, if any,’ said Maggie, digging through boxes that had sat in the larder cupboard since Jesus was a boy. She put her hands on a faded pack of blackcurrant and ginseng. ‘Will this do?’ she asked, pulling it out.

Rita nodded, and gave another of her smiles.

Maggie could have kicked herself for smiling back. In the still of the night she’d twisted and turned with stomach-wrenching hatred for this woman. She’d sat up and shook her fists at the heavens, swearing vengeance on Rita Wilde through bitter tears. Yet here she was, grinning like some sort of village idiot.

She was seized with an urge to blurt, ‘What are you doing here?’ But instead she put a teabag into a cup and said, ‘The rain was terrible on Monday, wasn’t it? The reports said over a week’s worth fell in twenty-four hours.’

Rita gave her a slightly confused look, which morphed into her default smile as Benny hopped up on to her lap.

‘Awful,’ she said, with the briefest hint of a wince, which meant Benny had his claws out.

The cat gave Maggie a fleeting glance as she put Rita’s tea in front of her. Usually a comment about the weather was an opening gambit: the person returned an observation that you could improve on, and so on and so forth. It was an easy route into conversation, which Rita was clearly not interested in taking.

Maggie still couldn’t figure out what William saw in her. Although there were few wrinkles around her saucer eyes, and none to be glimpsed under her low-hung fringe, her age showed on her chin, or lack thereof. Her face became her neck without interruption, except for the beginnings of two jowls that hung below the deep grooves of her cheeks. Fans of crimped black-and-silver hair were draped across her shoulders, in an attempt, Maggie decided, to deflect attention from the lack of lower facial definition, but nobody would be fooled. For all her herbal tea and reiki, gravity was having its way with Lovely Rita, Compost Maid.

‘I wanted to talk to you,’ Rita began, after a sip of her tea. Her voice sounded like a meditation CD.

Maggie opened her mouth to reply, but Rita’s hand went up. ‘I know how you must feel about me, and I don’t blame you. Although you understand that we all make our own choices in life. We are all responsible for ourselves.’

There was a gap for Maggie to say ‘yes’, although she really hadn’t a clue what she was agreeing to and her instinct was to give an emphatic ‘no’. Still, she nodded.

‘I’m worried,’ said Rita, and reached across the table, her bangle-draped wrists landing dangerously close to Maggie’s. ‘I’m very worried.’

Maggie cleared her throat and pulled her hands into her lap. ‘What about?’

‘About William, of course,’ said Rita, her voice suddenly not so meditative. ‘He’s behaving very strangely.’

‘Is he?’ said Maggie, attempting to sound innocent of the fact.

Rita picked up her tea and blew on it before taking another sip. ‘I know he stayed here last night,’ she said, her voice smooth again. ‘He told me everything.’

Maggie’s nails dug into her palms and she said nothing. There was an air of accusation about Rita, but it was hardly Maggie’s fault that William had come running home, was it?

‘Did he say anything?’ Rita asked. ‘About me?’

Benny, now firmly ensconced on Rita’s lap, gave a wide yawn.

‘He thinks you’re having an affair,’ Maggie said. ‘With Roger Collins.’

Rita gave the lightest snort. ‘Unbelievable,’ she said, both hands stretching across the table now. ‘He’s been going on like this for the last fortnight, accusing me of all sorts of infidelities.’

There was another gap, a space for Maggie to give Rita some direction. But what could she say? It’s just a phase he’ll get over it?

‘Was he ever like that with you?’ Rita asked. ‘He never struck me as the jealous type.’

Benny fixed Maggie with his one eye, staring at her intently, as if he was trying to impart something.

Throughout their years together, William had never been possessive, had never questioned whether other men were looking at Maggie or vice versa. Now she thought about it, she had no idea whether that was a good or bad thing. Jealousy suggested passion, and Maggie would never have said that William was a passionate man. His lack of possessiveness suggested that he had felt secure with her, but on the other hand, if he was possessive of Rita, perhaps he was passionate about her in a way he had never been during their marriage.

Which was better? Security or passion? Which was love?

‘I don’t know what to do,’ Rita said, and as Benny gave Maggie another lingering look it became clear what she must do to get William back once and for all.
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They promised to reunite if ABBA ever did.

Three decades on, the time has come.
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