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‘Mr and Mrs Bentley?’


The woman’s voice was regulation soft and soothing. I looked up. She had a sympathetic face too. And comforting strands of grey running through her long brown hair.


‘Yes,’ I said, standing up.


‘I’m Polly. Please do come through.’ She gestured towards the open door.


I glanced across at Chris. To a neutral observer his face gave nothing away. But I knew him better than that. Could see the fear in his eyes. Smell it on him, even.


‘It’ll be OK,’ I whispered as I walked past him.


He nodded. Almost imperceptibly.


We went through into a large, airy room with sash windows and beige curtains which were frayed at the edges. Two Ikea-type chairs were positioned facing the windows, an occasional table in between with a strategically placed box of tissues, a jug of water and two glasses.


Polly shut the door behind us and offered her hand and a thin smile. Not thin in a bad way. Just suitably thin for someone who has never met you before and is about to splice you open and perform open-heart surgery.


‘Pleased to meet you both,’ she said as we shook hands in turn. ‘Do take a seat and we can get started.’


I sat down on the chair furthest away. Chris took the other one. He crossed and uncrossed his legs, fiddled with the strap on his watch. The one I’d given him for his fortieth birthday.


Polly launched into the formalities. She spoke calmly and clearly, explaining that this was an initial assessment and we’d then be matched with a counsellor to suit our needs. It was textbook stuff. But I refrained from telling her so.


‘Now, let me just have a quick look through these forms,’ she said, nodding intermittently as she did so.


‘So, you’re a photographer,’ she said to Chris. ‘What sort of pictures do you take?’


‘Good ones, hopefully,’ he replied, managing a hint of a smile. ‘Landscapes when I can, family portraits and other stuff to pay the mortgage.’


‘And you have one son from a previous relationship. How old is he?’


Chris looked down at his feet. I saw him swallow hard. No words were forthcoming.


‘Sixteen,’ I said. ‘Josh is sixteen.’


Polly nodded. ‘And does he live with you?’


We both hesitated this time. I didn’t even dare to look across at Chris.


‘Yes,’ I said eventually. ‘Although not at the moment.’


Polly nodded again and wrote something down. Perhaps sensing that it wouldn’t be wise to probe any further at this stage.


‘And you’ve got a daughter together. How old is she?’


‘Nine,’ I replied. ‘Her name’s Matilda.’


Polly smiled and nodded. I wanted to say that she was named after the Roald Dahl character. That Chris always called her ‘Tilda’ but I never did. I didn’t say anything, though. In case Chris thought I was getting at him.


Polly turned to my form. It was only a matter of time before she found out now. I waited, watching her face for the sign. To be fair, she didn’t even flinch.


‘Ah, Alison, I see you’re a counsellor yourself. What sort of areas do you cover?’


I hesitated. Aware how utterly ridiculous it was going to sound. I thought of what Matilda always said when people asked what her mother did. She called me a ‘marriage mender’. Said I kept people’s mummies and daddies together when they were arguing a lot. My stomach tightened as I wondered what on earth she would think if she could see her marriage-mender mummy right now.


‘Relationships,’ I said to Polly, trying to keep my voice as low and even as possible. ‘I’m a relationship counsellor.’


The silence hung heavily in the air. Chris put his head in his hands.


I smiled weakly. ‘It is rather ridiculous, isn’t it?’


‘Not at all,’ said Polly. ‘I’m divorced. I’d say that’s more ridiculous.’ She smiled at me.


I smiled back, grateful for her efforts to put me at ease.


‘As I’m sure you’re aware,’ she continued, ‘I do need to have some understanding of the situation and why you’re here, in order to place you with an appropriate counsellor. For example, I need to know if there are any sexual problems in your relationship?’


Chris smiled slightly and shook his head. He was thinking of that eighties sitcom – Dear John, was it? – the one where the counsellor kept asking if he had any sexual problems.


‘No,’ I said.


On one level that was a lie. Not having sex for more months than I cared to remember was quite obviously a sexual problem. But it was a symptom of the problem, not the cause. Which meant I could get away with it.


‘Fine. And how would you describe the issues which have led you to seek counselling?’ asked Polly.


She looked at Chris as she said it but he simply continued fiddling with his watch strap. I shifted in my seat, aware he wasn’t doing himself any favours. That if it had been me in Polly’s chair, I wouldn’t exactly be warming to him. I understood he wasn’t being deliberately obstructive. That he was simply unable to engage fully in the process when he was so riddled with hurt.


‘We’ve had some family issues,’ I said. ‘There’s been a lot of change. We’ve been under a great deal of strain.’


Again, I avoided mentioning her name. I didn’t want Polly to think badly of Chris. And she would do if I mentioned another woman. You couldn’t help it, even if you were trained not to show it.


‘I see,’ said Polly. ‘And how has the strain affected you both? Has it interfered with communication?’


‘Yes,’ I replied. ‘We haven’t really been talking properly.’


‘Would you say that’s fair, Chris?’ Polly asked.


Chris looked up. I worried for a second that he was going to stand up and simply walk out of the room. He looked at me. The first time he’d looked at me properly since we’d arrived.


He ran his fingers through his dark curls. Sighed deeply. ‘Yeah,’ he replied. ‘I would.’


‘Good,’ said Polly. ‘And is either of you able to identify how long ago these problems started? When your relationship started to deteriorate?’


It was my turn to look at my feet. To swallow hard. I heard Chris’s voice cut through the silence.


‘Saturday, September the 29th, last year,’ he said.


Polly raised her eyebrows slightly and turned to look at me.


‘Yes,’ I said. ‘It was.’










PART ONE










1


‘When is Josh going to get up? He’s already missed loads of his birthday. His presents will be going cold.’


Matilda was sitting talking to us at the kitchen table from her Muppet station halfway up the stairs. She had been barred from going upstairs because I knew she wouldn’t be able to resist bursting into Josh’s room. And it was still only 10 a.m. on Saturday morning, which, to a teenager, was the early hours.


‘Well,’ I smiled, ‘when it’s your sixteenth birthday, you can get up at whatever time you like. But I have a feeling you’ll be having a lie-in too.’


‘I won’t. Lie-ins are for losers.’


She made an ‘L’ sign and pulled a face as she said it. It was the downside of having an eight-year-old and a teenager; they tended to pick up all the things you’d rather they didn’t learn until they were at secondary school.


‘Why don’t you do something instead of sitting there waiting for him, then?’ I said. ‘That way the time will go faster.’


‘Yeah,’ said Matilda, sounding genuinely surprised that her mother might be capable of a good idea. ‘I think I will.’


She ran downstairs, rummaged in her toy box in the hallway and went back to her position on the stairs with two sock puppets on her hands, which she proceeded to use in the style of laughing hyenas.


‘You have to hand it to her,’ said Chris, smiling as he looked up from his mug of coffee. ‘She is truly skilled in the art of waking someone without being able to be accused of having woken them on purpose.’


‘Josh isn’t going to be happy,’ I said.


‘Oh, he’ll be fine. He’s slept through worse than that. Besides, he’s not going to be grumpy for long on his birthday, is he?’


He was right, of course. He tended to be right when it came to Josh. Probably something to do with bringing him up pretty much single-handedly for the first seven years of his life.


‘I still can’t get my head around him being sixteen,’ I said. ‘It seems like only yesterday I was reading Charlie and the Chocolate Factory to him.’


‘I hope not. I hate to break it to you but he can read by himself now.’


I pulled a face at him. ‘You know what I mean. It just kind of creeps up on you. The fact that your child has grown up …’


I paused for a second. Even now, after all these years, I still worried sometimes about calling him ‘my’ child. I knew Chris would laugh if I told him. But it was there, all the same.


‘I don’t know about grown up. I’m not sure lads really grow up until they leave home. I know I didn’t.’


‘So does that mean you’ll be kicking him out if he’s still here when he’s twenty-one?’


‘What do you mean, twenty-one?’ asked Chris. ‘I’ll be changing the locks on his eighteenth birthday.’


I smiled and kissed him on the top of his head as I stood up. We both knew he didn’t mean it.


‘Anyway,’ said Chris, slipping his arms around my waist, ‘it won’t really make much difference to the level of noise in this house. Somehow I can’t imagine Tilda getting quieter as she gets older.’


At that moment the sock puppets embarked on some kind of roaring competition. A few seconds later, I could hear Josh calling out to keep the noise down. That was all it took. She glanced down at us for a nano-second but didn’t even wait for an approving nod before rushing to his bedroom.


‘Happy birthday, lazybones,’ I heard her call out to him. ‘You’ve missed half your birthday and you’ve got presents downstairs. One of them’s a big one and it’s not from me, so it might be something good.’


Chris smiled and shook his head. ‘Let’s hope he thinks so.’


‘He’ll love it,’ I said. ‘So quit worrying.’


Josh emerged from his bedroom, with Matilda prodding him from behind towards the banisters, as if she were herding him to market. He was wearing a purple T-shirt and black boxers. He’d once said that if anyone broke into the house in the night he wanted them to know he was an emo. Personally I thought the black walls in his room (which he’d painted himself) would have given it away, but clearly he didn’t want to take any chances.


‘Morning!’ called Chris. ‘Welcome to the house of fun.’


The Madness reference may have been lost on Matilda, but Josh managed a bleary-eyed grin.


‘Happy birthday, love,’ I said. ‘What can I get you for breakfast?’


‘Nothing for now, thanks. I’m going to grab a shower first.’


‘No, you can’t,’ insisted Matilda. ‘If you don’t open your presents right away I’ll open them myself and put any stuff I don’t want on eBay.’


Josh rolled his eyes. ‘God, you make the people on The Apprentice look soft, you do.’


He padded downstairs in his bare feet, Matilda still prodding him from behind, and took a seat at the kitchen table. He ran his hand across his hair – you couldn’t really say ‘through’ because it was cropped short to avoid it going curly like his father’s. He had the same pale skin as Chris too. Though fortunately that fitted the emo thing better than the curls.


‘Woo,’ he said, eyeing up the presents on the table.


‘Open the big one first,’ Matilda said, looking as if she might wet herself if she had to wait any longer.


Josh looked at Chris and back at the large rectangular parcel on the table. Chris had put it in a box to disguise it. He’d also wisely not told Matilda what it was, despite her constant pestering. Keeping secrets was not her forte.


Josh picked it up and tore at the wrapping paper, his enthusiasm getting the better of his cool demeanour for a moment. There was an audible intake of breath as he opened the box.


‘It’s a guitar!’ screamed Matilda. ‘They’ve got you a guitar. Will I get one when I’m sixteen?’


Chris laughed and shook his head. ‘You might not want a guitar when you’re sixteen.’


‘I will,’ she said. ‘I’ll want the same as Josh. Do they do them in shiny colours as well as black? I think I’d like a silver one.’


Josh looked from Chris to me in turn and back again, apparently still unable to form words. I noticed the sheen on the surface of his eyes.


‘I don’t know what to say,’ he mumbled as he turned to give Chris and me a hug in turn.


‘Say “thank you for my guitar”,’ said Matilda. ‘That way you might get something good next year too.’


‘It’s not any old guitar,’ said Josh. ‘It’s a Fender Squier.’


‘Sorry we couldn’t run to the real deal,’ said Chris.


‘Don’t be daft. It’s well sick,’ said Josh. ‘Wait till I show Tom.’


‘Well, if the two of you do form a band, just make sure you don’t call it something stupid,’ said Chris.


‘Says the man who was the lead guitarist in Pig Swill,’ said Josh with a smirk.


‘I still think it was a good name,’ said Chris. ‘Just a shame about our music.’


‘You could call your band No Direction,’ said Matilda. ‘Then people might get it confused with One Direction and buy your CDs by mistake.’


‘Thanks for the vote of confidence,’ said Josh. ‘Remind me not to make you my agent.’


‘Now, if you open the smaller present,’ said Chris, ‘you’ll find something to go with it.’


Josh picked up the box and ripped off the paper, a smile spreading across his face as he saw the amp inside.


‘On the strict understanding that you’ll use headphones with it after eight o’clock at night,’ Chris said.


‘I don’t mind being woken up,’ said Matilda. ‘I like noise.’


‘Do you?’ said Chris with a smile. ‘I hadn’t noticed.’


Matilda launched into an off-key rendition of something by Jessie J, sung at the top of her voice.


‘Open hers next,’ I whispered to Josh. ‘It might keep her quiet.’


Josh picked up Matilda’s present, which she had wrapped herself in tinfoil because the wrapping paper we had in wasn’t shiny enough. I sometimes swore she must have been a magpie in a previous life.


‘I know, it’s a roast turkey,’ said Josh.


‘No, it’s not,’ said Matilda. ‘I wouldn’t get you something to eat. That would be dead boring.’


Josh unravelled the pile of goods beneath. A T-shirt, a hoody and a pair of sneakers that had seen better days, all of them black.


‘I got them from Oxfam in Hebden Bridge,’ she announced merrily. ‘Daddy said I could get more things for my pennies there and it helps the starving children.’


‘Thank you,’ said Josh, bending to give her a hug. ‘They’re awesome. I mean really not your usual rubbish at all.’


Matilda appeared chuffed at the compliment. ‘The other one is from Grandma. And she’s coming round tomorrow, so you’re supposed to save it until then unless you really, really can’t wait,’ she explained.


‘I’ll contain myself,’ said Josh.


Matilda appeared disappointed, shrugged and returned to the sock puppets on the stairs, satisfied that she wasn’t going to miss anything.


Josh picked up the guitar somewhat gingerly.


‘Go and try it out if you like,’ said Chris. ‘Take the amp with you.’


‘You mean I have permission to make more noise than her?’ he asked.


‘I doubt you’ll manage it, but you can have a go,’ replied Chris.


Josh said thank you twice more before he got up to go upstairs.


‘How about I bring you up a cup of tea and some toast in a bit?’ I said.


He nodded and smiled before leaving the room.


I turned to look at Chris. ‘I think we can safely say that was a hit?’


‘You can’t go wrong with a guitar as a sixteenth-birthday present.’


‘Did you get one, then?’


‘No. I had to wait until I was eighteen. Saved up all my money from my part-time job when I was at college.’


‘Your folks never gave you one?’


‘I don’t think they could afford it, to be honest. And you know what Dad was like, not one for frivolous things like music.’


‘So where is it, your first guitar?’


Chris looked down at his feet. ‘Sold it,’ he said. ‘If I remember rightly, it kept Josh in nappies for a good six months.’


‘In that case,’ I said, putting my hand on his shoulder, ‘I think it only fair that Josh lets you have a turn on his.’


By the time I took the tea and toast up, Josh and Chris were getting stuck into something sounding vaguely like ‘Sweet Child O’ Mine’. Josh had the guitar slung across him in true rock-star fashion. And Chris was standing on Josh’s bed, presumably demonstrating the finer points of air guitar.


I smiled at them both. ‘If Kurt Cobain calls round, shall I send him straight up?’ I asked.


Josh smiled and exchanged one of those looks with Chris before turning to me. ‘Kurt Cobain topped himself before I was even born.’


‘I knew that,’ I said. ‘I so knew that.’


Josh and Chris did the look again. They were more like brothers sometimes, they really were.


‘Says the woman who counts Duran Duran’s Rio as one of the best albums of all time,’ smirked Chris.


He and Josh cracked up laughing.


‘Thank you,’ I said. ‘That’s the last cup of tea you’re getting this morning.’


‘Love you anyway,’ Chris called after me as I left the room. ‘Despite the dodgy music taste.’


I smiled and went back downstairs. And smiled again as they turned the volume of the amp up a notch or two.


* * *

It was lunchtime when Josh finally emerged, showered and dressed, downstairs.


‘Well, what’s the verdict, then?’ I asked.


‘Awesome,’ said Josh. ‘It’s got a great tone to it.’


‘Well, it did when I played it, anyway,’ said Chris.


Matilda, who’d been ploughing through her mental maths homework with a look of utter disdain on her face immediately put down her pen and buzzed around Josh.


‘Can I have a go on your guitar, please? Just a little go.’


‘Maybe tomorrow.’


‘Why not now?’


Josh looked up, somewhat sheepishly. ‘Actually, I was going to ask if it’s OK for me to go round to Tom’s for a bit?’


‘For a bit or a lot?’ I asked.


‘Well, probably the rest of the day. Only he’s desperate to see the guitar and his mum said she’ll do us a pizza and we just want to hang out and listen to music and stuff.’


I glanced at Chris. His face had fallen slightly. But I knew he wouldn’t say no.


‘Yeah. Sure,’ he said. ‘But family lunch here tomorrow, remember? Grandma’s coming, and it would be nice if you weren’t stuck in your room all day.’


‘No probs,’ Josh said.


‘And if Tom’s mum asks you to turn the amp down, you turn it down, OK?’ I added.


Josh nodded.


Chris rolled his eyes and did the sign of the cross in front of him. ‘Watch out,’ he said. ‘The noise police, otherwise known as mums, are on the march.’


‘You’re worse than he is,’ I said.


‘Reliving my youth.’ Chris smiled, putting his arms around me. ‘Guitars do that to men in their forties.’


‘Right. I’d better get going,’ said Josh, displaying the first sign of urgency we’d seen from him that day as he went back to his room to get the amp and the guitar.


Chris kissed me, then nodded at Matilda who was sitting at the table swinging her legs and staring mournfully at Josh’s empty chair.


‘Listen, love,’ I said, putting an arm around her shoulders. ‘You have to remember it’s Josh’s birthday and it’s only fair that he should get to hang out with his best friend, if that’s what he wants to do.’


‘But I want to do stuff with him.’


‘I know, but teenagers like to do their own thing. You probably will, one day.’


Matilda pulled a face. ‘I won’t. I’ll want to be with all of you on my birthday.’


I smiled, deciding not to argue or point out that Josh probably wouldn’t be around by then, anyway. ‘Well, we’re going to have a nice birthday meal together when Grandma’s here tomorrow. And in the meantime, it’s jacket potatoes for lunch.’


Matilda looked at me intently. ‘Josh is having pizza,’ she said.


I looked at her and shook my head. Sir Alan Sugar really had missed a trick not doing a primary-school version of The Apprentice.


‘Well, we’ll have pizza for tea, then,’ I said.


A smile flickered on to Matilda’s face.


‘And after lunch,’ said Chris, scooping her up from the chair and hoisting her up on to his shoulders, ‘I am going to thrash you at Mouse Trap.’


‘Yay!’ shouted Matilda as they galloped around the kitchen table.


‘Hall, please, if you’re horse racing.’ I smiled. ‘I’ve got hot potatoes about to come out of the Aga.’


‘You heard your mother,’ said Chris, galloping into the hall, Matilda clinging on to his neck and grinning.


Josh came back downstairs, loaded up and looking somewhat like a roadie. ‘Right,’ he said, ‘I’ll see you later.’


‘You’re gonna miss Mouse Trap,’ Matilda shouted out from Chris’s back.


‘I’ll get over it.’


Matilda poked her tongue out at him.


‘If you need me to give you another lesson, just call,’ Chris said to Josh.


‘No chance. You are so playing Mouse Trap all afternoon,’ Josh called out before pulling the door shut behind him.


* * *

Of course, the thing with Mouse Trap is it takes so long to set up that by the time you’re ready, you’ve lost the will to live – let alone play a board game.


We’d been at it for about half an hour when there was a knock on the door. Usually, Matilda would leap up and dash for it before Chris and I even moved. But she was at the particularly delicate stage of replacing the mouse trap, and when I said it would probably be the window cleaner coming back for his money, she decided she was staying put. I got up from my cushion on the floor, being careful not to jog the board, and stopped to pick up a ten-pound note from the pot in the hall, at the same time making a mental note to check before I went back to the game that I had enough icing sugar in the cupboard to finish decorating Josh’s cake for tomorrow.


I opened the door, ten-pound note in hand. A dark-haired woman stared back at me, her smoke-coloured eyes rimmed with kohl. She was wearing skinny jeans and a black top and holding a large present wrapped in black and silver paper. I noticed her hands were shaking. I knew who she was straight away, even though it had been years since I’d looked at her photo, which had been taken years previously. You don’t forget cheekbones like that. And besides, I was reminded of them every time I looked at Josh.


I watched her look me up and down. The corners of her mouth turned up slightly, whether in an attempt at friendliness or simply satisfaction that she was still the brightest star in the sky, it was hard to say.


‘Hi, is Josh in?’ she asked.


‘Er, no, he’s not.’


‘Oh, is there a time I can call back to see him? Only I’d like to give him this myself.’


I was taken aback by her gall. She still hadn’t even introduced herself. I might not have had any idea who she was. She didn’t know who I was, for that matter, although she could probably guess. I wasn’t sure what to say. I couldn’t send her packing without consulting Chris first. And I couldn’t accept the present without checking with him either. She was back. And whichever way you looked at it, Chris needed to know.


‘Chris!’ I called from the hallway. I tried to do it in a casual tone so as not to bring Matilda running out with him. But at the same time I couldn’t help thinking I should have tried to warn him in some way. No one should be flung from an innocent game of Mouse Trap unwittingly into the jaws of their ex. It wasn’t right.


She flinched as I said his name. The corners of her mouth returned to neutral, her eyes narrowed slightly. I thought for a second that she might simply dump the present and make a run for it. Fight or flight. She stood her ground, though, until he appeared behind me in the hallway. His footsteps faltered as he caught sight of her. He stopped dead behind me. I felt his breath fast and shallow on the back of my neck before he spoke.


‘Lydia.’


She smiled at him. Not at her full wattage, I was sure, more of a seductive glow.


‘Look, I know I should have called or something.’


Chris was in front of me now. On the edge of the doorstep, his face doing a good impression of a question mark. Many question marks, to be honest.


‘What …? Why …? I don’t understand.’


‘I wanted to give him his present,’ she said.


‘Well, you can’t. He’s not here.’


‘I know. She’s already said.’ Lydia nodded in my direction but didn’t bother to remove her gaze from Chris’s face.


‘You can’t just turn up like this,’ said Chris. ‘What if Josh had been here?’


‘Then I could have given him the present.’


‘And what would you have said?’


‘The truth,’ she said. ‘It’s usually the best thing to start with.’


‘Jesus,’ said Chris, shaking his head.


They paused for a second. It was long enough for my mediation training to get the better of the lurching feeling in my stomach.


‘Look,’ I said, ‘I don’t think this is the time or the place for this conversation. We’ve all had a bit of a shock. How about we take the present for Josh and let him decide what he wants to do.’


‘OK,’ she said with a shrug. ‘There’s a note inside the card. Could you give it to him, please? Make sure he reads it. It’s got my contact details on.’


For a second I thought Chris was going to tell her where to stick her present and card. Maybe he would have. But at that moment Matilda came out into the hall.


‘Oohh, that’s a big present,’ she said. ‘Is it for Josh?’


I saw Lydia look at her and straight away back to me. Presumably spotting the maternal resemblance but perhaps seeing Chris’s eyes too. Because for the first time that afternoon she appeared to have been rendered speechless.


‘Yes, it is,’ I said, filling the silence. ‘The lady’s just leaving it for him.’ I took the present from Lydia, my look warning her not to say anything, give any clue as to who she was.


The box was heavy. Whatever it was, I suspected it wasn’t cheap.


‘Thank you,’ I said. ‘We’ll be in touch.’


Lydia looked at Chris and then back to me and nodded, turned and walked out of the garden. She stopped just outside the gate and lit a cigarette with shaking hands before carrying on down the lane.


I shut the door, needing to feel safe inside my own home. I wasn’t any more, though. None of us were. That much was clear. I only had myself to blame. Chris had offered to move when we got married, but I’d said no because I hadn’t wanted to uproot Josh. It was a big enough deal acquiring a stepmother without being kicked out of the only home you’d ever known as well. I hadn’t wanted to be one of those stepmothers out of fairy tales. I’d wanted to break the mould. Yet in doing that I’d left myself open to attack.


I turned to smile at Matilda, knowing we had to pretend that everything was fine for her sake.


‘Right,’ I said, ‘I do believe I was in the process of beating you at Mouse Trap.’


‘What do you think it is?’ asked Matilda, ignoring my taunt and nodding towards the present.


‘I don’t know, love,’ I said, putting the box in the tall hallway cupboard in the hope that it would be a case of out of sight, out of mind.


‘Who was that lady? Why haven’t I seen her before?’


I hesitated, unsure whether to let Chris answer. He remained silent.


‘Someone Daddy and Josh knew years ago,’ I said. ‘Now, let’s get on with that game.’


Matilda nodded and ran back into the lounge. I turned to look at Chris. His face was ashen, his eyes burning fiercely.


‘She has no right to see him,’ he said. ‘No right whatsoever.’


‘Listen,’ I whispered, taking hold of his hand and squeezing hard, ‘try not to worry. We’ll work out what to do. We’ll talk later, when Matilda’s gone to bed, OK?’


He nodded and tried his best to smile. I followed him back into the lounge, realising I still had the ten-pound note for the window cleaner in my hand.


* * *


It was gone eight before Matilda finally went to bed. As soon as I came down after reading to her, I went out the back door. I knew exactly where Chris would be. The wooden bench in the back garden faced west, allowing huge vistas of the sunsets over our beautiful part of the Pennines. The sun had set more than an hour ago but Chris was still sitting there, soaking up the faintest trace of colours left in the sky. Staring out into the darkness beyond.


I sat down next to him. Put my hand on his thigh. Wanting to let him know I was there, but not attempting to wrench him out of wherever he was right now. It was bad enough for me, coming face to face with the woman who’d come before me. Who, for all I knew, had sat on this very bench with him, sharing this view. But what it must be like for him to have the mother of his son turn up after all these years. The maelstrom which it must have unleashed inside him, I couldn’t begin to imagine. I sat with him a while longer before I finally spoke.


‘She’s never been in touch? Not until today?’


He shook his head. Closed his eyes for a second. ‘I did what she asked,’ he said. ‘I never came after her or tried to find her. And now she decides she wants to bloody see him.’


We sat silently for a minute or two. Each immersed in our own thoughts.


‘What do you want to do?’ I asked eventually. ‘About the present, I mean.’


‘Personally I’d chuck it off the edge of the crags, but I guess that’s not one of the options.’


I smiled at him and stroked his leg again. ‘If she’s come here once, she’ll presumably come again if she doesn’t hear anything. We can’t just stick our heads in the sand. Josh could be here next time.’


‘I don’t want her anywhere near him.’


I took hold of his hand. ‘Maybe Josh won’t want to see her, anyway. The key thing is that we ask him. Give him the present so that he can make his own mind up. Can you imagine what he’d say if he found out she’d turned up and we hadn’t told him?’


Chris looked at me. ‘I know,’ he said. ‘It’s difficult, that’s all. What if he wants to see her?’


‘Would that be such a bad thing?’


He gave me one of his ‘What do you think?’ looks.


‘Maybe she’s changed,’ I said. ‘People do.’


Chris made a ‘pppfffft’ sound and shook his head.


‘Well, let’s wait and see, shall we? We don’t even know where she’s living. It might be a flying visit, and she’ll be off again.’


Chris sat for a while, staring up at the sky. It was getting cool now. I pulled my cardigan further across me.


‘OK,’ he said. ‘But if you don’t mind, could you talk to Josh? I’m not sure I’d say the right things. Not sure I’d be capable of saying anything, really. I’m pretty numb with it all.’


‘Sure,’ I said, rubbing his arm. ‘Tonight, when he comes home?’


Chris shook his head. ‘No, I’m not having anything spoiling his birthday. Tomorrow. After Mum’s been and Matilda’s gone to bed.’


‘OK,’ I said, standing up. ‘You coming in?’


‘In a bit,’ he replied.


I nodded, kissed him on the lips and walked slowly back indoors.







I know this is going to sound stupid, but we were at this Handmade Parade workshop thing they do in Hebden Bridge every year. I was helping our daughter with her costume – it was a mythical creature theme and she wanted to be some kind of goblin – and I asked him if he could make me some horns to wear, because I hadn’t had time to make my own costume.


Anyway, he comes back five minutes later with these pathetic-looking brown bits of corrugated card he’d scrunched into a bendy shape and said, ‘Will these do?’


And at exactly the same moment a woman next to us put on the horns that her husband had made for her, and they were these huge things, made from wire, with papier mâché around them, painted purple and silver, and she looked so chuffed and I thought to myself: that’s what I want. Not her horns but a husband who could be bothered to make something special for me.


So I turned to him and said, ‘No, they won’t do. They won’t do at all.’













2


I should have realised that Matilda would say something. She lulled me into a false sense of security by chatting away about a random selection of innocuous subjects on Sunday morning without so much as a passing reference to the present.


But as soon as Josh appeared in the kitchen she chirped up, ‘A lady came to the house yesterday with a massive present for you.’


Chris put his mug down heavily on the table.


Josh looked at him. ‘What lady?’ he asked.


‘The pretty lady with long dark hair,’ said Matilda.


‘Oh yeah, I know loads of those,’ replied Josh.


‘You do know her. Mummy said you and Daddy knew her years ago.’


Josh turned to look at me. There was no way we were going to hold this conversation back until the evening.


‘Right, Matilda,’ I said, deciding a diversionary tactic was needed, ‘hadn’t you better go and get ready?’


‘Ready for what?’


‘Swimming. Daddy’s taking you to the family fun session.’


‘Yay!’ said Matilda, throwing her arms around Chris.


He looked up at me, no doubt ruing the loss of his Sunday-paper-reading time but also realising what I was trying to do.


‘Yep,’ he said, taking a last slurp of coffee, ‘and if you get a move on, we might even have time to go to the scooter park beforehand.’


Matilda disappeared to her bedroom and returned with her swimming bag and scooter helmet in record time.


‘Right, then,’ said Chris, bending to give me a kiss, ‘I’ll see you later.’


I could hear the tightness in his voice as he said it. He looked at Josh – a slow, regretful look – and patted him on the shoulder before he left. A forlorn gesture, but a gesture all the same.


Quiet descended on the house.


Josh sat down at the table. ‘So who’s the woman?’


I sat down next to him.


He knew about his mother. Chris had answered the inevitable questions when he was growing up. He had photos of her somewhere that Chris had given him when he was younger, feeling the need to make her tangible, so she wasn’t up there with Father Christmas and the Tooth Fairy as someone you couldn’t be one hundred per cent certain existed, because no one had ever actually seen them.


I had no idea if he still looked at the photographs. If he thought about her, wondered about trying to find her one day. I’d done my best to fill the gap but I’d never tried to replace her. I’d always been Alison to him, not ‘Mum’. And here I was, about to bring the past crashing rudely and unrequested into his present.


‘It was your mum.’


I said it as gently as possible, but sometimes words weigh so heavily that it doesn’t matter if you breathe them out, the impact is still the same.


Josh stared at me, his mouth gaping open. ‘My mum? She came here? Why?’


‘To see you, Josh. She wanted to give you a present.’


‘But she hasn’t wanted to see me for like virtually my entire life. Why is she bothered now?’


The hurt was seeping out of him. Collecting in a pool under his chair. I wanted to hug him to me, as I had done when he was younger, but I wasn’t sure if I could do that any more.


I squeezed his arm instead. ‘It doesn’t mean she wasn’t bothered, Josh. Maybe she had problems to sort out.’


‘Must have been bloody big problems to take nearly sixteen years to sort …’ He sat quietly for a bit before curiosity got the better of him. ‘What did she say? Did you see her?’


‘Yeah, I answered the door. She seemed fine. A bit nervous, but that’s hardly surprising. She said there’s a note inside the card with the present. She asked that you read it.’


He said nothing for a few moments. His brow was furrowed, his hands clenched. ‘Where is it? The present, I mean.’


‘It’s in the hall cupboard. Would you like me to get it for you?’


He nodded. Like Edmund being offered Turkish delight by the White Witch and knowing he shouldn’t take it, but being unable to resist.


I brought the present in and laid it on the kitchen table. Josh didn’t open it first, though. He took the envelope off the front and tore across the top. The card had an arty, graffiti-style ‘Happy Birthday’ on the front. He opened it; the letter fell out on to his lap.


He sat there for a minute looking at it, picked it up and put it down again before passing it to me. ‘Can you read it, please?’ he asked.


‘Are you sure?’


He nodded. I opened the pieces of paper. I was struck instantly by the writing. She wrote in what appeared to be a black fountain pen. The letters were tall and beautifully formed with flourishes on the loops. It looked like a work of art, not a hastily scrawled note.


‘ “Dear Josh,” ’ I began, ‘ “you probably hate me – if you know I even exist, that is. I understand that. I wish I could explain why I did what I did, but I’m not sure I can. I’m not going to try to justify it and I don’t want to make excuses. All I’ll say is that I wasn’t thinking straight at the time. I was pretty messed up. And the trouble with being messed up is that you do things you should never have done and then afterwards, when you’re not so messed up, you wish you could take them back. But you can’t, and nor can you explain to the person you hurt why you did it.” ’


I glanced over at Josh. He was sitting staring at his hands. He nodded for me to continue.


‘ “What I want you to know is that I didn’t get in touch because I thought it would be best for you, not because I didn’t want to. I’d already screwed up big time and I was worried that, if I came back, I’d do the same thing again. And I knew that your dad would be doing a brilliant job of looking after you.


‘“But I don’t want you to think that I didn’t get in touch because I wasn’t thinking about you. I’ve thought about you every single day since I left. That’s why I wanted to give you this present now, on your sixteenth birthday. Because I always vowed that I would and that it might help you to see that I was thinking about you all the time, even when I wasn’t there.


‘“If you’d like to meet up, or speak on the phone, that would be fantastic. But don’t feel you have to. I understand if you don’t want to see me, but always know that I am thinking of you and that I love you.” ’


My voice caught as I read the last line. I’d never hated her. How could I, when I hadn’t known her? I’d hated what she’d done. Hadn’t been able to understand how she could have done it. But at that moment I simply felt sorry for the woman who had poured her heart out to the son she had never known. Although not as sorry as I felt for the son who was sitting before me, crumpled and contorted with emotion.


‘Come here,’ I said, pulling him to me. Stroking his hair, kissing him gently on the top of his head as his shoulders shook beneath me.


‘She’s not my mum,’ he sobbed. ‘I mean, how could she do that to a baby? It’s not right. Not right at all.’


‘Sometimes, love, people do the most awful things. Things you can’t begin to get your head around. I hear about them all the time. People who come to see me who’ve behaved in such a bad way to the very people they say they love the most.’


‘And do the people they say they love hate them?’


‘Sometimes they do,’ I said. ‘But often they love them too. There’s a thin line, as they say.’


‘Chrissie Hynde from the Pretenders,’ said Josh.


I managed a smile. ‘I wasn’t sure if you’d know that one. My era, really.’


‘She’s class,’ said Josh.


‘You know what?’ I said. ‘Your mum looks a bit like her. Dark hair and eyes, dead slim.’


Josh nodded. I let go of him.


He sat and thought for a bit. ‘Dad doesn’t want me to see her, does he? That’s why he got you to talk to me.’


‘Your father wants what’s best for you. He’s a bit shaken up, that’s all. He wasn’t expecting her to turn up like that.’


‘And what about you?’ asked Josh. ‘What do you think?’


‘I think it should be up to you. And I’ll understand if you do want to see her and I’ll understand if you don’t. Whatever you decide, I’ll support you. We both will.’


Josh put his head down and sighed. ‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘All these years it’s been like she never really existed. It’s so weird to think I could get to know her. I’m not sure if I want to, though.’


‘Take some time, then. You don’t have to make your mind up straight away. See how you feel in a few days.’


Josh nodded.


I got up to put the kettle on. ‘Are you going to open it, then?’ I asked.


‘Oh,’ he said, turning back to the present on the table. ‘Yeah, I guess so.’


He picked it up and unpicked the tape from one end, sliding the paper off the large cardboard box beneath. It was a widescreen television box. For a moment I thought that’s what she’d got him. I was wondering where the hell we were going to put it. And then he opened the box and took something out and I saw that it wasn’t a TV at all. It was a red guitar. An electric one. Like the one we’d got him, only better.


‘Jeez,’ said Josh. ‘Look at this.’


He pointed to a scrawled signature in black marker pen on the front. Above it, I could just make out ‘To Josh, London’s Calling!’ followed by a signature.


‘It’s Joe Strummer’s guitar,’ said Josh, his mouth gaping open. ‘She’s given me Joe Strummer’s fucking Fender Telecaster.’


For once I ignored the language. In the circumstances it was probably justified. She’d managed to give him the one thing which would now make it very hard for Josh not to want to meet her.


‘I don’t get it,’ he said, shaking his head. ‘How could she have got this?’


‘Your dad said she used to work in music promotion. One of the big record labels, I think.’


I could almost hear the cogs going round in Josh’s head.


‘She got him to sign it for me,’ he said. ‘Even though she hadn’t seen me since she left. She still got him to sign it for me.’


I nodded and smiled. Realising at that point that Josh was lost to her. And there was nothing we could do about it.


* * *

Josh was upstairs in his room playing the guitar when Chris and Matilda came home. Tom was up there with him. Josh must have texted him. He’d come round pretty sharpish.


It was Matilda who realised first. She never missed a thing. Her brow furrowed as she looked at Josh’s guitar from us, which was lying on the sofa.


Her head spun round, the ends of her still-wet hair flicking water as she did so. ‘What’s he playing?’ she asked. ‘That’s not his guitar.’


‘No. It’s a different one. He’s playing it with Tom.’


‘So did Tom bring it? Has he got one too?’


I hesitated. Chris looked at me. He twigged before I said anything. I could see it in the way his eyes darkened.


‘Er, no. It’s his. It was the present the lady brought round yesterday.’


‘So he’s got two guitars? Can I have one, then? Or just borrow his when he’s playing the new one?’


‘Maybe ask him nicely, later, if you can have a quick turn.’


‘I want to ask him now.’


‘No,’ I said. ‘Grandma’s coming round soon. Why don’t you put on a DVD while I finish cooking?’


She ran over to the TV without another word. Chris followed me into the kitchen, shutting the door behind us.


‘Great,’ he said, shaking his head. ‘I suppose she thinks giving him a guitar will make everything OK.’


‘Look, I need to tell you something,’ I said. ‘It’s not just any guitar. It’s signed by Joe Strummer.’


He stared at me as if he thought I was having him on for a moment. His jaw set with the realization that I wasn’t.


‘It’s signed “To Josh”,’ I continued, sitting down at the kitchen table.


He frowned again. It clearly didn’t fit with the scenario he had in his head.


‘It must have been within a few years of her leaving, then,’ he said. ‘He’s been dead a good ten years or so.’


‘She wrote a letter,’ I said. ‘It was in with the card. Josh asked me to read it to him.’


‘What did it say?’


‘That she never stopped thinking about him. That she screwed up and wants the chance to put things right but that she’d understand if it’s too late.’


Chris blew out and sat down next to me. ‘Has he said what he wants to do?’


‘He’s pretty mixed up. I suggested he take a few days to think about it. I suspect the guitar’s probably swung it, mind.’


Chris nodded. Put his head in his hands.


‘They might only meet up once,’ I said, rubbing his shoulder. ‘Maybe she simply needs to get it out of her system.’


‘No,’ said Chris, ‘that’s not Lydia’s style. All or nothing. That’s how it is with her.’


‘I still don’t think we can say no,’ I said. ‘He’s sixteen. We couldn’t stop him. And I’d rather not try if it’s going to push him away. We need to be here for him. Need to let him deal with it in his own way.’


‘It’s easy for you to say.’


I looked down at my hands. He was right, of course. I’d never met the woman until yesterday. I hadn’t been the one she walked out on. The one who’d brought Josh up single-handedly. Who’d made so many sacrifices that I didn’t know where to start.


‘No one’s taking him away from you,’ I said. ‘She can never compete with what you did for him. But at the end of the day she’s his mother. It’s natural that he’d want to meet her, even if it’s just out of curiosity.’


Chris shut his eyes and bowed his head. I put my arms around him. Pulled him in to me.


‘OK. I guess we’ve got no choice,’ he said eventually.


‘Thanks,’ I said, knowing that although he was doing his best to sound reasonable and rational, inside he must be feeling anything but. ‘Right. Well, I’d better get on with dinner,’ I said, squeezing his shoulder.


‘I’ll give Mum a ring,’ said Chris. ‘See what time she wants picking up.’


‘She said she’d come by bus.’


‘I know. But it’s started to rain. You know how slippery the cobbles get.’


* * *

By the time Chris arrived back with Barbara, Tom had gone home but Josh was still up in his room. Matilda had built some kind of set for The Muppets movie in the hallway and was busy perfecting her Miss Piggy voice.


‘Grandma!’ Matilda yelled as soon as she heard the key in the door.


I hurried out from the kitchen as she leapt at Barbara, almost knocking her off her feet.


‘Steady, please,’ I said, wiping my hands on my apron before taking my turn to give Barbara a hug.


Her cheeks were soft and downy. She looked like a grandmother should. She smelt like a grandmother should. She was everything a grandmother should be, to be honest. I wished I’d had one like her. Or a mother like her, for that matter.


‘Hello, love. Summat smells good. Just what I need to warm me up, turned a bit nippy out there, it has. Autumn’s proper on its way. I always say it starts on Josh’s birthday. We’ve hardly ever had his party in the garden. Once when he were a wee lad, I think. One of those Indian summers we don’t get any more.’


‘Well, the kitchen’s nice and toasty. You come and warm yourself up. Matilda, will you pop and tell Josh Grandma’s here, please?’


Barbara slipped off her sensible lace-ups and went through. I glanced at Chris. The darkness hung heavily over his eyes. I realised he still hadn’t seen Josh since he’d been told.


‘It’s OK,’ I whispered. ‘Remember, nothing’s changed. Not really.’


He nodded, although he didn’t appear convinced.


I followed Barbara into the kitchen. She was warming her bottom against the Aga. She had a jumper and a cardigan on. In the summer she swapped the jumper for a blouse but she never went without the cardigan.


‘Chris was quiet on way over,’ she said.


I busied myself stirring the gravy while I worked out how to reply. Barbara wouldn’t eat anything without gravy on it.


‘It’s a big thing, your son turning sixteen. A whole new set of stuff to worry about.’


‘There’s no need to worry about Josh, though, is there? He’s a good lad.’


I smiled at her and nodded. I heard Josh come down the stairs two at a time and run into a Kermit and Miss Piggy ambush. Chris was now hovering in the doorway, seemingly unsure which side was safer.


‘Let me see the birthday boy, then,’ called out Barbara.


Josh came through, squeezing past Chris without making eye contact, and gave Barbara a hug.


‘Eeh, you definitely look older. It’s downhill from here, you know. You’ll have wrinkles like mine before you know it.’


Josh kissed her on the cheek.


‘Happy birthday anyway, love,’ she said, her eyes sparkling as they always did in his presence. ‘And I’m told you haven’t opened my present yet. Must be getting old, then, if you can contain yourself.’


Josh smiled.


‘It’s in the other room,’ Matilda piped up. ‘I’ll go and get it.’


‘It’s OK,’ I said. ‘We’ll all come through. Just for a few minutes, and then lunch will be ready.’


We followed Matilda through to the lounge. The present was on the coffee table. I knew exactly what it was, because we’d bought it. Barbara always gave us the money and asked us to get something Josh really wanted.


He peeled off the wrapping paper. His face lit up.


‘It’s an iPad!’ squealed Matilda.


‘I have no idea what you do with it but I were told you really wanted one,’ said Barbara.


Josh gave her a big hug. ‘I did. Thank you. You can go on the internet and use it to take photos and all sorts. I’ll show you, if you like.’


‘It’ll have to be after lunch now,’ I said.


‘Right you are,’ said Barbara.


‘And this is the guitar Josh got from Mummy and Daddy,’ said Matilda, pointing to the sofa. ‘Only he’s got another one now, so he doesn’t really need it.’


I glanced at Chris. He looked like he had been kicked in the stomach.


‘Oh,’ said Barbara. ‘Who were other one from, then?’


Josh looked at me for help.


‘Just someone who wanted to pass it on to him,’ I said.


‘It was the pretty lady who came to the door yesterday,’ chipped in Matilda. ‘Mummy hid it in the cupboard.’


Barbara looked at me.


‘Lunch,’ I said. ‘Lunch will be ready. I’d better go and get the roast out.’


They followed me through and sat down at the kitchen table.


Matilda could always be relied upon to fill any awkward silences with her chatter. Barbara suspected something. I was pretty sure of it. She might have been in her seventies but she was sharp. Pin sharp. She glanced at Chris and Josh intermittently throughout the meal. Tried to engage them in conversation. Josh at least responded to the inquiries about how his GCSE revision was going and whether he’d had any more thoughts about where to do his ‘A’ levels (he was trying to find a sixth form or college which offered music technology, art and history). But Chris remained pretty monosyllabic. There were none of his characteristic wisecracks, no egging Matilda on with her jokes. He didn’t even finish all of his lunch, and roast chicken was his favourite. Always had been.


‘Not hungry?’ inquired Barbara as I took Chris’s plate.


‘Oh, I’m saving some room for pudding,’ said Chris.


‘What’s for pudding?’ asked Matilda.


‘Well, it’s a birthday meal, isn’t it?’ I said.


‘Cake. Has Josh got a birthday cake? Has it got Smarties or sprinkles on it?’


‘He’s got a cake but no sprinkles or Smarties. Plenty of chocolate, mind.’


Josh smiled at me. You were never too old for chocolate, after all.


I beckoned Matilda to follow me to the larder, where I unveiled the triple chocolate cake I’d made, meticulously following the recipe I’d found on the internet. We had plenty of cookery books with cake recipes in but they all had pictures with them, and I hated making something which I knew wouldn’t look anything like the picture.


‘Wow!’ said Matilda, who thankfully tended to be impressed by pure size rather than aesthetic appeal. ‘That looks yummy.’


‘Well, hopefully it will taste yummy as well,’ I said.


We carried the cake over to the table between us. Matilda started singing ‘Happy Birthday’, and Barbara joined in, despite Josh looking a tad embarrassed. Chris opened and closed his mouth the best he could, but I could barely hear any words coming out. I’d put a number sixteen candle in the middle of the cake. It seemed a bit more grown-up than having sixteen candles.


‘Don’t forget to make a wish,’ said Barbara as Josh took a deep breath.


He closed his eyes as he blew, as if he was still a little kid. I had no idea what he wished for. But I did know that it wasn’t the same as whatever Chris was wishing for at that moment.


* * *

Barbara waited until the others had gone into the lounge to say something. She stayed in the kitchen on the pretext of giving me a hand with the teas. But I knew from the look on her face that there was something far more important on her agenda.


‘What’s bothering him, Alison?’ she asked.


She might have been a silver-haired grandmother, but there was no mistaking the steel beneath the surface. I wasn’t going to lie to her. I wasn’t even going to be economical with the truth, as I had been earlier. I figured she was bound to find out sooner or later, and I’d rather it came from me.


‘Lydia came to the house yesterday,’ I said quietly. ‘She bought Josh the guitar. The other one. The one upstairs.’


The colour drained from Barbara’s cheeks. It took her a few moments to compose herself enough to be able to speak. When she did so, her voice was shaky.


‘Did she see Josh?’


‘No. He was at a friend’s house.’


‘Chris saw her, though?’


I nodded.


Barbara shook her head. ‘She’s got a nerve.’


There was a tone in Barbara’s voice that I didn’t recognise. She never usually had a bad word to say about anyone.


‘She left a letter for Josh,’ I went on. ‘It was in with his card. She apologised for what she did and said she’d like to meet up with him.’


‘Chris isn’t going to let him, surely?’


‘He’s sixteen, Barbara. It’s not a matter of letting him.’


‘He’s still living under your roof. You can still say no to him. He has no idea what she’s like.’


‘But that’s just it. He doesn’t know what she’s like. That’s why he’s curious to meet her.’


‘Well, I can tell him exactly what she’s like. Save him a lot of time and heartbreak.’


Barbara’s permanent smile had disappeared from her face. I noticed her hands were shaking.


‘He might not even meet her. He’s still making his mind up about what he wants to do.’


‘Don’t be taken in by her, Alison. She can be very charming when she wants to be. But you weren’t there. You didn’t see what she did to Chris. To leave a baby the way she did. No mother worth an ounce of anyone’s sympathy would do that. So don’t you start feeling sorry for her.’


I was taken aback by her tone of voice. The undeniable strength of feeling.


‘I just think it’s important that this is Josh’s decision,’ I said. ‘And that we all support him along the way.’


‘What about Matilda?’


‘She doesn’t know who the woman was.’


‘But she saw her?’


I nodded.


‘She ruined Chris’s life once,’ Barbara said. ‘Don’t let her do it again. No good will ever come of that woman. No good at all.’


She picked two mugs of tea up, her hands still shaking, and took them silently out of the kitchen.







I have no idea why he said it, but we were in the middle of having sex – that means about three minutes into it, in his case – and I was going through the motions, as usual. I mean, he has no idea I fake it. I’ve watched that restaurant scene in When Harry Met Sally enough times to know how to do it well.


Anyway, he suddenly put on the voice of that old-fashioned motor-racing commentator in Chitty Chitty Bang Bang and said, ‘She’s here, she’s here. She’s coming, she’s coming.’


And the worst part about it was that he actually thought it was funny. Roared with laughter afterwards. And I just knew that I would never even be able to fake it with him again.
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