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Prologue

No one should have to get up at six a.m. on a Saturday morning. And it shouldn’t be this stifling, even in August. It was like their skin was oiled, their legs slipping and sliding over each other as they concertinaed beneath the pristine white Egyptian linen that always made Nell feel like she was staying in a hotel. But Jeremy’s smart duplex in London’s Fitzrovia was better than a hotel and she wasn’t checking out any time soon. In fact, she hadn’t been back to her flat share in Hackney for days. Jeremy didn’t do Hackney.

Nell tried to get out of bed – Cornwall was at least a five-hour drive away, they needed to get going – but Jeremy pulled her back, his fingers walking into the dip between her hip bones. Within twenty minutes he had made her come twice - he was gladiatorial even on five hours’ sleep. They showered together in the wet room and Nell knew he was admiring her lean young body as she lifted her arms, slowly, one then the other, and shaved her armpits, ready for her party dress.

After the shower they were properly awake. So they could now speak and reheat the row they’d had the night before. Despite the sex, Jeremy was still pissed off: she’d broken the news that she had a press trip next month, on his birthday weekend, unfortunately. She’d apologised, explained that if she didn’t go, her editor would write her off as a non-ambitious  homebody. And, come on, it was an all-expenses-paid trip to Miami! Jeremy said he’d take her to Miami. Nell said it wasn’t about Miami – well, not exactly – it was about work. It was about proving a point, he retorted, throwing a napkin at her plate of Marmite toast. The toast hopped into her lap, leaving sticky brown skids on her petal-pink silk dressing gown.

Fourteen months into their love affair they were having lots of rows, and lots of fantastic make-up sex. Nell knew she’d started to rebel a bit. Jeremy’s possessiveness, however tender and flattering, had begun to feel controlling. Worse, she suspected he resented her focus on her career – she’d done well in women’s magazines but dreamed of breaking into newspapers – and that it rankled him that he, successful swinging-dick city lawyer, wanted to look after her but she didn’t want to be looked after, not yet, anyway. (The babies could wait.) Yes, she loved him. Every bit of him. How could she not? Theirs was a big love, the kind of passionate, sparking Latin love that made you feel alive. It was just that sometimes she wondered if this was enough. Jeremy wanted worship.

Ten a.m. They still hadn’t left the flat, making getting up so early completely pointless. Nell was all over the place. Whenever she went home to Cornwall – not often enough, her mother complained – she got skittish, fidgety and forgetful. And it was a hundred times worse going home with Jeremy because she worried about a member of her family doing something off-puttingly dysfunctional. Which was why she couldn’t find her make-up remover travel wipes. Or her gold gladiator flats. (She preferred heels but had to disguise that extra inch she had on Jeremy.) Nor could she find the right bra to go with her yellow halter-neck dress. Had she left the damn thing in Hackney?

Seven hours, much cursing, bickering and traffic jams later, the mercury was nudging thirty-one. With relief they finally slipped off the motorway and into the Perranortho Valley, weaving their way through leafy narrow lanes towards Tredower House where Valerie, Nell’s mother, was hosting the hog roast. An annual event set in her lush semi-tropical garden, it was the one date in the year Nell couldn’t easily flake out of, a rounding up of Valerie’s closest friends and rivals for a parade of familial harmony. Jeremy’s first. Not his last.

They piled out of his convertible and stood, hand in sweaty hand, on the gravel drive. The old stone rectory looked undeniably beautiful even to the most hardened metropolitan. Surrounded by swarms of cabbage whites, bees as big as birds and banks of blooming flowers, everything seemed to be fluttering and in motion, scented, sweating and moist. Suddenly it didn’t matter quite so much that Nell didn’t have the right bra or that she and Jeremy were irritating the hell out of each other. The day could still be rescued.

In the garden the party was in full swing. A roast suckling pig rotated on the spit with an orange in its mouth, its skin blackening and crisping like burnt toffee. Guests weaved drunkenly across the lawns. Valerie – yet to receive the diagnosis that would flip her world upside down – was animated and pretty in a sky-blue dress, trading gossip and gooseberry-growing tips and somehow working her way around the party without offending anyone. Only Nell noticed when she took five minutes out to sit alone in the summer house at the bottom of the garden, and wondered if she was thinking about Dad.

Circulating at the top of the garden, Corona in hand, was Nell’s older brother Ethan. Showing off his twin baby boys  and new wife Janet to the rellies, he was chatty, sociable and charming. Nell suspected he’d just done a sneaky line of coke in the downstairs loo.

Heather, Nell’s younger sister, was in a less gregarious mood. She sat quietly on a bench beneath a pear tree, sunlight threaded in her blond hair, looking vulnerable and exquisite in a floral maxi-dress. She’d recently split from Damian, the civil servant she’d secretly hoped to marry, and Nell knew she had been dreading the hog roast with all its ‘Who’s the lucky man?’ single-girl agonies.

Nell had a theory. At summer parties and weddings single women split into two camps. One type of woman wears hot-pink or animal print, shows lots of leg and whoops across the dance floor worrying wives and advertising her availability. The other dresses as if she’s hitched, avoids dancing and slinks off without saying goodbye by midnight. Heather was the second type. All she’d ever wanted was a meat-and-twoveg love affair, then marriage, the dessert. But somehow the more she wanted it the more single she became.

She needs a gay best friend, thought Nell, as she and Jeremy walked across the lawn towards her. Shame that the only homosexual at the hog roast was Monty, the family Labrador. Then Nell had an idea. Jeremy was Just Gay Enough! He had looks, charm, wore a Ozwald Boateng suit - with pink silk lining – and was much more comfortable in the company of intelligent beautiful women than the lads. He would stop poor old Heather from being hit on by dairy farmers with yellow teeth and, in turn, Heather’s company would ease the pressure on her, which meant she could hang out with her old friend Sophie. Genius.

The party zoomed by. The sun blazed. Nell whirled across the dance floor with a peacock feather in her hair, polkaing with the village oldies, smoking a sneaky spliff with Sophie  and, because it was so damn hot, knocking back unladylike quantities of sticky table wine, local cider and Pimms. By one in the morning only a small hardcore group (the childless under forties) were still partying.

Nell’s breasts ached from all the bouncing about – she’d gone braless in the end – and she was worried that she might have ruined their pencil-test perkiness for ever so she called it a night. Jeremy, excelling in being a Just Gay Enough companion to a much cheerier Heather, said he was too awake to sleep. He’d join her shortly.

At five in the morning Nell woke in her old teenage bedroom with a tongue like dried biltong. She was alone in the bed. Feeling a whoosh of nausea, she leaned over and yanked up the bedroom’s wobbly sash window to gulp some air. Outside the dawn sky was lava-lamp pink, the trees vivid green. Trippy, she thought, taking in a lungful of oxygen. And it was then she heard voices in the garden. A low indecipherable murmuring at first. Then laughter, Heather’s laughter. Jeremy’s voice? Yes, Jeremy’s voice. She vaguely wondered if she should go and join them but her brain was fuzzy, and it was so early and she was so, so tired, and, probably, yes, probably she was imagining things.

By ten the next morning, Jeremy’s limbs were wrapped around hers again. A smell of bacon wafted under the bedroom door. Forgoing hangover nookie, they stumbled down to breakfast, ravenous. Runny fried eggs. Hash browns. Oily sausages. Toast. Ethan, Janet and Heather were slumped around the battered oak dining table, bleary and smelling of booze; the twins were bouncing in their rockers; Mum, in her striped apron, was pouring a rope of dark brown tea. All as it should be … until the moment Heather passed Jeremy the wicker basket of toast. Jeremy reached for a piece, and then, as if in slow motion, Nell noticed their fingers touch – a tiny,  fleeting touch, a split-second beat of butterfly wings – then part. Jeremy glanced away. Heather looked down at the table. Her neck flushed. A terrible heaviness began to balloon in Nell’s stomach. And it was nothing to do with the fry-up.




One

Almost five years later

 



Ten a.m., Kensal Rise, north-west London. The postman, resentful at being lumbered with the unpopular Saturday morning shift, shoved the letter through Nell’s dove-grey door. It landed on the Union Jack coir doormat with a dull thump.

‘Love letter?’ The man in Nell’s bed – Pete? Peter? – grinned - as he dribbled his finger around her belly button.

‘Er . . .’ Almost certainly a bill or a letter inviting her to upgrade her mobile phone minutes, Nell thought, sucking in her tummy in the vain hope of keeping it flat.

She was aware that he was staring more intently now, as if the possibility of competition had sharpened his appreciation. She felt a corresponding quiver of self-consciousness and rearranged her naked body on to its side. Oops.

Uppermost boob dropping down like triangular bunting. Not a good look. Out of practice. She quickly flipped on to her front – better, less exposed – and as she did so, noticed that the arrow of dark hair around her bedmate’s belly button had crusted up like the edges of an omelette.

‘Hey, just relax, babes.’

Relax! How much more relaxed could she be? Lying  horizontal, naked but for the sheet she was gripping to hide the stretch marks on her boobs. Maybe waking up next to a naked stranger was something this guy did every weekend? Maybe this was what all people under thirty did. Like Skins! Yikes. She gripped the sheet tighter.

‘So you’ve got to work later? On a Saturday?’

‘I have, I’m afraid.’

‘You bloody journalists.’

‘Boring, I know.’ She winced apologetically. Work. Even the word made her tense. She wanted to forget about the newspaper, just for a few hours at least. But the office had taken up residence in her brain like a kind of warped doll’s house complete with mini-photocopier and carpet tiles and the matchstick figure of her spiky boss in a black McQueen suit.

Friday had been manic, as always, the hours slipping like minutes, leaving a pile of unedited features that needed to be filed by Monday morning glaring back at her on the desk. There were no longer any keen underlings to palm the surplus work off on. The London Comet, like all newspapers, was suffering from crashing advertising revenues. There had been three waves of redundancies, each spreading through the office like a particularly nasty flu, taking a few out each time, and the workloads on the survivors – none of whom suffered survivor’s guilt – had dramatically increased.

‘Oh, man. Are you sure I can’t tempt you to skive off and drink bloody Marys?’ He spanked her bottom lightly.

Nell imagined the spank rippling out across her cellulite. She hadn’t had sex in over a year. Why couldn’t she enjoy it more? What was wrong with her? Yes, she really should be less British and uptight about the whole thing. Channel Catherine Deneuve! Channel Belle de Jour! You are a goddess. You are. But somewhere inside her a little voice was laughing and whispering, yeah right . . .

‘Come on, where do lifestyle journalists hang out on a Saturday morning?’

‘Well . . .’ she began. The kitchen. Hand in a box of Cheerios. Pore strip on her nose.

‘Hey, isn’t Portobello market down the road?’

‘Not far.’ She hadn’t been to Portobello for months, possibly years.

‘Let’s go there! See if you can convert a Hoxton boy to West London.’ He nuzzled her neck. ‘I warn you. You’ll have to use all your powers of persuasion.’

‘I’m afraid I really do have a deadline.’ Thank goodness. He seemed lovely. This was lovely. Sexy. Pretty bloody revolutionary, in fact. But . . . well, she wouldn’t mind savouring the more delicious sensual details in private without him breaking the spell. Sophie would be waiting for her juicy morning-after phone call. And it was surprisingly stressful all this being-naked-with-someone-you-didn’t-know business. It wasn’t stressful last night, of course. But now it was morning. The daylight was unforgiving. And she was sober.

It was the last thing she’d been expecting, which was why she’d set off to the party last night in a blue Reiss dress and shocking underwear – Jurassic cheese-wire pale-green thong, Primark T-shirt bra – and a 1970s bikini line. It was a well-connected, fashionable party where everyone had jobs worth broadcasting and even the men passed on the carby canapés. She’d been invited as a Friend of Sophie. (Sophie knew everyone and everyone wanted her at their party. She was the party.) Nell had been in a good mood, having had one of those rare successful trips to the hairdresser’s in her lunch hour, and having secured, for the first time since she was nine, a fringe. The fringe – heavy, glossy, a bit Daisy Lowe - covered up all her frown lines, did something clever to her cheekbones and made the office swoon with fringe envy. The  four pounds she’d shed with the help of the Norovirus two weeks before also helped. Although she was tired – she was always bloody bone tired – she knew she looked OK, plus, there was this distractingly charming twenty-something looking at her mouth when she talked and this had improved her mood immensely.

When he suggested they finish the evening with a drink at a nearby bar she’d dithered – a bar? there was drink at the party – but Sophie had pushed her out of the door, ‘The fringe pulled already! Go, Nell, go!’ Two hours, five Bellinis later, to Nell’s astonishment, they were entangled in a full-on pash-fest back at her flat. She remembered being prudishly surprised that he’d had condoms with him. And, no, she hadn’t come. But she hadn’t come with anyone since splitting with Jeremy, so it wasn’t his fault.

Nell had felt a bit of a hussy. For all of two seconds. Apart from the fact that her hymen was practically growing back, it was a bit late in the day for the coy act now. All that Rules business was for single women who wanted to get married, didn’t want to scare off The One and still had to pretend they’d only ever slept with four people. (One of those being another bi-curious heterosexual woman.) Nell didn’t want to get married. She wasn’t hunting down The One. Indeed, she feared she’d already met him and ballsed up the relationship spectacularly.

‘You’re lovely, Nell Stockwell.’

‘Not the South London tube station,’ she said, flattered that he’d got so close. ‘Stockdale.’

He kissed her left shoulder flinchingly close to the large mole shaped like Ireland.

‘Thanks for inviting Pete back to your lair.’

Pete! She knew it! Must not forget his name again. Very bad manners. She took a closer look at him. Full head of  hair. Slanted hazel eyes. Yes, Pete was definitely handsome – not just Bellini goggles – even if it was in a bit of a predictable blokey Ted Baker-shirt-wearing kind of way, like he might be the kind of man who bought gadget magazines.

‘Nice place you’ve got here,’ he said, putting his arms beneath his head. His biceps bulged like potatoes.

‘We like it.’

Pete’s brow furrowed. ‘We?’

‘Me and my daughter.’

He sat bolt upright and his eyes bugged out.

Oops. No, clearly didn’t remember at all. OK, she hadn’t gone into huge amounts of detail but she hadn’t hidden the fact. Well, not exactly. She was proud of Cass, proud of everything she’d achieved on her own, but stupid as it sounded now, last night she hadn’t wanted to draw attention to the fact she was a mum. She just wanted to be Nell, for once.

‘Daughter?’ Pete pulled the sheet up over his knees. ‘Shit. Is she, like, here? In the flat?’

‘No. At Dean’s.’ She twisted on to her side, feeling awkward all of a sudden.

‘Dean?’

‘Sorry, that’s her dad.’

‘Right.’ Pete scanned the room. ‘Right.’

Nell smiled. ‘We’re not together.’

He frowned. ‘You were married?’

‘We slept together once.’ This wasn’t the first time Nell had had to explain this. Better to get it out of the way early on. ‘And conceived my daughter.’

‘Wow. O-kay.’ He groped his balls, as if checking they were still intact and hadn’t been snipped off and utilised for fertility purposes. There was a moment’s awkward silence. ‘God, so you’re a mum,’ he marvelled. ‘Sorry. I suppose I wasn’t paying full attention last night.’ A slow grin spread  across his face. ‘Mind on other things.’ He squeezed her nipple. It reminded her of breastfeeding a baby with teeth. ‘Would you mind if I had a quick shower?’

‘On your left. Pink fairy wings on the door.’

Pete walked with his legs bowed, big strides like John Wayne. He had high-worked buttocks. A great body, well, a wonderfully male body, which was all that mattered. Hearing the hiss of the shower, knowing he was safely confined to the bathroom, Nell finally started to relax. She wondered if she’d look back and see this morning as a turning point. Not only in terms of her underwear. (Must go knicker shopping immediately.) And, hopefully, her sex life. But maybe, just maybe, after all the years of hard work and the turbulent rollercoaster of single motherhood, she was arriving at a better place? Why, she might even be entering her prime.

Apart from the fact that she had beautiful Cass, the world’s most wonderful four year old, she had a fantastic career that was going places, a flat she loved, and she was still nine stone three on a good day. She could spend her money on Colefax and Fowler wallpaper if she so wished – she had expensive plans for the hall – rather than a family estate car. And, yes, Pete was a reminder that she did have a certain freedom, more freedom than married people, anyway. Hell, she could bed men who looked like they’d been born in the eighties! Indulge in a no-frills sexual liaison knowing it was never going to end in Chinese takeaways in front of the telly. The married mothers at Cass’s nursery couldn’t do that, could they? And nor could her sister.

‘Hey.’ Pete sauntered back into the room, pink towel tightly knotted round his waist. He flung a letter on to the bed’s crumpled white waffle throw and winked. ‘Your post, Foxy.’




Two

Two hours later, the letter had been opened, half read, thrown against the kitchen wall, then picked back up and read to the end with much teeth gnashing. Woman-in-her-prime had well and truly bolted. So had Pete. The editing hadn’t been touched. A howler of a hangover was kicking in. And her brother Ethan had dropped round for coffee, straight into the centre of the storm.

‘Good God. Let’s not forget that this is The Stockdale Express, Ethan!’ Nell held up the letter with shaking hands, steadying herself with her elbows on the kitchen table. ‘Mum’s annual round robin that goes to everyone she knows. Just listen to this.’

Ethan hid his face behind a large mug of coffee. ‘I don’t know if I want to hear it again actually, sis.’

She started to read anyway. ‘Nell is working hard as a journalist as usual – worryingly hard, in my opinion – blah blah blah. I don’t see as much of her as I’d like . . . blah. Wait for it. “Nell, now thirty-seven, remains unattached and although she’ll hate me for saying this, would still” – underlined, Ethan, underlined! – “make a great wife for somebody out there . . .” ’ She looked up at her elder brother in despair. ‘Ethan, Mum has actually put out a public appeal – as if I was a kind of emergency disaster fund – for a husband!’

Of course they both knew it was made so much worse by the fact that this followed Mum’s trumpeting of the ‘wonderful family news’ of Heather’s and Jeremy’s (Nell’s ex) engagement earlier that month.

‘You’re winding yourself up. Honestly. Everyone knows what Mum’s like.’ Ethan grinned his beautiful indie boy grin - still working it one year off forty – and kicked out his high top trainers with their fat caterpillar laces. ‘So what if you’re single and thirty-seven? You look about thirty-two.’

Thirty-two? Couldn’t he at least lie more generously and say twenty-eight? ‘Jesus, I’m so pissed off I can hardly speak.’

‘Well, you’re going to have to. We’ve got important stuff to discuss.’ Ethan checked his black-faced Rolex. ‘I’m afraid I’ve really not got long before I have to pick up the twins from footie practice. If I’m late, Janet will kill me.’

‘I know, sorry.’ Nell took a deep breath. Ethan was right. Mum’s missive had saved the worst for last. They had to discuss it. She looked down at the letter on the kitchen table and skim-read it again: ‘Bad news, I’m afraid. My wonderful housekeeper Deng has just announced that she must return to the Philippines for the summer due to family matters. She’s been like a daughter to me since my first stroke. I will be at a loss without her.’ It went on to twist the butter knife a little. ‘I confess it is getting harder on my own, the practical things mostly. I’m getting terribly forgetful and sometimes the house does seem very big and very empty and the children do seem so far away. But I appreciate that they all have such busy, busy lives – Nell especially – and I take comfort from the fact that at least they’re all wonderfully close. I know that if – when! – anything happens to me they’ve got each other, and lovely spouses to support them. Apart from Nell, who has some terrific girlfriends.’


‘So. Deng. Is. Leaving.’ Ethan groaned, resting his chin on his hand. ‘Bollocks.’

‘Nice of Mum to inform us through the round robin. Liking the personal touch. Or did you know already?’

Ethan took a sip of his coffee. ‘Nope.’

‘Maybe Mum’s just got confused,’ said Nell hopefully.

‘Afraid not. I phoned Deng first thing this morning. She’s going back to the Philippines tomorrow morning. Her boy’s not very well.’ She was shocked that we didn’t know, as she’d told Mum a couple of weeks ago. Mum’s obviously been sitting on it. In denial probably.’

Nell’s heart went out to Deng, lovely Deng. It had always made her feel terrible that her little boy was living with his grandmother in the Philippines while Deng did the job of mothering their mother because they were all too busy and westernised to do it. ‘But she’s coming back in the autumn, right?’

‘Yeah, sure she is,’ Ethan said quickly, not meeting her eye.

Nell pinched the bridge of her nose, closed her eyes. No, The Situation hadn’t gone away just because she’d had sex this year. She’d woken up in the same old bad dream.

Mum had been diagnosed with vascular dementia not long after her first small stroke – a couple of months after that hog roast. She’d had about five small strokes since then, the last the previous month. Sometimes they appeared to be little more than fainting attacks. Other times they were more alarming. And each one diminished a tiny part of her brain. It was, the doctor said, like someone walking through a house flicking off the lights in each room. At the moment most of the house was still well lit but there were signs of imminent gloom, random losses of memory, muscle weakness, and a crankiness of her mood (although, as she  was notoriously cranky anyway, this was hard to pinpoint). Each time Mum recovered from the stroke – her doctors were always hugely impressed by her resilience – she reached a new plateau. Each plateau was slightly lower than the one before, as if there was a teaspoon less of her somehow. And each stroke aged her terribly. She seemed much older than her 62 years.

Worse, they all knew that the little strokes were rehearsals for The Big One, the killer stroke, which could arrive tomorrow or gatecrash years later. Best case scenario would be that The Big One would kill her immediately. Worst case scenario was that she’d survive with what Mum described as the ‘the sentience of a Brussels sprout’. In other words, buggered either way.

‘We need to find someone else and fast,’ said Nell, snapping into professional hiring and firing mode. ‘How about advertising in The Lady? She’d love that. She’d feel like a minor royal.’

‘Janet’s already suggested it.’ Ethan rolled his eyes. ‘Won’t hear of it. She doesn’t want a stranger in the house.’

‘Shit.’ Formidable sister-in-law, Janet – boho mumpreneur with a whim of iron – was the kind of woman who could talk Kate Moss into a pair of Crocs. If she couldn’t persuade Mum, no one could. ‘But she cannot be at Tredower on her own. She’s not even allowed to drive any more, Ethan.’

‘Be grateful for small mercies. I don’t know who’s less roadworthy, her or that rusting heap of metal. I can’t believe the old banger is still going.’

Nell raised an eyebrow.

He grinned. ‘I’m talking about the car.’

Nell’s head began to ache. Her mother was hundreds of miles away, but still, as Ethan noted, ‘within the kill zone’. The truth was that as well as making her cross the letter made  her feel guilty. And the guilt had the effect of making her feel crosser – with herself, with Mum, with Deng, with her crap toaster that toasted unevenly, with the entire cosmos.

They didn’t have an easy relationship. They’d never been the kind of mother and daughter who behaved like girlfriends, swapping clothes, shopping together and giggling when the gay shop assistant asked them if they were sisters. Nell had always imagined that other mothers, normal mothers, were rather like soft floral sofas imprinted with their daughters’ shapes. Mum had always been more like a hard-backed kitchen chair with one of its legs slightly shorter than the other, somewhere you could never sit comfortably. And when she said things like ‘Nell got the legs. Heather got the looks’, it still hurt. ‘You don’t need to eat so much as you get older, Nell, so I won’t offer you seconds.’ Not helpful either. Nor when Mum came round to her flat with its spanking new kitchen, stared at her silver American-style fridge, Nell’s new ice-crushing marvel, and said in that particularly disarming way of hers, ‘Oh.’ What an orchestral range of disappointment her mother could convey in that one simple ‘Oh.’ She’d gone on, ‘Do you really need a fridge that size, darling? It’s not like you’ve got a man in the house.’

‘Heather …’ Ethan instinctively ducked as he spoke. ‘She called earlier.’

Just when she thought her morning couldn’t get any worse. ‘Right,’ she said briskly, staring down at her coffee. She couldn’t bear to think of her little sister and Jeremy reading the emergency husband appeal in their Surrey love nest.

‘Sis, you two are going to have to sort it out. We need to come together this summer.’ Ethan’s eyes went soft and brown and fluttered appealingly like they always did when he wanted a woman on side. ‘This is not the time for unresolved feuds.’

‘There is no feud.’ She stood up and walked over to the cupboard, picking out a bar of cooking chocolate, the kind that was ostensibly bought for making cupcakes with Cass, but which she scoffed late at night when she got stressed. Because it was cooking chocolate it didn’t count. ‘Heather and I just don’t have much in common these days. Chocolate?’

‘Don’t have much in common?’ Ethan broke off a slab and ate it. ‘Apart from Jeremy. Come on, sis. You and Heather used to be thick as thieves.’

She sat down again. ‘Well . . .’ It was painful to remember those days. She was the big sister after all, the one who’d fought off the school bully in the playground. She’d even shown Heather how to use a tampon because her mother had been going through a depressed distant phase at the time and wasn’t bothered. Over the years they’d formed a tight bond. Jeremy had broken it.

 



‘Mentioning Jeremy’s name to you is like mentioning the war to a German. We’re all running around like Basil Fawlty, “Whatever you do, don’t mention the war!” But he is about to become your brother-in-law. You can’t pretend he doesn’t exist. Especially now.’

She looked up and winced. ‘I know, but it’s weird, Ethan.’

‘Yeah, for all of us.’ He pulled up his sleeves, exposing a bracelet of black Celtic tattoo round his forearm. ‘But they’ve been together ages now.’

‘Four years ten months.’ One month before Cass was conceived.

Ethan whistled. ‘At least you’ve not been counting.’

‘Jeremy’s not the reason we’re not speaking, Ethan,’ Nell blurted. ‘That was about her telling Cass off over . . .’ She stopped, startled at how petty it sounded. Since Heather and  Jeremy had got together almost five years ago – God, had it really been that long? – she’d successfully kept social interaction down to the bare minimum by politely excusing herself with heavy workloads, childcare crises and deliberately clashing holidays but there were still some occasions when they couldn’t be avoided. Like Christmas. And last Christmas Heather had insisted on hosting it at her tasteful palace of taupe. There were handmade crackers. Homemade Christmas pudding. (Who makes their own Christmas pudding? That was showing off.) And a very new, very expensive, pale George Smith sofa that Cass decorated with orange felt tip whilst everyone watched the Queen’s speech. When Heather - drunk on mulled wine, always a bad drunk – snapped at Cass, Nell had told her to back off in no uncertain terms. Heather had then accused Nell of being secretly pleased that Cass had ruined their new sofa – kind of true – and Nell (who had also quaffed too much to make the Christmas ordeal go quicker) had called her ‘unbelievably precious’. It had all melted down from there. They had not spoken since, which suited Nell just fine. She didn’t want to have to start now.

‘Thank you, God . . .’ Ethan looked up at the ceiling and clamped his hands in prayer, ‘for not making me female.’

‘You’d make a rubbish girl. Too vain. Too hairy.’

‘Come on, I’d look great in a bikini.’ He stabbed at a crumb on the table with his forefinger, stacked with chunky rings like fat silver tyres. ‘The thing is, Heather is right.’

‘Heather is right about what?’

‘One of us is going to have to hang in Cornwall this summer.’

Nell reached for the chocolate again. If only the answer to this problem came in little chunks and wrapped in silver foil. Life would be so much easier.

‘You know what I’m saying?’

‘Thinking.’ She looked up smiling. ‘Got it. Heather! Heather can go. It will be a perfect opportunity for her to plan the wedding, source the local suppliers, florists, persuade the rev she’s a churchgoer, all that stuff.’ Genius.

Ethan put on a high, girlie voice: ‘The future Mrs Fisher has builders to supervise – they’re doing the loft – and Jeremy can’t take time off work. We can’t really expect them to separate before the wedding, can we?’

Nell poured more coffee. ‘You lot, then?’ she ventured carefully, anticipating resistance. ‘The twins would love it. And Janet loves Cornwall.’

Ethan’s jaw clenched. ‘We’re Ibiza-ing. Villa all booked. And things are totally mental at the agency. We’re filming a big car ad in July.’ He nervously drummed out a tune with his fingers on the table. ‘Actually,’ he began tentatively, ‘we were talking—’

‘We?’ Nell had a bad feeling about the plural.

‘Me and, er, Heather had this idea that .’ Ethan hesitated, stealing himself. ‘. . . perhaps the logical thing is for you to go to Cornwall and look after Mum this summer,’ he added quickly, as if to get the unpalatable suggestion out of the way. ‘You and Cass.’

‘You are joking?’ She laughed shrilly. ‘Having me in the house would be the equivalent of drip-feeding Mum full-fat gorgonzola. Imagine what I’d do to her cholesterol levels. Just the sight of me annoys her. And, she’d exhaust herself trying to matchmake me with some poor local.’

‘You’d be totally brilliant with her, I know you would. Better than the rest of us. Heather is way too self-absorbed at the moment and too emotional to just get on with it. And even if I could go, which I can’t, you know I’m just crap, Nell. I’d forget to remind her to take her pills. And the twins  would destroy the place in one afternoon.’

She couldn’t quite believe what she was hearing.

‘You’re on the ball, sis. And you know what? For all your disagreements, she respects you.’

Nice try. ‘Er, small problem. I have something called a job?’

‘Yes, but Dean dishes out too, doesn’t he? Couldn’t you take a sabbatical or something?’

‘No, I cannot! I’m running an understaffed features department. My boss is about as likely to give me a sabbatical as a chauffeur-driven Rolls. She’d only give me compassionate leave if Mum had five minutes to live and even then she’d expect me to take work calls. No, taking the summer off would mean walking away from the job. That would be it.’

And walking away from her job would be like walking away from her life. The point was she had a job not only to pay the mortgage – Dean was far from a meal ticket – but also to keep the brain ticking over, provide a bit of action outside the perimeters of Mr Maker’s doodle drawer. And she loved it, most of the time, anyway, even with all the attendant childcare problems and the usual dollop of working mum’s guilt. It was a dream job. Everybody said so.

‘But it’s just you and Cass, sis,’ he cajoled gently, as if he were trying to persuade her to take a rejuvenating spa holiday. ‘You’re free. You’ve got no ties here.’ He dropped his gaze. ‘No relationship, I mean.’

So this was what it was all about! Nell flushed, thinking of Pete walking out of the shower naked that morning, the swing of his puckered red balls against his legs, his hairy forearms, the rare welcome maleness of him. ‘How do you know?’ she spluttered indignantly.

‘Whoa!’ Ethan held up his hands. ‘OK, sorry. I mean no one, like, serious.’

Nell knew that what he really meant was that there had been nobody serious since Jeremy. ‘Why does everyone think that I have a disposable life?’

‘No one thinks that. It’s just that you’re a little unit. You and Cass. She’s not at school. You’re mobile.’

‘I’m not a caravan!’ She stood up and crossly paced the wooden kitchen floor. An undaughterly thought rolled off her tongue. ‘I hate to say it, but does it not strike you as just slightly ironic that we’re arguing about who will look after Mum when she wouldn’t look after us properly as children?’ Instead, it had been down to Dad, when he wasn’t at work, which was hardly ever, and a succession of chaotic au pairs, hearty, fun, hairy-armpitted girls from Europe. Once they’d realised the depths of their responsibilities they rarely lasted more than three months.

‘Yeah, but she’s our mum, isn’t she?’

Nell sighed. Yes, she was. She loved Mum, of course she did. But it was complicated. Whereas the love she felt for Cass was pure and transparent like spring water, a whole new emotion she’d never experienced before, her love for her mother was a heavy, sticky, indigestible thing. There were huge swathes of her life, usually when she’d needed Mum the most, when she had been there but not really been there, and her moods would suck everything happy and normal up like a giant hoover and belch it back out again in a toxic cloud. ‘Shit. I feel like my head’s going to explode.’

‘It’s called a hangover.’

‘It’s called a family crisis.’

‘It would just be until Deng gets back. Just a couple of months.’

‘Possibly.’

‘Come on, it would go in a flash.’ Ethan spoke slowly and quietly in an attempt to seal the deal. ‘We’ll all come down at  weekends and help out when we can. Don’t look like that, we would. You know we would.’

She didn’t doubt him. But this was the problem. If she stayed in Cornwall all summer how on earth would she be able to avoid Heather and Jeremy? She’d be a sitting duck!

‘Look, Nell. It may be her last summer.’

Nell’s eyes blurred with tears. A world without Mum was unimaginable. She was an immortal colossus in a muddy green garden apron. ‘She’ll go on and on. One of those medical miracles that confound doctors. She’ll outlive us all!’

‘You know that’s not true.’ He sat forward, brown eyes pleading. ‘It’s crap, I know. But lots of people have to do this kind of thing at, you know . . .’ he swallowed hard, trying to voice the unpalatable truth – ‘our age.’ Our age. Heavens. Even Ethan, the perpetual teenager, had acknowledged it. What stage of life had she stumbled into? She wasn’t ready for it. ‘I don’t think it’s fair that you have formed a Stasi-style secret committee and decided – without me, you toenail! – that I’m the one who should jettison my career and relocate to the land that time forgot.’

‘It really is different if you’re married and entrenched with a family. It just is, sis.’ He stood up, slung his brown leather man-bag over his shoulder, and kicked the edge of his skateboard so that it flicked off the hall wall neatly into his hand. ‘Anyway, it’d do you good to go and chill in Cornwall for a bit.’

Nell frowned. ‘What does that mean?’

‘You’re stressy. You’re always stressy.’

‘I’m not stressy!’ she barked. Was she stressy? Wasn’t she just busy?

‘Listen to yourself,’ he said gently. ‘I’m a bit worried about you, sis.’

‘Well, don’t be!’

Nell felt a growing sense of disempowerment lapping against her busy London self like cold dirty floodwater at the door of a house. Despite all that she’d achieved – juggling her career with bringing up Cass, owning her own flat, a lipstick-red Kitchen Aid food mixer, migrating from Topshop to Jaeger, having girlfriends who were like a family you could choose, grown-up, happy things in other words – she still felt helpless against the thunderous force of her family. Somehow when they were together she regressed. Back to toddlerdom. Or teenagerdom. And it didn’t take long in the presence of her mother – even in the mental presence of her, just thinking Mum-centred thoughts did it – to feel like a little girl again, the little girl who was sent to her first day in middle school in a skirt made from old curtains. Green, geometric print curtains that her mother had reinvented in a Friday-night craft group. Curtains that scarred her for life and left her with a phobia of retro prints and anything by Orla Kiely.

‘And Cass doesn’t get wheezy down in Cornwall, does she?’ Ethan pulled his ace.

‘Pollution in London. Pesticides in the country,’ she rattled off. ‘Please don’t make this any harder for me, Ethan.’

After he’d gone Nell slumped down on her sofa and looked around her garden flat. Hers. A little cocoon in the middle of London. She adored all of it. The mismatched assortment of stripy cushions. The mirrored tea lights and lamps she’d lugged back from Marrakesh. The sliced logs stacked in the redundant fireplace. The posh smellies in white wicker baskets. The stacks of old Vogues.

Even her Joseph and Joseph set of chopping boards, all colour co-ordinated according to different uses. Unlike the septic block of ancient wood on which her mother dismembered  rabbits and then, with not even a splash of cold water in between, chopped strawberries or cheese.

Nell’s flat was feminine, hygienic and modern and smelled of Diptyque’s Fig room spray. Tredower was soggy with memories, damp and smelled of pond.

No, London wasn’t perfect. She probably did work too hard. And of course she wished she could spend more time with Cass. But this was her life. And if Deng didn’t come back in September, she could get stuck down in Cornwall entangled in some ghastly carer situation and morph into that Little Britain character, the carer in the acrylic jumper and NHS glasses. Worse, Jeremy and Heather would come and stay at Tredower and she would hear them shagging. She might even have to contribute to wedding conversations. No, it didn’t bear thinking about. This time she must be strong. Mum would just have to accept a hired carer. Stepping out of her London life, however imperfect, jettisoning her hard-won job and returning to Cornwall for the summer would be an unmitigated disaster for all concerned.
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Friday, six days later

 



‘Claridges? That sounds great.’ Sounds tricky. Little chance of a babysitter at this short notice. ‘I’ll make sure someone senior from the office attends this evening.’ A twenty-something workie would have to go. ‘Great talking to you. Bye, Isla,’ she said, trying to bring the conversation with the garrulous PR to a close as quickly as possible – a voicemail from Cass’s nursery was now flashing ominously on her mobile. She hated voicemails from the nursery. They usually relayed news of a fall or conjunctivitis or nits. And they always appeared at the worst possible time. Like now, when she was about to usher in the features meeting, which was already running late.

She listened to the message, phone cramped beneath her shoulder as she bundled her notes together in something resembling a professional-looking pile, slipped on her high heels under her desk. As she feared. Cass had a temperature. Nursery wanted her collected as soon as possible. It was nursery policy not to give out Calpol, they reminded her solemnly, as if it was equivalent to administering intravenous morphine rather than the pink stuff every working mother spoon-fed their children like milk. Nell glanced at the clock  for the fifth time that minute. Every cell of her body wanted to run to Cass but she knew she had to be careful, very careful. She’d had to take two days off last week when Cass had got wheezy. She’d also had to leave early the week before to get to the nursery play. And so it went on.

Shit. She didn’t have time to call the nursery back now. Zara, her editor, a tall, angular woman in her early forties with a helmet of blond hair, wearing a pin-sharp trouser suit and a fixed look of slight disappointment, was standing outside the glass walls of the boardroom, beckoning her over, her gobstopper black cocktail ring glinting malevolently. Shit.

Nell put on her fakest, most professional smile and mouthed, ‘Coming!’ She glanced anxiously at the phone again. Cass will be OK, she told herself as she walked towards Zara, stomach knotting. Cass will be OK.

‘Ah, Nell,’ said Zara, not moving aside from the door to the boardroom. It was almost as if she were guarding it. ‘Would you mind popping in to the HR office?’

‘Haven’t we got a features meeting?’ Nell’s mind was already racing. If she had to go to the HR office, then she could make a quick personal phone call on the way.

Zara hesitated. ‘Not right now, no.’

Nell tried not to look relieved. ‘Anything I need to know about?’ It must be about someone on her team. She couldn’t think who, though; they were a lovely bunch. And it was strange that Zara hadn’t mentioned anything. Still, she was unpredictable, not the best people manager, they’d had to get used to that since she’d taken over the helm two months ago.

‘They’ll tell you everything you need to know,’ Zara said, smiling tightly and turning on her black cone heel.

‘Great.’ Nell started to walk up the two flights of steps to  the HR office. Something inside started to flutter. Could this be the promotion she’d been working so hard for? Had all the slog, the rushed mornings, the late nights, the working Saturdays, been worth it? How much money would they offer? She must negotiate. Yes, she must. She mustn’t be a pushover. Think like a man, that’s what Sophie would tell her to do. Think like a man.

But first she had to think like a mother. She stopped outside the HR office and phoned the nursery, reassured them that someone, probably herself, would pick Cass up in the next two hours. Could they call her if she got any worse? Nell could feel their disapproval crackle down the phone. What kind of mother wouldn’t rush to their sick child immediately?

She straightened her jacket and strode purposefully into the HR office. The news was delivered quickly. Much banging on about the current economic climate. Six months’ pay. At first she stared at him in disbelief, fixated by the flake of croissant crumb on his front tooth, unable to digest what he was saying. Then it hit like a fist. Redundant! And all she wanted to do was to get out of the building, away from the phones, her colleagues, the humiliation. To Cass.

She was still shaking when she got to the nursery. But while Nell was in need of a lie-down in the sick room, Cass was now a picture of pink-cheeked health. Her temperature was down and on sight of her mother she’d miraculously developed an appetite for a milkshake. Nell, not having a reason not to, took her to Starbucks. At the Starbucks counter, blinking back tears, she rummaged through her handbag: iPod, blusher, deodorant, Tampax, packet of raw almonds, spritzer Evian face spray, emergency Haribo, emergency banana ballet flats. Already these seemed like relics from another life. Cass chatted about nothing much quite happily. Nell twisted a soya latte round and round in her hands,  winded. How could this be happening to her? Why her?

The more she thought about it the worse she felt. The most inconsequential details of the day started to take on a sinister humiliating turn. Had her colleagues known she was in for the chop when she’d breezed into the office that morning, merrily slurping a coffee and talking about the failings of the Bakerloo line? Had the deputy editor known as they’d both peed in adjacent stalls in the Ladies that morning and she’d done one of those embarrassing pees that seemed to go on for ever? Had the deputy secretly thought, that’s the last time you do a long pee in this place, honey? Oh God.

‘Mummy? Are you listening?’ Cass looked up at her with wide lettuce-green eyes.

‘Yes, Cass,’ said Nell. She hadn’t been listening. ‘What is it?’

‘Can we do this lots?’ She licked the froth off her straw.

Nell tried to smile. ‘What, Cass?’

‘Milkshakes in the afternoon?’

Nell sighed and hugged her close. ‘Looks like it, Cupcake.’
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Nell spent the rest of the day utterly wretched. It was a real struggle to keep up appearances for Cass who clearly sensed something was afoot and had become clingy and difficult. Only once Cass was in bed could Nell finally collapse into her own misery on the grey velvet sofa with wine and cooking chocolate and wait for the only person in the world who might be able to lift her spirits. She looked at the clock. Where was Sophie?

Usually Nell was a pro at alchemising spare minutes – those teeny slithers of clock between Cass’s naps, late trains and late friends – to catch up on life’s uncatchables, hand-washing, emails, Facebook, dutiful phone calls. But she felt only dread at the thought of sharing news of her unemployed circumstances with the world, if they weren’t gossiping about it already. A career that had taken over fifteen years to build had been decimated in a three-minute conversation with someone with a croissant crumb on their tooth.

Then the world contacted her. A beep. She grabbed her phone, half expecting it to be a message from Zara begging her to come back. It wasn’t. It was a text from Pete. ‘Drop round after pub?’


After the pub? How old did he think she was, twenty? She threw the phone on the rug – she wasn’t ready to tell Pete  either – and flicked between crap Friday-night programmes on the telly, wishing it was Saturday already so that she wouldn’t have to face the long, dark insomniac night of the soul that she knew was lying in wait. She began to spiral further down into the depths of self-pity and was only saved from reaching for Leonard Cohen’s most miserable hits by a loud rat-a-tat-tat on the front door.

‘What the fuck!’ Sophie burst into the hall in a whirl of Louis Vuitton cashmere, glossy black hair and red 1950s-style sunglasses, clutching two bottles of red wine. She sat down in a poof of expensive perfume on Nell’s sofa. ‘Can we sue?’

Nell smiled at the ‘we’ and instantly felt a smidgen less suicidal. She uncorked the wine and poured it into two green knobbly glass tumblers. ‘Doubt it.’

‘I’ve just emailed you my lawyer’s number. God, these are killing me.’ Sophie pulled off a pair of vertiginous heels and tossed them unceremoniously on the floor.

‘New?’

Sophie rolled her eyes. ‘Credit crunch? What credit crunch? Yes, yes, I know. They were in the sale though. And I’m paying my penance in blisters.’ Sophie grabbed her hand. ‘Right. Tell me everything immediately, hon.’

Sophie Sweet, Cass’s godmother, was Nell’s truest friend and had been since they’d first met, aged sixteen, in Cornwall. They’d been inseparable then, making each other snort with laughter about their disastrous love lives, rolling their eyes at anything remotely Cornish and fantasising about the day they could move to London and meet real men like Echo and the Bunnymen’s Ian McCulloch.

Without Sophie Nell’s life would have taken a different course. There would have been no Cass, for one thing. Because it was through Sophie that Nell had met Dean, funny, history-nerd Dean with his chunky Elvis Costello glasses that  would steam up on the dance floor and his white-man hip-hop moves that scared off women in a whirl of helicoptering limbs. Years later, a month after she and Jeremy had split up, on a warm autumn night stirred by a full moon and a bottle of tequila, he’d lunged at her and she’d not resisted. It would be the first and last time they’d sleep together. Forward wind nine months, and, to their collective disbelief, all three of them were in St Mary’s labour ward, Sophie bellowing Nell on like a football coach, Dean vomiting into a bedpan.

Sophie unapologetically didn’t want her own children – ‘I look at pregnant women’s tummies and think, cute, but that baby has to get out somehow, honey!’ – which made her a devoted godmother. Her career as a TV sales executive was on a roll, and she was truly, madly, deeply in lust with Tom Spoke, aka The Shagster, a TV actor who got repeatedly but sporadically cast as a gangster because of his alpha jaw and don’t-fuck-with-me eyes, a man that Sophie’s friends and family jokingly deemed ‘unsuitable in every way’. Sophie, of course, didn’t care. She was not someone easily swayed by others’ opinions. Sophie was unembarrasable, fiendishly sociable, loud, politically incorrect, always a couple of stone overweight and always on a diet that never worked. Everyone who met Sophie either immediately adored her or found her insufferable. All her friends felt blissfully chosen.
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