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To the girls with brains wired differently –


Even when the world feels suffocating, remember this: 


you are intelligent, brilliant, and bloody mesmerising.


And to eight-year-old me –


it took a while, but the words found you eventually.







   

As someone with dyslexia and ADHD, I might have been forgiven for being late to my dad’s funeral had I not fucked up the eulogy. The morning had pointed towards success. I only snoozed my alarm twice. I tamed my frizzy hair into a respectable bun. I applied my eyeliner accurately and didn’t spill coffee on my black dress. I even ate breakfast. Usually, I’d forget to eat until the afternoon and then almost pass out.


Ordered.


Calm.


Absolutely no chaos.


I was as positive as I could be on the morning of my dad’s funeral. And then, my mum texted.


10 am sharp in the foyer.


Another text a few moments later.


Don’t be late.


I tried not to flinch as my mum sighed when I joined her and my stepdad, Graham, in the bright white foyer of the hotel. I wondered how often Mum had checked her watch. Graham gave me a sympathetic smile, his towering frame hunched over like he wished he had been made smaller. The foyer smelt of floral bleach, and the bright lighting made our funeral black look stark. Graham looked like Slender Man. The colour dwarfed my mum, making her look more sparrow-like than usual. And me – well, I was ginger, so the black made me look paler, if that was even possible. On a good day, I resembled the transparent fish I once saw at the aquarium in Brighton.


Stood together, the three of us looked like lame, sad Goths. The tinny speaker at the front desk played Carly Rae Jepsen’s ‘Call Me Maybe’, making me want to giggle hysterically.


‘All okay?’ Mum asked. There was only one answer she wanted to hear.


I nodded. ‘All good.’


Graham touched my shoulder. ‘You look lovely.’


I smiled tightly. ‘Thanks, Graham.’


I wanted to say something sarcastic, like Thanks, Graham, it’s dead dad chic! or Wednesday Addams is my style icon, but it would garner a dark look from Mum. She rarely understood any humour other than Mrs Brown’s Boys reruns.


We climbed into Mum’s sensible Volvo, Graham at the wheel, and drove to Everly Heath Church. It had been my dad’s local church, although he hadn’t been religious. But tradition prevailed, and he was baptised and married my mum before Everly Heath’s congregation. As we drove through the town, it was greener and leafier than I remembered. Not that I had visited very often. Everly Heath – the little town outside Manchester – felt very distant to me. But I couldn’t deny it was pretty.


Red brick Victorian houses flitted by. Huge oak trees that must have taken root over a hundred years ago. Families pushed prams. Kids ran ahead, their parents shouting for them to slow down. An elderly man walked a scruffy little dog. It was peaceful. It reminded me of some of the expensive neighbourhoods in London, around Hampstead Heath.


Everyone in Everly Heath was going about their day, oblivious that today was supposed to be a sad day.


The day I was going to deliver my dad’s eulogy.


‘Fuck!’


Graham almost veered into the other lane, and my mum whipped her head around. ‘What?’ she demanded, and Graham looked at me in the rearview mirror.


A familiar dread and shame filled my system.


I’m such a fuck up.


I repeated the sentence in my head like Hail Marys. I couldn’t even deliver a fifteen-minute speech at a funeral without cocking it up. Now I had to face my mum’s disappointed expression, familiar to me through failed tests and tense parents’ evenings of the past.


‘I forgot my speech notes. They’re in the hotel room. I need to go back.’


I checked my watch. We were half an hour early, so I might make it.


‘Don’t you have notes on your phone?’ Mum said snarkily.


Irritation flared, and so did my nostrils. ‘You know I can’t read on my phone. I printed it on my paper. I need the paper.’


The pale yellow paper and large font meant the words were less likely to do a silly little dance, which would result in a skipped line or two.


‘Katherine –’


‘It’s okay. I’ll drive Kat back, and we’ll be there in time for the beginning,’ Graham said.


Uncertainty flickered across my mother’s face. She was about to step into a church full of her ex-husband’s family, most of whom she hadn’t seen in fifteen years. She was biting her lip. She was nervous, even if she would never admit it.


‘No. I’ll drive Mum’s car. I’m still on the insurance. I’ll drive there, grab the notes, and then come back. You guys can do the welcoming and stuff.’


Graham frowned. ‘Are you sure?’


‘Yes,’ I bit out, instantly feeling guilty for snapping at Graham.


My tall, gangly stepdad walked into my life when I hadn’t wanted a replacement dad. I was still harbouring hope that my actual dad wanted to be in my life. But Graham never held my teenage surliness against me. He slotted in neatly, often running interference between Mum and me.


From the back seat, I leaned forward and whispered, ‘Sorry.’


Graham answered me with a pat on my hand.


Mum and Graham climbed out of the Volvo, and I jumped into the front seat, stress and sweat forming on my brow.


‘See you in a bit.’ I started the engine and pulled out of the church car park.


Twenty-five minutes later, I returned with a sense of déjà vu.


The car park was full.


I should have seen this coming; it was a small car park, and basically every person in Everly Heath had been invited, thanks to my uncle Brian and auntie Sandra being the most popular residents in the town.


I checked my watch.


Three minutes to go.


A black BMW had its reversing lights on, and I let out a breath. I flashed my full beam, and they reversed. As I shifted into gear, a white transit van hurtled past me at speed, nabbing the spot last minute.


My mouth fell open. I blinked furiously, hoping I’d imagined it. I watched as a tall dark-haired man appeared out of the van, his phone in the crook of his neck, completely oblivious. Fury filled my stomach, and my face burned.


I beeped my horn loudly and the man turned around, confusion on his face. He returned to his call, so I beeped again. Finally, he put the phone down and approached the car, a bored expression on his features that only fuelled my fury.


‘Are you fucking kidding me?’ I exclaimed out of the window, gesturing wildly.


‘Can I help?’ he asked innocently, a Mancunian lilt to his deep voice.


The man stopped outside my open window, and some little goblin part of my mind registered he was undeniably attractive. He had deep, soulful brown eyes, a scruffy beard and hair just long enough to tuck behind his ears. I shook my head, ignoring how my heart raced as his eyes flickered across my face like I was a fascinating specimen.


‘That was my spot. You came in at breakneck speed and stole it.’


An understanding registered in his eyes, and his face turned from curious to unreadable.


He shrugged. ‘You were taking too long.’


He pulled his phone back out of his pocket, swiping it open. He squinted as his thumb shifted through what I could see were the green messages on WhatsApp.


‘Excuse me,’ I said, waving a hand in front of his face, ‘I was waiting for the woman to reverse out of her spot. You overtook me and stole the spot. It was my spot. I’d appreciate it if you moved.’


‘She was already gone, and you hadn’t even indicated yet.’


I took a deep breath.


It’s fine. Don’t fly off the handle, Kat. Use your words.


‘I really need that spot. Today is –’ A little voice told me if I mentioned it was my dad’s funeral, that I would start welling up. And I was not wasting tears on this dickhead. ‘Today is a big day for me. A significant day. And I know you’ll do the gentlemanly thing’ – the man glanced up from his phone, his eyes glimmered with humour – ‘and park at the rectory car park over there.’ I gestured to the auxiliary car park down the road from the church.


He huffed a laugh, and then his phone blared a loud ringtone, making me jump.


‘No can do, I’m afraid.’ He picked up the phone, answering it softly. ‘Hey, sweetie.’


I could feel my face heat with fury. This guy was speaking to his girlfriend while I was negotiating a parking space for my dad’s fucking funeral. He didn’t give a shit about the panic on my face or the plea in my voice.


‘Hey, dickhead.’ Fuck negotiation. I was never destined for the UN. ‘Can you move your fucking van?’


The man cocked an eyebrow. His eyes did that scanning thing again, and the side of his lips lifted. Was he… was he finding this funny? No way.


How was he so calm when I could barely contain my rage?


It made me want to say something really outrageous.


He returned to the phone. ‘Sweetie, can I call you back? Okay. Love you.’


I made a vomiting noise as he put the phone down, and then he changed. He went bolt upright, and he was… tall. He had to be over six feet.


He placed his hands on my window, leaning in. ‘No can do, Red. You’ll have to park at the rectory yourself.’


‘I am not called Red. Why on earth –’ The penny dropped. ‘Right. Ginger. Red. Very creative.’


The man’s lips twitched. ‘Actually, it was more a comment on the colour of your cheeks right now.’


‘You’re a prick.’ I don’t think I’d ever called anyone a prick. Or at least not to their face. I started the car, preparing to roll the tyre over his foot. ‘Can you get your hand off my fucking car?’


He leaned forward. ‘What’s your name?’


‘If I tell you, will you give me the parking space?’


‘Probably not. You’re not from around here, are you?’


Fury boiled, and I made a very unladylike noise between a grunt and a scream. I followed it up with a ‘fuck you’ and shifted the car into gear, leaving him standing there. I watched as his face broke into a smile and he shook his head, and then walked off into whatever pit of hell he’d appeared from. I mounted Mum’s car on the grass verge of the church graveyard and figured the vicar could shout at me later.


My dress got caught in the door as I climbed out of the car, and I made that frustrated noise again.


‘For fuck’s sake.’


I ran into the little room at the front of the church where Mum and Graham were waiting for me, relief crossing their faces.


‘All okay?’ Mum asked.


You can’t say she doesn’t have a strong brand.


‘All good. I got them.’


‘Then chop, chop.’ Her face was drawn and tense. ‘Your uncle saved us a spot at the front of the church. We held off as long as possible, but the vicar has to start soon. Really, Katherine. Of all days to be forgetful.’


I squeezed my eyes shut as self-hatred flooded my system. My mother hated nothing more than being late or being perceived as a nuisance. Funnily enough, I was often both.


I pushed open the arched door, and my mouth fell open. The church was full. And it wasn’t a small church. Every single pew was full of people, most I didn’t recognise. I halted, but Mum bumped into me, pushing me forward. As I shuffled towards the front of the church, my gaze snagged to the front row, locking eyes with my cousin, Lydia, who wore a form-fitting black dress and smart black trainers. Even for formal events, you couldn’t get Lydia out of trainers. I wouldn’t be surprised if she had been born with them bonded to her feet.


‘Hey,’ I said, relieved to see my cousin’s smiling face. We didn’t see each other often, but you didn’t need much time to like Lydia. She has this infectious positivity that hangs around her like a halo. I lowered myself into the pew next to her. 


‘You okay, Cuz?’ Lydia smiled, giving my hand a quick squeeze. That was all I needed for the tears to well. Christ, we were so repressed in this country.


I replied with a watery smile. ‘Yep.’


‘You’ll do amazing,’ She whispered, squeezing my hand again. 


The priest started, and I was handed an order of service with a picture of my dad on the front.


Jim Williams


13 February 1958 – 12 June 2022


Holding it was surreal. It was confirmation that he was really gone. In the picture, he had the same curly red hair and the same heart-shaped face as me, but it had gone round as he’d put on a bit of weight in his older age.


The echoey silence of the church made my heart beat faster. The sound of the priest’s shoes hitting the stone floors filled my ears, much too loud. My head spun as the priest took his space at the pulpit and, in a deep booming voice, gave an overview of Dad’s life and upbringing, touching on his ties up north in Everly Heath before he moved south to Reading to live with Mum and me. The priest artfully navigated my parent’s divorce.


‘… And despite Jim and Paula parting ways, they always remained friends and continued co-parenting their daughter Kat.’


I gave out an uncontrollable bark of laughter that echoed through the church. My mum shifted forward, her eyes wide. Fuck, that had been loud.


‘Sorry,’ I whispered to no one in particular but everyone in the church at the same time.


‘Don’t worry about it,’ Lydia whispered back, covering her palm over mine and giving me a reassuring squeeze.


‘… And I’d like to ask Kat up here to say a few words about her father.’


My head whipped around to see the priest looking expectantly at me.


Fuck. With all the stress of the speech notes and the dickhead parking spot thief, I hadn’t had time to mentally prepare myself for this.


I stood up, shaking slightly and approached the pulpit. I looked out at the sea of black and felt the church spin. I exhaled, realising I was holding my breath, and began.


‘My dad – where do I start?’ I forced a laugh, glancing at my family sitting in the first pew.


My uncle and auntie looked up at me, smiling. My uncle Brian, a doppelgänger for my dad, gave me a small, encouraging nod. I couldn’t find any source of embarrassment in their features. This was their town, after all. They knew most of the guests invited, unlike me.


I cleared my throat, shifting my gaze away.


Focus on something else.


‘We, ah – we weren’t close before he passed. I think I’m allowed to say that.’ I frowned. ‘But I have fond memories of him growing up. Taking me to the park on my bike. I had stabilisers until I was like twelve. But he never made me feel bad about that. Sorry, I’m rambling.’


I took a deep breath.


‘I have fond memories of my dad growing up. Every summer, he used to take Mum and me camping in Devon. Even though Mum and I hated it, he was the best at camping.’


The crowd chuckled.


‘Because we hated it so much, he’d let us bring anything we liked to keep us comfortable and happy. One year, he packed an entire box of my Polly Pockets. And I had the house, the car, everything. He didn’t even blink an eye; he just picked the box up and put it in the boot.’


My heart was beating in my ears.


‘When I was about eight, my hamster, Gerald, died. Mum was out, and I was distraught, crying… really quite hysterical. Dad, being Dad, panicked and had no idea what to do or how to make it better. So naturally, he built a Viking-style funeral pyre for the hamster in the back garden.’


Louder laughs erupted.


‘We stood side by side. Solemn. I said a few words, and so did he.’ I burst into deep, hearty laughter that shocked me. ‘When he went to light the fire, it wouldn’t light. So he got some brandy from the drinks trolley… and poured it on the pyre… then it lit up so much that it almost singed Dad’s eyebrows. Mum came home to the smell of burning, only to find us laughing in front of a hamster funeral pyre like we’d lost the plot.’


I smiled. ‘He was a great dad in those moments. Supportive. Even at school, when I struggled, he never pushed me. He told me to do my best. “All you can do is your best, Kat,” he used to say. I just wish –’ My knuckles went white on my speech notes.


All my long-suppressed resentments came surging forward. I couldn’t help but think about how these nice, warm memories were mixed in with missed recitals and birthdays.


I scrunched my eyes closed, thinking of all those milestones he’d missed…


‘How do you grieve someone who was a great dad until I was ten years old, then invisible for the other seventeen?’ I whispered, glancing down at my notes.


A drop of liquid had landed on the page, smudging some of the black ink. I wanted to glance up to see what was leaking until I realised it was coming from my eyes. I touched my wet cheek. 


The church was silent, eerily silent.


‘Sorry, that was an inside thought,’ I tried to joke, but my voice broke.


I looked down at the front pew. Uncle Brian and Auntie Sandra had their hands clasped and brows furrowed. My cousin’s mouth was in a thin, straight line, uncharacteristically grave. My mum and Graham were trying to communicate with me through their eyes, their expressions saying wildly different things. I tried again to make words come out, but my chest was painful and my breath shallow.


One other recognisable face was a few rows back. Dark hair, eyes to match. The man from the car park, his quiet amusement replaced with pity. His eyebrows pinched together, his mouth downturned. He had a deeply pained expression like he was looking at a gravely injured animal without being able to save it.


And that was it.


The last straw.


‘I’m sorry. I-I can’t do this,’ I blurted out, stepping off the pulpit, walk-slash-running to the back room of the church, locking it behind me and sliding down the door. I gasped deep breaths, like I’d been underwater for centuries, and tears rolled down my cheeks.


The same phrase was repeating in my head:


I’m such a fuck up.


I’m such a fuck up.


I’m such a fuck up.









   


Chapter One


Kat’s To-Do List




	Milk


	Bread


	Cheese


	Lunch? NO MORE PRET



	
Stop thinking about funeral


	
Stop thinking about Dad’s stupid house


	Client rebrand prep


	Therapist???





‘Kat!’ Willa’s melodic shout bounced off the stark white office walls, giving my co-workers Clara and Kieran – a.k.a. the twins from The Shining – a rare opportunity to look up from their laptops.


As graphic designers, staring at screens was what we did best but Clara and Kieran were robots. They hadn’t looked up from their screens since nine this morning. Meanwhile, I’d got up three times to make myself a coffee. Twice, I was distracted by a notification on my phone and then I wound up reorganising the stationery cupboard. I’d finally made the coffee, for it to go cold beside me anyway. 


Willa, my boss and best friend, came hurtling around the corner to where I hid in my little booth. Willa was wearing a nude structured dress, blonde hair styled in immaculate waves. Willa stepped into my booth I’d picked four years ago. I figured if I was having a bad ADHD day, I could hide my hyperfixation in my little booth. Last month, it was the Russian royal family and the conspiracy theory that one of them survived their downfall. My cubbyhole meant the office could be spared from my Wikipedia rabbit holes.


I was praying Willa hadn’t cottoned onto my most recent hyperfixation.


Willa threatened to freeze me with her icy-blue eyes. The two of us met at university when we were studying graphic design. Willa had always planned to start her own agency. She’d even told me that first semester that it was the plan, making me feel sufficiently inadequate, given I didn’t know what I was having for dinner. But that was Willa – a force of nature. We were the same age, but I always looked up to her like she was my big sister, something that an only child like me could only dream of having.


‘Willa, I can explain –’ But I stopped myself. 


Last week, I forgot to send a client brief. The week before that, I’d called in sick because I’d felt so heavy and tearful that I couldn’t get out of bed without bursting into tears. Then, of course, there was a general state of tardiness that followed me around like a bad fart.


I am such a fuck up.


Since the funeral, I had been a liability across every single aspect of my life, and I wanted to fix it. I desperately wanted to fix it but couldn’t pull myself out of the ditch. 


‘Did you hand our biggest client a business card with your used gum on it?’


Clara and Kieran exchanged looks.


I winced, ‘Ah – yes.’ A strangled noise came from Willa. ‘But Alan seemed to find it pretty funny.’


Alan had been perplexed when I’d wiped off the piece of gum and handed the card back to him. I would have handed him a new one, but I’d forgotten to order more. What else was I supposed to do? Dinosaurs like Alan didn’t know how to AirDrop. I wasn’t even sure if Alan had a phone.


‘They just called me.’


‘Oh.’


‘They want you off the account.’


My mouth fell open. ‘No. Alan was fine! He laughed. I’m sure he laughed.’ 


Willa groaned. ‘Kat, that was your last chance to impress them. They have itchy feet! They’re one foot out of the door. Especially after you went on that call with a penis straw!’


‘They were left over from Sam’s hen do!’ I exclaimed. Sam was our mutual friend from University. ‘What was I supposed to do? Throw them away?’


‘That would have been better than using them on a call with a load of strait-laced white blokes, Kat, yes.’


I winced. ‘I’m sorry.’


Willa sighed. ‘I know.’


Willa deserved better than this. Before Dad died, I hadn’t been a perfect employee, but I got the job done. I thought once the grief had subsided, things would go back to normal. But it had been eight months since his funeral, and nothing had changed. Autumn, my favourite season, came and went. So did the red and gold lights of Christmas and New Year. I walked through them, numb and disinterested. 


It was February and I was still going through the motions each day. Every night, I lay wide awake, staring at the ceiling, unable to sleep.


Willa should have someone focused on client work, someone present, someone who coaxed clients back, not gave them the ick. After all, Willa had her own problems. Clients were fleeing Horizon Creative by the day and Willa was more and more desperate by the day. She even asked me to write client pitches, which was not my forte. My spelling was atrocious.


Willa ran a hand down her face, paused and then turned to Kieran. ‘Kier. You’re on the QRS account.’


Kieran flinched but nodded – the ever-loyal robot lapdog.


‘Kat, let’s talk,’ Willa angled her head towards her office. 


I walked past Clara and Kieran, looking down at their laptops like nothing had happened.


Freaks.


I followed Willa to her office; my eyes couldn’t help but be drawn to her round bum. I was no better than a man.


‘Your arse looks insane in that dress, Wills.’ This was not appropriate for work, but given we were old uni friends, I figured we were well past the usual employee-employer relationship.


‘No sweet talking,’ Willa added over her shoulder, ‘but thank you.’


Willa was in her ‘slay your enemies’ look today, which had been getting more action than usual recently. I wondered if it had something to do with Aidan, the sales director of Dunamis. Willa insisted there was nothing but hatred between her and Aidan, the son of her dad’s best friend, but I wasn’t convinced. There was always a weird energy about them. Sometimes, I spotted them marching out of the lifts, bickering, only to part in a huff to their separate offices.


Then, I would see Aidan staring at Willa as the two of us trotted through the foyer for after-work drinks, not a hint of hatred on his bespectacled face – instead, a sad sort of longing. I asked Willa about their strange energy because I liked my head on my shoulders.


‘Right,’ Willa announced, settling into her pink velvet office chair.


Was she going to fire me? Oh my god. Was I about to be fired by my best friend? Because that would be a new low.


I blew a curly strand of hair from my face. ‘Willa. Please. I swear I’ll put together some extra client pitches. I’ll do sales pitches for you in person if you want. I will pull myself together.’


‘Relax, Kat. It’s nothing bad. Sit down a sec.’


I lowered myself into one of the two chairs opposite her huge desk, which was organised with pastel highlighters and Post-its – the complete opposite of mine, which was littered with wrappers and bits of paper with gum squished in. Willa’s office was painted a muted plaster pink. It was subtly girly – the kind of pink that wouldn’t put off her dad, who might question if she would be taken seriously with Barbie-pink office walls.


Willa flicked her wrist. ‘Okay. Explain.’


‘Explain?’


‘The house listing. Every time I look at you, you’re staring at it. In the office. When we go get lunch. Even when we’re at Elias’s, and I know you usually like to stare at Elias.’


‘I think you mean you like looking at Elias.’


‘Don’t change the subject.’


Elias’s was the Italian bar and restaurant opposite the office. Willa and I went every Friday for after-work drinks, sat at the bar and ordered Campari sodas. It helped that Elias, the owner, looked like a tanned Greek god. Unfortunately, he was very gay but declared that he adored us anyway. And the feeling was mutual.


I took a deep breath. ‘My dad left me this house. It’s his childhood home. It meant a lot to him. At least, I think it did. You know we weren’t… close. For years.’


‘Right.’


‘Well, he has left it to me. It took a while for probate to go through, but the solicitor called me last week and confirmed it. It’s mine. And I had no idea he’d even bought it. I think it was going to be his next project. I was going to sell it and try to buy a flat here. But I could only afford somewhere between here and Reading nearer Mum and Graham.’


‘Womp womp.’


‘Well, exactly. I’d prefer somewhere a bit closer to work…’


Willa’s nose wrinkled. ‘And somewhere fun.’


‘Hey! Reading isn’t so bad.’ Willa raised an eyebrow. ‘But, yeah. I’d prefer somewhere in London, but it’s so fucking expensive, Wills. And I spoke to the estate agent in Everly Heath, and they said if I do some work on the house, it will go for loads more.’ I waved a hand. ‘Something about it being great for new families. Especially with the size of the garden.’ My voice picked up speed. ‘So I thought I could renovate it. I’ve always loved the idea of a fixer-upper and this is probably my only opportunity.’


I left out that I woke up with a sick feeling in my stomach. I left out that sometimes I wondered if I’d ever get over it – get over Dad’s death and the mess I’d made at the funeral. I left out that I thought it might give me some closure, some peace.


‘Okay.’ Willa looked away, nodding. ‘I’m giving you extended compassionate leave. I can’t afford to pay you for it, but your job will be here when you get back.’


‘What?’ The blood drained from my face. ‘No, no, it’s fine. I don’t need it. It’s a stupid idea. I can’t just uproot my life.’


Willa rose and sat in the chair next to me. She grabbed my hands – a rare moment of physical touch from Willa.


‘You know I love you.’


I tried to pull my hands back. ‘Stop being mushy. It’s freaking me out.’


‘Shut up.’ She squeezed my hands. ‘You need to hear this. Since the funeral, you’ve been crap. I know that sounds harsh, but you have. I wanted to give you time to process and grieve, but it’s been months, and you aren’t yourself. And I know grief doesn’t go away, not completely. But it does get better. Slowly. But in the last few weeks…’ Willa paused. ‘You’re coming into work more and more pale. You look drained. You aren’t the usual you.’


I opened my mouth to object, but nothing came out. 


‘I wouldn’t expect you to be fine. But I also wouldn’t expect you to be getting worse. I can see you ignoring it and trying to push on. You need time off. Especially after what happened at the funeral –’


Embarrassment flashed hot, ‘I’m fine. I’ll pull myself together. I know you need all hands on deck –’


‘Renovate the bloody house, will you?’ Willa snapped, pointed at me. ‘I’ve seen your Pinterest boards. They aren’t listed as private, you know. I know what you’re like when you have an itch to scratch, especially when it’s something creative. That’s why we need you here. Clients love it. So do the bloody thing and come back. I’ll give you two months. Then I need you back and focused. We’re planning to pitch to some big clients, and I need everyone with their heads in the game, okay?’


Willa patted my hand and panic pressed down in my chest. I stood up, as Willa sat back down into her office chair. 


‘This is unnecessary. I don’t even want to go. It rains constantly. It’s not like I’ve any friends up there. I barely know my family. It’s ridiculous. And Mum would spit feathers –’


‘I’ll say this as gently as possible because it’s what you need to hear. And because we have no HR. Stop listening to your mum. You are strong and capable, but the more you listen to your mum –’ Willa exhaled. ‘Look, I like Paula. Mainly because she likes me.’


Mum approved of Willa almost immediately when she saw how accomplished she was. A business owner and so young! Mum had gushed.


Willa pointed a manicured finger. ‘You don’t take risks when you listen to her. You get scared. Go and do the damn thing.’


Willa made it sound so simple, but she was right about one thing. I didn’t take risks like this. Mum hadn’t needed my diagnosis to train my impulsivity out of me. If I were a boy, my ADHD would probably have been endearing. I would have run around. I would have fidgeted a lot. I would have been disruptive in class, maybe – an endearing nuisance.


But as a girl, it wasn’t so cute.


As a girl, it was repetitive thinking, daydreaming and anxiety. It was all in my head. It was constantly forgetting things and letting people down, especially as I was diagnosed late and had been forced to mask my symptoms.


‘It’s not that simple,’ I said uselessly.


‘It is now. ’Cos you’re fired.’ Willa smiled like she was giving me a gift. ‘I’ve seen your plans. You have an eye for this stuff, Kat. Trust yourself.’







   


Chapter Two


Our breaths were visible in front of us at each exhale. Mum and I were halfway through the four-mile trek across the Chilterns. We were wrapped up from head to toe, the cold February air making my nose cold. The Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty had a handful of familiar walks we’d taken as a family. With my dad as a kid and later with Graham when I was a surly teenager. But as men came and went, Mum and I walked these routes on Saturday mornings.


It was a special place for us.


Or at least Mum’s favourite place. She loved the rolling green hills, the otters she’d manage to spot in the rivers, and bird-watching with Graham at the weekend.


I hated the outdoors but never had the heart to break it to her. I didn’t want to lose this rare connection. And I didn’t want to be lectured about my health and London’s pollution.


I chose the Chilterns, with their beautiful surroundings and uninterrupted countryside views, to break the news to my mother. On the train over, I’d repeated the story to myself. I was moving up north to renovate Dad’s house, whether I liked it or not. After our chat last week, Willa had given me the rest of the week to get my shit in order. Hand over to Clara and Kieran. By now, Willa would have revoked my access to the office. I had no choice but to go forward with the plan. She would have made it that way on purpose.


Her warning rang in my ears.


Don’t let your mum convince you out of it.


I knew I should tell Mum. Be bold. Brave. But I really wanted her blessing. And I didn’t want to have to beg for it.


I heaved a breath, a combination of my unfitness and my anxiety.


‘Mum –’


‘How is work?’ she asked, her tone swift and demonstrative. My confidence plummeted.


‘Good.’


‘You think you’ll stick this one out?’ she mused.


I took a sharp inhale of breath; the noise of our boots crunching on the hard ground grew loud.


‘I’ve been there four years, Mum,’ I said gently.


‘I know, but I know you can get… restless. You’ve always been restless, even as a baby.’


‘Well, I think Dr Harris explained that one.’


I’d gone for my diagnosis with Dr Harris at university after a lecturer had suggested I might have ADHD. I came out of the examination room, Dr Harris having announced I was having twins! She diagnosed me with dyslexia and ADHD. I remembered looking at the psychology report like a flash of lightning had struck me. It all made sense. It all slotted into place. There was a reason for the struggles: the missed appointments, constantly running late, the feeling of being bored and unmotivated. The euphoric highs when that strike of motivation hit. The lows, when I couldn’t move, no matter how much I wanted to – my feet stuck in sinking sand.


It all made sense, and I had a community of people who felt the same way.


Despite that, inadequacy lingered.


Mum scoffed. ‘I’m still not sure she was a real doctor. They say that some of these places aren’t proper clinics. They sign whatever paper you want them to.’


I closed my eyes.


‘You know, they didn’t have these labels when I was a kid. Now everyone has some problem –’


‘Mum,’ I warned, ‘let’s not get into it.’


I’d had this argument with her a million times and I was so tired. Tired of justifying my diagnosis.


‘Katherine,’ she continued, ignoring my pleas, ‘you were a bright child. Sure, you had some… organisational challenges. But you were bright, clever. You just didn’t apply yourself.’


Anxiety rose like bile in my throat. My eyes and nose stung with tears.


‘Mum, can we please change the subject?’ I asked as calmly as I could.


She relented, and we walked in silence for a few moments. We passed a couple hiking back down the hill. Mum and I gave them a courteous nod. I looked up at the clear blue sky, trying to calm my nervous system, which had gone into overdrive.


‘Have you called the estate agent?’ Mum asked. She probably thought it was a less controversial topic, which made me want to laugh. Or cry. ‘We can do it remotely, I checked. We can send them some keys. Then, they can value it. I can’t imagine it would get more than what your father bought it for before –’ Mum gave a constipated look. ‘You know.’


Before he died was what she meant, but she couldn’t say it. ‘You know’ was the extent of the conversation we’d had about Dad’s death since the funeral. While I empathised that some people felt icky about death, it wasn’t enough for me. I wanted to talk about him. I needed to. I craved to say how I was feeling. I wanted to claw at my skin and scream into the sky. But Mum shut down every attempt I’d made to talk about him, and she was one of the few people who knew Dad. Graham rarely met him. My friends had never met him.


Mum was the only person who could relate to how I felt, but she was content to shove it all under the carpet.


‘I haven’t yet, no –’


‘Oh, come on, Katherine. You need to move quicker than this. It could take forever to sell that house. Not all housing markets are like the one in London. I imagine it’s a lot slower in the Northwest.’


‘Actually, from my research, they are having a bit of a boom at the moment.’


She raised an eyebrow. ‘You have time to research the housing market in Manchester but no time to call an estate agent?’


‘Well –’ I took a breath, wondering if she’d interrupt me again. But she didn’t. ‘The reason I did some research was because I did call the estate agent.’


My mum’s eyes lit up. ‘Oh, fabulous. Why didn’t you say that?’


‘Well, I had an interesting conversation with a chap called John. And he said that because of the market right now, that I could get a lot more for it, if I did it up a bit. You know, a lick of paint. A new bathroom and kitchen, perhaps.’ I added the last sentence with such airy grace that I was worried I would fly away.


Mum’s face contorted into confusion. Then repulsion.


‘How would you renovate a house two hundred miles away? It would be hell. It’s the kind of thing you need to be there for, making sure everything runs smoothly.’


‘Yes. Exactly. I was thinking that perhaps, maybe, I could move up temporarily to oversee the renovation.’ I winced, waiting for the onslaught.


Mum gave a peel of laughter, like it was the most ridiculous thing she’d ever heard. She glanced over at me, and her face dropped.


‘You can’t be serious.’ She sighed like she was tired, and not because of the gradual incline of the slope we were walking up. ‘Katherine, don’t be ridiculous. Renovate the house, for what? A few more thousand pounds? I can’t imagine you’d get much more back –’


‘Well, John said it could be up to seventy thousand pounds more.’ My words came fast now, desperate to escape. ‘And that would get me a flat in a more central location. A bit more central. Not somewhere on the outskirts of Reading –’


‘And what is wrong with Reading? There are plenty of houses you could buy here, I’m sure.’


My mum was oblivious. She seemed to think that houses were growing on trees. We were living through a very real housing crisis. And I’d looked at houses in Reading; they were as expensive and competitive to buy as in London. Regardless of whether I picked a small flat in London or a little house in Reading, I needed as much cash as possible to buy.


‘It would take me two months –’


‘Two months?’ she squeaked. ‘And leave your job?’ She said it like my job was the be-all and end-all of my life. Like it was my reason for living. And it really wasn’t. I was grateful to have a job that allowed me to hang out with Willa every day and rent a room in London, but I’d always felt I was missing something.


Some greater calling.


‘Ah, I see,’ Mum said knowingly. ‘This is another one of your schemes. What was the last one? Calligraphy for weddings, wasn’t it?’


A lump in my throat formed. A shroud of shame hovered over me.


‘And the one before that – scented candle making. I think you sold a few of those.’


I’d sold ten before I lost interest and shut down my Etsy storefront.


‘And then, you were convinced childcare was your calling. And you wanted to become a nanny.’ Mum smiled like none of this was hurtful. Like she hadn’t pinpointed the biggest insecurity I had about myself – I had no follow-through. I was flighty. I’d never amount to anything.


‘But, Katherine,’ she continued, ‘this is a lot more than a hobby or what do young people call it – a side quest?’


‘A side hustle,’ I added quietly.


‘This would be spending thousands of pounds on a house. A house that might not make it back. It’s too big a gamble to take. Would you pay for all the work or do it yourself? Because if it’s the latter’ – she huffed – ‘well, I dread to think what could happen. You could hammer through a wall and fuse the whole house, for Christ’s sake, and then pay for a whole rewire. Would you have a job to return to?’


I didn’t mention that Willa had given me the time off. Unpaid. She would probably throw herself down the hill we were currently climbing. I stared at my boots with every stride, lost for words. Mum, however, was not lost for words.


‘You would hate Everly Heath. I doubt they have any of that Deliverloo you love so much. You would be bored, Katherine. Let me tell you, people are cliquey around there. They keep to themselves and look after their own. I wouldn’t count on your aunt and uncle helping out. You have to think, Katherine…’


The lecture continued for another two miles as my mum made her case against renovating Dad’s house. I didn’t mention any of my emotional attachment to the place. It was pointless. She wouldn’t understand. She would say the man had never played a significant role in my life.


Mum didn’t notice a few tears escaping down my cheeks as we finished the walk and climbed into her car to drive home.


I didn’t tell her I had already packed my suitcases. I didn’t tell her I was catching the train to Manchester in the morning. And I didn’t tell her that I was clinging to hold myself together long enough so I could be put back together again.







   


Chapter Three


I stepped across the threshold, and a distinctive old-lady smell hit my senses – damp with a hint of lavender. The smell provoked memories of visits to my granny: chocolate biscuits dunked in tea and little tuna sandwiches for lunch. I scanned the hallway of the 1930s semi-detached house. My house. I pressed a shaking hand to the ache in my chest. Thinking of this house as mine and not Dad’s was still jarring.


For the past eight months, I had become accustomed to pushing emotions down like pressing a buoyant beach ball below salty waves.


So far, it had only hurtled above the water once.


Don’t think about the funeral.


As if that tactic had got me anywhere.


As I looked at the hallway, the beach ball threatened to come up. I pressed my head against the door frame. What have I got myself into? What was I thinking? Would renovating this house even give me closure?


I took another deep breath and tried not to spiral at the sight of a broken door latch hanging precariously from a rusty nail. I’d need to sort that out today if I wanted to sleep safely tonight. I mentally added it to my ever-growing list, but I knew I’d forget it quickly unless I wrote it down. Your head is like a sieve, my mum used to say, straight in, straight out. I tried not to take it personally.


Anaglypta wallpaper adorned the walls, cemented on in the 1970s, seemingly never to be removed again. Popcorn ceilings and thick swirling green carpet led up the narrow staircase from the hallway. Some of it looked… wet and sticky. Like there had been a leak at some point. I shuddered. A suspicious brown stain marred the ceiling; I didn’t want to know the source. The damp intensified through the hallway.


This wasn’t as I remembered it. Sure, it had been dated when I’d visited as a kid. But it had been warm and homely and looked after.


Some original features, like picture rails and skirting boards, remained. But someone had ripped out the original stairs and replaced them with horizontal bannisters to ‘modernise’ the look of the hallway. But the teak was chipped and flaking off now.


Various mismatching but equally loud shag carpets were on display as I moved through the house. The living room boasted a bold geometric orange carpet, and the dining room showcased a green swirly one. The small kitchen at the back of the house had avocado green units and old-school appliances. I tentatively opened the oven door to see it completely black on the inside.


‘No home-cooked meals for me,’ I muttered.


Upstairs was a matching green bathroom suite, equally grimy and dirty. The house was silent apart from the ticking of the ancient boiler (the villain behind the E energy rating) and the loudness of my brain screaming a never-ending to-do list. Even though it was only a modest three-bedroom semi-detached house, it hadn’t been touched in years.


Hire a skip. Remove the carpets. Steam the wallpaper off. Ditch the electric fireplace and tiled surround. My mind rattled off more and more demands.


Okay, I thought, let’s get started.


*


Time blurred, and I wasn’t sure how much had passed when I heard a loud ‘Hello!’ call from the open front door.


I glanced around, coming back into my body. My tongue stuck to the roof of my mouth and a bead of sweat formed at my neck. I could almost hear my hair curling and growing, like some disturbing cartoon version of myself. I glanced down. I was holding a bleach spray, cleaning the bathroom sink upstairs. I put the bleach down and made my way downstairs, seeing the chaos I had created in the last few hours – so many half-finished jobs. The hallway was littered with partially ripped-off wallpaper; in the bedroom sat a suitcase that had been opened and rummaged through alongside a deflated inflatable mattress. I’d gone to fetch the pump but had got distracted setting up the kitchen, and I knew I’d left the cupboards open downstairs.


‘Fuck.’ My head fell into my palm.


I’m such a fuck up.


I felt like an eleven-year-old child again. It brought back the smell of Mum’s deputy headteacher’s office. Her disappointed expression when I told her I’d forgotten my maths homework, PE kit and food tech basket on the same day. You need to be more organised than this, Katherine. I can’t always be there to hold your hand. My mother shook her head. Post-diagnosis, my mum’s remarks didn’t change much. It shifted from You just need to apply yourself to It doesn’t mean you have an excuse, Kat. She didn’t understand that my lack of focus wasn’t laziness or for want of trying.


‘Kat?’ The loud voice called from the open front door again, pulling me from my thoughts.


I ran down the stairs to find my cousin Lydia standing in the hallway. She was brandishing two bottles of prosecco like they were awards, and she’d swept the board.


She raised the bottle above her head. ‘Surprise, bitch!’ She accosted me into a bone-crushing hug, her long blonde hair making its way into my mouth. Our height difference (me, five foot five and a half, Lydia, five foot eight) was even more apparent when we hugged, which was rarely. We were ‘weddings and funerals’ cousins, mainly due to the distance. Lydia was a born and bred Mancunian, like all the paternal side of my family, while I was raised in Reading.


‘How’s it going?’ Lydia asked, her faint Mancunian accent coming through, the first I’d heard since arriving. Sometimes, it hurt to hear it; that lilt evoked memories of late-night phone calls from my dad after missed milestones – apologies for absences at dance performances, school award ceremonies, and first days at school.


I shrugged. ‘Not too bad.’


Lydia looked around the place, probably seeing the destruction in our wake, but didn’t comment directly. My familiar friend, self-doubt, was waving like Forrest Gump in my head. There was so much to do, and I couldn’t even complete one task without a breakdown.


How did I plan to renovate a whole house if I couldn’t clean one?


Lydia looked around the hallway, picking at the plaster. ‘So, Uncle Jim left this place to you? You had no idea?’


‘I got a call from a solicitor.’


The subtext was obvious.


He hadn’t told me because we didn’t speak.


Lydia’s blue eyes, the Williams family eyes we shared, met mine and softened.


‘I’m so sorry, Kat.’


I tensed.


‘It’s fine. Anyway. I’m going to renovate it myself.’ I pulled my curly hair up into the bobble on my wrist.


‘You’re going to renovate it?’ she squeaked, eyes going wide.


Great. Even Miss Motivation herself doubted me.


‘It was Dad’s childhood home, and your dad’s too.’ I nodded towards Lydia. My uncle looked so much like my dad, with darker red curls and crinkly eyes, that I’d struggled to say more than a few words to him at the funeral last year. Looking at Brian felt like looking at the sun.


‘I know… but I know you and your dad… were strained. Everyone would understand if you wanted to sell. Let someone else renovate it.’


Were they talking behind my back? This is because of the funeral. They saw how I messed up and thought I would choke at this, too.


I shrugged, attempting nonchalance. ‘It feels right to bring it back to life. Let someone else build memories here.’ My nose began to burn. ‘Plus, it makes more business sense. I met with the estate agent, and he reckons if I spend money on a few basics, it will sell for a lot more. Then I can use that money to buy a place in London.’


‘Does that mean I get to see my cousin more than a few hours this year?’ Lydia smiled and threw her toned arm around my shoulders.


‘Yep, you have me for two months.’


Lydia’s lips pulled back in mock disgust. ‘Alright. Don’t overstay your welcome, cuz. This town isn’t big enough for two Williams girls.’


I chuckled. ‘I’m sure it will survive.’


‘We’ll have to warn the town crier.’


Lydia’s town. Dad’s town. My paternal family had set down deep roots in Everly Heath. But I’d always felt like an outsider on the few occasions I’d visited, even before my parents’ divorce. I’d been a pre-teen, an infamously awkward age, and while everyone had been friendly and welcoming, I’d always felt anxious and awkward compared to the relaxed way everyone talked to each other. There was a rhythm, but I didn’t have the hymn sheet.


Lydia ruffled my sweaty hair. ‘Where shall we start, then?’ She eyed the hallway and kitchen.


‘You don’t have to help, Lydia. I’ll manage.’


‘Nope, nope, nope. Not having this, you’re just like your dad. Never accepting any help. I will be here either way, so tell me what to do or else.’


We agreed that Lydia would work upstairs, and I would tackle downstairs. Three hours of arduous work later, we’d done a deep clean of the whole house while listening to a true crime podcast. I’d heard Lydia exclaim the occasional ‘Bastard!’ and ‘It’s the brother!’ and snorted. Satisfied, we collapsed on the living room floor with plastic cups and a bottle of prosecco.


Warmth spread through my chest. It was addictive, that high. It spurred me on. When Lydia left, I would smash out that to-do list and kick arse. But in the meantime, I was quite happy to enjoy the company.


‘How’s work?’ I asked while topping up her glass of prosecco.


‘Busy. Really busy. But I have no clients tomorrow, so I can be naughty,’ she replied haughtily and took a swig.


I raised an eyebrow. ‘Aren’t personal trainers supposed to be, like, super healthy?’


Lydia shrugged. ‘All about balance. Plus, if I can’t celebrate my cousin moving home—’


‘—temporarily,’ I reminded her.


Lydia rolled her eyes. ‘Yes, temporarily, but still. What’s the point of all this’ – she gestured to herself – ‘if I can’t enjoy life?’


To say Lydia was in good shape was an understatement. She was tall and lean, features she got from her mother’s side of the family because the Williamses were all short, stocky, and usually ginger. Lydia always wore bright sports gear, today favouring yellow and orange, and her long blonde hair was perpetually tied up into pigtails or space buns. She had the energy of the Duracell bunny and the spirit of a children’s TV presenter. I stared at her toned arms. How the hell did they even look like that?


‘I work hard, but it is my full-time job,’ Lydia added, as if answering my mental question. ‘Most people don’t have time to work out because they have actual lives. And families. Or see exercise as a means to an end, which I get. But I love it. I live for it.’


I nodded, wishing I understood that mentality. I liked graphic design, sure, but I didn’t live for it. Some days, I wondered if I even liked it all that much.


‘Speaking of work. How did you swindle the time off?’ A curious tone entered Lydia’s voice.


‘Extended compassionate leave. Unpaid, but still. My boss, Willa, was understanding. She also lost her mum last year. Plus, I think two months of not paying my salary was appealing. They aren’t having the best time, financially.’


‘Well, I suppose that’s a silver lining. The extended leave, I mean.’


‘Yep. Thank god for dead dads, huh?’


‘I didn’t mean it like that.’


‘I’m joking, Lyd. You’re right. It’s a relief to be able to focus on this: new carpets, a lick of paint. The only big job will be opening the kitchen into the dining room to create an open-plan kitchen-diner. I looked it up, and I don’t need planning permission if I’m not extending. Even if it would be much better if we could…’


Lydia jumped up, and I trailed after her. We looked at the wall separating the dining room and the galley kitchen.


‘Yeah.’ Lydia nodded. ‘But if you knocked this wall down, it would be huge.’


I nodded. ‘I could even create a little snug here. I think there is enough room for a TV and sofa.’


‘I can see that.’


‘And over here,’ I gestured to the centre of the room, ‘once the wall is gone, there is enough room for an island, with barstools for three at least.’


I began designing the space in my head. My mind flooded with Pinterest-like images of arched bookcases and gorgeous parquet flooring. Soft plaster-pink walls contrasted with deep navy cabinets – a cosy breakfast nook by the window. I was itching to pick out the perfect tile for the backsplash. My mum and Graham’s Edwardian terrace house resembled an eccentric library. Annotated novels and travel books doubled as coffee tables, cups of tea balancing precariously on top. I loved it but always longed to put my own stamp on a house. I hadn’t expected it to be my dead dad’s childhood home.


‘What did your mum say about you moving up here?’ Lydia asked wryly.


My mum had never made her dislike of the North unknown. When my parents got married, my dad agreed to a wedding with all his friends and family at Everly Heath Church in exchange for moving down south to Reading, where my mum was working at a school. It seemed like an even exchange in my head, but now that I thought about it, ultimatums probably didn’t set a good tone to start a marriage.


‘She…’ Should I lie again? I lied to get out of trouble all the time. At this point, I was worried it was pathological. But something about Lydia’s earnest face and helpful spirit made me want to be honest.


‘She doesn’t know,’ I admitted and waited for the gasp. My mother was scary as fuck. Even Lydia knew that.


I didn’t hear any reaction, so I looked up to find Lydia staring at me, a fearful expression on her features.


‘What?’


Lydia whistled. ‘You grew some balls.’


‘What do you mean?’ I protested. ‘It’s fine. It’s two months, and we’re not in each other’s pockets, so I’ll be back in London soon.’


Lydia’s eyes widened, ‘This is what it feels like to be in the rebel alliance.’ I ignored Lydia’s comment. 


I groaned and threw my head against my cousin’s muscly shoulder. ‘Please help me.’


‘Hang on. You talked me through it. You have it all planned out.’
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