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It was very good news. Someone had just died.


‘Get to the hospital as fast as you can,’ the doctor said and I asked the driver to get a move on … Oh God, hurry! I’d waited and waited for the call. I’d stared at my hospital-only phone for what seemed like forever, wondering what I’d feel like when it finally rang. I’d jumped every time I realised I’d forgotten to charge it, or that I’d left it on the hall table before heading out; every time another phone rang or a nearby siren blared.


I always knew my resurrection would mean someone else’s death. So how could I have prayed for it? How could I have stroked my special phone, begging it to ring: Please, just ring, for me? How could I have spent every moment waiting for someone to die, probably suddenly, probably horribly?


As the car approached the hospital, I told myself this death was not my fault; this gift not one I could refuse. I imagined the dead man being cut into, a bit of him being taken out, placed in one of those silver padded boxes and rushed away in someone’s hand, like a packed lunch of ham sandwiches.


My breath quickened. My hands trembled. It was happening. It was really happening.


Because someone was dead.


Well, not just someone …




*





My father.
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Sitting under the trickle of an electric shower, Will stopped scrubbing and closed his eyes. He’d clawed at his arms for so long that new blood had now joined the red he’d been trying to wash off. He muttered to himself through the spray … ‘I’ve done something. At last.’ He slid down and lay on the cold enamel of the empty bath. He smiled. He had saved his daughters. They could go to the hospital now and reclaim their lives.


All he had to do was wait. The blood was all gone now. He’d wait and while he was waiting he’d think about where it all started.


The Bothy.


Eighteen years ago.




*





There was a girl on stage singing her band’s latest offering, ‘Wolf Whistle’. Her voice was deep and unusual, the song an angry anthem which seemed to be aimed at all men. Her black dress was so short that her panties were visible. He had a drink in each hand because Si, his best mate, had bought in bulk to avoid queues, and Will couldn’t decide which one to start with. The beer on the right? Or the cider on the left? He liked both equally, but in different ways. He looked at the beer …


Pick me. I’m a bit bitter. I’ve got bite. You won’t forget me.


The girl on stage had blue eyes and black hair as large as her voice. She must have seen Will scrutinising her crotch because as soon as he looked up she touched it and winked at him. He was the kind of guy to get embarrassed when caught ogling crotches. He put his head down, gazed at his feet. Something halfway there was bigger than it had been.


Despite Si’s concerns, the crowd was small. Only about forty people. Will covered his own crotch with the glass of cider so none of them would notice. When he looked up at the stage, she winked at him again. She was older than Will – thirty-five or so – as bright and other as passion-fruit pulp. She sang a line directly at him – Your whistle pet, is the closest you’ll get. Her head was kind of hanging down a bit, her eyes Diana-esque, looking into his.


He hadn’t taken a sip of either drink. He lifted the cider and contemplated it.


Me! Me! I’m sweet. Easy. You won’t even notice me.


The song was over and before Will knew it he was putting his untouched drinks down on the bar because the girl was heading straight for him.


‘What’s your name?’ she said.


‘Will Marion,’ he answered.


‘You’re pretty. What do you do?’


‘It’s a long story.’


‘Then don’t tell me … Want to come backstage?’


‘Like a groupie?’ he asked.


‘Yes.’


Will was twenty-nine years old. He’d only had sex with two women: Jennifer Gleeson – who’d asked him to please stop poking at her pubic bone and go get some biology lessons, and Rebecca McDonald, who’d chucked him three months before the gig. They’d been together seven years. He wasn’t expecting it. ‘You’re a stoner,’ she said. ‘You do nothing and I’ve come to hate the very sight of you.’


This woman, Cynthia, would eventually be his third. Sober as a bastard, Will found himself sitting on a very high and wobbly wooden stool in a grotty backstage dressing room, listening as she sang the song again, just for him. She lit a joint when she’d finished (the song wasn’t better the second time), drew on it for over three seconds, then asked him if he wanted to kiss her or would he rather she kissed him.


Will was a good man. As a kid he never bullied anyone, or cheated in tests, or ran away from home or told his father he was a stuck-up arsehole. Later in life, he never got into trouble with the police or broke a woman’s heart. So he was good, see, but he wasn’t decisive.


‘Does it make a difference?’ he asked.


‘Yes,’ she answered.


‘Then you decide,’ Will suggested.


‘You kiss me.’


So he did.


An indecisive man needs a decisive woman.


Cynthia told Will to work hard, because if he worked hard, he was sure to be the next Steven Spielberg. He did for a while, and she brought him strong tea and smiled as he scribbled notes for a screenplay in his office.


Cynthia told Will to follow her guidance. If he did, he would be a champion lover in no time at all. Many hours were spent in bed in the first year or so. Cynthia said Will was a very quick learner. Will said Cynthia’s skin drove him wild with desire.


She told him to take care of her, to cook for her, to massage her back. If he did, she would be the content and normal person she had never managed to be. The meals were regular and delicious, the massages calming and loving.


A while later, she told him to take the job with his father’s holiday letting business. Perhaps hard work wasn’t enough. His writing and directing projects had come to nothing. 


She told him she wasn’t hungry so much any more, that regular meals just represented more rules, and that perhaps he was using too much baby oil during the massages.


She told him she’d take care of the contraception …


And that the twins should be named Georgie and Kay.


Cynthia told Will to keep an eye on the kids while she went out to the shops.




*





Will was thirty-three when Cynthia went out to the shops. It was a Saturday morning. Georgie, three years old by then, was screaming because she wanted to go with her mum and get a lollipop. Kay was asleep, oblivious as usual to the tantrums of her sister. When Kay woke up, they waited by the window to wave when Cynthia walked towards the front door.


If she had walked towards the front door she’d have seen a picture-postcard happy family. Loving partner: smiling. Feisty three-year-old: banging glass. Gorgeous three-year-old: chuckling.


But she didn’t. At 1 p.m. Will phoned her mobile (which she’d left in the house). By 2 p.m. he’d pushed the double buggy to Cynthia’s friend’s house; she lived two streets down and liked the odd snort.


‘Ah, she didn’t come back?’ Janet said. ‘Ah.’


Janet was bohemian, which meant her flat was a pigsty, her hair was all over the place and her expressive butternut squash-sized breasts were dangerously unharnessed. With her toddler gnawing at the bottom of her T-shirt dress, Janet told him what she knew.


Cynthia was sick and tired of him.


Cynthia never asked to be a mother.


She was trapped.


Using again.


She wanted to be famous!


She’d emptied what there was in the accounts.


Bagged Will’s expensive filming equipment.


And taken off with Heath.




*





Ah, Heath. He and Cynthia were like brother and sister – same foster parents as disenfranchised teens, same angry band as young adults, same love of drugs and free expression.


Will first met him about a year after he and Cynthia got together. Fresh out of jail, he arrived on the doorstep, drunk and with a bleeding cut on his cheekbone. He hugged Cynthia and said, ‘Well, if it isn’t Mrs Marion! It’s been too long.’ He patted Will’s back hard enough to dislodge food, and said, ‘So you’re Mr Cynthia? How ’bout we all have a beer, eh?’


The three of them sat around the kitchen table while Heath described his latest adventure – his celebratory first night of freedom – which involved a baseball bat and five other men. Will laughed nervously. He’d never known anyone so scary in all of his life. If he ran out of beer, would Heath smash his head in with a baseball bat? Was the baseball bat in the large black bin liner he had with him?


‘He’s my brother, really,’ Cynthia told Will afterwards. ‘My only family. I know he’s different, from a different world, but can you try to get on, for my sake, please?’


Will tried. When Heath rang the doorbell at three in the morning a month later, huffing from a scuffle, wanting the sofa and the television and a bit of a chat with his best friend in the world, he smiled and said he might get a bit of shut-eye and leave them to it.


When he and Cynthia started the band again, heading out all weekend to wow crowds of around fifteen, he smiled and said he was glad she was doing something she loved.


He tried to get on with him, but he only ever managed to fear him. Heath was a thug. He was volatile. He was dangerous.


And now, his wife had taken off with him.


How could she? Wouldn’t it be like incest, if they were brother and sister really? Wouldn’t she be scared all the time? Worried all the time? If Cynthia wanted to be with this guy, this brute, then who on earth was she? Certainly not the woman he cooked for and massaged, not the one whose soft skin made him wild with desire.


Will’s parents and Si had tried to warn him.


‘Are you sure about this?’ his mum had asked when they moved in together.


‘She’s too … different,’ his dad had said.


‘She’s a junkie nutjob,’ Si had said. ‘What the fuck do you think you’re doin’, man?’


They were all spot on. Cynthia belonged with Heath. Why he ever thought they’d work out in the long term, he’d never know. If he’d been more decisive he’d have said no to her stupid ideas – boring job, premature parenthood. If he was more decisive, he’d have realised that his attraction to her was based on awe and sex. She was like a weird bright outfit bought on holiday. She should never have been worn back home.


But he loved her. She was the artist he wanted to be. She sang in pubs with Heath and her mates, whereas Will – since completing a degree in Visual Arts – had directed nothing except the most basic of dinners. When they met Will was unemployed and living with his parents. The three film projects he’d started at uni had been in development hell ever since. He’d had good ideas, grand plans, but he rarely made it beyond the list-of-things-to-do stage. If he did ever actually write a treatment or a screenplay – and someone else offered an opinion (a writer, a producer, a financier) – he doubted himself, allowed the original idea to change and change, taking on board everyone’s concerns, moving it, ruining it, going round and round in circles.


He was beginning to realise that his entire life was one long, tortuous development hell. Going nowhere. All he really did was watch movies, drink wine, listen to music, and eat crisps like a seventeen-year-old.


During their time together he had done everything to keep Cynthia around him, as if her very presence would inject him with something interesting, because God knows there was nothing interesting about him.


He understood why she went for him to begin with. He was young and allegedly good looking, and he promised he’d make her rich and famous. His initial step would be to produce an amazing music video. In their first year together he made several attempts at shooting and cutting the video, but he never quite finished it. Alcohol-inspired ideas, which he scribbled on scraps of paper as he sat on the sofa bed in his office at night, never quite materialised on film the next day. The Cynthia project ended up in messy piles in his office along with most of the others he’d ever started, until one day, she decided to do it herself. She set up the camera and sang to it. She went out and about with her band-member mates. She edited it at night using his expensive software. She filmed Will, too, to check things were working, she said. 




* * *





She didn’t even leave a note.


‘Back soon,’ she’d said, grabbing her patchwork baba bag and skipping out the door. He was sure she was skipping.


Si came around that night. He still lived in Edinburgh, an hour’s drive from Will’s Glasgow house. They’d lost touch for a couple of years while Will changed nappies and tried to please Cynthia. ‘What a bitch!’ Si said. ‘What a fucking bitch.’ He gave Will too much beer, advised him to track her down and kill her and left to go home and sleep for eight hours. Unlike Will, who only managed about two hours’ shut-eye in total because Georgie kept waking up and asking, ‘Where’s Mummy?’


Bloody good question.




*





Why didn’t Will try and find her? Why didn’t he pull out all the stops, get off his backside and beg her to come back? He knew why now. He might even have known then but he dulled the truth with wine and soppy music. The reason was this: Will Marion was a useless lazy idiot fuckwit. He always had been. His father was right. When Will got his report cards each year, his father would say, ‘Is there anything you’re good at, boy?’ When Will’s girlfriends chucked him they both said something like, ‘You’re going nowhere, Will.’ When Will’s film projects evaporated, Si said, ‘What do you expect, mate? You didn’t even try.’


Why didn’t he? Why didn’t he study hard at school, work harder at relationships, work harder at work? The easy answer was that he couldn’t be arsed. The hard answer was that he couldn’t be arsed because he was certain he would fail.


So instead of failing to find her and failing to persuade her to come back, Will made excuses. Practical ones like babysitting. His parents wouldn’t help him if he asked them, would they? They were glad to see the back of her. No point asking them to take the kids for a few days while he retraced her steps. They were the kind of grandparents who liked to tell their friends how superior their grandchildren were but had bugger all to do with them. They’d babysat once by the time Cynthia left, and only for about an hour. So there was no point, was there? And he didn’t ask Si because he made both kids cry just by entering the room. He didn’t ask Janet, or pay someone, convincing himself that it was the Why that stopped him looking for her.


What good would it have done to find her? She had another lover. She was using heroin. And deep inside, helped by the wine Will drank after the kids went to bed, he understood her reasons and admired her for it. She was better than him. She had to leave.


Confirmation of this arrived in the post two weeks after she left. It was a videotape from Cynthia. She’d scribbled on top: ‘I had no choice’. Will made Georgie cry by ripping Pingu from the video player, inserting his wife’s tape, and pressing play.


Snapshots of him, roughly edited.




The bathroom door is open. Will is taking a morning piss. From a slightly hairy bum he squeezes a fart, as he usually does, interrupting the flow only slightly.


He’s channel flicking. The babies are crying but he doesn’t seem to notice. His mouth is half open. There’s a curry stain on his T-shirt. His blond hair’s not as thick as it was but it still manages to stick up, in all directions. There’s stubble on his face. He needs Botox on his forehead. He needs a bath.


He’s chopping onions and it’s taking him a long time.


He’s snoring in bed. The covers don’t cover his alcohol-induced belly.


He’s saying, ‘Hello, gorgeous!’


‘What do you love about me?’ she’s asking from behind the lens.


‘Um …’ he says. ‘Everything.’


‘No, what, exactly, specifically?’ she asks.


‘All of you. You’re great,’ he says.


He’s turning the music down, then up a bit, then down a bit.


He’s reading the arts section then nodding at it, then shaking his head at it. 


He’s stacking the dishwasher and it’s taking him a long time.


‘Hello, gorgeous,’ he’s saying.


‘Talk to me,’ she says. ‘Tell me something.’


‘Um … What would you like to talk about?’ he replies. ‘What would you like me to tell you?’


He’s choosing a shirt from the cupboard and it’s taking him a long time.


Making a sandwich – ham or salami?


Farting over the toilet again.


Snoring again.


Channel flicking again.


Nodding at the paper, then shaking his head at it, again.





Ahhh! Will turned it off, replaced it with the far less irritating Pingu.


He understood. He would have left him if he could. He was officially the most boring, disgusting, spaced-out, dithery person on the planet. By the age of thirty-three he had become a seventy-five-year-old, and not even an interesting one with Suez Crisis stories and valuable knick-knacks and stuff.


The images made him ill to the pit of his stomach. Who was he? How could he inspire such disgust – in Cynthia, yes – but mostly in himself? He had never hated himself so fully.


Will put the girls to bed, told them a story and played the video again, then again. Stopping, rewinding and replaying the failure before him, the man with no goals, no spine, no drive, no pride, no lover, no hair gel. The man with nothing.


He cried.


She didn’t even say goodbye. Couldn’t she have done that? A heart-wrenching but beautiful goodbye, as tear-jerking as that song ‘Time to Say Goodbye’.


He put the CD on, listened to it over and over. This is what he should have had, at least.


What an idiot he’d been to not see it, to assume that she loved him because he loved her, that stress and two glasses of wine had doped her out each evening, that she’d put deposits down for the new kitchen and bathroom they’d planned and not used the money to shoot up, that she was out filming a music video or at Pilates with Janet and not fucking Heath in his flat in Denistoun.


Fucking Heath.
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Will’s neighbourhood, a sea of red sandstone, was cut off from other neighbourhoods by three main roads and a train line. Several hundred identical 1920s terraces lined undulating leafy avenues. Each contained affluent white married couples with between one and three children who were all enrolled in the excellent local schools. Churchgoers all went to the same Church of Scotland church. Boys went to the same Scout hall, girls were badged by the same Brown Owl, suits got the same train into town, joggers carved the same four-mile route around the postcode’s boundary. Why would anyone venture beyond when the supermarket, post office, off-licence, florist, park, hairdresser’s and tanning salon were all within walking distance? Why go into town at night when you could dine, drink and flirt in each other’s houses? So everyone knew everyone. And everyone knew everything. As such, that summer, Will was the talk of the area.


Georgie and Kay’s first day of nursery arrived a week after Cynthia left. When Will was on his way back, tearfully looking over the photos he’d taken on his digital camera, a gaggle of suit-widow yummy mummies saw him approaching and synchronised a gesture of sympathy – a collective slumping of shoulders, nodding of heads, sighing. He walked past them as fast as he could, but one, with blonde curly hair, dressed in three-quarter length Lycra jogging trousers and trainers, raced after him. ‘Will,’ she said. ‘My name’s Linda.’


‘Hello.’


‘We’ve … I’ve heard about your wife … and I wanted you to know I’m happy to do anything I can to help.’


Can you remind me to breathe? he thought to himself. Can you fuck off?


‘Georgie and Kay are in my Bethanay’s class. Would they maybe like to come for a play after nursery? Give you a wee break?’


Georgie, as difficult as she had been that morning, did indeed want to play at Bethanay’s, so that afternoon Will found himself following Linda and her Cabbage-Patch-doll daughter and mad-as-a-snake toddler to their house, which was just one block from his.


‘Come in for coffee.’ She wasn’t asking so he couldn’t say no, so he followed her through her hall (identical to his but for a larger oak table) and into her kitchen (identical to his but with the new units he thought Cynthia had ordered at Magnet). He sipped coffee, wondering why on earth this woman thought it was helpful to prevent him from going home to prepare dinner and finish off his work and do the washing and pre-pack tomorrow’s lunches.


Linda’s husband travelled a lot. This left Linda with a super king-size bed that was usually half empty. She pointed it out to Will while giving him a detailed tour of her house (identical to his bar a two-bedroom attic conversion). But she was an optimist and thought of her bed as being half full and Will knew before he left that first afternoon that he was the one she hoped would fill the other half. ‘You mustn’t let yourself get lonely,’ she said, for example, after pointing out the original oil painting above the super king-size bed, and then, ‘Don’t forget I’m here to make sure you don’t get down. If there’s anything, anything, you need …’ etcetera and so on.


At six thirty Will walked the girls home and told himself he must never talk to any of the mothers again, especially Linda. When he unlocked the front door, both girls began crying because they were tired and starving and over-stimulated and Where’s Mummy? Why hasn’t she come home yet?


As always, Will was honest with the kids. He sat the two three-year-olds down and told them again that their mummy was in a place far away, and that she had an addiction problem.


‘What does that mean?’ Kay asked. 


‘It means her body tells her she needs bad things.’


‘What bad things?’ asked Georgie.


‘They’re called drugs,’ he said. ‘It’s kind of like mummy’s sick. And she doesn’t feel able to see you at the moment. Maybe we should let her be. Maybe we should count our blessings.’


‘Okay then, Daddy,’ said little Kay.


‘What’s blessings?’ mumbled Georgie.


Will poured himself a glass of wine, his mood mirroring the disastrous journey of the baked beans he’d put on the cooker: simmering, boiling, burning: holy crap, he couldn’t even cook baked beans.


Georgie refused to eat them. ‘You ruin everything! You made Mummy leave! I hate you! It’s all your fault!’ She pushed the bowl of blackened beans off the table. They splattered to the floor. Unremorseful, she looked at her father and said, ‘You’re stupid.’


She was only three, wee Georgie, but so angry and unhappy. Will had never experienced anything as sad as watching a sad child.




*





That night, Will wrote a letter.




Dear Cynthia,  


Georgie and Kay started nursery today. They are beautiful little girls, but Georgie in particular is angry and she doesn’t understand why you left her. She blames me. Could you write to her? Could you send her some photos? Could you come and see her? Perhaps you could explain why she has no mother, because I can’t.


Will





He never sent it, of course.




*





Despite Will’s pledge never to speak to Linda again, the girls’ busy lives necessitated constant interaction with her and the other suit-widows. He had no time for male friends. Si hadn’t been in touch since Cynthia left – why would he be? Will had neither the emotional nor physical resources to play golf, drink and fuck around. Before long, he was declared to be one of the girls. But he didn’t fully belong in any of the places he needed to be: ballet classes, cheese-and-wine nights at the nursery, PTA meetings. He may as well have been a little green alien. His newfound peers talked about face creams, curtains and unhelpful partners. They looked at him like they looked at their kids – Ah, isn’t he cute. They wanted to feed him. They wanted to pat him on the head. They wanted their partners to be as good at getting out stains as he was. They wanted coffee mornings to be at his house so they could watch him at work, admiring and despising him at the same time (Look, he’s a man, and he’s slicing a cake. Isn’t that great? Look, he’s a man, and he’s slicing a cake, isn’t that screwed  up? Take the knife from him now! Make him a ginormous salami sandwich! Turn on the football! Offer him your body!)


It took three months before Linda officially offered Will hers. The ballet show had run late. She came into his house on the way home (Bethanay had left her favourite teddy in the bedroom, or some such excuse) and asked for a drink.


‘I’d better get the kids to sleep,’ Will said.


‘Put them in front of a video. They’ll be asleep in two seconds.’


‘Are you sure that’s a good idea? They’ll be knackered tomorrow.’


‘I’m sure it’s a good idea,’ she said, switching on SpongeBob and pouring them both a glass of red wine.


‘I love watching you with your kids,’ she said. ‘You put me to shame. So patient and devoted!’


‘You know what I find amazing?’ Will said. ‘Sometimes when I think about them, or look at them, I get butterflies. Y’know that falling in love feeling? No matter how difficult they’re being, or how tired I am. That’s lucky, hey? To have that. I don’t suppose the chemistry goes the same way as it does for lovers, does it?’


‘I only get that when they’re asleep,’ Linda laughed, moving closer. ‘You are a lovely man.’


Will closed his eyes as she kissed him, trying to immerse himself in her decision. You are someone who likes me, he said to himself, tongue now implicated. You  are not Cynthia. Cynthia does not exist.


‘I can’t.’ He pushed her away a little roughly.


‘I’m sorry …’ She sounded annoyed.


So was Will.


It wasn’t that he didn’t find her attractive. Linda was a good-looking woman. She had the kind of bum men can’t help but want to grab. She had smiley blue eyes. Her breasts appeared defiantly upright despite thirty-three years of bouncing and three of breastfeeding. The problem was that Will was still in love with a woman he hoped – expected – would turn up one day, sorry and shamefaced and drug free and desperate to love him. This part of him stared out the window each night after the kids went to bed willing her to appear. It practised what she might say when he opened the door:


Forgive me.


How can you forgive me?


I beg you to forgive me.


Where are they? Are they sleeping?


It practised what she might write in a letter:




Dear Will,


Get me away from this man! He holds me here. I will try to escape again tomorrow.


Yours, C.


Or …










Dear Will,


I left to go into rehab. I couldn’t face telling you how serious my problem was. But I am doing well, and I will be home soon.


Yours, C.





It practised what she might say on the phone:


I am on my way. Nothing you can say will stop me from making it up to you.


It practised opening the door, seeing her there. Being silent, then angry, then sexually aggressive, then tender, forgiving, loving, for the rest of his life.


It practised switching off from anyone or anything that might prevent this reconciliation from happening. Linda, for example, who held back after that fateful kitchen kiss, and became his friend.


‘Good Guy’, she called him. ‘Hey, Good Guy, I’m taking you to the supermarket.’


‘Good Guy, we’re going walking. It doesn’t matter that it’s raining!’


‘Come over for dinner, Good Guy.’


Dinner was the first of many bad ideas. It was the usual Saturday night in the neighbourhood. Four couples gathered in every fourth house to eat meals involving fresh coriander. In this case, there were three couples and Will. 


He had to bring the kids. And, while Kay played with Archie and Bethanay upstairs, Georgie wouldn’t leave Will alone. She sat on his knee throughout the four-course ordeal like a poised-to-pounce cat, not eating anything, not talking, crying, screaming, anything. It was as if she was Tasered by the coupledom – Ah, so that’s what a married couple acts like, her wide eyes seemed to say as she gazed around the table.




*





‘Your husband is very nice,’ Will said to Linda the next time she saw him in the school playground.


‘He is. But …’


‘But what?’ Will said.


‘I dunno. Guess we’ve been together a long time. Kind of becomes a business, marriage, after a while. Not sure who’s the managing director. And there’s always the possibility of cutbacks.’


‘Is he good in bed?’


Linda slapped him on the arm. ‘He’s a little girly, maybe.’


‘What about counselling?’ Will suggested.


‘It’s not that bad. But, yeah, can’t say it hasn’t crossed my mind, for the kids, like. They must sense the atmosphere’s a bit strained.’ Linda sighed. ‘Counselling. Get everything out in the open. Is that really a good idea?’


The conversation was interrupted by Bethanay and Kay racing out of school, Georgie skulking along behind with a wad of her latest drawings in hand.


‘Daddy!’ Kay said, wrapping herself around his legs.


Without dislodging cling-on Kay, he leant down to hug Georgie. ‘You scrunched my artwork, you idiot,’ she said, elbowing a quick release and walking away.
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As months turned into years, yearnings for a remorseful Cynthia faded. Will focused all his attention on the girls, hoping they would be content and happy without their mother.


Kay was happy. She was always happy. How could twins be so different? Both brown-eyed and blonde-haired, but on the inside, so very different. Kay came out of her mother’s body with a smile on her face and it never left. Whenever Will looked at her, his blood warmed. Whenever he thought about her, he smiled. She was endorphins to him: chocolate, exercise, all things good.


On Christmas morning, Kay always ran downstairs at 6 a.m. – breathless – to shake, touch and then open her gifts. She’d jump up and down afterwards, hugging him, saying, ‘You are the best daddy in the whole entire world. Thank you! I love you!’ This reaction was despite the fact that Will was totally crap at gift buying (and wrapping), dilly-dallying around till the most-wanted toys were sold out and buying inappropriate alternatives instead (a basketball instead of a netball, Princess Diaries 1 instead of Princess Diaries 2). No matter what cock-up he’d made, Kay was happy. She’d laugh about it later, but never complain at the time.


On her first day at school, Kay walked into the school building, her head held high. Will wept as she disappeared inside. From then on, as he waited in the playground for the bell to ring, he would keep his eyes on the school door, unable and unwilling to join in conversations about bathroom renovations, anticipating the smile that had always stopped him moping.


‘Daddy!’ she would say, running towards him and grasping his legs.


‘Hello, petal!’ Will would say. ‘How was your day?’


She’d tell him all about it on the way home. Janey was being mean (asking for private talks with her other best friend Charlotte). Mrs Jones had given her team a gold star for keeping their table tidy. Archie was in trouble again. She got nine out of ten for a maths test. She had pizza for lunch.


There was nothing complicated about her. Emotionally intelligent is what she was. She knew how she felt and why. She knew what she wanted and why. No second guessing. Even when she started her periods, she was matter of fact about it. I’m feeling hormonal, she told her dad. I’ve written what I need from the chemist on your shopping list. And that was the end of it.


God forgive him, but Kay was the light of Will’s life. Nothing about her reminded him of Cynthia. Nothing about her upset him. She didn’t despise him. And he would have done anything, anything, for her.


Kay wrote an essay in fourth year. Will found it in a pile of old papers on her desk. It was called ‘The Person I Admire Most’.




The person I admire most is my Dad. He’s gorgeous. Obviously in a Dad-like way, but he’s slim, he’s still got all his thick blond hair, he wears the carefully selected clothes I buy for him, and wears them well. He doesn’t smile much, except at us, but he has a kind face, an approachable face, the kind of face that makes a stranger ask for directions, or the time.


He’s popular. He doesn’t admit it, but all the other mums fancy him. Maybe he doesn’t even know it. ‘Don’t be silly!’ he says when I tell him what my friends have overheard their mothers saying.


He’s never been on a date, not since the Mum left. I’ve tried to make him, but he won’t go.


He’s a terrible cook. He makes basic meals five times a week like pasta with sauces from those tubs in the supermarkets – five cheeses, tomato and mascarpone, carbonara – and the other two days are treat days (i.e. carry out).


He’s untidy. His tiny office, especially, smells of  teenage boy, with several sets of slippers, scrunched-up bits of paper, dirty coffee cups, piles of unfiled filing on the sofa bed, cameras on the floor, film posters on the wall (Psycho, Strictly Ballroom, The Mist).


He’s devoted to his children. Since Mum left, he has thought about nothing but our welfare, sacrificing the film career he so wanted for a boring home-based admin job, ferrying us to swimming lessons and netball and friends’ houses, going shopping for clothes and sitting next to the fitting room while we try things on.


He’s broken. Lonely. Oh what I’d do to make him happy, to help him find something other than us to fill his life because we’ll leave one day, one way or another. We’ll be gone, and all he’ll have is his untidy office, his boring job, and an empty house he no longer knows how to leave because he’s never had any reason other than us to leave it.


I admire him because despite all his difficulties he’s kind and generous. He does nothing but give. And I am lucky to receive from him every single day.





Will must’ve read this about three thousand times. It always sent him to sleep with a smile. 




* * *





He would often read the essay after lying in bed worrying about Georgie, who did not come out of her mother’s body with a smile on her face. She screamed herself blue. Will tried to hold her after the nurse had weighed and measured and checked her, but she frightened him with her anger and he handed her back almost immediately, taking Kay instead, who’d fallen asleep after two minutes of smiling.


When they were toddlers, Georgie would follow Kay down the stairs on Christmas morning, rubbing her eyes with exhaustion. She’d relish Kay’s excitement, insisting that her sister open all her presents first. ‘It does feel like a teddy bear!’ she’d say as Kay poked at the badly wrapped gift. ‘Why don’t you open it? Oh look what Daddy bought you! Yes, it is beautiful.’ Eventually, she’d open hers, ripping paper quickly, discarding, moving on to the next. Will couldn’t recall her showing anything other than disdain for anything he’d ever bought her. (‘Why is this pink? Did you forget my favourite colour?’)


While Kay had waved at Will (smiling) as she walked into school for the first time, Georgie had howled and grasped his legs and yelled. ‘I don’t want to go, Daddy! I want to stay home with you.’ He hadn’t known what to do, except to say, ‘Look at your sister. She’s excited. She knows it’s gonna be fun. Why don’t you follow her in?’
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