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         How do you open the most beautiful notebook you’ve ever seen, and start to write in it, when you don’t even know what you think? I wasn’t even sure what I felt. I must have sat there on the window seat until my hand was sticky, holding my fine-tipped pen over the first thick, creamy page. So many excellent first sentences ran through my brain. ‘My mother’s the most selfish person on the planet.’ ‘My mum’s an idiot.’ ‘My mother has just spoiled my life, my dad’s, and – I really, really hope – her own.’

         But none of them was absolutely right.

      

   


   
      
         
3
             Shades of Scarlet

         

         Bleh, bleh, bleh. Yadda, yadda, yadda.

         It’s hard to know exactly where to start. But I’m beginning with the day Mum gave me that beautiful book with the creamy blank pages. She said it was a gift, but I know better. We’d had an awful run-in on the night before.

         She’d snapped at me, ‘Scarlet, I’m absolutely sick of seeing your face stuck to that tiny screen!’

         ‘Don’t look, then,’ I’d muttered, loud enough for her to catch what I said, but not so loud I wouldn’t be able to argue that I hadn’t meant her to hear.

         She fought back. ‘You waste hours of your life on that thing.’

         ‘It’s my life, though, isn’t it? So shouldn’t I be the one to judge what’s a waste of my time?’

         I kept my head down, but I was watching through the curtain of hair that fell over my face. I knew that she was in two minds about starting on the business of getting me to help to put away the shopping – whether to tell me to get off my backside and lend a hand – or skip that argument and just get on with the job herself.

         In the end, she said nothing. A while ago I would have 4leaped to my feet to help even before being asked. But back then, she was still going through those arguments with Dad, and I felt sorry for her. I’d listen to her telling me that her whole world was crashing down. She couldn’t live with Dad another week. He was intolerable with all his silent moods. She couldn’t stand another day of it. It was a living death. Bleh, bleh, bleh. Yadda, yadda, yadda.

         And then one day she said that we were moving out.

         ‘What are we doing here? It’s horrible.’

         It was quite obvious she just assumed that I’d be going with her. That really threw me. She had been threatening to leave for so long, I’d come to think that it would never happen. I was too startled to put up a fight. ‘I’ll still get time with Dad?’

         ‘Of course you’ll still get time with Dad. As much time as you want.’

         I’d wondered what she’d say if I’d said, ‘All of it.’ But she was tense, and on the edge of ratty, so I said nothing and just took a heap of my stuff along with her to that grotty little flat beside the railway station.

         It didn’t take even a couple of hours to regret it. ‘What are we doing here? It’s horrible. There’s slime up all the 5bathroom walls. The floors are sticky. And it’ll take ages for me to get to school from here.’

         ‘It’s only for two weeks, Scarlet. After that, we’ll be somewhere much better.’

         Suspiciously, I asked, ‘How come?’

         ‘Because a friend of mine has offered me a long loan of a very nice house.’

         (‘A friend of mine’, you notice. Not, ‘a girlfriend of mine’. And, ‘a very nice house’. Not, ‘her very nice house’. Did Mum think I was stupid?)

         ‘Why aren’t we there already, then?’

         ‘We would be, except that this morning it turned out that there was a bit of a hold-up.’

         ‘Pity you didn’t hold up a bit yourself,’ I muttered, but she pretended that she hadn’t heard, and went on to say that where we were going was even nicer than the house we’d been living in with Dad. ‘You’ll love it, Scarlet. You’ll have the most wonderful bedroom up a tiny winding stair. It runs the whole length of the house. There are windows at each end – round ones, a bit like portholes on a ship, but larger. One overlooks the street, and from the other you can see everyone’s back gardens. The ceiling’s low and arched so it’ll seem a bit like living in the cabin of your own private boat.’

         ‘Why didn’t you take me with you to see it?’

         She looked a bit uneasy as she explained, ‘Oh, I nipped 6out in my lunch hour. There wasn’t time to get you out of school and back again before your afternoon session.’

         It was the first I’d ever heard of Mum having a lunch hour. She runs a hospital, and always before she’d claimed that she’s rushed off her feet from the moment she walks through the hospital doors until she finally manages to get away from every last person who wants ‘just one quick word before you go home, Fran’. She says she rarely finds time even to buy a sandwich in the middle of the day, let alone eat it.

         So I’ll admit that, with one thing and another, my antennae were definitely swirling about in the air. Next day, Dad came to fetch me for some time with him, and though I could tell that Mum was really irritated with me for doing it, I dragged him to the bathroom to show him exactly how disgusting it was. Dad shook his head, but all he said to Mum was, ‘I’ll tell you this, Fran. Whoever owns this place is not in line to win this year’s Good Tile Grouting Awards.’

         It sounded bland enough, though I did wonder if the dig packed more of a punch against somebody I didn’t know about than Dad was letting on. But I was smart enough to keep my mouth shut and my eyes wide open. I knew it wouldn’t be too long before I found out what was going on. 7

         Newsflash!

         It was only a day or so after we moved out of that fleapit flat into the new house that I got the story. Coming back to class after his music lesson, Pedro leaned close to whisper, ‘Hey, Scarlet! Newsflash! Jake Naylor says that his dad’s brother is going out with your mum.’

         I must have looked an idiot, staring at Pedro with my mouth wide open. ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

         ‘Just what I said. Apparently your mum has a boyfriend, and he’s—’

         Et cetera. Jake Naylor’s Uncle Richard.

         Jake’s actually in my class. He is a friend. So you can see why, when I got home that night, I stuck to my screen and wouldn’t leap up (‘Oh, you’re a sweetie, Scarlet!’) to help Mum sort out the shopping. Why should I? She had lied to everyone. All of that stuff about Dad having moods and their relationship not being ‘deep enough’! Who’d be surprised, if she was off out all the time with Richard Naylor? So how could she tick me off for spending more time with my head down, staying in touch with my friends, than wanting to help her unpack the groceries? 8

         When she held out the scarlet book, I kept my hands behind my back.

         ‘Go on,’ she said. ‘Take it. I thought it was perfect for you, given your name. It’s a present.’

         I looked at it. Fat, thick and square, with the shiniest cover in wonderful shades of scarlet. She flipped it open to show me its blank cream pages with no schooly blue lines. I knew, at any other time, I would have loved it. I’d have pounced on it, saying, ‘It’s fabulous! Where did you find it?’

         Instead, I scowled.

         ‘Scarlet,’ she told me warningly, ‘when someone offers you a gift, it’s only polite to accept it and thank them.’

         I took it from her, letting the hand that held it drop to my side at once so she could see I wasn’t even bothering to look at it. Coolly, I said, ‘Thank you.’

         ‘And say how nice it is.’

         I kept my voice dead frosty. ‘It’s very nice.’

         Mum looked around in a bit of a hunted fashion before she started up again. ‘I know things haven’t been easy for you these last weeks,’ she said. ‘All these big changes. So I thought I’d buy you this. We’re starting very differently in this new house, and I thought you might like to write about your brand-new life.’

         Who did she think I was? Some Jenny-No-Mates with nothing better to do but keep a daily diary?

         ‘Thank you,’ I said again, as dully as I dared. I turned 9away, and holding the book by the corner as if it were greasy, or crawling with maggots or something, I carried it up here to take a better look at it without her watching to see what I thought.

         No chance!

         It was the classiest notebook I had ever seen – sort of flashy and cool all at the same time. It must have cost the earth. But if she thought that I was going to use it to write down what was happening in my own ‘new life’ and how I felt about it, then she was wrong. So wrong.

         She might believe that she had thought things through, but I was still a good few steps ahead. I knew why Mum had given me the scarlet book. She wanted me to keep a diary so she could sneak up and take what she would think of as a little motherly look at it every now and again, and read what I’d written. I reckoned that it was the way she thought that she could keep her psychic tabs on me.

         No chance!

         Oh, I might write in it, all right. I might fill up every last page of it, and then even write more stuff all around the edges like one of those old ladies in Victorian novels. But, if I did, then I’d be using it to spill the beans about her life, 10not mine. I’d tell the truth. And not her version of the truth, seeing things only in the way she chose.

         The truth.

         And I would hide it where she’d wouldn’t ever find it. No, not till I was ready to hand it over to her.

         That would drive her mad.

         ‘See if that’s her.’

         I told Alice what I planned to write inside Mum’s sneaky present. She sounded doubtful for only a moment. ‘Well, yes. I suppose, when you come down to it, she is pretty well asking for it.’

         ‘Isn’t she just?’

         We almost always agree on things. I’ve known Alice since we were four, and met in nursery school. She told me that her mother was a spacewoman and would send me a lump of the Moon. (In fact, she teaches I.T.) And I was so jealous that I told her my dad was a magician (he works in pharmaceuticals) and on her next birthday I would persuade him to give her his big white rabbit.

         I don’t remember how we managed the disappointment. I just know we’ve been friends ever since. So she and I were coming out of school together the next afternoon when I 11caught a glimpse of a red car exactly like Mum’s coming around the corner.

         Mum never usually picks me up. I reckoned she was still trying to suck up for the upheaval she was causing everyone. I didn’t feel like letting her think that I was falling in with it like some tame lamb, so I pushed Alice on ahead. ‘See if that’s her.’

         Alice did the usual trick – wandered out through the gates, rooting deep in her bag as if to check she hadn’t left something behind in our home room. Then she rushed back. ‘Yes, that’s your mum. She’s just pulled up outside.’

         ‘Do you think that she saw you?’

         ‘No, she was fishing in her bag for her phone.’

         ‘Good.’

         I sent a message that I’d gone to Dad’s. Then I dragged Alice back into school and out of the south door.

         ‘So you did know!’

         I had been thinking about my dad all day. Up till I learned the truth, I reckon I’d felt more sympathy for Mum than for him. I suppose over the months before things all blew up, I’d swallowed her lines on everything because she talked more: 12

         ‘Tony, I reckon you take on extra shifts deliberately, to save yourself from having to come home and talk to me and Scarlet.’

         ‘When do you ever start a conversation, Tony? I might as well be living with a brick wall.’

         ‘When was the last time you suggested doing anything nice?’

         ‘If I disappeared tomorrow, you’d barely notice that I wasn’t here.’

         Dad always muttered things like, ‘Nonsense, Franny,’ and, ‘You know that isn’t true.’ But he had never fought back, and I’d assumed that was because he’d no defence to offer.

         Now I was curious to know if he had just stayed quiet because he knew I might be eavesdropping. Maybe he’d known about this Richard Naylor all along. Perhaps they’d had a thousand very different conversations when they knew I was out and couldn’t be listening: ‘Why should I make an effort to talk to you when …?’ ‘Who even wants to try to have a nice time with somebody who …?’

         That sort of thing, instead.

         Dad works in Quality Control at Weuth Pharmaceuticals. (Alice calls it ‘the Pill Factory’.) He starts at five and ends just after lunch, so I knew he’d be home. I was too jumpy to wait for the bus, so I walked back with Alice as far as her house, then borrowed her bike to get across the park. 13

         I found Dad on the sofa, half asleep. He was surprised to see me, I could tell. ‘Hi, sweetie. Change of plan, was it? Has your mother dropped you off?’

         ‘I came on Alice’s bike.’

         ‘Problem?’

         ‘Not really, no.’ And then I thought about it. ‘Actually, yes.’

         He prised himself upright and I could tell it was an effort. ‘What’s that then, sweetpea?’

         ‘I want to know some things.’

         His face closed up a bit, although he said, ‘Go on, then. Fire ahead.’

         ‘First, did you know?’

         ‘Know?’

         I snapped, ‘Oh, don’t pretend you don’t know what I’m talking about. Did you know Mum was having an affair with this bloke?’

         ‘Richard Naylor?’

         ‘So you did know!’

         Out of a brick wall

         He sighed. ‘Of course I did. I’m not blind. Or stupid.’

         He realized at once how what he’d said might sound, and tried to backtrack. ‘I’m sorry, Scarlet. I wasn’t trying 14to suggest you’re either of those things. It’s just that people your age aren’t generally alert to all the little signs.’

         ‘What little signs?’

         He shrugged. ‘Oh, I don’t know. Small changes. More trips to the hairdresser. A different perfume. Loads more “late meetings” than usual.’

         ‘Is that what tipped you off that something was wrong?’

         He said uneasily, ‘I really shouldn’t be talking to you this way.’

         That set me off. ‘Which way?’ I snapped. ‘As if I have a brain? As if this might be something to do with me as well as with you two?’

         ‘Don’t get so ratty,’ he said, and suddenly I realized he was sounding really tired. For the first time I noticed that he had black shadows under his eyes. ‘Listen,’ he said. ‘It’s very hard to work out how these things happen. At first, when someone’s met another person who makes them happy, they tend to spread their cheerful feelings around. Your mum was really lovely for a while.’

         I think he was embarrassed to hear himself say that. I watched him heaving forward to get off the sofa. ‘I’ll make some tea.’

         ‘No,’ I said. ‘I’ll make the tea. You carry on explaining.’

         ‘Well, that’s about all I have to say.’

         ‘That things were nice for a while?’ I almost parroted, adding sarcastically, ‘That’s where your explanation stops, is it?’ 15

         There was a silence. I put the kettle on. He found the milk. ‘Go on!’ I told him. ‘Mum is so right. Getting words out of you is like trying to squeeze them out of a brick wall.’

         ‘Should I have strangled your mother?’

         That got to him. ‘You stop it, Scarlet!’ he said. ‘I won’t be criticized this way. I have done nothing except try to get us all through this without too much damage. And things are hard to explain because they start all topsy-turvy, seeming a whole lot better before they suddenly take a turn for the worse.’

         ‘Worse, like before we left?’

         ‘Yes. Worse like that. With your mum out all the time. And even when she was here, the endless nagging. “Tony, you never this.” “You always that.” On and on. I kept on trying – but it seemed, whatever I did, there would be something else for her to complain about.’ He sighed. ‘Now I look back, it’s obvious she was just trying to persuade herself she had no choice but to do what she wanted to do anyhow.’

         ‘Which was move out.’

         ‘Which was move out.’ He reached for the steaming kettle. ‘Still …’

         I pushed the mugs his way. ‘What I don’t get,’ I told him, ‘is why you didn’t put up a fight.’ 16

         ‘Like how? Go out and find the man and punch his lights out? Should I have strangled your mother? What did you have in mind?’

         ‘I don’t know. But something. Instead of simply sitting on that sofa getting more and more moody.’

         Another silence. Then he said, ‘If I am honest, I can tell you it was a bit of a relief to have the whole ghastly business boiling over. I know that I was getting sick and tired of being the villain of the piece. At least things are quieter now.’

         ‘For you.’

         The look on his face was sheepish. ‘I’m sure that, in the end, things will be better for you too.’

         ‘Oh, are you? Are you really?’ Before the tears could start, I hurled the mug he’d handed me onto the floor. It didn’t break, but hot tea splashed all over. ‘And we both know why, don’t we?’ As I slammed out of the door, I shouted back at him, ‘Because it’s easier for you to think that way. But it’s not true!’

         ‘Aren’t parents weird?’

         I dumped the bike in Alice’s front garden. Her brother Andy opened the door. ‘Hi, Scarlet.’

         I guess he could tell from my face that I wasn’t in the 17mood for any of our usual jokey exchanges. Hastily backing his wheelchair out of my way, he nodded towards the stairs. ‘She’s in her room.’

         Alice was no more impressed with my dad than I’d been. ‘You’re telling me he knew your mum was seeing someone else, and he did nothing?’

         I threw myself on her bed. ‘That’s what he said.’

         ‘And all those arguments that you kept telling us about, when she was going on at him. He never even told her why he was being such a grouch?’

         ‘I never heard him say a word, even when they had no idea that I was listening.’

         ‘Aren’t parents weird?’

         ‘Yours aren’t,’ I told her enviously.

         Alice dismissed this. ‘Oh, mine are weird enough. Mum’s always on about the government, and Dad fusses about everything.’

         ‘But at least your dad wouldn’t say nothing at all if you went off with your mum to live in a foul, grotty flat and then a stranger’s house.’

         ‘No,’ Alice said. ‘And that is odd. Even if he’d been keeping quiet before, he surely should have come out with something then. He should have told you what was going on.’ A thought struck Alice. ‘Maybe he didn’t know. Maybe he’s just pretending now that he knew what was happening all along so you don’t think that he’s an idiot.’ 18

         ‘He knew the man’s name.’

         ‘Oh.’

         We sat there gloomily for a while. Then Alice said, ‘So how mad at him are you?’

         ‘At Dad? Or Richard Naylor?’

         ‘Your dad.’

         I thought about it for a bit. Then I said, ‘Pretty mad. I mean, not nearly as mad as I am at my mum, because she started all of this. She is the one who’s mucked things up. But I am pretty mad at Dad.’

         ‘Awful.’

         ‘Yes, awful.’

         ‘I hope you don’t end up like poor old Pedro.’

         ‘No such thing as one bad parent.’

         I shuddered. Pedro sits next to Jake in some of our classes. He has a brand-new stepdad who’s moved into their house and does his imitation of an angry seagull all the time. Pedro’s expected to pretend he thinks it’s funny. Every time. Over and over. His mum gets huffy if Pedro ever shows he’s bored and leaves the room. ‘You could be nicer to Neil,’ she keeps on telling Pedro. ‘More polite.’ Pedro says he’d prefer to be with his dad, but no one’s letting him, except on odd weekends. 19

         ‘No way that I’ll end up like Pedro,’ I said fiercely.

         I’m sure Alice believed me. We all know Pedro’s a bit of a wimp. Still, she kept trying to cheer me up. ‘Anyhow, I’m sure this Richard Naylor isn’t a bit like Pedro’s stepdad.’

         ‘I don’t care what he’s like. I just don’t want him in my life. I want things right back how they were.’

         ‘Even with all that sniping between your mum and dad?’

         ‘Even with all that. It isn’t fair for them to turn things upside down like this.’

         ‘It wasn’t really your dad’s fault.’

         I wasn’t buying that – not any more. ‘I reckon it was almost as much his fault as Mum’s. He didn’t do a thing about it, did he? He just sat back and let it happen. He has to take some blame. He’s like one of those people who watches a step-parent being spiteful to their kid and doesn’t do anything about it because they don’t want the hassle.’ I was so angry that I clenched my fists. ‘There’s no such thing as one bad parent,’ I declared. ‘There’s one bad parent, and the other rubbish one who lets it happen.’

         Then I burst into all the tears that had been banked up, waiting. 20

         ‘Sorr-eee.’

         I had to go back to the new house in the end, of course. I dragged my feet a bit, knowing that Mum would start in on me at once: ‘You saw your dad, did you? So how was he? What did he have to say?’

         I wasn’t in the mood to tell her anything, and even before I’d got through the door, she was complaining. ‘I have to tell you, Scarlet, that you have been extremely inconsiderate! I took time off work to come and pick you up today. I didn’t get the message that you’d decided to go to your dad’s till I was outside the school. If I had known, I could have stayed at work and cleared my desk.’

         I used the see-if-I-care, sing-song voice that drives her crazy. ‘Sorr-eee.’

         ‘No, seriously! I won’t be treated like that.’

         Bad move on her part. ‘Like what?’ I snapped. I waved my hand around to indicate the new house we were in. ‘Like finding out about something important a bit too late to have any say in it? Like that, you mean?’

         She took the point. Flushing, she turned away and made out she was looking for something in one of the kitchen 21cabinets. I knew the angry silence wouldn’t last too long because she’d want to find out what my dad had said and how he’d been. I wasn’t going to make it easy, though. The moment that she’d turned her back, I started for the hall door.

         She must have sensed that I was creeping out. ‘Please stay in here a moment.’

         ‘I have a lot of homework.’

         ‘I’m sure it can wait.’

         With a great sigh, I plumped myself down at the table. ‘All right, then. What do you want?’

         ‘Please watch your tone of voice, Scarlet.’

         ‘Sorr-eee.’

         Irritated, she pulled a chair out from the table so hard its legs scraped on the floor tiles. ‘So how was your father, anyway?’

         I gave her the look that said, ‘I don’t see why that’s any longer any business of yours,’ and took my time to answer.

         ‘He was all right.’

         She wasn’t going to let it go. ‘What was he doing?’

         ‘Nothing much.’

         Her voice turned steely with warning. ‘Scarlet …’

         I wasn’t going to let her pick a row with me. She’d just have felt on top. I knew that what would irritate her most was me not telling her a single thing. So I said casually, ‘Just what I said. He wasn’t doing much. He was just napping on the sofa when I came in, and then we made a cup of tea.’ 22

         ‘So did you talk about things?’

         ‘Not really, no.’

         ‘And what does that mean?’

         She actually had the nerve to look at me as if she was expecting an answer.

         She had no right to ask

         It was the cheek of it that got to me. Did she not realize that I wasn’t going to tell her anything? Perhaps she had me down for someone of six years old who’d innocently drift from one house to the other, spilling the beans to feed each parent’s curiosity without ever figuring out how they were being used. She had no right to ask what Dad and I had talked about. Our conversations were now private. That is the choice she made when she moved out with her stuff. It left me with two separate homes, and I intended to keep them separate.

         I didn’t tell her any outright lies, but I did do an excellent job of picking a few completely useless bits and pieces out of the conversation I’d had with Dad. Not only that, but I made Mum work really hard to winkle out every single one of them, and even so, all she got at the end was a long, boring nothing: ‘We talked a bit about Alice’s bike.’ ‘He asked 23me about school.’ ‘We talked about how often people have haircuts.’ ‘We made tea and I spilled mine, so that had to be cleaned up.’

         She tried to hide her irritation. I watched her wondering if she should put an end to what we both knew was a total farce, and ask straight out, ‘Did your dad mention me?’ But in the end she chickened out and simply said, ‘And that was it?’

         ‘More or less.’ I scraped my chair back. ‘So can I go upstairs now, please, and start my homework?’

         She gave up. I could see her giving up. She looked quite helpless, if I’m honest. Almost forlorn. Shrugging, she told me, ‘Supper will be in about twenty minutes.’

         I felt the tiniest bit sorry for her, so I said amiably, ‘That’s good. Because I haven’t had a thing since lunch, and now I’m starving.’

         She seemed pleased at that.

         Miles away from home. Both homes.

         I went upstairs and messaged Alice. But she’s not allowed to have her phone at the table while her family eat supper, so I gave that up as a waste of time and did the first batch of homework. Then I tugged the fitted cushion on the rounded 24window ledge out far enough to reach around the back and under the flap that hides the zip. I pulled out the scarlet book I’d tucked inside, pushed the cushion back in place and parked myself on top. It felt quite cosy, sitting sideways on the porthole window ledge. The branches of the nearest tree were waving away outside enough to make me feel as if I might have been somewhere windy and wild in the country.

         And miles away from home. Both homes.

         Nothing got written, though. I thought about things for a while, and wondered about Dad. When Willow’s mother took Willow and her brothers away, their father started drinking. I didn’t think my dad was likely to do that, but I did think he would get lonely in that house all by himself. And it was looking pretty drab. When Mum was packing, she took so much of the nice stuff. I didn’t notice at first and, to be fair, she started in a reasonable way with things that she said meant a lot to her and not that much to Dad.

         ‘Do you mind, Tony? After all, I bought it with my first month’s wages.’ Or, ‘Aunt Maisie gave it to me years ago. I’ve always loved it.’

         But gradually, I noticed, she got a little pushy. ‘You don’t want this, do you, Tony? Can I take it with me?’ And, ‘I’ve never seen you even glance at this. I’ll take it, shall I?’

         He didn’t argue about anything. Not one single thing. I couldn’t work out if he was too dumb – or maybe even 25numb – to notice, or if he didn’t want to give Mum the satisfaction of thinking he cared about any of the shared things from their marriage that she was stashing in her boxes, ready to take away. And she had always been the one to buy the things like pictures and ornaments, and silk flowers in pretty vases. He’d left all that to her. Now so much was missing that I reckoned Dad must glance around and think the house looked dull and miserable. I know I had. I’d looked at where she’d lifted photos from the walls and left those telltale patches on the wallpaper. She’d even pinched the bright red shower curtain.

         I felt a rush of worry about him sitting there with all those cheerful things gone. So I gave up on the idea of writing in the scarlet book and shoved it back inside its hiding place. Then, though I knew that it was nearly time to go downstairs to eat, I phoned him. ‘Dad? Suppose I come round at the weekend? We can paint the front room.’

         He sounded startled. ‘Paint it? But, Scarlet, it was only wallpapered a couple of years ago.’

         ‘I know,’ I said. ‘But there are all those funny patches where Mum has taken things away. It would look better.’

         He didn’t sound at all keen. ‘It’s a big job. And once you start …’ I waited while he made up his mind. ‘No, Scarlet. It’s sweet of you to offer. I do appreciate that. But it would be much simpler to look for pictures the right size from a charity shop.’ I reckon he was trying to convince himself as 26much as me, because he added, ‘And that would do some good for someone else as well.’

         I practically had to stop myself from hurling my phone across the room in sheer frustration. Get pictures from a charity shop? How feeble is that? It seemed to me that, just as Mum was getting tougher, barging along, head down, to get exactly what she wanted, Dad was becoming more and more pathetic. First, he had made no effort to face up to Mum and try to keep her. Then he had let her take me with her without any argument. ‘So long as I can see Scarlet regularly, and she’s allowed to come back here whenever she wants.’

         Now this – Dad happy to sit stewing in a room that reeked of loneliness and failure and what-used-to-be, but turning down an offer to take one small step into a new life. ‘Sorry,’ I told him. ‘I can’t hear you properly. You’ve gone all faint and hissy. I’ll be in touch tomorrow.’

         So that was that. I stared at the phone and asked myself if I should go back there to live. Would that put more spine in him? Would he be better off if he had me for company more of the time? I knew that I could kick up such a fuss that Mum would have to let me go back to the old house if that was what I wanted.

         If … 27

         ‘Oh, yes. I’ll bet.’

         The call came up the winding stair. ‘Scarlet! Supper time!’

         I slid off the window ledge. ‘Coming!’

         But Mum was already in the doorway. ‘Sorry,’ she said. ‘I wasn’t sure if you could hear.’

         I gave her a look that pretty well said aloud, ‘Oh, yes. I’ll bet,’ then watched her peering nosily round the room. (Good thing I’d put away the scarlet book. I didn’t want her to think that now I was on my own, I was admiring it.) After a moment, she told me something I already knew. ‘You haven’t even started to unpack your boxes.’

         Did she expect me to apologize? I raised an eyebrow.

         ‘Never mind,’ she said hastily. ‘I’ll help you after supper. We’ll get it done in no time.’

         ‘I might not want it doing yet,’ I told her coolly. ‘I’m not sure that I want to keep all this stuff here. I might decide to take a lot of it back home.’

         I’d hoped that calling the house we’d left ‘back home’ would rattle her. But she just changed the subject. ‘I made carbonara.’

         I wasn’t going to let her put me in the wrong. ‘Yummy!’ I said. ‘One of my favourites.’ 28

         She tried a smile, and I smiled back. They were a little forced, but just enough for us to start the supper on an even keel, without an argument.

         And I was hungry. It had been a horribly long day.

         ‘I wonder who I get that habit from.’

         Of course, the truce over supper didn’t last. Over the last weeks Mum had turned into a bulldozer. She couldn’t wait to push her world in line exactly the way she wanted it. She started sensibly enough, asking me all about my day at school. (What’s to say? School days are school days.) She asked about Alice. ‘I’m pretty sure I saw her coming out of school while I was waiting for you. I would have called to her, but she dived back inside.’

         ‘I expect she’d forgotten something.’

         ‘I was surprised to see her, though. I thought that you two generally leave school together.’

         ‘Not always.’

         Reckoning she’d softened me up enough, she came back to the topic that was uppermost in her mind. ‘So you did think your dad was all right, then?’

         Why should I help soothe her guilty conscience about what she’d done to him? I waited just a moment, and then 29came out with a bland, ‘I suppose so.’ I wanted her to think that I’d have answered that way even if I’d walked in to find my dad knotting a hangman’s noose and eyeing the light fittings. She’d left him, after all. So let her fret.

         She didn’t push the matter. All she said was, ‘You’re not being very forthcoming, Scarlet.’

         ‘I suppose I’m not.’

         Knowing that we were on the verge of arguing, I started shovelling pasta into my mouth. I really didn’t want to have to leave the table before I’d cleared my plate.

         ‘Please don’t stuff your face like that. It’s horrid to watch.’

         I didn’t think it was the moment to say, ‘Then look the other way,’ so I slowed down.

         ‘Well?’ she said, after a pause.

         I looked up, all wide eyes and innocence. ‘Well, what?’

         ‘I said you weren’t being very communicative. You’re hardly telling me anything.’

         I shoved in one last mouthful before I came out with the challenge she deserved. ‘I wonder who I get that habit from.’

         Her eyes had narrowed in warning. ‘Scarlet …’ 30

         ‘Who’s been talking to you?’

         But I was ready for her. I’d known she wouldn’t be able to stand my holding out on her about my feelings. (Her giving me the scarlet book had been the proof of that.) So I was ready. I’d been practising the speech on and off all day – all through Maths, all through Late Assembly and all through my last walk home.

         I kept my voice down. I didn’t get excited. I spoke to her as if I’d suddenly had an interesting thought. ‘But, Mum, how can you complain about me not talking about things? Look at you. You obviously didn’t share much with Dad about your feelings, because he ended up thinking the split was all to do with him not being good enough to keep the marriage going. And you’ve not told me anything about this house.’ I gave her a big warm smile. ‘Like who has paid for it, and who is no doubt going to come and share it with us.’

         Oh, she was staring at me now. She looked quite frightened. ‘What are you talking about?’

         ‘Who,’ I corrected her. ‘I reckon that it’s who we’re talking about, not what. And that is Richard Naylor.’ 31

         She went bright scarlet. ‘Who’s been talking to you about that?’

         ‘People at school.’

         That did for her, you could tell. She sounded stunned. ‘Seriously? People at school?’

         ‘Why wouldn’t they?’ I said. ‘After all, not everyone is quite as uncommunicative as you. Jake Naylor knows about it. Richard Naylor is his uncle. Perhaps Jake’s said a bit too much to suit you. But everyone in class knows all about it now.’ I pushed my plate away. ‘And so do I.’

         I left her sitting at the table like a rag doll with all the stuffing fallen out.

         Did I feel sorry for her? Not at all.

         ‘Permafrost.’

         There was no lock on my door, so I pushed a couple of the heaviest boxes against it, to make a point if she came up.

         Then I phoned Alice.

         ‘So how’s it going?’ she asked at once.

         ‘Permafrost.’

         ‘You? Or your mum?’

         ‘Me. We just had supper and Mum is still down there psyching herself to barge up here with all guns blazing.’ 32

         ‘Why?’ Then Alice tumbled. ‘Scarlet! You dared to tell her what you know? How did she take it?’

         ‘Like a great smack in the face. And then I came up here.’

         ‘You’re brave,’ said Alice. ‘I think, if I’d been you and done that, I would have sneaked away, back to my dad’s, till I was sure that things were safe.’

         I hadn’t realized, until Alice said that, how very disappointed in my dad I’d been. Till then, he’d always been the one I’d gone to when I had any sort of trouble with Mum. She is the parent who keeps tabs on me. She is the one who knows what nights I get out late from school because of clubs, and checks if I have homework, and whether or not it’s been done. So she’s the one who’s always on my back.

         But almost always, when she was mad at me, I could depend on Dad to calm things down. ‘Franny, be fair. You did say Scarlet had till the end of the weekend to clear up her room. It’s only five now so she still has time.’ Or, ‘Steady on, Fran. I’m sure that Scarlet didn’t mean to be rude. It just came out that way.’

         Now he was over a mile away and I was on my own.

         ‘Well,’ I said sourly, ‘I’m not sure that he would have helped all that much this time. All he’s done so far is sit tight and hope the problem will go away.’

         ‘And now you and your mum have gone, instead.’

         She didn’t mean it in a jokey way, so the short laugh I let out probably did sound bitter. To make it clear that she was 33on my side, she added flatly, ‘And now you’re stuck there with your mum in that new house.’

         I had the oddest feeling of being really irritated with Alice. Oh, I knew she was only trying to sympathize; but no one really likes to hear their best friend saying they are ‘stuck’ with their mum.

         Alice has spent a huge amount of time with me and my family. Mum’s always liked her, and Alice always got on fine with her. When Andy got smashed up in that car crash, Alice stayed in our house for weeks while Mr and Mrs Henty spent most of their time at the hospital. And even after her brother was well enough to come back home, Alice still slept at our house often.

         My mum was really good to her for all that time.

         I don’t think Alice realized that what she’d said was bothering me so much. She just kept on. ‘And now you’re having to sit there, waiting for her to come up and give you a lecture?’

         ‘That’s about it.’

         ‘She does the dirty and you get the telling-off.’ She sighed. ‘These things are so complicated. Didn’t your dad have anything helpful to say when you were round there?’

         Suddenly Mum was coming up the winding stairs.

         ‘Got to go, Alice. Visitor!’ 34

         ‘Don’t you know anything about grown-up feelings?’

         She got the message and hung up at once. So by the time that Mum had shoved the door so hard that the boxes slid to the side, I was just sitting quietly with my knees up in the porthole window seat, shuffling a few sheets of paper to make it look as if I was sorting out something to do with my schoolwork.

         ‘Problem?’ I asked her, in the exact same way she says the word to me when I burst in on her because of network connection troubles, or needing money for something.

         She didn’t answer at first, just stood by the unpacked boxes looking a little uncertain. Then she perched on the edge of the bed. ‘I’ve an apology to make to you,’ she said.

         I didn’t ask her what about. I simply waited, staring at the sheets of paper in my hand.

         ‘It’s about Richard. About not telling you. About you having to hear about it through rumours at school.’

         ‘Rumours?’ I beamed at her spitefully. ‘So it’s not true then? You’re not having an affair with some bloke called Richard Naylor? It’s all some stupid rumour I picked up at school, with no truth to it at all? Oh, I’m so plea—’ 35

         ‘Stop it!’ she spat at me. ‘Stop that right now. I can’t be doing with this childish sarcasm. For God’s sake, Scarlet! You sound about three! Don’t you know anything about grown-up feelings?’

         That one went home. Of course I know about them. I’m in a class of twenty-two, and at the last count only thirteen of us had both the parents that we started off with still living with us under the same roof. (It would be only twelve now, I realized suddenly.) So I know all about people her age and their feelings. I know they probably all got married thinking that they were madly in love and it would last for ever, like in a fairy tale. I know a lot of the women even changed their names, as if they weren’t just handing themselves over, but giving up their personalities as well. I bet huge numbers of them were silly enough to spend all their savings having the fanciest wedding they could imagine. Some of the women probably went hysterical if there was even a suggestion of rain or wind, in case it mussed their hair. They probably burst into tears if the florist turned up with flowers the wrong colour.

         Basically, I expect a lot of them went bats.

         Then they had children – everyone in our year group. But while we’ve all been working our way up the school, things have been changing. So I know all about relationships that have ‘gone stale’. Like bread! And about people like Pedro’s mum, who suddenly fell head over heels in love with 36someone else. I know that Mia’s mum went on a pilgrimage to Santiago de Compostela to ‘consider her options’, and came back with a girlfriend. And Willow’s mum took off with no excuse at all except that she was ‘bored’. (I bet she’s less bored now that she has Willow and her brothers all the time because Mr Parker’s ended up taking to drink.) Then there are people like Greg’s dad, offered some wonderful new job in Dubai. He claimed the salary would pay off the mortgage in no time, and make all their lives a whole lot easier. Except that he didn’t ever send home any money, and then he never came back. Greg and his mother have had to live with Greg’s foul-tempered grandfather for two years now.

         And they’re not the only people I know who’ve had their lives turned upside down – some more than once.

         ‘Go on, then,’ I said, not even bothering to hide the sarcasm. ‘Do tell me all about your grown-up feelings.’

         ‘Oh, really!’ But it was clear to her that either she had to flounce straight out again, which would have got her nowhere, or take the chance of trying to explain to me something of what was in her mind.

         I had to hand it to her. She had a go. ‘Scarlet, I cannot tell you how sorry I am that this has happened. You’re very young. You probably won’t understand. Obviously, you adore your dad, and you can’t see how anyone in their right mind would want to dump a marriage that lasted nearly twenty years.’ 37

         I didn’t say a word, but I did finally put down the sheets of schoolwork.

         ‘I love your father still,’ she told me. ‘I always will. He’s a good man. He’s never in his life been nasty with me, or with you. He’s been an excellent provider. You cannot fault him.’

         I was so tempted to break in and say, ‘I wasn’t trying to fault him. That always seemed to be your job.’ But I held my tongue.

         ‘But,’ she said, ‘everyone only gets one life. Just one. And it’s so difficult if you come to realize that you’re not living it in the right way. Or with the right person.’ She brushed aside the words she guessed were in my mind. ‘Oh, I know that your father must have been the right person once. And probably for a good deal of the time we were together. But he’s not right for me now. And that might not have mattered. We’d probably just have batted on the same way we always had until … until …’

         She found it difficult to get his name out, so I said it for her.

         ‘Until this Richard Naylor came along.’

         Perhaps she mistook my finishing the sentence for her for a bit of sympathy. ‘Exactly! It’s easy to do without something important if you don’t even realize that it’s an option. But once it comes along …’

         I hid the sarcasm. ‘Practically handed to you on a plate …’ 38

         ‘And you know, just know …’

         ‘Of course!’ I said. ‘I understand. Of course I do. It’s just like when I knew, just knew, that I would never, ever, ever be happy again unless I had a pony.’ I let my mouth drop open in mock amazement. ‘Oh, sorry!’ I corrected myself. ‘Mistake! Because I never did get a pony, did I? You told me that my life would go on pretty well without one. And miracle of miracles, it did!’

         I couldn’t stand the way she looked at me then. I turned my eyes back to the sheets of paper propped against my knees.

         She said to me, ‘I’ll leave you to get on with your work.’ It was impossible to work out from her tone of voice what she was thinking. She took one more look at the unpacked boxes, and then went out, shutting the door behind her quietly.

         I will admit it. I felt like a worm.

         Half a laugh. Half a sob.

         By bedtime, I was starving. After all, I’d barely finished my first plate of carbonara before I’d picked that row with her. I’d had no second helping, and no pudding after. I knew I’d never sleep unless I went down to the kitchen to snaffle 39something. I waited till I was pretty sure she’d gone into her bedroom. All of the lights were off. It took an age to creep downstairs because I didn’t yet know which parts of the floors were likely to creak when I put my weight on them. I wasn’t even sure where the walls ended and the doors began.

         I made it, though. I slid the biscuit tin closer, and prised off the lid. I put at least half a dozen into my dressing-gown pocket, along with a banana and two fat apples from the fruit bowl. I even opened the fridge and took out the cheese to cut myself a lump. The dishwasher was already swishing away, so I wiped the knife I’d used on a tea towel to get rid of the greasy smears, and slid it back in the drawer.

         Then I crept back up the stairs.

         I had got halfway up my own little winding staircase when I heard that funny little noise.

         Half a laugh. Half a sob. What was she doing?

         Holding a hand against the wall in the dark, I listened hard. Oh! She was on the phone. Clearly this Richard Naylor had managed to make her laugh through her tears. ‘Oh, I know,’ I heard her saying. ‘I know. You’re absolutely right.’

         There was a bit of a pause while he presumably pedalled on a bit about why she shouldn’t let herself be bothered by whatever it was that her spiteful daughter had said. ‘You’re right,’ I heard her telling him again. ‘I shouldn’t push things. I should back off a bit. Give her some time.’ 40

         I stood there thinking, ‘You can give me a hundred years and I will still hate what you’ve done, and reckon it was mean and selfish of you to do it.’ And I was furious with this man who thought he had the right to say one single word to her about how she should deal with me. We’d never even met! He didn’t know the first thing about me – what I was like, or how I felt, or anything. How dare he spoon out all this soothing advice about me to my own mother?

         I was about to rush back down to burst into her room. I would have snatched the phone from her and said, ‘Don’t talk about me to a perfect stranger!’

         I’d actually already turned when I heard what she said next. ‘I know, I know! You’re right. Still, it was horrible. It was as if she wasn’t our child any more.’

         Our child? Could she be talking to my dad?

         A weird old business

         I suppose I knew that being married is a weird old business. I know that parents have a sort of private language. And I don’t mean like Asha’s parents, who talk in Hindi if they don’t want Asha to understand. (The only Hindi Asha knows is her own name, which means ‘hope’, and ‘Thotha chana baje ghana’, which means ‘A hollow lentil makes the 41most noise’.) The private language I mean is when parents talk above your head about someone who ‘sounds like that landlady who caught you pushing her cat off the wall’, or maybe about some actress: ‘You know! The one with frizzy hair who looks like that girl your brother wanted to marry.’ And since the people they are talking about probably vanished from their lives even before you were born, you haven’t the faintest clue what they’re describing.

         They have a married way of getting at one another too. My mum would say something like, ‘You really do enjoy that quiz programme, don’t you?’ But what she meant was, ‘For God’s sake, Tony! You spend far too much time watching that stupid rubbish.’ And Dad might root in the shopping bag that she’d brought home and lift out a tub of bean curd. He’d hold it up to read the label. ‘Tofu, eh?’ was all he’d actually say. But Mum and I both knew that what he meant was, ‘I sincerely hope you’re not expecting me to eat this stuff, because I know right now that I won’t like it.’

         Those sorts of comments were all right. At least they never really soured the atmosphere. But if the two of them were in a real mood with one another, they could both turn it up a notch. ‘All right, then,’ he would say about some decorating job they couldn’t agree on how to tackle. ‘If that’s the way you want to do it, fine. We’ll do it your way.’

         What he meant was, ‘Fran, you are making a huge mistake here. Huge. It’s going to look a mess.’ 42

         But she could give as good as she got about decisions like that. If she was irritated with him, she’d let her voice go distant and say, ‘Oh, you decide. I don’t care. Either way.’ But he would have to have been dumb as a box of frogs to believe her, because what she really meant was, ‘I’m so fed up with this discussion that you are going to have to guess what I want. And I can warn you, you had better guess right.’

         They knew one another’s patterns and habits backwards. ‘Your father hates the Sunday morning shift.’ ‘Your mother will be spitting tintacks when she gets back from this meeting.’ They could read one another’s moods as easily as they breathed. I’d known that that would carry on at least for a while after they’d split. How could it just stop dead? And I suppose I’d guessed that they’d keep on doing one or two other things they’ve always done together, like discussing anything important to do with me.

         But it had never occurred to me that, after she’d moved out, they might still be so thoroughly entwined that Dad would be the one she’d turn to for comfort when I had upset her.

         Or that he’d still be able to come up trumps and make her laugh. 43

         ‘Perhaps they will.’

         ‘Perhaps they’ll get back together,’ said Alice next morning when I told her all about what I had overheard.

         ‘Perhaps they will,’ I said. I made myself sound doubtful, but deep inside I really thought – and hoped – it might be possible. If they’d both made a mistake – if Mum had been too quick in making up her mind to leave, and Dad now realized that he’d been an idiot to let her go, then maybe everything would be all right. This Richard Naylor would have to find somebody else to move into the house he’d bought. Or he could sell it. Mum would move back with all the pictures and the red shower curtain. And we could go on as we had before.

         That’s what I was thinking anyhow. So I was in a fairly cheerful mood when we walked through the school gates. Alice peeled off towards the Music Pod to have her flute lesson, and almost at once The Menu pounced. (His proper name is Philip. We call him The Menu because he eats so sloppily that people standing in the queue for second sitting can guess the hot meal of the day from looking at his shirt as he walks out.) 44

         He was his usual upbeat self. ‘Hi, Scarlet. Just one more day till Friday.’

         Together we walked behind the two long lines of parked staff vehicles. There must have been a downpour overnight, along with quite a wind, because most of the cars looked pretty grubby. I hung about while he wrote I HATE PEAS in the grime on the back window of Mrs Tanner’s car. (She teaches Nutrition.) Then we went in to registration.

         For once, Alice came out of her music lesson dead on time. While she was jamming her flute case back in her overstuffed locker, she said, ‘You reckon that your dad cheered up your mum last night. But how were things this morning?’

         ‘Not too bad,’ I admitted. ‘She had some paperwork to get through before she took off, and I pretended I had homework to finish. Nothing got said over breakfast.’

         ‘That’s good.’

         ‘And I go straight to Dad’s tonight.’

         ‘Won’t that be easier?’

         I shrugged. It didn’t seem to me that anything was easier. ‘I suppose so. At least with Dad it’s pretty well impossible to pick a fight. So it’ll be a quiet night.’

         ‘Quiet?’ We both knew perfectly well that I meant boring. I watched Alice wrestling with herself about what to say next. She’s heard enough from friends in separated families to know that backing out of time that you’re supposed to spend with Parent No 1 is all too easily taken as siding with 45Parent No 2. But she still ended up suggesting it: ‘Do you want to blow off your dad and come to our house instead?’

         It was so tempting. By any standards, Alice’s family can’t be called quiet or boring. Her parents spend the whole of every mealtime fiercely arguing with one another about things that no one else is bothered about at all: who should or shouldn’t be co-opted onto the board of school governors; how much of the stuff that we recycle actually gets used; whether the Quakers really believe in God the way that people in other religions do. The two of them sit at opposite ends of their long kitchen table, so it’s like watching tennis. Your head swivels this way and that till you feel dizzy. Once, when Andy was still in that horrid thick neck brace of his, he actually asked if one of them would swap seats with Alice so he could carry on watching them slug it out about whether the local park gates should or shouldn’t be chained shut at night without causing himself so much pain.

         But I felt sorry for my dad. I don’t believe he actually sits there ticking off the hours till I show up. But I still knew I would feel guilty if I gave my evening with him a miss.

         ‘I’d better not. Dad might have sorted something.’

         ‘Going out to eat, maybe? Or seeing a film?’

         Her spooning out these cheerful possibilities reminded me how much my dad had changed since Alice spent those weeks with us after Andy’s accident. Then, he was always thinking of fun things to do because both of my parents 46were doing their very best to keep Alice from feeling homesick. But I didn’t want to say, ‘No, Dad’s quite different now. I expect we’ll be moping on the sofa, endlessly talking about whether to send out for pizza or Chinese.’

         I was relieved when Dr Deiss swept in the room and told us all to stop talking. I like French. I have liked it ever since I was taught how to ask for chocolate ice cream when I was four years old. I think that by the time we actually started to learn French in school, I knew the words for all my favourite foods. And since that’s what our classes started with – words for nice food – I had a great head start. In fact, I was such a show off I even started calling Philip ‘Le Menoo’ in the correct French way.

         It was a good lesson, and went on till break. And then came double Maths, but since our Miss Harper was away on a course, we got to do easy worksheets. We had first sitting lunch. Pedro amused us with an imitation of his stupid stepfather doing his stupid imitation of an angry seagull. And the art lesson in the afternoon was as much of a walk in the park as usual.

         So I was fine till I reached my old home. 47

         ‘Oh, not again.’

         Just glancing through the window, I could see Dad stretched full-length on the sofa with his eyes closed. Maybe it wasn’t very nice of me. Or fair. He does set his alarm clock for ten past four to be at work by five. But I still slid my key into the lock so quietly he didn’t hear me come in.

         I hung up my jacket and pushed open the living-room door. ‘Oh, not again,’ I muttered, loud enough that if he were even halfway awake he would be bound to hear it.

         Even before he opened one eye, the smile spread over his face. It was the look that he always had when I was in my first school, and came down grumpy in the mornings. ‘Oho!’ he’d say to no one in particular. ‘What shade of Scarlet are we having today?’

         But this time he did ask what set me off. ‘Oh, not again what?’

         ‘Nothing.’

         ‘No, go on. Tell your old dad.’

         I half disguised a sigh, then told him, ‘It wasn’t anything. Really, I suppose, just coming over here and finding you asleep.’ 48

         He could have fought back, saying, ‘I always take a nap when I get home. And so would you, if your day started half as early as mine.’ (Mum would have made the point sharply enough if she had overheard me.) But all Dad did was swing both legs round to the floor and say, ‘I’m sorry, Scarlet. Bad day for you, was it?’

         That bugged me even more – that he was being even nicer just because I’d been catty. But I couldn’t stop. ‘It’s been fine …’ I said, making sure both of us could hear the words I’d left unsaid float around the room: ‘… up until now.’

         Dad flattened his palms on his knees to lever himself off the sofa. ‘I’ll make some tea. On my way home, I picked up a couple of those strawberry tarts you like so much.’

         That made me feel even more mean. To get those strawberry tarts, he must have had to drive to Penny’s Place – way off his usual route. I pulled myself together and, remembering what Alice had suggested, I said a lot more cheerfully, ‘I thought that maybe tonight we could do something different.’

         ‘Different?’

         ‘Well, out of the house.’

         ‘Out of the house?’

         The blank way he repeated it, you’d have thought I’d said ‘up on the Moon’. I felt my irritation level shoot up again. What was so mind-blowing about the idea of going out? Would it be so extraordinary to see a film? Or go to Spice 49Island? I didn’t have to eat the strawberry tarts right then. I could take them to school with me next morning – one for me, one for Alice.

         Even the sight of him shuffling through to the kitchen annoyed me so much I pretended I’d had a message. ‘Sorry, Dad. Someone in class wants to know how to do the homework, and all my notes are upstairs.’

         I only realized as I shut my bedroom door that I had hurried away from him just the way Mum used to do. She used to make a break for it each time he irritated her with his lukewarm response to all suggestions that the two of them might do something out of their usual routine. I’d even sympathized with her. As soon as I’d found out about Richard Naylor, of course, I felt very differently and had a deal more sympathy for Dad, what with his horribly early mornings, a full day at work, and still being expected to make an effort to provide an interesting evening.

         But that night, when I ran upstairs, I realized I was back to thinking he was just being pathetic.

         Strawberry tarts

         I messaged Alice and stayed upstairs, trying to make my bedroom look less bare by shunting around some of the 50things I’d left behind. Shells I picked up a thousand years ago on holiday beaches. A few old rings and necklaces and bracelets I never wear. Last year’s school notebooks. My curly-toed Arabian slippers. Even my dried up loofah with the weird end that looks like a dismal face. (It is so creepy that it used to haunt me, but I can’t throw it away.)

         Less than five minutes later, Alice was back in touch. ‘Scarlet! How’s it going?’

         I didn’t try to pretend. ‘Not too well. I’ve hardly been back for half an hour and I just want to kick him.’

         ‘Why? What’s he done?’

         ‘Nothing. That’s the whole point.’ I wanted to moan about him, so I left out mention of the strawberry tarts. ‘No wonder Mum kept getting so annoyed with him. The only thing he wants to do is lie on the sofa and mope.’

         ‘Perhaps he’s depressed.’

         ‘He’s certainly depressing me.’

         As usual, Alice came up trumps. ‘You still have time to come over. We won’t be eating until half past six, and—’ She broke off. ‘Hang on!’

         I heard Andy’s muffled voice through all the clattering around her, and Alice corrected herself. ‘No, supper’s at six tonight because Ben has footie.’

         I checked the time. I could just do it. Just.

         ‘Can I say I’d forgotten that your family was expecting me?’

         ‘Sure. If it helps.’ 51

         I thought it would.

         Then I went down. My dad was in the kitchen.

         ‘Dad …?’

         ‘Scarlet?’

         ‘Alice just rang to remind me …’

         I broke off. There he was, standing beside the tray he’d loaded with the tea things and the strawberry tarts. He’d obviously been waiting for me to come downstairs again.

         I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t be so mean.

         He prompted. ‘What? Alice rang to remind you …?’

         I shook my head. ‘Nothing.’

         ‘Must have been something, Scarlet. Just spit it out.’

         I had to think of something. Letting on to someone that you’ve been planning to bunk out of spending time with them is quite as hurtful, I should think, as doing it. Probably worse, in fact, since you would still be there and they would have to keep up a brave face. So I said the first thing that came to mind. ‘Alice rang to remind me that I keep having to borrow her bike because my brake blocks are gone.’

         ‘Not any more,’ he told me cheerfully. ‘I got some new ones on the way to buy the tarts.’

         ‘So we can get it done?’

         ‘It’s fixed already,’ he said. ‘I did it first thing after I got home.’

         ‘Really?’ I put my arms round him and hugged him tight, 52reminded that he’s my easy-going, never-starts-an-argument dad, and he does everything he can for me. Fine, so he wasn’t what my mother wanted any more. He hadn’t enough fire. He was an unexciting man in a dead boring routine that suited him.

         But it had suited her as well until that Richard Naylor came along.

         I didn’t say another word about going out – either to Alice’s, or a film, or to Spice Island. I settled on the sofa, and we watched telly while I scoffed both tarts. Then I did homework. After that we spent an amiable half hour cheating one another at cards while we discussed whether to order pizza, curry or Chinese.

         By the time that the curries were delivered, we’d watched two episodes of Not Going Out and started on Peep Show.

         Dad had just offered to scrub the rogan josh stains off the sofa cover while I had a bath when the phone rang. I could tell it was someone from the Pill Factory. Dad listened for a moment, then raised a finger at me, ‘Scarlet, hold off that bath until I’ve sorted this.’

         I heard him say, ‘It really isn’t very convenient. My daughter’s with me and there’s no one else to stay and mind her.’

         Mind her? You’d think that I was only three.

         ‘I’m fine,’ I told him, loudly enough that whoever it was at the other end would hear me. That clearly made the mystery 53voice sound even more determined. In the end, Dad had to crack. ‘Well, I suppose I could. I had a nap. But if it’s a full overnight shift, I’d have to ask my daughter if she minds going back to her mother’s.’

         He sounded doubtful. But it was getting late in any case, and Mum’s place was nearer school. Not such an early start, and more of my clothes were there. What was to lose?

         ‘I don’t mind,’ I assured him. ‘I was just off upstairs. And you’d be gone by breakfast anyhow.’

         ‘That’s true.’ He spoke into the phone. ‘All right. I’ll drop my daughter off, and be with you in half an hour.’

         When I came down with my school stuff, he was already in the hall, dangling his keys. ‘I’m really sorry, Scarlet. That was the duty officer. She said Sajid’s mum’s had another stroke, so he can’t do his shift.’

         ‘It doesn’t matter,’ I told him. ‘We had a really nice evening.’

         That cheered him up. ‘Yes, we did, didn’t we?’ As I walked out, he started switching off the lights. ‘And since I’m dropping you at the other house, shall we take your bike over?’

         ‘Good plan,’ I said.

         Then I looked at his tired face. He was so generous, not just doing the favour for Sajid, but always trying to make things easier for me. Some of the people in my class have to sneak things from one place to another to stop their parents getting huffy, or making scenes: ‘I bought you that, so it should stay in this house.’ That sort of thing. 54

         So, ‘No,’ I said. ‘On second thoughts, I think that I would rather keep the bike here with you. At home.’

         He didn’t see me watching

         I thought that Mum looked startled when I walked through the door. I told her about Sajid’s mum, and Dad taking over his shift. I thought, when I made for the stairs, she’d think of some excuse to call me back and ask about my evening. But she just said, ‘You’re off to bed now, are you?’

         ‘Bath first.’

         ‘Try not to stay up too long. It’s quite late. School in the morning.’

         I didn’t think a thing about it, running my bath. I picked up some weird cartoon book that Mum had left on the cork stool, and flicked through that. I ran more hot in twice.

         Then I got out and went to bed.

         I still don’t know what woke me. Or why, when I got out of bed, I padded to the window that overlooked the street.

         I hadn’t turned on any lights. So when he looked back at the house as he was leaving, he didn’t see me watching. 55

         ‘And staying in.’

         Alice was quite excited by the news. ‘You’ve seen him? What did he look like?’

         I made a face. ‘Can’t really say. That street light’s feeble. It makes everyone look a bit creepy.’

         ‘Creepy? Ooh!’ Alice shuddered with delight. ‘You think he might be creepy?’

         ‘I didn’t say that. I just said he looked a little creepy in that weird orange light.’

         I watched, getting more and more irritated as Alice hunched her shoulders and curled her fingers to try to look like a vampire. She put on a ghoulish voice. ‘The creepy creep looked creepy, creeping away at night …’

         I didn’t like the way that she was making a joke of it. ‘He can’t be all that creepy,’ I told her sharply, ‘if my mum’s going out with him.’

         ‘And staying in.’

         I had been trying not to think of that. I reckoned I had turned my bedside light off just after half past ten. It was past two in the morning when I woke up and saw him leave. I don’t know what time he’d arrived, or what they did. 56Maybe he just came in and sat with her in the kitchen over a late-night cup of tea. Maybe they moved through onto the brand-new sofa and kissed and cuddled.

         And maybe they went to bed.

         She’d left my father, after all. She hadn’t gone to all that trouble just to drink tea with someone else. There was no need for that. All the time we’d been living at our old house, she had spent hours with Henry Maddox from next door. I’d burst in from my Saturday morning swimming class to find the two of them sitting over their endless cups of coffee at the kitchen table and rabbiting on about how hard it was to grow celeriac, or what a nuisance it was that the best weedkiller in the world had just been banned.

         Often I’d leave them droning on about peach rot or potato blight and go upstairs to find Dad napping on my bed.

         He’d open one eye. ‘Sweetie, you’re back. So how was swimming?’

         It was such a stupid question, I’d ignore it. I’d dump my damp towel on the floor and wait for him to tell me whichever joke Sajid had passed on at the change of shift. (There’s always at least one.) Then, while I was kicking off my shoes, Dad used to lever himself off my bed and ask, ‘Is it safe to go downstairs yet?’

         ‘No, Henry’s still here. How did you manage to sneak up here without him seeing you?’ 57

         ‘He was so busy going on about that new garden centre on the bypass that he didn’t hear me come in.’

         Finally Henry would push off home, and Dad would come downstairs to get told off. ‘Tony, I’m sure that Henry knew that you’d come back to the house. You ought at least to poke your head around the door and say hello to him before sneaking up for your nap.’

         No. Definitely nothing going on there.

         This Richard Naylor was another matter. But no one wants to imagine their mum or dad being lovey-dovey even with one another, let alone with some stranger. I wasn’t going to think about it. Maybe it was a bit babyish, like clapping your hands over your ears and chanting, ‘Blah, blah, blah!’ when you don’t want to hear what someone’s saying. But I put a stop to Alice’s suggestive smirk by saying, ‘Well, there’ll be nothing going on tonight because I will be there to watch him leave.’

         ‘How come?’

         ‘Because Mum says he’s coming by to meet me.’

         I saw the way she rolled her eyes, and it annoyed me even more. I’ve told you half our class come from split homes. So why should my best friend suddenly start to act as if this Richard Naylor must be some sort of gruesome monster that no one in her right mind would want her mother to invite to the house?

         Isn’t that my job?

         Yes. I think it is. 58

         ‘Whatever.’

         The trouble was, I hadn’t needed to be introduced to him so soon. That was my fault because, in the morning, I’d been a bit too keen to show Mum that she couldn’t pull the wool over my eyes. While she was flapping round the house trying to find her phone, her office keys, her files, her notes for meetings, I’d leaned against the banisters and said, as casually as if I were asking what we would have for supper, ‘So what time did your Richard Naylor leave last night?’

         That threw her totally. She went beet-red. ‘Richard?’

         ‘Yes. He was here.’ I paused a beat. ‘Wasn’t he?’

         I watched her hesitate, wondering if I was bluffing. Her mouth half opened once or twice, as if she was about to speak and then thought better of it. Finally she said, ‘I didn’t realize you had heard him coming in.’

         I gave her the look that she gives me whenever I reply with such a roundabout non-answer to something she’s asked me. I watched her brace herself to tell the next whopper. ‘Yes, Richard did pop round briefly. I think he came in hopes of meeting you.’

         ‘That late at night?’ 59

         She bit her lip, but persisted. ‘It was a bit daft, I admit, expecting you still to be up. Especially on a school night. I suppose he just didn’t think. But Richard’s never had kids of his own.’

         ‘Or hasn’t ever met anyone who has?’

         She didn’t respond to that. How could she? You only have to live on the planet for five short minutes to know that every parent in the world spends pretty well all the evening trying to edge their children into bed, or, at the very least, get them upstairs. Instead, she moved towards me for a farewell hug. I took a step back. ‘Hadn’t you better go?’ I warned. ‘You were just saying that you might be late.’
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