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She wanders through the house, struggling to remember how it used to be before those cheery, burly men packed everything into boxes and took it all away.




Sounds ricochet off bare surfaces. Shoes on the quarry tiles. Keys tossed on the work top. The latch on the larder door. Hostile. Inhospitable. And after tomorrow’s ‘deep clean’ that vaguely dirty smell which greets her whenever she opens the front door – coffee, garlic, toast – will be replaced by the wholesome anonymity of Domestos. 





Things happened here. Momentous things. And things that weren’t in the least bit momentous. Clues are everywhere if she has the courage to look. The cup-hook in the ceiling. The pear-shaped stain on the stair carpet. The clothes peg, wedging the sash window. The mound of pebbles at the far end of the garden. Evidence of the lives (and lies) that once inhabited this house. 




On the bedroom mantelpiece is a box she won’t be taking with her. Made of dark wood, it is the size of a house brick. The first time she lifted it she was shocked by its weight, its heft. Now she carries it through to the bathroom and perches on the edge of the bath. Over the weeks, a plan has been taking shape at the back of her mind and today it has elbowed its way to the front, testing and taunting.


She removes the lid of the box, revealing pale grey granules mixed with larger flakes. This would be the time to say something. ‘Shit to shit’ perhaps. Short and to the point. And yet, once spoken aloud the vindictive words might turn on her, damage her, and so she remains silent.


Start and there will be no going back. But it has to be done. Standing up, she tilts the box, watching her husband trickle into the lavatory, the noise of his hitting the water like oil hissing in a hot pan. He wasn’t a big man but the steady, slithering stream goes on forever.


The first flush has no effect, the ash remaining stubbornly in the pan, grey scum floating on the water. (Sand-filled knickers after a day at the beach should have taught her this would happen.)


Second flush – no better. If anything the stuff consolidates, taking on the appearance of black concrete. Hysteria bubbles beneath her breastbone, threatening to erupt as she imagines it setting and causing a blockage. Try explaining that to the plumber.


Taking the lavatory brush, she agitates her husband whilst simultaneously flushing. The cistern takes an interminable time to refill but she keeps at it, repeating the process half a dozen times, each time the mass in the pan reducing, reducing, until Sam Siskin is no more than a spoonful of sludge.


















Part I


















1



They bowled up pushing buggies. Dragging toddlers flushed with sleep. Manhandling bikes and scooters. Carting toys and waterproofs. Mums, dads, nannies, child-minders. Grandparents (like her). Grouping and regrouping. Greeting one another as though a lifetime had passed since they last met. Swapping party invitations and snippets of information – cake sales, after school clubs, play-dates. The latest gossip on The New Teacher.



At three-thirty on the dot, a tide of little people smelling of disinfectant, powder paint and hair-that-could-do-with-washing flooded out through various doors, teachers and classroom assistants checking (with what seemed to Miriam a desultory glance) that each child paired up with the designated adult. The waiting army went into action. Doling out apples and biscuits and muesli bars. Calming tantrums. Praising paintings lethal with gobbets of wet paint. Enticing their fractious charges home with promises of chocolate or loom bands or Panini cards. It was the same every weekday and Miriam had become trapped in the predictable loop of it.


As usual Max was out first, racing towards her, anorak worn Batman-style, its hood concealing his dark hair.


‘Gam,’ he yelled, ‘Gamma,’ as if she might overlook him.


‘Hello, sweetheart.’ She stooped to kiss his pungent forehead.


‘Did you remember—?’



‘Of course,’ she said, producing from her jacket pocket a cockroach (or something equally repulsive) encapsulated in a cube of resin.


Max held it aloft, rotating and scrutinising it from every angle, a faraway look in his eyes. ‘It’s my best thing.’



‘Gamma.’ Rosa came pelting across the playground, coat fastened on the wrong buttons, socks round her ankles. ‘Can I go to Julia’s? Just for a bit. Mum won’t mind.’ She scowled, anticipating refusal.


‘Not this evening.’



She stamped her foot. ‘You’re so mean. Mum would let me go.’




Miriam was accustomed to Rosa’s modus operandi. Persistence. Defiance. Noise. So different from her biddable younger brother.



‘It’s Wednesday,’ she said. ‘Piano lesson. Remember?’




Rosa threw back her head, screwed up her face and shouted ‘I hate the stupid piano.’




Several adults were watching to see how she would deal with her granddaughter’s developing tantrum. When she grabbed Rosa’s hand and yanked her towards the school gate, she sensed an intake of judgemental breath from the spectators.


The kitchen was snug, filled with the smell of chicken casserole. The muffled sound of piano scales, faltering then beginning again, came from the living room. Max was sitting at the table absorbed in his drawing, the tip of his tongue visible between his lips.


‘That looks exciting,’ Miriam said, pointing at a tangle of colourful shapes.


‘It’s Goliath,’ he said. ‘The bit where he gets eaten by aliens.’



He grinned and she loved him with a fierce ache that made it hard to breathe. The world he’d been born into was precarious. Filled with malevolence and despair. It was intolerable to think of his being bullied or frightened or harmed in any way, yet unrealistic to imagine he wouldn’t.



‘I’m starving,’ he said. ‘What’s for tea?’




‘Chicken, green beans and mashed potato,’ she said.


‘Yummy.’



She tickled the silky skin on the back of his neck and he scrunched up his shoulders and giggled.


The piano had stopped and Rosa and Luke were laughing.


Miriam thought back. Every Monday, after school, as her friends were dawdling home, she had set off in the opposite direction, for her own weekly piano lesson. She’d made little progress with the impossible instrument, and if she and her teacher, Miss Halse, had ever laughed together she certainly didn’t remember. (But the old lady’s eau-de-cologne-and-sherry smell, and the touch of the bony hands lifting her wrists and forcing her fingers onto the keys, had stayed with her for fifty years.)


‘Sounds like they’ve finished,’ she said. ‘Off you go and wash your hands.’



The children were both good eaters and had soon cleared their plates. Throughout the summer, they’d played in the garden after supper but it was November and they were confined to indoor activities. Rosa wasn’t good at amusing herself and her default was tormenting Max but this evening she was happily threading beads on a cord and Max was immersed in a complex Lego project. As Miriam pottered in the kitchen, it was easy to forget that she was sixty-one years old and the children murmuring in the next room were not her own.


When Miriam first moved in, she’d waited to eat supper with her daughter and sometimes it was nine o’clock before they’d cleared away the dishes. Lately she’d taken to eating with Rosa and Max. This suited her digestive system and the children were better behaved when they had adult company.


Naomi came down from kissing her sleeping children. ‘Both out for the count, thank God.’



‘I’ve kept you some food,’ Miriam said, and while she ladled chicken casserole into a bowl, Naomi moaned about work and her colleagues whom Miriam heard about regularly but would never meet. Naomi’s job (‘in PR’) was a mystery to her but she listened with what she hoped was a sympathetic expression, now and again muttering a strategic ‘oh, dear’.


When Naomi ran out of steam, it was Miriam’s turn to report on domestic matters. Not for the first time she felt as if her life had flipped back thirty years, Naomi replacing Sam as head-of-the-household whilst once again she, Miriam, played the supporting role.


‘There’s a parcel for you. From Amazon,’ Miriam said. ‘I put it on your chest of drawers. Oh, and Rosa’s been invited to a birthday party.’ She flattened out the sheet of paper which had obviously been in Rosa’s coat pocket for days. ‘Sunday. Eleven o’clock. At the Leisure Centre. “Tom’s Trampoline Party”. She’s quite excited about it.’



‘Well she won’t be able to go,’ Naomi said. ‘David’s taking them to his mother’s for the weekend.’



‘She won’t like that.’



‘I’m afraid she’ll have to lump it.’



Naomi’s phone chirped an incoming text. ‘It’s Sally. She wants to know if I’ll go out for a drink tomorrow evening. That’s okay, isn’t it?’



Miriam hesitated. ‘Actually I’m going out.’



‘Really? Where?’



‘The cinema. Sorry.’



Naomi sighed. ‘I’ll just have to tell her I can’t make it.’



Rosa and Max delivered to school and a wash in the machine, Miriam rooted out the Arts Centre programme. The film showing that evening didn’t appeal but she needed to spend the evening away from the house and the Arts Centre was as good a place as any.


She felt bad about lying to Naomi. Such a spineless, juvenile lie too. But now and again it became necessary to remind her daughter (and herself) that she wasn’t endlessly available. Recently she’d come across the term ‘mission creep’. She wasn’t entirely sure what it meant but it seemed to fit the way her life was being smothered.



Of course she should have considered all the angles before accepting Naomi’s offer to move in with them, but at that point she’d been incapable of deciding what to wear, let alone how to salvage her life. Medication had eased her through those first grim weeks and, looking back, she couldn’t help wondering whether things – vital things – had been discussed, agreed upon, when her brain had been candy floss.



She was wrestling her duvet into a fresh cover when the phone rang. Without fail, her parents called her on Sunday evening so seeing their number flash up on this, a weekday morning, was cause for concern. For octogenarians they were remarkably on the ball but they were also worryingly frail. A fall or a chest infection – and that would be it.


‘Dad?’ she said. ‘Everything okay?’



‘Can’t I ring my only daughter for a chat? Does something have to be wrong?’



Her parents hadn’t changed in twenty years. They were frozen in time like Max’s cockroach. She didn’t need Skype to know that her father was kitted out in shapeless grey trousers and pilled cardigan; her mother in a beige (or taupe or brown) dress, dab of rouge on each cheek, scant hair coaxed into a French pleat.


‘Of course not. It’s always lovely to hear from you.’



‘Can you believe it’s a month since you came to see us,’ he said.


Her parents lived a hundred miles away. Did they expect her to pop in every five minutes? But sunlight was flooding the room, turning dust motes into powdered gold, and she wasn’t going to spoil the day with an argument.


‘Really? I don’t know where the time goes,’ she said.



‘You don’t have to tell us that.’




Her mother was whispering in the background.


‘What’s Mum saying?’ she said.


‘I’ll put her on.’



She pictured her mother taking the receiver, handling it as if it were a piece of the finest porcelain.


‘Hello? Miriam?’



‘Hello, Mum. What’s the problem?’



‘It’s not really a problem, dear. Well… We’re defrosting the freezer. We’ve got a piece of beef that needs eating. It’s too much for the two of us. We thought you might come and help us out.’



Miriam swished her hand through the shaft of light, setting the motes spiralling. Easier and cheaper to bung the wretched meat in the bin, but such a suggestion was unthinkable. ‘Actually I’m a bit busy this weekend, Mum.’



The children would be off with David, and Naomi had plans to go gallivanting with friends. ‘Busy’ amounted to having the house and weekend entirely to herself – a rare treat.


‘Oh. Oh. I see. Well. Never mind.’



She heard her father’s voice demanding ‘What did she say?’ and her mother’s ‘She’s busy.’



‘Miriam?’ Her father had retrieved the phone. ‘Busy? It’s the weekend.’ His voice dipped as he ratcheted up the pathos. ‘Why can’t you come and see your old mum and dad?’



Her second’s hesitation allowed her father to jump in. ‘So that’s settled then. We’ll see you on Saturday morning.’



‘Afternoon,’ she said, salvaging a few precious hours of her weekend.
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The golden morning HAD GIVEN way to gusting winds and torrential rain. The last sheddings from limes and horse chestnut trees had dammed gutters and blocked drains. Street lights and headlights glistened off the wet road, creating a gaudy, disorientating kaleidoscope. 




As Miriam swerved to avoid a mini flood, a motorcyclist loomed up from nowhere, hustling to overtake, forcing her to veer towards the pavement. Her front wheel nudged the kerb and the noise and the spew of water set her heart racing. At the first opportunity she turned into a side street and stopped the car, waiting until her breathing returned to normal.


It shouldn’t be like this, skulking around on foul nights, concocting excuses to leave the house. But she had not even the germ of an escape plan.


Sam had never been keen on the Arts Centre. ‘Faux arty,’ he’d say, pointing at paint-spattered dungarees, clay-daubed shoes and unkempt hair. But she’d always liked the place. Its bustle and buzz. Its comfortable shabbiness. Its welcoming informality. Its promise of the unconventional.


Sam had been a suit person. He’d never looked at ease in old clothes. Any item of clothing that was even part way to looking shabby went into the charity bag. Whenever he’d embarked on a messy task – decorating or gardening or simply polishing his shoes – he’d change into an overall. An acquaintance went as far as to mention it in a condolence letter – ‘Sam always looked so dapper’.



She bought a coffee and found a seat at a refectory-style table where she could read and people-watch, and she was settling into chapter six of On Beauty when she became conscious of a figure standing on the far side of the table.



‘Excuse me. Is this taken?’



The man pointing at the seat opposite and slightly to the left of hers was, she guessed, in his mid-forties.


She smiled. ‘Not as far as I know.’



He shrugged off his leather jacket and draped it on the back of the chair. ‘I wonder if you’d mind keeping an eye on my bag.’ He plonked a stained canvas satchel on the table. ‘I promise it contains nothing sinister.’



‘That’s a shame,’ she said.


He smiled and offered his hand. ‘Callum Robertson.’



‘Miriam Siskin.’



‘Hello, Miriam.’ He nodded towards the counter. ‘Can I bring you anything?’



She detected a twang. American? Irish?


She was already awash with coffee but the prospect of adult conversation prevailed. ‘A black coffee would be lovely.’



She watched him make his way to the counter, nodding to people as he went, laughing with the girl operating the hissing Gaggia. It seemed Callum was a regular. She returned to her book but found herself glancing up between sentences, anticipating his return. He was soon back and when she tried to pay for the coffee, he waved away her money. ‘Your turn next time,’ he said and she found the implication that they might meet again rather agreeable.


Whilst he tucked into vegetable curry and she avoided drinking her coffee, she established that he was a painter and he taught at the local art college. His wife, Lara, was a relationship counsellor and they had ten-year-old non-identical twin sons.


‘So tell me about you,’ he said. ‘Tell me about Miriam Siskin.’



And maybe because he had an open face, or because he’d shown an interest, or simply because he’d called her by her name, everything came tumbling out. Sam’s betrayal. The loss of her home and her job. The crushing banality that currently defined her life. (Not the bit about Sam’s ashes – no one knew about that.)


‘Sorry,’ she said when she’d finished. ‘I don’t generally bare my soul to strangers.’



‘Oh I do,’ he said.


‘Really?’



‘Strangers are impartial. They have no stake in your soul.’



She laughed. ‘Sounds Dracula-esque.’



‘Look,’ he said, ‘you mustn’t get demoralised. Eight months isn’t long. And you’ve had a heckuva lot to deal with. Don’t despair. You’ll hit on the answer.’



‘You can’t be sure of that,’ she said.


‘I can. I’m a fully paid-up clairvoyant.’ He nodded towards her book. ‘Good book?’



‘It took a while to get into but I’m enjoying it,’ she said.


They talked books, Callum doing his best to persuade her that graphic novels were ‘literature’ and that Shakespeare, were he around today, would have taken to Twitter ‘like a swan to the Avon’. It was light-hearted nonsense. Fun. It was a while since she’d been treated as a person in her own right, rather than an adjunct to someone else.


They’d moved on to films when a jangling came from Callum’s jacket. ‘Excuse me,’ he said, taking out his phone.


He turned away from her and, although she couldn’t see his face, the way he was massaging his forehead indicated that the news wasn’t good.


‘Something wrong?’ she said when he’d finished.


‘Not wrong, exactly. Bloody inconvenient. My life model has buggered off to Spain.’



‘Oh dear. Did she not—’



‘He.’




‘Did he not give you a hint?’ she said, the image of a fig-leafed youth flashing through her mind.



He shook his head. ‘Viktor’s always been flaky. I don’t blame him. It’s not the most stimulating job. And the pay’s lousy. It would have been nice to have a bit more notice, though.’ He glanced at his watch. ‘I’d best be off. See if I can call in a few favours.’



‘Well thanks again for the coffee. And the chat. It’s been very pleasant.’



‘It has.’ He took a card from his satchel and handed it to her. ‘This is me. Let me know how things pan out.’ Then, as if he could read her mind, he added ‘I’m not just saying that.’



‘I will,’ she said. ‘And good luck finding a replacement model.’



‘Have you seen Rosa’s trainers?’ Naomi said as they passed on the landing. ‘Oh, and how was the film?’




‘I didn’t go,’ Miriam said. ‘At least I went but when I got there I didn’t fancy it. Mmm. Trainers. I think I saw them in the downstairs cloakroom.’




Miriam chose this moment to come (almost) clean as in the hurly burly there would be no time for a post-mortem. School mornings were a series of crises. Missing games kit, unpractised spellings, misplaced reading books. Naomi hunting for her phone or a pair of un-snagged tights. By the time they next met, something else would have overtaken her daughter’s irritation at her missed night out.


Miriam had slept fitfully. The conversation with Callum Robertson, although light-hearted, had resurrected a tranche of disturbing issues. Brought them bubbling to the surface where they were impossible to ignore. Eight months would soon become a year, then two, and Miriam Siskin would be permanently defined by her tripartite role – daughter, mother and grandmother.


After the house had been sold and Sam’s gambling debts cleared, she’d been left with a small sum of money. It might buy her a tiny flat if she weren’t too particular where she lived but it wouldn’t cover her living costs. She didn’t need to earn a fortune, simply enough to pay her way. Sixty-one wasn’t the ideal age to embark on a new career and she examined her options for the umpteenth time, hoping there was a possibility she’d overlooked.


Returning to teaching – standing in front of judgemental, apathetic teenagers, enthusing about George Eliot or the romantic poets – was out of the question.


Librarian. She could be a librarian. She had a degree in literature and knew how to put things in alphabetical order. But libraries – those that hadn’t been closed – were now ‘Learning Hubs’. She guessed that involved advising people with ‘issues’ and helping them acquire IT skills. She was neither qualified nor wished to do either of those.



Did The Lady – if it still existed – have its ‘situations vacant’ section? Acting as paid companion to an old dear couldn’t be that difficult could it? Although on second thoughts…





What else? M&S? ‘Sorry to keep you waiting.’ ‘D’you want the hanger?’ Oh, God.




Last week she’d spotted an ad in the paper inviting applications for MI5. Curious and disbelieving, she’d visited the website where a link took her to their ‘investigative challenge’. Over the years, she’d absorbed enough John le Carré to know which of the multiple choices to tick and had done well enough for them (or an algorithm) to suggest she might be ‘investigative officer material’.


So. Her future lay somewhere between espionage and selling underwear, which covered pretty much everything.


Her day progressed without incident or interruption. No one called to invite her to go swimming or offered her a theatre visit or suggested a trip to the garden centre – commonplace events before she’d become Miriam, the gullible widow who’d caved in under the strain of it. Miriam the failure.


By the time she was standing in the playground, isolated in the midst of a chattering crowd, she was feeling exceedingly sorry for herself.
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When she answered the door she found David on the doorstep. ‘Miriam. Lovely to see you.’ He leaned forward to kiss her and she caught a whiff of cigarettes beneath his cologne. ‘How are you?’




David Garrett was a gentle, thoughtful man. Miriam had always got on well with him and she missed his being around. Naomi seemed less bothered than she did by their separation, and the children had accepted the set-up as if seeing their father at weekends were normal. (She did wonder whether Rosa’s outbursts were a result of his absence – although the child had been angry from the day she was born.)


‘I’m well,’ she said. ‘You’re off to visit your parents, I believe.’



His looked tired and she noticed he was missing a button from his jacket.


‘It’s easier for us to go to them,’ he said. ‘There’s space for the kids to run around. And Mum loves having a houseful.’



She didn’t know the ins and outs of it but Naomi had mentioned that he was living in a small flat on the far side of town. From what she’d gleaned from the children, there was no garden and it was ‘miles and miles’ to the park.


‘Where is everyone?’ he said.


‘Upstairs. Arguing about what they should bring.’



He glanced towards the stairs and, lowering his voice, said, ‘It’s a great comfort knowing that you’re here, looking out for them.’



David might like the idea that she was keeping an eye on them but it wasn’t fair to expect her to dedicate her life to mopping up the mistakes of others.


‘You do know that this is a temporary arrangement?’ she said. ‘I’ll be moving as soon as I get something sorted out.’ It sounded brusque and, to be truthful, slightly delusional but it was essential to keep reminding everyone – particularly herself – that she wouldn’t be living here forever.


She still clung to the hope that Naomi and David would get back together. Their marriage had seemed rock solid, the two of them such good friends. When, without warning, they’d announced their parting, she and Sam had spent hours trawling the past, looking for evidence of cracks. When they’d asked Naomi, she’d trotted out vague, generic reasons. ‘It isn’t working’ and ‘people change’, and the more loaded ‘only two people know what goes on in a marriage’, but, to Miriam’s way of thinking, nothing to justify throwing in the towel. In the light of what followed a matter of months later, it was embarrassing to recall how she and Sam had offered to mediate – as if their marriage set the gold standard for honesty, trust and tolerance.


David hovered on the doorstep and she wondered whether to invite him in. Offer him a coffee. Give him and Naomi a few minutes together. They needed to keep talking – stay connected – if there were to be any hope.


He must have guessed what was running through her mind. ‘It’s okay, Miriam.’



He squeezed her hand and she noted the trace of yellow-brown stain between index and middle finger. What a shame. He’d been so pleased with himself when he’d kicked the habit.


Before she had a chance to say any more, he shouted, ‘C’mon you two. Let’s get this show on the road.’



Rosa and Max came hurtling down the stairs and, scooping them into his arms, he pulled them close. ‘Hi. Have you had a lovely week? What have you been up to?’



The children began gabbling, voices growing louder as they tried to outdo each other.


Naomi appeared with two backpacks. ‘Rosa, Max. Your things.’



‘Hi.’ There was caution in David’s smile. ‘How are you?’




‘Frazzled. Tired.’ Her folded arms signalled keep your distance and, for the umpteenth time, Miriam wondered what could have happened to cause and sustain this rift.



‘Well, enjoy your quiet weekend.’ There was the hint of a dig in his remark, as if he sensed Naomi was planning quite the opposite. ‘Right, kids. Coats on and we’ll be on our way. What time d’you want them back, Mum?’



‘Not too late. They’ll need baths and hair washes.’



‘Okay.’



‘Check they clean their teeth, David. And not too much TV. Oh, and seatbelts. Be sure they—’



‘I have a vested interest in these children too,’ he said.


‘Have a lovely time,’ Miriam said. ‘And please remember me to your parents, David.’



‘Will do.’



He herded his children down the path, both of them tugging at his jacket, instantly switching allegiance from one parent to the other, employing a child’s inborn tactic for self-preservation.


The car pulled away and Naomi, miraculously energised, hurried upstairs to get ready for her day out. But Miriam stayed in the kitchen, remembering a time when they’d been a proper family. Before David left, and Sam had the bloody cheek to kill himself. When she’d been an interesting person. How readily they’d taken it all for granted – the wonderful normality and nurturing ease of it. What a mess they’d made of everything.



Her father consulted his pocket watch. ‘You’re early. What happened to all that stuff you had to do?’




‘I did it,’ she said, ‘but I can go away and come back later if you like.’



Her father cupped her cheeks and peered at her face. ‘You look pale.’



‘I’ve been driving for two hours, Dad. A cuppa and I’ll be right as rain.’ She shrugged off her coat. ‘Where’s Mum?’



‘Changing. Let’s get the kettle on.’



The washing up had been done and everything tidied away but the kitchen still smelled of fish and cauliflower. A joint of beef in its frosted wrapping stood on a platter on the worktop. From her mother’s description, she’d pictured a quarter of an ox but it probably weighed less than a kilo.


Her father filled the kettle and took three mugs from the shelf. He dropped one tea bag in the pot, considered, then added a second. When she was a child, there had been ‘men’s work’ and ‘women’s work’ and she’d never got used to seeing him perform these domestic duties.


‘I’m glad I’ve got you on your own,’ he said.


‘Oh, dear.’



He laid his hand on her arm. ‘You must stop assuming that all news is bad news. You’re going to make yourself ill again.’



She waited, allowing him to concentrate on pouring boiling water into the tea pot, his skinny wrist shaking with the weight of the kettle.


‘You have to let it stand for a couple of minutes,’ he said, a mantra to the process. ‘Come.’



She followed him into the dining room now used only on special occasions. Close her eyes and she would smell the Sabbath candles, the sulphurous coal smouldering in the tiled grate. He took a key from his pocket and unlocked the drawer of the dainty desk in the alcove at the side of the chimney breast.


‘This is intriguing,’ she said.


He took a bulky manila envelope from the drawer and handed it to her. ‘Here.’



She held the envelope, its top folded over and secured with several rubber bands. ‘What is it?’ she said, knowing yet not knowing exactly.


‘Nothing. Eight thousand pounds.’



She laughed. ‘Dad, you can’t—’



‘A bond matured. What are we going to do with it? Go jet-setting? You’ll get it when we die so you might as well have it now. When you need it.’



‘But—’



‘Tsk, tsk, tsk. Not another word.’ He pointed to the envelope. ‘Put it away before your mother comes.’




Her parents had adored Sam. They’d been instrumental in her meeting him. In her marrying him. From the word go they’d treated him as their second son. Their first son after that final bust-up with Danny. When Sam died, and the truth came out, they’d been knocked sideways. On her previous visit she’d noted that Sam’s photograph had been relegated to the back of the collection on the dresser, obscured by the rest of the family.



‘I’m okay, Dad. Honestly.’



‘Miriam, you have no income.’



‘I’ll get a job. I’m feeling much, much better.’



‘That’s good to know.’ He held her with a steady gaze. ‘Put it somewhere safe. It’ll be there if you need it.’



‘Lionel?’ Her mother was coming downstairs. ‘Is she here? Why didn’t you call me?’



‘We’re in the dining room, Freda,’ her father called, flapping his hands to indicate that she should conceal the envelope.


Her mother looked more insubstantial each time Miriam saw her. Her clothes – even her shoes – looked a size too big. Only arthritic knuckles prevented her rings from slipping off her fingers. Her skin had the translucence of a newborn. Rather than making her look healthy, the artless dabs of rouge on her cheeks gave her the appearance of a feverish doll.


‘Hello, Mum.’



‘You look peaky, dear,’ her mother said.


And they went over it again – her early arrival, the tiring drive – ending up back in the kitchen making a fresh pot of tea.



Miriam dumped her holdall on the chair and switched on the lamp. This room had been hers from the age of thirteen, an acknowledgement of her coming of age. The yellow and indigo scheme she’d thought so avant-garde had been over-painted several times with serviceable ‘neutrals’. Her collection of gonks and her Joni Mitchell wall were long gone but the circular mirror and the Anglepoise lamp remained. And the desk at which she’d done her homework and written love letters to her schoolboy sweetheart still stood there, alongside the armchair where she’d curled up reading The Group and The Female Eunuch, making sense of neither until she’d plucked up the nerve to explore her own body. The elation, misery and uncertainty of adolescence, all lurked here, primed, ready to explode and pepper her with memories.



After her father had retired she’d encouraged them to look for somewhere smaller, where they’d worry less about heating bills and the garden and the awkward stairs. But they’d always come up with reasons to stay put. She’d lived here for her first twenty-one years; he’d retired twenty-one years ago. The symmetry felt significant. Beginnings and endings, perhaps.


She took the envelope from her bag and emptied it onto the bed. The cash was in eight bundles, each held with a red rubber band. Her father picked up these bands – the postman’s discards – when he went for his morning newspaper and took delight in his growing cache which sat in a jam jar on the window sill in the hall. Eight thousand pounds. In twenty-pound notes. What did these pieces of paper represent? A decent second-hand car. One of those fancy-pants chronometer thingies that Leonardo DiCaprio advertised. More tempting, a ticket on the Trans-Siberian Railway. Or maybe enough to keep her solvent for a year or two if she were prudent. (Sam would have doubtless put it on a horse and lost the lot.)


Of course she couldn’t take the money. Not because it would leave her parents short. It wouldn’t. Her father’s pensions, coupled with a lifetime’s habit of collecting rubber bands and the like, ensured their dwindling needs were covered. And there was no escaping the facts. Her parents wouldn’t live forever and, unless they went on a spending spree of epic proportions, she would eventually inherit a substantial sum. This spacious house near an ‘outstanding’ state school – she had no idea what it might sell for. One thing was certain, it would be snapped up before the estate agent had time to put up a board. But it wasn’t good to drift along as she was, pocketing advances on her ‘great expectations’. It wasn’t good to become the family charity case which threatened to go hand-in-hand with being the family carer.


She returned the bundles of notes to the envelope. Her father had ordered her to put it somewhere safe. Under the mattress? On top of the wardrobe? In the end she left it on the desk, challenging fate to deliver a bolt of fire or a burglar.
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Eight thousand pounds AT THE bottom of her holdall, the remains of the beef in a Tupperware container on the passenger seat, Miriam set off to drive home. The sun had failed to break through all day and, within half an hour of leaving, the light had gone. Traffic was atrocious on Sunday evenings but she was familiar with the road, and with Radio 4 to keep her company, the miles were soon clocking up.





She’d negotiated the weekend reasonably well. Better than on her previous visit, when she’d lost her temper with her parents for no reason other than their being old, frail and indecisive. This time she’d taken several deep breaths when they’d come out with absurd pronouncements. (Admittedly, ATMs weren’t without security issues but her father needed to face the fact they were here to stay, and using them had to be safer than stowing his cash in a shoebox at the bottom of the wardrobe.) They’d spent Saturday evening watching television, sticking with the safety of Strictly Come Dancing and Lucy Worsley. On Sunday morning she had, under her father’s instruction, doused the garden paths with MossKleer and pruned spindly rose bushes whilst her mother cooked ‘dinner’. The money wasn’t mentioned again and she decided to do as her father had suggested – hold on to it ‘just in case’.



At the halfway point of her journey, the tug of filial duty gave way to that of maternal obligation. Naomi had been the result of carelessness and the assumption was that subsequent babies would come along to order, but several miscarriages had taken their toll and by the time Naomi started school, they had accepted she would be their only (much loved) child. Sam and Naomi had always been as thick as thieves. Three is a tricky number at the best of times and she’d often felt excluded. Now she and Naomi must find a way of talking to each other. Honestly and openly. It was easier to continue fumbling blindly along, skirting around the devastation that Sam’s death and addiction had inflicted upon them but it would surely damage them if they failed to address it.


It was past the children’s bedtime by the time Naomi got back, but they were still rampaging around.


‘David winds them up then dumps them back on me,’ Naomi said. ‘He does it every time. It drives me crazy.’



Abandoning hopes of an early night with her library book, she smiled. ‘How was your weekend? Did you have fun?’




‘I did. We got sooo drunk. And I spent sooo much money.’ Naomi frowned and pointed at the ceiling. ‘They’re bouncing on the bed. You couldn’t pop up…?’





The children greeted her with great gusto. David and his parents had packed more than seemed possible into their weekend. Finally Miriam bribed them into bed with the promise of the next chapter of The Hobbit. Max soon drifted off but Rosa refused to let go and, lulled by the monotony of her own voice, Miriam was in danger of falling asleep before her granddaughter.



Eventually Rosa’s breathing slowed to a steady snuffle. To be on the safe side, Miriam gave it a couple more minutes before easing herself up from her beanbag seat. She looked at her sleeping grandchildren. Max barely visible beneath a mound of soft toys. Rosa, arm flung back, parted lips revealing front teeth that looked several sizes too big for her petite mouth.


She kissed them, switched off the bedside lamp and tiptoed to the door.


When teaching had occupied too much of her life there were things she’d longed, but hadn’t the time, to do. Now Miriam was on the other side of the playground, the hours between drop-off and pick-up dribbling away in sham busy-ness. She was treading water and it was wearing her out.



Jonathan Tate, her GP, had prescribed ‘happy pills’. Two weeks ago he’d reduced the dosage, congratulating her on progressing from ‘moderate’ to ‘mild’ clinical depression. Hoo-bloody-ray,she’d said, waving an imaginary flag. But Doctor Tate – a self-contained young man with shaky hands and scuffed shoes – hadn’t cracked a smile.




To anyone encountering Miriam Siskin – or ‘Naomi’s mother’ as she was better known – she probably appeared busily and willingly occupied. Retired woman. Helping her daughter forge a career. Two beautiful grandchildren to look after. Must love every second of it. Was it selfish to want more? She berated herself. Come on, woman. Write a book. Learn Mandarin. Take up… bell-ringing. Makesomething – even if it’s a mistake. 




What she lacked was a friend. A candid, caring friend who demanded nothing of her. A confidante with whom she could speak freely and openly. Someone who wouldn’t judge her when she admitted she wished her parents would die (together, peacefully, in their own beds). Or that Naomi and David would get back together. Or bemoan forty years of marriage to the wrong man. Even confess that she’d flushed his ashes down the loo. In fact every single thing she felt guilty about admitting to herself.


The silly thing was she had just such a friend but they had become disconnected. She and Frankie Slattery had met on the stomach-churning first day at grammar school when they were allocated adjoining desks. It shouldn’t have worked. Miriam Edlin, biddable, diligent, forgiving. Frances Slattery, sharp, witty, reckless. (Amoral, although Miriam didn’t recognise that until years later.) But it did work. Through those years of bras, periods, unreasonable parents, boyfriends and, eventually, sex, they’d shared the highs and lows.


Frankie had gone through boyfriends at the same rate she went through stockings, never giving a thought to what lay beyond the next party or the next pair of heels. Miriam wasn’t good at flirting and consequently found herself with boys who knotted their school ties correctly and handed in homework on time. This natural division had eliminated competition – quite something at that critical age.


They’d drifted apart when Frankie, no longer content with ‘boys’, had switched her attention to men. Once in a very blue moon, she received a postcard – from Amsterdam or Barcelona – ‘having a marvellous time’ or something similarly uninformative scrawled in Frankie’s flamboyant hand. Frankie had visited a few times, making sure to be out of the way before Sam came home as they didn’t get on. Miriam had mailed her when he died, and again when she moved in with Naomi. She’d heard nothing which was disappointing but not entirely surprising. Despite her unreliability, Miriam still considered her to be her best friend and when she next turned up, she would offload the whole lot.


Miriam half-hoped she’d lost Callum Robertson’s card. It would rule out the crazy idea which had wormed its way into her head as she’d lain, sleepless, in her old bedroom. But there it was, in the fruit bowl, a small rectangular omen.


She thumbed his number and he picked up right away, giving her no chance to waver.


‘Hello?’ he said.


‘Callum? This is Miriam Siskin. We met the other—’



‘Of course. Hello again.’



‘I’m not interrupting anything?’



‘Nothing important. It’s good to hear from you.’ His soft burr was more evident on the phone.


Outside the window, a blackbird was mercilessly yanking a worm out of the lawn, persisting until its pinkish-brown victim lay squirming at its feet.


‘I expect you’re wondering why I’m phoning,’ she said. ‘I’ve an appointment near the art college tomorrow. Would it be okay to call in? See what goes on. That’s if I wouldn’t be in the way.’



The bird was pecking at the worm, snipping it into pieces, each piece still writhing.


‘Terrific,’ he said, ‘I’d love to show you around.’



She decided on her grey linen trouser-suit, teamed with a white shirt. Her size had remained constant for the past thirty years. There had been other changes, of course. Her hair, worn at the nape of her neck, Virginia Woolf-style, had turned from near-black to near-white. She had her share of wrinkles but dark eyebrows and strong, white teeth gave her a vigorous look. Her breasts were no longer firm, and the flesh on her arms was flabby, but she still looked reasonably okay in a swimming costume. She wasn’t vain but to have lost her looks as well as everything else would have been too cruel.


The art school had once occupied an imposing Victorian building in the centre of town. The turquoise patinaed dome and crisp, red brickwork had made it a distinctive landmark. But, as part of ‘essential cuts’, the council had sold the building to developers. It was now ‘luxury apartments’ whilst the art school had been relegated to what amounted to a warehouse on the outskirts of town.


‘Moving here must have been a wrench,’ she said when Callum collected her from Reception.


‘It was for me. I loved the old building but the students don’t seem bothered,’ he said.


‘I would have thought art students would be sensitive to their surroundings.’



‘Art students? Sensitive?’ He laughed. ‘Come and see for yourself.’



The building was a series of featureless, interconnecting spaces. In the first, three boiler-suited youngsters were struggling with rusty metal rods and a girl was fiddling about with wire mesh. In the next a man was tearing up pieces of foam rubber whilst another filmed him. There was a strong smell of adhesive. The sound of metal striking metal and classical music filled the air.


‘It’s not at all as I imagined,’ she said. ‘None of it.’



‘No? You weren’t expecting easels and canvas were you?’



‘I’m not sure what I expected. I must admit I can’t see where life drawing fits in.’



‘Making marks on paper is vital to the process. “Drawing makes you see things clearer, and clearer and clearer still, until your eyes ache”,’ he said.


‘Gosh. How very poetic.’



‘I’ll come clean,’ he said, ‘Hockney said it. But it’s absolutely true.’



She followed him down a corridor and he explained that, as well as studios, the college had suites of rooms dedicated to video and audio projects.



‘So does no one paint anymore?’ she said.



‘I do. But best not tell anyone.’ He pointed to a door. ‘My room’s through here.’



They entered a pokey room with frosted glass windows. A leather armchair occupied one corner and the walls were a chaos of posters, photographs and drawings. A mobile consisting of geometric shapes dangled from the ceiling.


‘This is homely,’ she said.


‘My retreat from the twenty-first century. Coffee?’



He motioned her towards the chair and she watched as he filled the reservoir of an espresso machine and slipped a capsule into the compartment.


‘Did you have any luck finding your model?’ she said.


‘Afraid not. I can fake something up for this week’s classes. I’ll get them each to pose for five minutes. Sketching the human form quickly and accurately is a useful skill.’



She cleared her throat. ‘Actually I know someone who might be interested. In life modelling, I mean.’



He looked up. ‘Really?’



She was poised on the highest diving board, raised on her toes, ready to launch herself into the unknown yet still able to take a step back.


‘Me.’ Her voice was barely loud enough to hear, let alone believe. ‘I don’t have any experience but…’



She felt shy. Embarrassed. Exposed. If talking about it made her feel this way, how would she feel standing naked in front of strangers? Why didn’t he say something? Maybe she’d got it wrong. Maybe he was looking for a lissom young thing with pert bosoms and buttocks and perfect skin.


At last he spoke. ‘Why would you want to do this, Miriam? It’s exhausting. Boring. The money’s rubbish. Six hours a week. Ten pounds an hour. It’s hardly a fortune.’



‘That’s sixty pounds more than I’m earning now.’



How had she expected him to react? Certainly not by warning her she would be bored. To her it seemed the least boring thing that she could possibly do.


‘Aren’t you going to mention the nakedness aspect of it?’ she said.


‘Do I need to? You’ve looked at paintings of nude figures. The first thing you must have considered was “the nakedness aspect”. Assuming, therefore, that you aren’t horrified by the idea of nudity, you need to understand what else the job entails. It’s not as easy as you think. Models sometimes faint from standing still. And it can get bloody cold in the studio.’ He handed her a cup of coffee. ‘Yours is black, if I remember.’



‘Thanks,’ she said.


He slotted another capsule into the machine. ‘Has this got anything to do with what you were telling me the other evening?’



‘Of course it has. I want to do something… brave. To test myself. To see myself differently. I want to become a different person. I wouldn’t tell my family. Does that sound bonkers?’



He threw his head back and began to laugh.


‘Why are you laughing?’ she said.


‘No one says “bonkers” these days.’



‘So you’ll let me give it a try?’



‘Let’s both mull it over for a few days. Talk again at the end of the week.’
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‘You look… different,’ NAOMI SAID.



‘In what way?’ 




‘I don’t know. Perkier.’



‘Maybe it’s these.’ Miriam rattled a tub of vitamin tablets. She did feel ‘perkier’ but she doubted it was a result of vitamin pills. ‘I’m going swimming after I drop the children off.’



‘Lucky you.’ Naomi was, as usual, flicking her phone. ‘Could you collect my coat from the cleaner’s, Mum? The ticket’s on the fridge.’



‘I’ll try.’



Naomi glanced up, but Miriam offered no explanation for her uncertainty, the first small but significant marker in her self-rehabilitation.



She didn’t care for the leisure centre. It was unwelcoming. An intimidating fervour prevailed. People in clingy sportswear, gripping holdalls and ‘power’ drinks, stomped about, grim-faced, as if under military orders. They tended to be on the thin side, too – an endorsement of what they’d achieved here or, as she was more inclined to think, testimony that the people who should be here, weren’t.



She paid her money and pushed through the turnstile. After the crisp November air, the heat was sapping. The acrid smell of chlorine and the echoing shrieks of swimmers filtered through from the pool, catapulting her back into the panic of childhood swimming lessons and eroding the courage she’d spent hours summoning up.


The changing room bustled with strident women (young, old, middle-aged) and a crop of noisy, uncooperative toddlers. Her impulse was to find a dimly-lit corner in which to wriggle out of her clothes and into her swimming costume. But that would defeat her objective.


Numbered lockers lined the Spartan room. A bench with coat-hooks above and a shallow gutter beneath, ran down its centre. She stationed herself at the midway point and, looping her rucksack on a hook, began to undress, slowly and methodically. Jacket. Shoes. Socks. Cardigan. Jeans. Shirt. Until she was left in her underwear.


The heat was overwhelming and, as she removed her bra and knickers, she was overcome with giddiness. Breathing deeply, she grasped the rail, steadying herself and waiting for the wooziness to pass, acclimatising to public nakedness as her breasts, thighs, buttocks came in contact with the dank air.


The women continued nattering, taking no notice of her. Maybe they were being polite. Discreet. Or maybe they thought her unhinged. (She might have thought so too had she found herself standing next to a naked woman.) So far, so good. But for this to be a true test of nerve, she needed these women to look at her. Engage with her.


She made a neat pile of her clothes and transferred them to a locker. Fishing out two fifty pence pieces from the zipped compartment at the front of her rucksack, she walked slowly towards a gaggle of women, all fully clothed.


‘Excuse me,’ she said. ‘Would you by any chance have a pound coin? For the locker?’



They seemed unfazed by her nudity and one of them took a handful of change from her pocket and sifted through it. ‘There you go, love.’



Miriam swapped the two fifty pences for a single coin. ‘Thanks.’



She donned her black swimming costume, locked the locker and fastened the key-strap around her wrist. Then she went through to the pool and stood in the shallow end, waiting for her heartbeat to return to normal.


Next day she spent an hour in the art gallery which was part of the town’s museum. Sometimes she brought the children here but they preferred the natural history section with its mangy stuffed rabbits and animal skeletons and she had rarely had a chance to study the paintings in detail. She dawdled past uninspired landscapes, characterless bowls of fruit and stuffy-looking military men whose gaudy medal ribbons were the only relief to their khaki uniforms and brown leather armchairs. She wouldn’t have given any of them wall space.


She was heading for the café when, in a side room, she spotted what she’d hoped to find. A painting of a nude woman. In fact two of the same woman. In one, she was coming down a very ordinary flight of stairs. In the other, going up.


She consulted the card fixed to the wall alongside the canvases. ‘J. L. Knox (1899-1943). Oil on canvas. 1934.’ The woman was naked apart from a pair of red pumps. Her short, dark hair, cut in a bob, bore out the date but the titles ‘Woman on the Stair – I’ and ‘Woman on the Stair – II’ gave nothing away.


At first glance, they were purely studies of a nude woman. Yet, take a few minutes to consider, and the pumps and lack of any other artefact (even a stair carpet) created a conundrum. Were she pushed to concoct the narrative, it might be a summer’s morning, the woman pausing on her way downstairs (to boil the kettle or feed the cat), pausing again on her way back to bed or to get dressed. Miriam had never wandered downstairs naked but it wasn’t unthinkable. The unimaginable factor was that someone would be waiting at the foot of the stair, ready to capture the moment in oil paint.


She took a closer look. Sturdy. Small bust, wide hips. Fortyish? Not young, anyway. In the descending version, her head was turned slightly to her right, eyes cast down as if glancing over the banister, into the hall. Perhaps making sure there was no one about. Pausing to listen. Or to have second thoughts. A few minutes (or hours) later she pauses again, on her way up this time, head turned enough to reveal the tip of her nose beyond a curtain of sleek hair. But it was the birthmark below her left shoulder blade which caught Miriam’s eye, bringing this unknown woman to life more than either her nipples or near-black pubic hair.



Were she to pursue this life modelling job, her nakedness would be studied in forensic detail. Art students must be accustomed to nudity. Would they be critical of her shape? Her age? Would they see her as decrepit stripper or more a compilation of elements, some of which – hands, she imagined – were trickier to draw than others? Callum had said it was easier to bare your soul to strangers than to someone known to you. Baring your body might be easier, too.



She took a couple of steps back. So who was she, this ‘woman on the stair’? Knox’s wife? Lover? She certainly couldn’t imagine anyone painting their mother, or daughter, naked – although hadn’t she read somewhere that Lucien Freud…?


The young man at the desk could give her no information on the painter or his – her? – subject. And, back at the house, when she googled ‘J. L. Knox artist’ the best it could come up with was James Knox, CEO of a painting and decorating firm in St Louis.


‘I’ve been doing some research,’ she said when Callum phoned.


‘Research?’



She explained about the changing rooms. ‘I’d like to give it a go.’



‘Right,’ he said. ‘Well I’ve been doing some thinking, too. Let’s start with head and shoulders. You’ve a good face. Timeless.’



‘You mean old.’




‘I mean timeless,’ he said. ‘I’ve okayed your appointment with the college. We can sort out the paperwork when you come in.’




‘When d’you need me?’ she said.


‘Tuesday and Thursday mornings. Nine-thirty to twelve-thirty. Does that suit?’



What if the children were ill? And there were those tiresome ‘INSET’ days…



‘Yes,’ she said. ‘What should I wear?’



‘Something unfussy.’



‘A T-shirt?’ she said.


‘Perfect.’



Miriam’s worldly goods sat in a sprawling hangar on the industrial estate. The interior of AAA Storage was something to behold. Row after row of what amounted to lock-up garages. CCTV cameras scanning. Forklift trucks scuttling up and down the alleyways, laden with boxes and sofas and white goods. All accompanied by the sporadic clatter of metal doors. Sometimes, when she lay awake in bed, she imagined the place, vast and echoey, shadowy figures creeping about.


She was free to access her possessions whenever she liked. A keycard allowed her into the building and a four-digit code, chosen by her, opened the door to her container. She made a point of going there every couple of weeks, needing validation of her old life and confirmation that something else lay ahead.


Deciding what to take to Naomi’s had been like packing for a holiday without knowing where she was going or how long she’d be away. Eight months down the line it was gratifying to know she hadn’t been far adrift with her selection.


Occasionally she needed to retrieve this or that and she was heading back to the car with a couple of books and a clip-on lamp when someone called her name. Turning, she saw a woman hurrying towards her across the car park.



‘It is you,’ the woman said.



Yes, it was her. But who was this, holding her arms out in a welcoming gesture? She smiled, waiting for the appropriate part of her brain to spew out the answer but the woman got there first.


‘It’s Stephanie,’ she said. ‘Goodness me. It must be five years.’




Stephanie. Stephanie. Stephanie. 




‘Steph,’ Miriam said. ‘What are you doing here?’



‘We had to bring the car to the body shop.’ She indicated a row of prefabricated buildings off to her left. ‘I had a slight contretemps with a bollard.’



‘But I thought you’d—’



‘We did. But we’re back. Doug got a big promotion.’




Stephanie and Doug. She taught geography. He was something in the bank.



‘You’re still at Kelsey,’ Stephanie said – a statement rather than a question.



The news of Sam’s death, the scandal surrounding his gambling and her ‘illness’, had circulated more quickly than Miriam would have dreamed possible. By the time she’d felt up to facing the world, Naomi had made sure those who should know did know. She grown accustomed to friends and ex-colleagues crossing the road or diving into shops, uncomfortable at the prospect of meeting her, but Stephanie’s ignorancecaught her off balance.



‘I’m not actually,’ she said.


Stephanie’s smile gave way to a questioning frown. ‘Oh. So…?’



‘I’m at the art college.’



‘Art college? What on earth are you doing there?’ Stephanie had always been unsubtle.


‘Pastoral stuff. Admissions. Admin. A bit of everything.’



She’d rehearsed this fantasy ready to break the news of her new job to Naomi, nevertheless when it popped out so readily, and so plausibly, she was impressed with her quick reaction.


‘Really?’ Stephanie said. ‘I’m surprised. You were such a brilliant teacher—’



‘Was I?’ she said. ‘I can’t imagine where you got that idea from.’



‘Everyone… You always…’



She felt empowered by Stephanie’s floundering but her smugness was short-lived.


‘Actually I’m meeting up with the old crowd tomorrow evening,’ Stephanie said. ‘You should come along. We can have a good old catch-up.’



Miriam hadn’t seen ‘the old crowd’ since Sam’s funeral when she’d been pretty much out of it. Afterwards, several of them had tried to contact her but Naomi had fended off their calls and they’d soon given up. Occasionally she might glimpse one of them in Marks’s or Waterstones, and they’d doubtless seen her, but it was easier to walk in the opposite direction.


‘Shall I give you a piece of advice?’ she said.


Stephanie smiled a vague, expectant smile and nodded.


‘Never look back,’ she said and headed for her car.


‘But what about the children?’ her father said when he made his usual Sunday phone call.


‘It’s only a couple of mornings a week, Dad. They’re at school ’til three-thirty. My mornings are free.’



He paused and she waited for his next question. ‘Don’t they need someone in the office full-time? How will they manage when you’re not there?’



‘I have no idea.’



‘I’m surprised you didn’t ask.’



‘They must know what they’re doing. I’ll find out all the details next week.’



‘So how much are they paying you?’ her father said. ‘You’ve got a degree. You’re over-qualified for clerical work.’



‘That’s not what this is about, Dad,’ she said.


Naomi had accepted the news of her job without this cross-examination but she should have known her father would demand chapter and verse.


Time to play her trump card. ‘Aren’t you pleased I feel well enough to take on a job?’



‘Of course I am. I just think you could do better.’



‘Let’s see how this goes first,’ she said.


By the time they were saying goodbye, she almost believed that she was going to be answering emails and dealing with student applications.
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