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How to Share a Cat and Other Life Lessons

 

Evelyn Fenn


To CAHC who believed I’d do it one day (although I doubt this is what she had in mind).


Prologue

Drizzle glistened in the amber streetlights and the Underground sign reflected red and round in the pavement puddles as Moira Cavendish emerged into the London night. She pulled her neck into the collar of her denim jacket and hunched her shoulders, bracing herself for the walk to Nikki’s house.

She heard the party from two streets away. She wished… But there was no point in wishing. This was the way things were, and her only choices were to put up or…what?

At the end of Nikki’s road, Moira paused in the lee of a phone box. Nikki’s house pulsated with people and noise. Flashing lights and music spewed out of open windows, and the party spilled through the front door and into the garden. Everything about it was too loud, too busy, and too full of hangers-on hoping to be touched by fame.

That week, “Will You (Ask Me Out)?” had reached number one in the singles chart, their third number one, and the first from their upcoming album. Today was a day for celebration.

Nikki hadn’t asked how Moira wanted to celebrate. Instead, she had thrown her arms out and invited everyone within earshot to a party. As they were in a television studio recording that week’s episode of Top of the Pops, the invitation list immediately ballooned beyond the comfortable capacity of her house.

Moira had been reeling from the enormity of Nikki’s invitation when Nikki had pulled her aside and dropped another, larger, bombshell: she’d sold the label on the idea of turning the Diptych into the Triptych, with Robin breathing fresh ideas and sex appeal into the band.

It was a terrible plan, but Moira failed to find the words to explain why, her reasoning clouded by her visceral dislike of Nikki’s boyfriend. Moira hated how much Nikki liked him and how Nikki chose to spend her free time with him instead of her. Moira also hated the way his presence made her feel: petty, jealous, and confused. She should be happy when her best friend fell in love, shouldn’t she? Would she have been happy if Robin had been someone else? Moira didn’t know. All she knew for sure was she didn’t like the person Nikki became when she was with Robin. He made the drinking and the drugs much worse.

Moira longed for the way it had been in the beginning, when it had been uncomplicated and fun, and just the two of them. She was working hard to keep things together and their friendship alive. Working hard meant coming along to evenings like this, full of hedonistic people looking for hook-ups or highs. She would dutifully put in an appearance and pretend everything was fine. She might even lie and say she was having fun, but hard work on its own wasn’t going to salvage their partnership.

The rain soaked her backcombed hair and trickled down her face and neck. How long had she been standing there? She stepped out of the shadows.

Moira excused her way through the throng on the steps and under the portico, using her elbows when words alone were not enough.

Desperate to see a familiar face, she moved through the hallway and into the living room, keeping her eyes open for Nikki’s distinctive turquoise mullet. Moira drew a blank. The pounding bass vibrated in her chest, making her queasy. Anywhere else, the neighbours would have called the police, but no doubt Nikki had avoided the problem by inviting the neighbours too.

Nikki wasn’t in the dining room, where the sound system made the floor shake, and screaming, writhing bodies danced to “Ant Music”.

The kitchen heaved with guests and smelled of weed, but there was no sign of Nikki there either. Moira yelled into the ear of a man holding a spliff. “You know where Nikki is?”

He puffed smoke into her face. “Who?” He must be a gatecrasher if he didn’t know the name of his host.

Moira flinched away from the smoke and didn’t inhale again until she regained the cleaner air of the hallway.

She tapped someone else on the shoulder, but they didn’t know where Nikki was. At least they knew who she was.

On a fourth attempt, someone suggested Moira try upstairs. “That’s where the good stuff is.”

The good stuff? Oh, no. Surely, they didn’t mean…

With new vigour, Moira shouldered her way up the stairs.

In the first bedroom, Moira found a couple having sex on a pile of coats that had been thrown on top of a bed. She shut the door and beat a hasty retreat. She stumbled across more cuddling couples in a second bedroom and some suspicious-looking powder on top of the toilet cistern in the bathroom.

The door to the master bedroom opened, and a man stepped out. He smirked at a woman who was leaning insouciantly against a wall. He opened a fist to show her…what? Moira didn’t know, but she hazarded a guess.

Moira wasn’t Nikki’s keeper, but this was worse than anything she’d witnessed before, and she was worried. She had to find Nikki. Had to!

Please, God, don’t let Nikki be dealing now!

Full of trepidation, Moira went into the room. It took a few moments for her eyes to adjust to the low light.

Nikki lay between the two forty-watt lamps that flanked the bed. She was flat on her back, eyes half shut, mouth hanging open, and drooling. The disarray of the bedding and her clothing left no doubt as to what had happened not long before.

Robin was sitting at the foot of the bed, clad in tight jeans, a tighter T-shirt, and his usual, heavy rings. He was surrounded by money and drugs, and even if Nikki wasn’t dealing, her boyfriend definitely was.

Moira didn’t try to hide her horror and disdain.

Robin sneered.

Moira tore her eyes away from him and looked at Nikki.

Who wasn’t moving.

Eyes half open.

Was it Moira’s imagination or a trick of the light, or had Nikki’s skin taken on a bluish hue?

Moira rushed to Nikki’s side. Hands trembling, she reached out. “Nikki? Nikki!”

Nikki didn’t respond. Her skin was cold.

Moira shook Nikki’s shoulder, gently at first and then harder.

No reaction.

“Nikki!” she screamed.

A memory from a long ago, mostly forgotten first aid course surfaced, and Moira called out, “Nikki! Can you hear me?”

No reaction.

Pulse?

Slow and thready.

Breathing?

Barely.

Moira’s head spun.

Moira turned to Robin. “You’ve got to help me!”

He stared at her.

“She’s not responding! Help me get her onto her side!” Recovery position. That was what it was called, wasn’t it?

Robin didn’t move.

“What did she take?”

He didn’t answer.

Did he not know? Or did he not care enough to say?

Moira pointed at a telephone extension sitting atop the dresser. “Phone for an ambulance!”

“No.”

Moira, still struggling to move Nikki, paused long enough to say, “What do you mean, no?”

“No ambulance. She’ll be fine.”

Moira didn’t believe him.

She managed to roll Nikki over. Had she done it right? She didn’t know, but hopefully what she’d done was good enough and was better than leaving Nikki on her back.

“If you won’t do it, I will.” Moira moved towards the phone, but Robin moved faster.

He clawed her shoulder and pulled her backwards. “I said, no ambulance. No ambulance! No police! No fire brigade either!”

His ringed fist collided with her nose.

For a second that stretched towards eternity, Moira couldn’t fathom what had happened. She touched her face. Warm, sticky blood poured from her nose. Her hands shook.

He was on her again, swinging and punching, and she screamed for help and screamed without words.

Nobody came.

She resisted him as she scrabbled towards the dresser. She grabbed hold of its edge and tugged at the telephone cable, trying to pull the phone towards her. Her fingers grazed the plastic as Robin yanked the phone away, tore the cord out, and threw the phone across the room. It crashed into a mirror. Both shattered in a spray of sharp shards.

He turned on her again, pounding into her sides, her back, wherever he could reach. He knocked her into the sharp corner of the dresser. The skin at her temple tore.

Out.

She had to get out.

She had to save herself.

Get help.

Out.

She kicked blindly, and her foot connected with something. He screamed in pain, and she’d bought herself some precious seconds.

She scrambled to her feet and stumbled to the door, driven by instinct more than sight. She barrelled along the landing and down the stairs, pushing people out of her way.

Was he following her? She didn’t know and didn’t dare pause to check, but she felt him bearing down on her anyway.

There was another phone in the house. Where? Somewhere in the hall?

The crowds.

The noise.

She plunged through the front door and onto the road, staggering towards the phone box.

She yanked its door open.

Lifted the receiver.

Oh, sweet, blessed dialling tone!

She pressed 9-9-9.


Interlude

I started at the girls’ grammar school as the last of the wartime generation of schoolmarms were retiring. They were strict and staid, redoubtable women given to wearing tweed suits, cameo brooches, thick tights, and sensible shoes. They stood no nonsense, called us “gels” (with a hard G), and lived in denial we would have anything to do with boys.

Pupils came from across the county. At the start of the day, buses converged on the school gates, where they disgorged their passengers. The convoy of school buses returned at the end of the day to take us away again. Lots of us had to switch buses at the local bus station, and the station, where pupils from the boys’ and girls’ grammar schools mixed, was snogging central.

Every time I saw kids from upper years sticking their tongues down each other’s throats, I would be…repulsed. For the longest time, I assumed it was because I was so much younger, and I would grow into snogging. However, as I grew older, the age gap between me and the snoggers grew smaller until it was my contemporaries who were doing the snogging.

I still didn’t see the appeal.

What was wrong with me?


Chapter One

Nessa waited to be allowed inside St Drogo’s great hall. On the plus side, milling around like this meant she got to ditch her books and spend a few precious minutes with her friends. On the downside, she was a bundle of stress, nervous energy, and panic, and hanging around outside the exam room had to be the least fun anyone could have with their mates.

Next to her, Meg dropped her lucky ballpoint, swore, bent over to pick it up, and got flustered for an entirely different reason: Tim wolf-whistled.

Meg straightened. Her cheeks flamed but she brazened out her discomfort. She struck an exaggerated pose, hips out and spine twisted in a way that would have pained anyone less limber, formed her lips into a pout, and cooed, “Like what you see, do you?”

Nessa and the rest of the crowd, including Tim, laughed. For a fraction of a second, the pre-exam tension eased.

Meg was Nessa’s best friend. She had red hair, which almost touched her shoulders. It was unfashionably curly and had volume and body, and Nessa envied the way it looked great, no matter how little effort Meg put into styling it. Meg didn’t bother much with make-up either. All throughout puberty, her skin had remained enviably acne free and smooth, and she wore her freckles with pride.

Like Nessa, Meg was also stressing. Nessa could tell by the way Meg was bouncing on the balls of her feet.

If Tim—tall, devil-may-care, and an extrovert—was nervous, he hid it well, and better than his best friend, Tarone, who looked as though he might pass out at any moment. Not surprising, given he was about to sit an art history paper. When it came to the practical side of his favourite subject, Tarone was a force to be reckoned with, but his creativity was offset by his performance at anything more academic. Writing essays was not his strong suit.

Tarone was tall, had brown skin, and almost-black hair. He had caused a minor stir a couple of years before, when in a relationships-and-sex-education class, he had mentioned his dad was transitioning, and he now had two mums. Possibly the stir would have been greater had the lesson not been online in the middle of an English lockdown.

Tarone was fiercely proud of and loyal to both his mums, and they to each other. When the school restarted face-to-face teaching, he’d returned to lessons with a trans ally pin on his lapel, which the teachers told him to remove. Begrudgingly, he had done so, but he made up for his loss by putting an ally sticker on the lid of his laptop where everyone could see it and the teachers couldn’t argue he was violating the dress code.

Nessa not only admired him. She liked him. A lot.

As a friend.

*

Moira parked on her favourite side street and walked the few hundred yards to the craft shop, on the way dodging around roadworks and nipping into a bakery for a bacon roll and a takeout coffee.

In a desperate attempt to lure people into the town centre, money had been, and was still being, poured into efforts to improve the public realm, even though it was too late to save a lot of things. Some stores had closed entirely. Others had downsized. Moira had read that, in big cities, offices now encroached on areas where retail had once reigned supreme. There wasn’t the same demand for offices in Oban, so some retail spaces were being converted to holiday apartments instead.

The onslaught of change was ongoing, and several high-profile buildings remained empty, caught in the limbo between a glorious past and a yet to be determined future.

No doubt, in ten, twenty, thirty years, commentators would say the pandemic had been a watershed, but, in reality, change had set in years earlier. All Covid had done was accelerate the demise of the nation’s high streets.

Juggling her second breakfast, Moira got the key out of its key safe, opened the front door, and disabled the alarm. She was hit by a strong smell of banana, telling her the bin hadn’t been emptied the night before.

When had the shop switched from being a joy to a chore?

The last Friday in every month, Moira went into the shop she managed on behalf of a craft co-operative. Following a day spent behind the counter, she would hold a meeting with the other crafters. In theory, the meetings improved team dynamics by giving everyone quality face time together. In practice, judging by the number of people who found excuses not to attend, Moira wasn’t alone in thinking they were a pain in the backside.

During the pandemic, amidst its lockdowns and restrictions, Moira had seen the shop through a haze of rose-tinted nostalgia. She’d forgotten the everyday battles involved in covering shifts and getting other co-op members to pull their weight. She’d looked forwards to returning to the shop; she’d been excited at the idea of seeing people again and of business returning to normal.

But getting back to normal brought its own challenges.

Normal meant people shirking their shifts, not cleaning at the end of the day, missing meetings, and taking everything she did for granted. All the things that had niggled before, but which she’d forgotten during the Covid crisis, had resurfaced to torment her.

*

Friday morning’s exam over, Nessa sought Meg out. Together they ate their lunches picnic-style, sitting on top of the wall that flanked the steps leading to the school chapel. A quartet of Year 10s sat on the wall opposite them, content to be ignored, and ignoring the two Year 12s in return. On fine days, like today, the wall was a good place to hang out, legs dangling, and watch the world go by.

“They moved into the new house a few days ago.” Nessa pulled a prawn cocktail crisp out of its packet. She eyed it dubiously. What gave it its lurid colour and strong flavour? She read the list of ingredients on the packet and frowned: what was prawn cocktail seasoning made of? Shellfish wasn’t listed under the allergy advice warnings, so not prawns.

Maybe she’d look it up later as a break from revising.

Meg swallowed a mouthful of sandwich. “You still wish you’d gone with them?”

Nessa didn’t answer directly. Instead, she said, “I know it makes sense for me to finish school here, but it’s going to be weird at the end of term, going to a house I’ve never seen. And I never got to see all our stuff being packed.” She hadn’t got to say a proper goodbye to the house she’d grown up in.

St Drogo’s, named for the patron saint of shepherds, coffee, and unattractive people, was a public school. About two-thirds of St Drogo’s pupils attended the school on a daily basis; the remainder boarded.

Like most public schools, St Drogo’s worked on a system wherein each student was allocated to a house, which they usually stayed in throughout their time there.

The houses had once been named after alumni, but a recent review of the alumni’s accomplishments had suggested they should not be celebrated in a woke world. Had some of them been statues, the more idealistic students would have taken great pride in defacing them or upending them in one of the school’s ponds.

The idea to rename the day houses after mammals and the boarding houses after birds of prey had been intended to rob them of uncomfortable political baggage. Unfortunately, the new names came with baggage of their own.

Nessa had started out as a day pupil, but two months ago, because of the impending house move, she had switched to boarding. Although Nessa had known the adjustment would not be easy, it had proved harder than expected.

Nessa had had to change houses. She had moved from Beaver, a name which was supposed to evoke ideas of studious students eagerly toiling away but which, unfortunately, led to any number of crude jokes that had nothing to do with academic accomplishment, to Hobby, which rhymed with jobbie. The move meant she no longer had close contact with the peer group she’d come through the school with. Boarding also made it harder to hang out with Meg. Getting together at the weekends now required permission forms signed in triplicate for sleepovers.

“But you’ve settled in okay, right?”

“Yeah, I guess.” Nessa had been lucky; she’d been given a small room to herself. She’d feared her new housemates might have been jealous or resentful, but they didn’t seem bothered. Those students who shared had long since learned to accept their domestic arrangements and had no wish to disturb the status quo, and some of them, like Dinah and Dhriti, were happily inseparable.

Nessa, who had always had a room of her own at home, hoped she would be lucky again, come September, but she’d been warned the odds weren’t in her favour. If she had to share, she hoped she and whoever she found herself with would get along.

Moving into the boarding house had been stressful, and she’d barely had time to get used to it before she’d been faced with the added stress of exams. Her mind drifted to the morning’s paper. She felt sick. She was sure she’d got question three wrong and she’d managed her time so badly she’d left the last two questions undone.

Appetite lost, she put the crisps aside and left her sandwich in its wrapping. Even if the results of these exams didn’t count towards her A levels, they were still important. Her predicted A level grades would be based on her performance, and the predictions would influence whether she got accepted into her preferred university. She couldn’t afford to make a mess of another paper.

“Only a few more weeks of term,” said Meg, oblivious to Nessa’s inner turmoil. “Then you’ll see what the house is like.”

“I guess. But I’m not going to know anyone there.” The family had relocated to the west coast of Scotland, to a place with a name Nessa could barely pronounce.

“That’s what the internet’s for, right?” Meg nudged her. “I’m only ever a connection away. And you’ll get to drive!”

Nessa smiled. “At last!” She planned to take her theory test as soon as possible, maybe even on her birthday, and she was looking forwards to getting behind the wheel. “Hopefully I’ll be fully licensed by the autumn.”

“And I’ll be getting my own car soon.”

Meg, one of the oldest in the year, would turn eighteen in September, and her parents had promised her a car. Even if she didn’t get the shiny red vehicle she’d been dropping hints about ever since her seventeenth birthday, Meg would have wheels. It was cool to know how to drive. Cooler to have access to a car. Coolest to have a car of your own. Meg had been using her mum’s car to drive herself to and from school ever since she’d passed her test, saving her parents twenty-mile round trips twice a day from their farm, which was in the local hills. The novelty of driving herself had yet to wear off.

“Hello, Nessa.” Ms Breckenridge waved perfunctorily as she trotted past.

“What’m I? Chopped liver?” muttered Meg, who hated being overlooked by anyone, even a teacher.

“Don’t take it personally. She’s my Head of House. She has to say hello to me.”

Ms Breckenridge passed through the school entrance and came to a halt on the pavement beyond, where she glanced at her watch.

She was too far away for Nessa to be sure, but Nessa suspected Ms Breckenridge might be tutting impatiently. “What’s she doing?”

Nessa didn’t have to wait long to find out. An estate car pulled up on the zigzag keep-clear markings, and a lanky boy unfolded himself from the front passenger seat.

“Is that—?”

“—Thomas Mitchum,” finished Meg. “St Drogo’s very own bad boy.”

“Didn’t he get expelled?”

Thomas had been done for possession during a police raid on a club two towns over, and the school had a zero-tolerance policy when it came to drugs.

“According to Dad, the school couldn’t expel him, no matter how much the Head wanted to. It’s not like he was caught on school premises, and he’s a day pupil, so he wasn’t under the school’s care when he got caught. Dad says the Head and his parents came to an agreement. Thomas was told not to come to lessons, but as most of them had finished by the time he was caught, that’s not much of a loss. And he’s allowed on the grounds so he can sit his exams; however, he has to be accompanied at all times.”

Ms Breckenridge retraced her path, this time with Thomas trailing after her, slouching and with his hands in the pockets of his jeans. She acknowledged the girls but didn’t say anything this time. Thomas ignored them entirely.

“Do you think he’s making a point, wearing those clothes?”

“The marijuana leaf motif on the T-shirt? I’d say so.”

“Pillock!”

A group of townies shambling along South Road paused long enough to point at the “posh kids”. Nessa and Meg caught their eyes and stared until the townies looked away and walked on.

“Was that Jez?” asked Nessa incredulously.

Nessa, Meg, and Jez had all gone to Tovington Primary School, although they hadn’t been in the same class.

“Yep!”

“Wow. He’s changed.”

“I know! He’s fit! Never saw that coming when we were ten!”

Nessa reflected for a moment. “We’ve changed too.” It had happened gradually, and they saw each other so often, it had barely registered. But, yes, they were taller and had gone through the rights of passage of braces and training bras. Their bodies had shifted from childhood androgyny to obviously female.

“Don’t you think he’s gorgeous though?”

Nessa glanced at Meg, whose countenance had taken on a dreamy, besotted appearance. She quirked an eyebrow. “He’s okay, I suppose.”

“You suppose! You need to get your eyes tested if you think he’s only okay.”

“There’s nothing wrong with my eyes, thank you very much.” But she couldn’t see what Meg was making so much fuss about. The boy was tall and built and good looking, but so what? That was true of lots of boys, and she had never found one who affected her the way this one, or Kai, the crush of Meg’s life, affected Meg.

For a long time, Nessa had feared she was a late developer. Now she knew her interests lay in a different direction, although she had yet to admit it to anyone other than herself.

One day soon, after their exams were over, she would confide in Meg.

Meg clicked her sandwich box shut, shoved it into her backpack, stood, and dusted off her skirt. “French exam on Monday. I guess I’d better get cramming.”

“Me too. I’ve got my next chemistry paper on Wednesday, and I can’t afford to mess up again.”

As Meg hoisted her backpack over her shoulder, her sandwich box popped out and landed on the ground. Nessa picked it up and handed it to her. “What is it with you and dropping things?”

Meg returned the sandwich box to her backpack, which she didn’t bother to fasten. “To the library?”

“The library,” Nessa agreed.

*

Emily dropped by the shop before closing time. She was one of Moira’s favourite crafters: young, enthusiastic, creative, and didn’t take her crafting too seriously. Unlike most of the others, Emily had a day job; for her, crafting was a side hustle, something she did for pleasure and pin money in equal measure. She was always willing to lend a hand, and she helped Moira prepare for closing by bringing in the sandwich boards and vacuuming the floor while Moira balanced the till.

Emily had a thing for rainbows. They’d always been good sellers, but during Covid, rainbows had surged in popularity as they became a symbol of support for the NHS. Moira had bought one and put it in her front window, not that anyone other than the postman saw it so far up the glen.

It had taken Moira an embarrassingly long time to figure out Emily didn’t draw rainbows because they were pretty but because they were a political statement, a symbol of pride. Once she’d figured it out, she joined in Emily’s quiet amusement that people were buying the message unawares.

Moira had just finished cashing up when her mobile rang. She glanced at the screen, expecting the call to be one of the crafters explaining they were running late, had got caught up in something else, or were not coming to the evening meeting at all.

To her surprise, it was someone else entirely.

She answered the call. “Gareth? What’s up?”

“What makes you think anything is up?”

“It’s not year end, so you can’t be phoning about royalties, and you never phone for a casual chat, so…”

“Okay. You got me.” He hesitated, and Moira drew no comfort from the length of the pause. “I’ve got a proposition.”

“What kind of proposition?”

“It’s a TV show. The Cats’ Meow.”

“Sounds ghastly. The answer is no.” She always said no.

“At least hear me out.”

“It won’t matter what you say, and this way saves us both time.”

“Humour me.”

Moira huffed, a sound somewhere between a laugh and a sigh. “Go on. Give me your pitch.”

“Hour-long, Saturday night, prime time. It’s a feel-good 1920s flapper-themed competition in which pop singers, cool cats, perform jazz versions of their songs, and a panel of judges made up of professional musicians and comedians give their opinions on the performances. And, of course, there will be a public vote to see who carries on to the following week’s programme.”

“Of course,” murmured Moira. The format was tried and true, and it was one she hated with every fibre of her being.

“There will be dedicated hashtags for social media, an official Yapper account, and a ViewHoo channel. Plus, there’ll be payment for all participants. So what do you think?”

“Like I said, it sounds ghastly, and now you’ve explained it to me, my answer is even more of a no than before.”

“One day I’ll have something that will change your stubborn mind.”

“Don’t hold your breath.”

“I won’t. And I admit this one plumbs new depths of horrible, but I had to ask.”

“Good grief! It must be awful if you’re saying that!” She paused for a moment before she asked, sombre again. “Does Nikki know about this one?”

“Yeah. The producers want her for a judge.”

“And?”

“Her manager thinks she can be persuaded.”

“Why?”

“She’s going through a slump. And she’s desperate.”

“You know she’s more likely to agree if I’m not involved.”

“Maybe, maybe not. The thing is, the producers want you both. They think it could be a ratings winner if you two are pitched against each other. Hence my having to ask.”

“So, if I say no, I’m the bad guy.”

“Moira…”

“Tell me I’m wrong.”

“You’re not wrong.”

“The answer’s still no.”


Chapter Two

Most of the time, Moira dealt with bad days by keeping so busy she didn’t have time for the bad to crowd in. Sometimes, when bad visited on a non-shop day, the only thing she could do to keep negative emotions at bay was attack her garden.

Moira assaulted the earth ferociously, digging around a particularly well-entrenched dandelion.

Moira had new neighbours: a man, a woman, and a young boy. She’d seen their car and the removal van pull up two days before.

Moira hadn’t spoken to them yet, but she’d heard them. They’d thrown the windows open, presumably to air the place out, and they’d shouted good-naturedly at each other as they arranged things, made one another cups of tea, and asked one another how they were getting on.

One of the first things the man had done was erect a swing set for the boy, who was currently squealing with glee as he pumped his legs hard enough to raise him parallel to the ground. At that height, the boy could peer over the fence and into Moira’s vegetable patch. Moira guessed he was about seven or eight, but she had limited experience of children, so she was probably wrong.

His eyes bored into her every time the swing reached the top of its arc, and her skin prickled. She hated the feeling of being watched.

She was being unreasonable. This was no worse than the family seeing into her garden from the upstairs rooms in the same way she could see into theirs.

Music drifted out of the neighbours’ open windows and back door. Moira could hear unintelligible segues from a DJ, which meant they were listening to the radio. Thanks to the patchy reception, there was a limited choice of stations, which was why Moira had recently developed a fondness for streaming services.

Interspersed with the DJ’s links, she heard occasional jingles and the recognisable sounds of Spandau Ballet, Duran Duran, and David Bowie: a radio station playing golden oldies. She could even pinpoint the year, which meant it was only a matter of time until…

Yep.

Here it came.

The distinctive opening chords of the Diptych’s most enduring hit, “Will You (Ask Me Out)?”

Moira had mixed feelings about the song itself and hated the memories it carried with it. She dug aggressively, trying to get lost in the mindless motions as she scooped more soil away from the dandelion’s tap root. To her horror, she found herself singing along.

 

Will you ask me out, a fancy restaurant, a slap-up meal?

Will you be my mentor, show me what life’s meant to be?

Will you make me feel how I’m meant to feel?

Will you awaken the love that waits inside of me?

 

Dammit. The new neighbours were unsettling!

Oh, how she missed old Dougie! He’d been stooped, slow of body, quick of mind, excellent company, fond of jazz, and comfortably familiar.

After he’d died, change had been inevitable, although it had been a long time coming. Moira told herself it was a good thing a family had moved in next door, bringing new life to the middle of nowhere.

She didn’t want to poke and pry into their lives.

She didn’t want to be rude by not introducing herself.

She didn’t know what to do for the best, so she had done nothing more than wave tentatively at the boy and take out her frustrations on the weeds infiltrating her brassica beds.

“Hello.” The voice was high-pitched and young.

Moira startled. She leapt up and spun around.

The boy grinned at her. Moira had been so absorbed in her weeding and her melancholy she hadn’t seen him get off the swing. Now he clung to the top of the fence with his fingertips so he could peer over.

“I’m Finlay. Who are you?”

“I’m Moira.”

“You’ve got grey hair. Are you old?”

“Hmph!” Amusement won out over affront. Barely. Amusement was good, and a sign today’s bad might be wearing off. “I’m older than you.”

At least he hadn’t asked about her slightly crooked nose or the ragged white scar which ran across her right temple, almost into her eye. Possibly he was polite enough not to comment. More likely he hadn’t noticed. The scar had faded over the years, and sometimes even Moira struggled to spot it in the mirror.

By way of conversation, Moira said, “I see Mr Gillespie has found his way into your garden. Again.”

“Mr Gillespie?”

“The cat.” Moira tilted her head in the direction of a big ginger tom. “Also known as Dizzy.”

“He’s yours?”

“I prefer to think of him as a free spirit who deigned to let me take over feeding him when his human died.”

“Eh?”

“Dizzy belonged to the man who used to live in your house. I took him in. Poor Dizzy still misses his owner, and he’s confused. Before you moved in, he’d spend hours sitting on your kitchen windowsill, and now there are people in the house… He’s trying to go home again.”

“That must be why he keeps coming inside. Mum keeps shooing him out. He sits on your shed roof too. I’ve seen him from my bedroom window.”

“The roof gets warm when the sun comes out. He likes the heat.”

“Finlay! Leave our neighbour alone!”

Finlay dropped to the ground. He trotted towards the cat who decided he wasn’t in the mood to have his head scratched. Finlay pouted as Mr Gillespie streaked away and vanished into an overgrown herbaceous border.

“I hope he hasn’t been bothering you.” The woman stood in the spot so recently vacated by her son.

“No.” Moira could hardly say yes, could she?

Cindy smiled. “Good. I’m Cindy, by the way. That was Finlay.”

“He told me.”

“And my partner is Joe.”

So, they were not married, but there was no stigma attached these days to the lack of a wedding ring, and they might as well be married if they were committed enough to move from England together.

*

Before boarding, especially when Dad worked extended hours, Nessa had spent a lot of time on her own. She’d chafed at the social restrictions imposed by Covid, and she had missed spending time with friends. But boarding life was too far towards the other extreme. Hobby House was full of noise, and there were people everywhere. The common room was usually crowded, the dining hall, used for morning and evening meals, echoed with clattering cutlery and crockery and raised voices, and even when she was in her room, Nessa felt people pressing in on her. Sometimes, more often than she liked to admit, Nessa longed to escape to somewhere quiet.

Breakfast was one of the times Nessa found hardest to tolerate. The clamour bounced off the walls, making her head pound. As a result, she wasn’t in a great frame of mind when, two days after her first exam, Elspeth, a Year 10, made a grandiose pronouncement: “I’m going to do ten hours of revision today.”

Elspeth was determined and driven, which should have been admirable. Instead, it was annoying. She was inclined to say things like, “I did three hours of prep this evening!” and leave everyone around her feeling inadequate.

Everyone in earshot forced themselves not to groan. Across the table from Nessa, Dinah mimed vomiting motions, which made her nearest neighbours, Dhriti, Su Mei, and Yi Wei howl with laughter. Nessa almost choked with the effort not to join in.

Having got the reaction she wanted, Dinah hurriedly turned her attention to her food. By the time Elspeth looked around, sensing she was the butt of a joke, she could see nothing untoward. Forking scrambled egg towards her mouth, Dinah was a picture of innocence.

Dinah was Malay Chinese. She’d been a student at St Drogo’s since she was eight. She spent most of her holidays with relatives in London, only returning to Malaysia during the summer.

For some reason, unlike her cousin, Yi Wei, she used an anglicised name. Nessa had asked about it once, and Dinah had tried to explain, but Nessa didn’t get her logic. Dinah’s Chinese name, Jing Yi, wasn’t hard to pronounce. Still, Dinah wanted to be called Dinah, so Dinah she was.

Nessa was a great believer in respecting a person’s preferred names and pronouns.

*

Five hours and one lunch later, Nessa sat at her desk, headphones on, trying to study. She plaited a thin strand of her hair as her mind wandered.

Even though it was fine, and she had to work hard to keep it smooth and tangle free, Nessa’s long, dark hair was possibly her best feature. Except when she was on the playing fields, in the swimming pool, or worked in the labs, she liked to wear it as loose as the school dress code allowed, and she was given to playing with its ends when she was nervous or bored. Like now.

Nessa rubbed her temples.

If Nessa had been at home, she’d have closed her books, put them aside, and gone into the living room to watch the telly. Everyone needed a break from the books from time to time, right?

Everyone except Elspeth, anyway.

She considered going to the common room, but she couldn’t face it. Because she’d moved in so late in the year, she still felt new. She had yet to find her niche and, right now, the idea of trying to be sociable was too much.

Nessa continued to sit at her desk, staring at her notes, unproductive and frustrated. A blanket of homesickness and longing for the house that was no longer hers smothered her.

She gave in to the temptation to switch playlists. Dad’s compilation of 1980s songs was comfort music. It was also the height of uncool, a guilty secret that reminded her of happier times. Before the pandemic. Before Cindy. Before this.

Her phone dinged. She scrabbled to retrieve it from under a pile of paper and checked the screen.

A text from Dad! Her heart leapt. Had she summoned him by playing his music?

All fine here. We’re still unpacking. U OK? Lots of love, Dad.

The message was typically him: concise and factual. But she wanted the kind of details she only got when he phoned and she got him talking. The text was a sign of the rift growing between them.

Ever since he got together with Cindy…

Nessa now had a not-quite-stepmum and an almost-stepbrother. Was Dad going to drift away the same way her mother had done?

Nessa couldn’t rid herself of the nagging suspicion she was being squeezed out. Rationally, she knew it made sense for her to board. Emotionally, she felt resentful. She wanted to be with Dad, but Cindy, Finlay, and their new life were stealing him from her.

Nessa wanted Dad to be happy. He deserved happiness after everything he’d been through in the last few years. But did he have to be the walking cliché of a doctor who fell for his nurse?

Was it proximity or temperament that brought doctors and nurses together?

Mum hadn’t been a doctor or a nurse. She’d been an accountant, and she’d left them when Nessa was three.

Mum was a remote figure, happily remarried and living in Australia. A few years ago, they had talked about Nessa going to visit when she was old enough to travel alone, but that had been before Covid and travel restrictions, and nothing had been mentioned since.

Through her mother, Nessa had two half-siblings and three step-siblings, but they were even more remote than Mum. Mum sent photographs every Christmas, so Nessa had some idea what they looked like. But she didn’t know them. They weren’t even friends on social media.

Unlike Meg, who had an unfortunate habit of measuring her personal worth in likes, shares, and followers, Nessa didn’t have much time for social media, and she only friended people she had met.

Once, in primary school, Nessa had drawn a family tree; she’d been amazed at how many people she was related to, and there had been additions since, including Cindy and Finlay.

On paper, family surrounded Nessa. But they weren’t close, and sometimes Nessa asked herself what the point of family was.

She didn’t need all these people.

The people she needed were Dad and Meg.

The music was suddenly far more bitter than sweet.

She turned it off and let silence play through her headphones.


Chapter Three

Dad drove from Scotland at the end of term, a journey that took him ten hours, plus coffee and lunch breaks. The night before he picked Nessa up, he stayed in a bed and breakfast next to the motorway, but the night’s sleep didn’t do him much good. When he pulled onto the forecourt of Hobby House at 9:30 am, he still looked tired.

With the help of Dinah, who wasn’t due to leave for another few hours, they bundled Nessa’s things into the car. Nessa hugged Dinah, made her farewells, and at a few minutes after ten, she and Dad were on the road out of Tovington.

Nessa had thought she had a lot to tell him, but she ran out of news somewhere around Bristol. He didn’t seem to have too much to say either, which might have had something to do with the way he concentrated on the road, looking out for lane changes, and the number of contraflows he had to navigate.

They stopped for lunch at a service station near Birmingham, where they ate cold, greasy bacon rolls, which left them unsatisfied and, in Nessa’s case, queasy. At least the tea was hot and the water refreshing.

Somewhere around Wolverhampton, Dad put on some music, and she found herself singing along with him to the soundtrack of her childhood.

 

Will you ask me out, a fancy restaurant, a slap-up meal?

Will you be my mentor, show me what life’s meant to be?

Will you make me feel how I’m meant to feel?

Will you awaken the love that waits inside of me?

 

Dad took his eyes off the road long enough to glance at her, possibly surprised she hadn’t protested at his choice. She smiled, a closed-lipped, secretive smile. The moment and the songs were precious and, for once, uncomplicated. Today, she appreciated the music for what it was. They were listening to it as they were meant to: together. There was no bitterness, only sweetness.

They stopped for a second time on the edge of the Lake District, where the food and drinks were much better, and they had a second attempt at lunch.

Revived, they set off on the next stage of their journey, which took them through the Scottish borders. The traffic ran freely, and the countryside was expansive, with rolling hills on either side of the motorway, their tops peppered with wind turbines.

As they edged around Glasgow, the road grew busier, and the scenery increasingly urban. They headed away from the city again. The motorway turned into a dual carriageway, and soon downgraded further to a single lane in each direction.

They travelled past Loch Lomond, went inland at Tarbet, rounded the head of another loch, and headed uphill and over the Rest and Be Thankful, and what kind of name was that? Nessa recognised U-shaped valleys from her half-forgotten geography classes and marvelled that something she’d learned about in books existed in the real world.

They headed downhill again and followed the shores of yet another loch, this time for what seemed like miles.

Nessa got out her phone and consulted a map. She was astonished at how few and how sinuous the roads were, and how long tongues of water fragmented the coastline. They’d gone north, and now they were heading south again. Apparently, nobody travelled in straight lines around here.

Dad paused in Inveraray from where they gave Cindy an ETA. They also took the opportunity for a toilet stop and stretched their legs. They parked in a small carpark next to the water, which they had to share with upwards of forty motorbikes. The riders, clad in leathers, milled around, eating fish and chips and quaffing soft drinks out of cans.

Inveraray was a pretty, white village with a castle, a street of shops mostly catering to tourists, a petrol station, a scattering of restaurants, a chip shop, and a couple of hotels. The breeze coming off Loch Fyne was fresh and cool. It tugged at Nessa’s hair and clothes.

When they’d set off, the temperature had been in the high twenties Celsius. Now, four hundred plus miles farther north, as she came out in goosebumps, Nessa regretted her shorts and T-shirt. Even so, she paused to admire the pier and an odd folly perched high on one of the neighbouring hills. The overall effect was picturesque, and utterly unlike anything she’d grown up with. They might still be in the UK, but Scotland was a foreign country. Nessa couldn’t decide whether she was more discomforted or excited.

On the road again, they passed through swathes of forests, rough pasture, and small, scattered settlements. Eventually, as they drove into something almost large enough to be called a town, Dad pointed out a school. “That’s where Finlay goes.”

That must mean they were closing in on their destination. To make sure, Nessa asked, “How much further?”

“Another twenty minutes, give or take.”

They were almost home.

*

The last leg of the journey took them along a narrow road scarcely better than a track. There were small, unmarked lay-bys peppered along its edge, which Dad told her were passing places. He pulled over to let a delivery van pass, as if to illustrate the point. If not for that, Nessa would have found it easy to believe they were totally cut off from civilisation.

Dad parked in a lay-by in front of a pair of… Were they cottages? What was the difference between a cottage and a house? He turned off the ignition and stretched. “Well, here we are.”

Nessa opened her door and unfolded herself out of the car.

Dad had sent her pictures of the house before, but now, for the first time, she saw how it fitted into its surroundings.

The houses, along with a field on the opposite side of the road, nestled between two hills. A moss-covered dry-stone wall and a lot of brambles amidst other scrub edged the field and enclosed the flock of sheep within.

The houses were one-and-a-half storeys high. They had white walls and black paintwork, and there were dormer windows set into the slate roofs. Their house was accessed via three steps, a wrought iron gate, and a footpath, which bisected a small front lawn. A tiny storm porch, its doors currently open in welcome, led into the main body of the building.

“C’mon. We’ll get your things out of the car later.”

“At least let me have my small case. I need to put on something warmer.”

Dad rummaged around the boot and pulled the case out. He lifted it effortlessly, and Nessa followed him up the path.

Someone had hung a banner over the inner front door: “Welcome Home Nessa!” Nessa found the gesture as unsettling as it was sweet.

Cindy appeared, Finlay lagging a few steps behind. He was almost as tentative as Nessa, which made her feel marginally better.

Cindy ushered Nessa into the house, talking too fast for Nessa to take everything in. Something about a lasagne and garlic bread in the oven, table settings, dessert, freshening up before dinner, unpacking…

A wave of disorientation crashed over Nessa. How come Cindy welcomed her into the house Nessa was supposed to share with Dad in the same way Cindy might welcome a guest? “Here’s the bathroom…the bedroom…clean towels on the bed…dining room down the stairs and turn left…see you in five minutes…”

Nessa’s room was tiny. There wasn’t enough space to open her case on the floor, so she put it on the bed, on top of the clean linens, where it left a dirty mark. She ferreted out a pair of jeans and a hoodie. The clothes were familiar and cosy. She pulled the sleeves over her hands and hugged herself for comfort.

Nessa took her time finding the dining room, peering into the various rooms she passed en route. Some of the furniture was familiar, some not; some old and worn, some new. Some pieces had come from Cindy’s house, and some, possibly, from one of those gargantuan warehouse stores ubiquitous to urban ring roads.

The bedspread in Dad and Cindy’s room was immaculately smooth, scatter cushions arranged perfectly, slippers neatly paired and tucked under the bed. Finlay’s room was messier, which wasn’t surprising. He was a boy, and he’d clearly been interrupted mid something. Whatever game he’d been playing, it was unfamiliar to her.

Although Dad and Cindy’s room smelled of fresh paint, as did Finlay’s and the living room, the decorating had yet to reach the rest of the house. Pots of paint and rollers at the bottom of the stairs suggested the hallway might be next.

By the time Nessa wandered into the kitchen, Cindy was getting things out of the oven, and Dad was transferring a salad to the dining table. The food smelled great. Unfortunately, Nessa was too travel-worn to be hungry.

Cindy smiled at her and asked her to call Finlay to the table, giving Nessa an excuse to have a closer look at the living room, where Finlay sat cross-legged on the floor, watching something animated on an enormous television which was too large for the space.

The family convened around the dining table. Cindy dominated the conversation, summarising the work she and Dad had done on the house so far and the plans they had for the future.

Cindy was making an effort, but Nessa wished she wouldn’t, at least not tonight. After all the time on the road, stressing about the new house and unfamiliar family dynamics, Nessa didn’t have the energy to reciprocate. She worried she came across as surly or moody, and she wasn’t like that. Was she? If she was, she didn’t want to be.
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