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Before



Betty


I shoot my target smack bang in the chest, then turn my back on the cry for help.


‘Really sorry, lovely,’ I say over my shoulder because I don’t want to be rude.


It’s just that I’m on a call, chasing a meeting buffet that’s gone AWOL, and work comes first.


‘The street menu for twelve, including gluten-free, halal and vegan options,’ I say to the caterer, ‘it’ll be there in ten?’ If not, there’s no need to panic. I may be in a hideout of stacked tyres during a corporate team-building paintball session but nothing is beyond me and my phone – there’s always Deliveroo. But it’s good news. ‘Lush, thanks!’


Job done, so I go back to my victim who is splattered in a kaleidoscope of orange, yellow and purple, which makes a gorgeous clash of colours against the issue camo-combat gear.


‘Betty Hopkins! You savage!’ It’s Sami, my firework of a best friend and colleague who is currently fuming and holding me to account with an arched and perfectly groomed black eyebrow. He takes off his goggles and looks like he’s been face-painted by Jackson Pollock. ‘I’ve got a date tonight! If I get a bruise …’


‘Get some ice on it and then foundation,’ I suggest as I dial the boss. ‘How did you know it was me, by the way?’ I look down at my spotless uniform.


‘The hair and make-up, of course.’ If I’m going to stick out as a redhead I may as well go the whole hog with scarlet lips. ‘The wedge trainers.’ I can’t do flats, I’m too short. ‘You’ve got an earbud in and you’re working. As usual.’ I could protest but, to be fair to him, he’s spot on.


‘Well, your uncle has to eat!’ I explain, before confirming to Ahmed that food is on its way, and then reloading my weapon with a satisfying click.


But Sami is still looking daggers at me. ‘You could’ve at least aimed for my legs. Why do you have to be so … efficient?’


Clutching his throat he stalks off back to base.


It’s a dramatic exit but he’s a flamboyant designer at the family fashion empire. Once upon a time I had some of that strut and passion but there’s not much call for it when you’re the personal assistant to the managing director, his decision-maker by proxy, available twenty-four-seven, and on it at all times. It’s not my fault that my preparedness, focus and organisation overlap in a ‘what it takes to be a cold-blooded sicko’ Venn diagram. Which reminds me, I’m still in the game with no hits and eight kills under my pink belt.


I get to my knees and crawl along the concrete of the East London activity centre’s vast industrial wasteland, shadowing scaffolding, camouflage nets and huge steel pipes, beneath the scudding clouds of the February sky in search of new cover. I spy a breeze block hut just as crackling loudspeakers announce there are two active players left, there are fifteen minutes to go and whoever is last back will be crowned Survival of the Fittest champion.


Only two? I could win this! Not bad for someone who was asked to come at the last minute ‘to have some fun for a change’ when Jax from sales called in sick. I wonder if my nemesis is from the office; every group has been bundled into this last session for an ‘everyone versus everyone’ finale. I’d prefer a stranger because I’ve already shot Matt from marketing in the nuts and that’ll make our next departmental meeting awkward.


I hot-foot it into the lean-to and realise with a jolt that I’ve got company.


‘Gotcha!’ I say, staring down the barrel of my moving rifle tracking through the gloom, like they do on Line of Duty.


But as my eyes adjust to the dark I see a six-foot-plus man waving a handkerchief. Instantly I think, what kind of a weirdo carries one around these days? A mummy’s boy or a bounder?


‘Take me, I’m yours,’ he sighs in an amused, deep voice.


The suspicion and adrenalin slip away and a smile slides onto my face. ‘Goddammit! I wanted to take you down in a blaze of glory, not via a surrender hankie.’


‘You still can; tell them we had a dog fight,’ he says. I laugh because his weapon is on the floor. ‘No one needs to know that my strategy right from the start was to sit it out. So if you know anyone who’s looking for the next James Bond …’


He’s as dry as a bone. Not to mention very easy on the eye, so I size him up properly through the cross hairs. It’s not strictly necessary to scope him out because there’s nothing threatening about him; I trust and like him immediately. But I can’t pass on the chance to use my advantage to get a decent look. It’s shameful, it really is, but it’s been a long time since Jude and I broke up and the work catwalk is full of sculpted boyish smooth skin whereas this one looks manly.


He’s leaning casually against the wall with muscular arms crossed and his fatigue jacket is undone enough to reveal a very naked olive-skinned chest. Classically handsome, he has wide eyes, full lips and a strong, stubbled jaw, and it’s all framed with dark bed hair which stands to attention because his goggles are pushed back on the top of his head. Dear God, this man is impossibly attractive even with a pair of goggles on the top of his head.


My body reacts with a shiver, then a warm surge washes over me. He’s completely disarmed me so I drop the gun but make out I’m just following the rules of engagement.


‘It’s against the Geneva Convention to attack someone no longer involved in hostilities.’


He laughs and my inner thermostat cranks up to hot.


‘Curious,’ he says with a raised eyebrow.


‘What?’ I say, hungrily. What has got into me?


‘You know your military stuff and yet that pink belt isn’t regulation wear. Are you a renegade?’ he says, his accent pure Home Counties.


I snort because the truth is less exciting. ‘It’s to stop my trousers falling down.’


He gives a belly laugh this time. Suddenly self-conscious, I pull my goggles off and shake out my hair. I get a moment of acute self-awareness as if I’m doing it to look my best because I fancy him. And then I realise I am and I do. I make a lame effort to take back control.


‘Right, so … I can capture you or you can surrender. Or we can call it a truce.’


‘It’s entirely up to you; depends how much you want to win.’


I surprise myself by hesitating. What do I want? My head demands first place but my heart throbs with ‘whatever it takes to keep us here for as long as possible’.


‘In the meantime, killer queen,’ he says, just as a square of sunlight comes through the door and I see he has dark-chocolate eyes, ‘would you like a G and T in a can?’ By way of explanation he adds, ‘I’m on a stag do.’


I gasp because I’m technically at work. I let off a lot of steam when I’m out, but when I’m on, I’m one of those committed-to-the-job people – or, as Jude put it, ‘married to your bloody phone’. I get a rush of rebellion that makes me want to prove I’m not.


‘Go on, then.’ And I start to gabble to justify it to myself. ‘Because I’m off for a week when this ends; I’m going to Italy, so I might as well start as I mean to go on! Shall we just be joint winners?’


I’m a walkover; I’m so not usually a walkover. He throws me a tin that he’s produced from his pocket and it comes with a waft of his delicious lemon scent.


He takes one more from the other thigh, cracks it open and takes a slug. I pop mine and predictably it fizzes up into my face.


‘You may as well use my surrender hankie.’ Credit to him, he resists sniggering at my beard of bubbles.


I take it, dabbing myself dry, and then wonder what to do with it, I can hardly hand it back like a child.


He sees my dilemma. ‘Keep it. Like a war trophy.’


It’s a soft pink, emblazoned with the words The Repair Guy in a red circus-style font and patterned with little spanners, hammers and jigsaw puzzle pieces.


‘That’s me, Guy, that’s what I do. I fix stuff – repairs, restoration, replacing missing bits and pieces – in the workshop down in Tunbridge Wells.’


So that’s why The Repair Guy rocks goggles. He’s naturally handy and wholesome, the gin is lively and lovely and pleasure descends on me as we sit down in the sunlight.


‘What about you, then?’ he asks. ‘Who are you?’


‘I’m Betty. I’m in fashion—’ I draw breath to expand but he cuts in.


‘Ah! I would’ve guessed something creative. The way you look. The – er – hair.’ He stumbles over his words and looks shy, which makes my pulse race. ‘And, of course, the belt and your—’ he conjures it up with his hands – ‘spirit.’


He clears his throat, which I guess is because he thinks he’s been too familiar, as if his veins flow with the reserve of an English gent. I’m not phased by it, I’m a Welsh girl and my DNA hums with speaking one’s mind. In fact, I’m pleased that he doesn’t see me like everyone else does: as a walking spreadsheet. I channel my imagination at work to find solutions for problems. At home it runs riot in my statement walls, quirky lamps and fireplaces full of plants, in my wardrobe, which is stuffed with clothes I customise from charity shops. And when I get the time, I love to explore what the city has to offer. I give him a little reassuring nod.


‘So, if it’s Italy you’re going to, would that be Milan?’ he says.


‘Close! Venice. On my own; first time I’ll have been away by myself!’ The trip was booked last year for Jude and me. I’ve always wanted to go and see the festival and its carnival of masks. So I thought, what the hell, I would.


‘Cool! I’ve never been, it looks amazing, like a labyrinth.’


My phone vibrates.


‘Excuse me, I need to take this.’


‘Do you?’ He says it doubtfully. But he doesn’t know I’ve never had a pay rise refused and this is the price.


It’s someone asking if the boss really needs the figures by the end of today, it’s the weekend tomorrow, surely he won’t look at them until Monday? Oh but he will, I say. Then I have to go because the call is interrupted by another – it’s HR informing me the application process is officially open for a new position, head of sustainability, which has been my idea, my baby, to make us greener.


I come away beaming, but Guy is bemused.


‘What?’ I ask.


‘You head of Versace or something?’ He’s teasing me – people don’t tend to because of my role – and a fizz in my stomach rises up into a giggle. I can’t remember the last time I felt giddy around someone.


‘Not quite. I work at Banta, the lads’ online label?’ He looks blankly at me so I quote our slogan ‘Oi oi, load your cart and check the hell out’.


‘I’m not the skinny joggers type. More cargo shorts with glue on them. But still, you’re in the fashion industry!’


‘I’m a secretary. I do the boring but essential stuff.’


‘Doesn’t sound like it.’ He still looks impressed and it’s very flattering.


‘Well … I do love it. It wasn’t what I originally wanted to do. I went to fashion college but took an office job to give myself an in, hoping I’d dazzle them with my designs.’


His intense listening sparks something in me. Out of nowhere a gap opens up in my chest and things tumble out as if I’m in a confessional. ‘I’ve always wanted to have my own brand – nothing global, more slow fashion rather than fast. Maybe one day, back home.’ To prove I was better than my failure of a father.


‘You should!’ He says it as if it’s that easy.


‘I’m in no rush to leave London. I’m thinking ahead, maybe ten years or so, when I’m done with the rat race.’


There’s another buzz in my pocket. I look but ignore this one.


‘Not going to take it?’


‘Nah, it’s not important. Just my sister.’


Guy’s eyebrows furrow and while I don’t usually feel the need to explain myself, I find I want to.


‘I don’t do personal in business hours. It’s different to Wales, the Valleys, where I’m from.’


‘Yeah, I clocked that. My granny’s Welsh. But we don’t like to talk about it.’ He pours on the well-spoken posh-boy act for the gag.


So I whack up the intensity of my lilt. ‘Yeah? My third cousin on my grampy’s side, he’s English and we don’t like to talk about it either.’


He guffaws and I grab the chance to move the chat away from me. I want to know about him.


‘The stag, then …’ It has to be him. He’d never be single and he seems incredibly buoyant and happy.


He gulps at his can.


‘Yep. It’s me,’ he says, as if he’s surprised by it. ‘Last-minute thing, hence the paintballing … I didn’t want to do anything really but my best man wanted me to have a send-off.’ He pauses and then adds, ‘Apparently nerves are normal.’


‘Of course they are!’ I sing. Although I have no insight – and never want to.


‘It’s excitement too.’ He grins. ‘I’m going to be a dad, next month. We wanted to do what they call The Right Thing, all a bit of a shock, to be honest, but the best one of my life! Once we’re settled in, probably around five, six months, I’m hoping to take extended paternity to be the main carer.’


‘Ah, that’s lovely! Life is full of surprises. You’ll make it happen.’ And I bet he’ll make a brilliant dad. He is ecstatic and I bask in his glow. Until a klaxon goes off and it’s all over.


‘You’ve won!’ he says, delighted for me, showing off the most perfect teeth, and I always notice a set because of the gap in mine.


‘We both have!’ I say, as we get up. And in the most natural of movements we put our arms around each other. It’s only a short cwtch of a hug, but how it feels takes my breath away, not least because it goes against my standard stand-offish London posture. In that brief embrace, when my head rests against his towering body and I lose myself in his citrus smell, when his hands wrap me up and he holds me tight, I go somewhere deep and dark that leaves me light-headed. As I said, it’s been a long time. We come apart without any embarrassment and agree to share our victory on the walk back to HQ where the crowd cheers us inside.


Swallowed by his stags, Guy mouths ‘goodbye’ and I wave farewell to this charming man whom I’ll never meet again. That thought ends up flitting around my tummy. But I bat it away because, never mind if it was effortless and tingly, and that in itself is so very rare, it was just a random moment. With a taken man, I hear my sister say in my head. I delete him from my mind but the unexpected effect he had on me remains: that he saw me as someone more than the person I see myself as. It’s something I’ll think about, I know it, but not now – I need to act sharpish.


‘Time for a quick one, Bet?’ Sami’s sulk has vanished – he loves a celebration.


‘I wish but I’ve got a plane to catch.’


We kiss goodbye and I head to the changing room where I stuff my bits and pieces into my satchel, get into my latest favourite outfit – a green vintage jumpsuit I’ve tarted up with emerald sequin epaulettes, chunky jewellery and a peacock-blue beret and a big camel-coloured teddy coat. I grab my wheelie suitcase then nip out onto the street where people, cars, bikes and cabs weave in and out, merry on Friday vibes.


All the while my phone is crying for my attention. As I walk, I tie up the loose ends of the calls, emails and messages, responding to diary queries, sending out reminders, and I promise myself I’ll get back to my sister once I’m past passport control.


I’m at a zebra crossing, I check it’s clear left and right, then step into the road. I’m halfway across and am about to stick on my out-of-office automated response when my ears fill with screeching tyres and blaring horns. I feel an enormous sickening thud on the side of my right thigh, my legs leave the ground and I’m being carried on the bonnet of a car. My head hits the windscreen and I’m thrown into the air, which smells of burning. The sky comes at me then retreats, all the while my fist has refused to give up my phone, until it is knocked out of my hand when I crash down on the road.


And then everything goes black.
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Betty


Baking sunshine streams through the lounge window of my mother’s terraced house so I pull the curtain and sink back into the sofa.


I’m meant to be working up to a walk by myself for the first time since the accident, that’s the goal I’ve set myself this week. But it won’t happen while we’re having a heatwave. The sun will burn down on me like a spotlight, picking me out as that ‘poor girl, terrible what happened to her’.


It’s bad enough when Mam is with me, when sad eyes and hushed voices tell her I’m ‘awful pale’ and ‘nothing like the Betty we know’, as if I wasn’t there. They mean no harm – the village that is named Pant Bach, or ‘small valley’ where it nestles beneath the South Wales mountains, holds its own dearly and where else could I go that was safe and soft enough to recover? It’s been a weight on me, though, squeezing the air from my lungs, making me pretend I’m much better, thank you. Now I need to start believing it because I’ve become a burden.


Yet the thought of going out makes me want to hide behind Mam’s nets and the waves of fear that haunt me and hover on the horizon start to come in at me.


‘Cup of tea, love?’


She’s in front of me. I blink hard to clear my gritty, tired eyes. She’s holding one of her bone-china mugs for best, depicting a watercolour of gambling lambs, and a plate of pink wafer biscuits, my favourites when I was little. It’s officially elevenses time.


‘Sorry, I was miles away.’ I make an attempt to slow down my breathing and swallow back the nausea.


‘Sign of a good carpet, that is.’


‘What is?’


‘That I could creep up on you! Always worth getting the best carpet you can afford.’


In the furthest reaches of my mind hovers a comment about important life advice but I don’t have the energy to grasp it. It’d be too late anyway, as Mam has already moved on, pulling out the smallest of her nest of tables and laying down two coasters before disappearing then returning with her own drink. Everything she does, she does with gusto. I used to be like that. Now I’m exhausted just watching her.


‘When you were miles away, were you somewhere nice?’ Mam says, plumping a tassled cushion before sitting down next to me and switching off the daytime telly I wasn’t watching on ITV. ‘I’d ask you that when you were in pigtails. You’d always say something funny, like you were at an underwater circus!’


Her eyes shine with hope as if she’s lit a match to ignite my soul. She’s trying to remind me of the person she says she knows is still in there somewhere. But my imagination has been sealed off; where I’d once go to find inspiration, where it was Technicolor and infinite, has become a dense, suffocating and matte pit of oblivion. And any talk of being away from these four walls, of being in the open, makes my chest tight. It comes quickly and completely. A howl escapes me and I cower into a ball, hugging my legs through my cotton nightie. This happens a lot.


‘Oh, my love, my darling girl,’ she says. I loathe myself for bringing her pain because that’s what’s in her voice.


Mam pulls my shaking body into the comfort of her embrace. I stay there until my hot and fast breathing subsides.


‘I hadn’t gone anywhere. I don’t want to go anywhere. I don’t want to be anywhere.’ It’s strange how I can be upset and numb at the same time.


‘This is all normal, remember? That’s what they said, this’ll happen, it’s part of the process.’


How is this normal? How is this a process? Nothing has changed since February and now it’s July.


‘Little steps, that’s all you need to take.’


‘I know and I want to, but I feel like I can’t move.’ That’s not strictly true. I can walk. The lingering limp from the pelvis fracture will go. But some days I have a mental block and my body has phantom aches: there’s thick, banging all-over pain, sore armpits and shoulders from the crutches, my mouth still detects weeks of bitter medication and I’m unable to move, stuck in fog. ‘All I want to do is sleep. But then the nightmares … I’m frightened and I’ve had enough.’


‘This’ll pass. It will!’ She says it as if she means it has to. ‘You had a shower yesterday, didn’t you? You’ve washed your hair.’ She strokes it and my body goes rigid. Once my best feature, my bob no longer bounces but has grown straggly and hangs down my back as if it’s given up on me too. I can smell a sourness about me. I haven’t cleaned my teeth today and yesterday’s deodorant has lost the battle.


‘A shower? Is that what you call a victory?’ I know it’s unfair to rage at my mother but she’s the only real safe person I have. I cling on to her and cry harder. ‘When is this going to stop? When?’


‘I don’t know when, but it will. Listen, let me get you a cold drink,’ she says, getting up. ‘I’ll come on a walk if you want?’


Her intention is to soothe but I get a surge of fury – not at her but at me.


‘I need to do it by myself,’ I yell, smacking my balled fists on the settee.


My mother doesn’t flinch. She’s used to this.


‘Stop being so hard on yourself, Betty. You’ve got to be kind. And if you can’t, then I will. And I will do whatever it takes, give you whatever you need to get through this.’


Her calmness makes me seethe.


‘Look at me, Mam, I’m thirty-six, I’m back in my childhood bedroom, I’m scared of cars and crowds. I can’t cross the road. My world is literally this street. I hate the dark. I haven’t got a job, I haven’t got a life. I can’t even bring myself to use my mobile.’ My hands are in the air with desperation. ‘Thirty-six. I’m meant to be in the prime of my life.’


‘I know how hard this must be for you.’ Mam is so patient. Gentleness radiates from all over her.


‘Everyone treats me with kid gloves, like I’m an invalid. Like I can’t do anything for myself.’


I see her reach for the back of one of the dining chairs behind her. We both have cornflower-blue eyes; mine lost their sparkle long ago. I search for the vitality in hers to protest that I can look after myself but they’re dull. When has that happened? She’s stooping slightly too. Since when has she needed to support herself on a piece of furniture? Her arm is thin and where her sleeves are rolled up, I can see a bruise, the type she says she gets as a result of ageing, when she finds marks of green and purple and doesn’t know how she’s done it.


She looks weary too, her wrinkles seem deeper and the henna of her hair has become grey at the roots. They’re subtle differences in the mother I know but they signal she isn’t the invincible force I’ve always had in my life.


A stone sits in my belly as I realise I’ve relied on her far too much – she’s only fifty-nine, she has a lifetime left. Yet she seems much older. This woman, Carol Hopkins, should be enjoying life – after decades of struggle, scrimping and saving, she bought our former council house home. She considers herself lucky because she only needs one job now. And she’s cut her hours at the launderette not to take up a new hobby or to have more spare time but to be there for me. She has a man friend, Cliff, and I can’t recall when she’s last been out with him.


Her identity has faded. I’ve been so focused on my wounds I haven’t noticed. The guilt comes crashing in. Just as it always does because, no matter what people say, I shouldn’t have been glued to my phone, I should have been paying attention to the traffic. I wobble as I get to my feet but I’m determined. I need to get my life back – for her. I need to get back to London. My old job is there whenever I want it. Ahmed has cover but he’s made it clear with the bouquets and offers of therapy and a phased return-to-work plan. My throat goes even drier at the thought of it; it’s beyond me right now when my world has become so small and suffocating. But I can start the journey. It has to begin here, though – my flat is rented out and I need a soft re-entry into the workplace to ease me in. It’s a daunting thought but my mother deserves her freedom and I need my independence.


‘I don’t know what I’d have done without you, Mam.’


She’s been my rock. My father, David, who left us when I was five, is a waste of space with three failed marriages to cry over into his beer. He’s only ever been preoccupied with himself, chasing a dream – and women – to play rugby for Wales, which he managed once. I can’t put on my younger sister Nerys, who’s juggling a baby, toddler and a business. And while I treasure Sami’s weekly landline updates with his despatches from fashion weeks, new trends and gossip, he’s miles away.


‘I’m your mother, I’ve got no choice,’ she says, kindly.


‘You don’t deserve this wall-to-wall misery,’ I say, swaying slightly but splaying my toes to grip the floor.


‘It isn’t!’


We both smile ruefully at her trying, even now, to make things better. I promise myself I’ll head out alone tomorrow. But right now getting back to who I was starts with what I know best of all: work.


‘I’m going to do this, Mam,’ I say, watching her grow visibly taller. ‘I’m going to get myself a job.’
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Guy


I switch off the engine and allow myself a second to flop back against the head rest. It’s just gone six. That makes it almost Maud’s bath time. My heart swells as I think of her squidgy legs kicking on the changing mat, her quick reflexive breath as she senses the warm water and her tiny hands patting the bubbles. Her gurgles and coos as she’s wrapped up for cuddles in a fluffy, hooded towel, and how she smells like heaven itself.


Unlike me, who’s been on the road for eight hours on a sweaty delivery run around the tropical south-east before finally coming home to Tunbridge Wells. The evening sun is still fierce and it’s blowtorching the cab of the van even though the air con is still on. Unpeeling myself from the seat, I clamber out and the door squeaks. It’s like Maud’s impatient yelp when she’s dressed for bed, anticipating milk and a story before she drifts off in my arms. Some oil will fix the van but it can wait. Family will forever come first.


I let myself into the Victorian apartment and a delicious draught scented with honeysuckle kisses my face.


‘It’s only me,’ I call into the dark hallway as I throw my keys on the sideboard. The chink echoes off the smooth white walls, bounces off the high ceiling and lands on the Victorian tile flooring that I restored to its geometric glory.


‘In here!’ comes her voice, which radiates calm and love and my throat starts to ache with emotion. But I can’t let Myfanwy see me like this. Luckily, my grandmother gives me an out.


‘There are some of those beers you like in the fridge, the crafty ones,’ she says with a smile in her voice.


I get one, hold it to my forehead to cool myself, then go into the drawing room where she’s sitting at the table with her back to me. The two-bedroom ground-floor flat is airy but not too bright; a gentle breeze through the open French doors teases the sheer-cream curtains. They remind me of muslin squares on my shoulder for Maud and the loss winds me anew, as it does daily.


‘Good day, Guy?’ she asks, patting the bench I’ve upholstered for her which she calls her jigsaw seat.


‘Not bad,’ I say, keeping my voice steady, taking another big gulp. ‘You’re right, G, these beers are crafty. They’re very moreish, I’ll have finished this before I know it. What have we got, then?’


I take a pew beside her and kiss her forehead.


‘Fish pie and a bottle of plonk,’ she says, her hand deftly sorting through the hundreds of scattered pieces laid out before her.


‘My favourite! But I meant jigsaw-wise.’ Granny has raised me on puzzles and it’s what we do on what she calls our weekly school-night suppers. She’ll start a new one and it’s my job to find the straight bits before I go home.


‘It’s Cats on a Hot Tin Roof.’ She hands me the box.


‘You’re not lying. There’s an abundance of cats on the roof which looks both hot and tin. Tabbies, moggies, Siamese, fat ones, kittens …’ I feel a lick on my ankle. It’s Bobby the ancient black pug making a late entrance as usual; he’s hampered by his poor hearing and can’t detect new arrivals. ‘Hello, Bob! He’s sensed the enemy within. All these cats.’


I pick him up and the weight of him in my arms suddenly sets me off. A sort of strangled moan escapes me and I have fat tears rolling down my cheeks.


‘Oh cariad,’ Granny says, using the Welsh term of endearment for darling that she says was my first proper word. ‘You must be hurting so much.’


My shoulders heave and Bobby lets me rock him as words spill out. ‘He’s as heavy as Maud … I miss seeing her so much, I miss being her dad and—’


‘Let it all out,’ my grandmother says, softly, patiently, even though she has had to deal with my devastation for a month now.


‘Just … despite everything, I miss being a husband, having a family.’


My sorrow quickly turns to anger. ‘How could she have lied to me? How could Sarah have not known?’


And how did I not know, when Maud is fair and both Sarah and I have dark skin and hair? But then I was so in love. Obsessed with her tiny fingernails, her big blue eyes, her quivering tongue as she cried.


‘I would think she wanted to believe Maud was yours, so very much.’


I hear Sarah telling me how much she loves me and begging for my forgiveness and asking if there is a way we can get through it while I am falling apart from the shock.


‘No wonder,’ I say, sourly. ‘Better to pretend you haven’t had an affair, got pregnant, and to let your husband think the baby is his.’


We were together for six years but things came to a head when I asked her yet again to move in and for us to take things forward and start a family. Sarah wanted time to think about it – I took it badly, because hadn’t she had plenty already? We split up. I didn’t know it until the day she told me Maud wasn’t my daughter, but when we were apart she’d had what she called a moment of madness, a drunken, meaningless one-night stand, and had realised her mistake straight away. In the intensity of that, we got back together, both of us clueless that she was having a baby, until we found out and I presumed she was ours. I was so very happy and I tried to ignore that we had both had what were doubts, preferring to think our pregnancy was a sign we were meant to be. After that, I find it hard to be fair.


I put Bobby down and wonder if ignorance would have been the better option. It certainly has been when it comes to the identity of the real dad. Before Sarah could offer it up I told her I didn’t want to know – I didn’t want to put a face to him, to embark on obsessive online searches for his name when I was tortured enough already. While it’s laughable to think Sarah acted out of decency after what she did, she was acting in the interest of the truth.


‘Why did she wait four months to do Maud’s DNA test? That’s what hurts the most, that I had four months of being her dad, thinking she was my own flesh and blood. I was there when she was born, I saw her first smile, I was there for every night feed … I still wake up in the middle of the night and then it hits me: I’m alone.’


‘I’m here. And so’s Charlie.’


‘Yeah, I should call him,’ I say. My best mate was there for me straight away. He always has been. But after a few too many times of leaning on him, I’ve backed away, no one wants to be the dreaded, draining friend, not when he’s got stuff going on with his mum who is having chemo for breast cancer. ‘Trouble is, I know what he’ll say.’


‘What’s that?’


My stomach lurches at the indecency of it. But also because I know that if I say it out loud it’s an option, one that I refused to entertain outright, yet one that creeps into my head in the small hours. I decide to test myself – if the words feel like shards of glass in my mouth, then maybe I’ll know it’s absolutely not going to happen.


‘That I should try again with Sarah.’


I taste no blood and Granny doesn’t scoff at me. Maybe I could get my head around it?


‘Because she wants to, G.’


‘And you?’


I can’t bring myself to tell her I’m tempted. What kind of a fool would go back to her?


‘Think carefully about what you need, Guy. But remember, people make mistakes. It’s not a weakness to forgive someone.’


I drop my head and stretch my neck. The weight of all this is so heavy on my shoulders.


‘Come on, let’s eat,’ she says, taking me by the hand like a child, pretending to heave me with all her might. She winks at me and she’s the same as she’s ever been. Of course she has wrinkles and white hair now but, to me, she’s the youthful and playful woman who brought me up after my parents died before I even took my first steps. This flat is home, although it’s not strictly ‘ours’. When Granny met Grandpa at training college, she moved here to be with him and they rented because she insisted they’d moved back to Wales one day.


Years on, the four walls and garden have been moulded by them, and we dine in the shade of Granny’s jungle-style patio that’s filled with pots of huge palms and giant leaves at the wrought-iron dining table and chairs that have been here ever since I have and listen to dusk falling.


Granny asks me to tell her about my deliveries; no one day is ever the same and it reminds her of my grandfather Robert, hence the pug’s name, who taught me all I know about tinkering in the workshop. So I fill her in on the lady in Lewes who cried with joy when I returned her great-aunt’s rocking horse to its former glory with a new stirrup, glass eye and a repaint. Then there was the violin that needed a varnish in Hastings and a cuckoo clock that had lost its chirp in Ashford. And my favourite of the day, a minuscule chaise longue that had one broken leg for a gentleman in Maidstone who was never allowed one as a child. I could easily have posted it, but the personal touch is my thing.


‘That was perfect, G,’ I say, when we finish eating. ‘I feel like new.’


‘Good!’


‘I don’t think I’ll be able to drive now,’ I say, with the near-empty bottle between us. ‘I’ll collect the van tomorrow morning. I’ll knock, if you’re in?’


‘I have my Welsh club first thing, then yoga for old bags.’


I laugh. It’s a good note to leave on so I tidy up, make Granny a cup of tea and we hug goodbye.


On my way along the leafy streets, I ring Charlie. It’s time to be more than a misery guts; he’s been there for me forever and I’ve been so wrapped up in myself I need to check in on him and see that he’s OK. I miss him too – he’s been the sibling I never had. Granny and Grandpa gave me everything but as an only child it could be quiet. Charlie, along with his two brothers and his parents, gave me the glorious noise and bustle and sense of belonging that comes with a normal family life. I get his voicemail so I have a go at sounding brighter.


‘Mate, it’s me. What you up to? Working? Sharking for the perfect woman? Or training for that ultra marathon? I’ve heard you can shave seconds off your PB if you shave your balls. Anyway, we need to do lunch or drinks. Give me a bell.’


I live around the corner from Granny’s so it’s not long before I’m back at my own grand white Georgian townhouse.


This place has been a labour of love for me. The renovations and modern touches all sped up when Sarah was growing because I wanted to make a nest for us. The wooden herringbone floor of the hall and the thick walls always reassured me. Now, as I shut the door, the bang makes it sound empty.


I wipe my face with my hands and beg myself not to go over this all over again. I head to the open-plan lounge-diner to the art deco drinks trolley that I got from an auction and see that I’m out of gin. I’ve been far too reliant on alcohol lately; in fact, before Sarah fell pregnant, we did a lot of drinking together. But at least it guarantees some sleep.


There’s another bottle in the cupboard under the stairs but when I’m leaning down to get it, I see a little stuffed toy in the shadows. It’s Peter Rabbit, just like the one I had as a baby, which is tucked away in a drawer in my room. It floors me instantly – it must’ve fallen out of Maud’s buggy, because we used to park it in here. My knees want to buckle and I have to hold onto the side. I squeeze my eyes shut – I thought I’d cleared every scrap of her out of here. I lean in and pick him up. Pressing my nose to his soft ears, I breathe in my daughter. Is it a sign that I should go back to them? Because being here in this building of bones by myself is unbearable.


I grab the bottle, twist off the cap, neck back a burning mouthful that makes me cough. I cannot stand to be in here anymore. I throw open the back door, slam it shut, get to the safety of my workshop and decide two things.


I’ll sleep in here from now on, on the shabby sofa bed from my teenage days. And I’ll think about calling Sarah.
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Betty


‘Betty! You’re up, love!’ Mam sings from her pride-and-joy breakfast bar when I get downstairs.


And showered and dressed, she might as well add, but, after my performance yesterday, she knows I’m on a tightrope. I feel dizzy from the alarm; my old life was a 6 a.m. start but 8 a.m. now feels like the middle of the night. Getting ready was a shock too. On the plus side, I recognised I needed to mark my first solo walkabout with a suitable outfit. But the zebra-patterned wrap dress, which was the least ostentatious outfit of my London wardrobe, makes me feel like an imposter; I’ve been used to wearing supermarket – and more often than not stained – T-shirts and joggers.


‘Fancy some toast?’ Mam slides off her chrome stool, already at the matching bread bin. She paid for this on credit and her threadbare dressing gown hurts my heart – this is why I need to pay my own way.


‘I thought I’d have something at Hoffi Coffi.’


‘Oh! Lovely!’ She’s thrilled I’m visiting my sister’s café, named after the Welsh for ‘I like coffee’. I wouldn’t be surprised if Mam produced a top hat and tap shoes and rattled away across the jazzy galaxy black tiles that sparkle with glitter.


The truth is I feel too sick to eat and this outing isn’t a jolly but a necessity. My verve had shrivelled away by last night after my job search online only threw up positions a drive away. Buses from Pant Bach are sketchy, there’s only one taxi firm and Phil’s Cabs requires at least a fortnight’s warning. I can drive, everyone can around here or you’d never leave. I was the first of my friends to pass my test, a few months after I turned seventeen. For me it was my first step to freedom; the second was my Saturday job in the Arcade and last, but not least, was getting into fashion college in London. I never thought I’d come back here to live, not then, it was too claustrophobic. I could never escape the gossip about who my dad was shacked up with nor avoid his needy attempts, when he could be bothered, to win my forgiveness for abandoning us. For now, it’s practical to be here until I can get my old self back and return to Banta. But it presents the problem of getting about: I am terrified of getting behind the wheel, of being amongst traffic, and what if I had a flashback, what if that made me hit someone? That’s why I have to find a job within walking distance.


The thought propels me out of the house and I give Mam a cheery wave which my hand drops as soon as I’m alone. The thud of the door matches the boom in my chest as I survey the street. It’s overcast but stifling and I feel compressed by the cloud cover, my lungs working hard to gulp back air. I tell myself I’ve done this before so many times with my mother, and I don’t even have a road to cross. I just need to follow the mental map I’ve laid out and obsessed over for weeks when I’d planned this. I check for cars, both ways, over and over, squeezing my nails into my palms which are beading with sweat. It’s all clear, it normally is because it’s a narrow street, so I move off the doorstep, tread the three paces of our front garden and turn left onto the pavement. My feet are slow, like they’re in setting concrete, and I hug the terraces, my head swivelling behind and in front to check for anyone who might waylay me – the last thing I need is a friendly neighbour telling me how brave I am. Because this isn’t brave, this is normal. At the top I turn left again onto the High Street and this is where I have to pause – cars and vans are moving, they seem so fast and their engines appear to roar. But that’s the blood in my ears and my pulse hammering away. I’m almost there, just a couple of minutes, so somehow I move, keeping my head down, tucked right up against the buildings, past the launderette, which blows out lavender and I imagine I’m in a field, blocking out the noise. Past the bookies, newsagent’s, hair salon and post office, my adrenalin peaking as I near the Arcade. I quicken up; my sensible sandals, bought precisely for this moment, giving me confidence and, as soon as I see the peeling red paint on the iron gates, I dart inside and only then do I dare to look up.


Relief sweeps through me, I’ve done it! And all without a panic attack! There are eight units in here, four on either side beneath the domed glass roof, and the walkway between them is still quiet as the shops open up. I know this place of old; it was my childhood haunt and the old-lady dress shop on the right was where I got my first job. Beside it is Jack of all Fades barbers, Jones Brothers ironmongers and The Sweetie Shop. Closest to me is an empty unit, then the charity shop, then my sister’s place and the greengrocer. Filled with gratitude because I’ve made it, the jingle of Hoffi Coffi’s door sounds like a pealing bell of celebration. Thankfully, no one looks up; they’re too busy eating their breakfast baps.


‘Oh my God, Betty!’ Nerys cries, bouncing a beaming baby Daisy on her hip. Seeing my niece makes my heart soar and I get a moment of pure joy as she gurgles at me. Nerys stops arranging buns and teacakes on the counter and dashes round to give me a huge, warm floury-fingered hug. ‘It’s Aunty Bet, Daisy!’ Then she says, wide-eyed, ‘Where’s Mam?’


I feel like a child who’s slipped off without asking but I can’t be offended, this is how it’s been for months.


‘I’m on my own, first time out. Thought I’d come and see you.’


‘Well!’ Nerys’s curated painted eyebrows shoot up. As is her way, from her thick blonde waves, full face of make-up and lively bosom, she is naturally buoyant. ‘This calls for a fancy coffee, presh! Sit down! The usual but with chocolate sprinkles?’


I nod. I used to be a double espresso addict but it’s decaf now because of my palpitations.


‘Take Daisy, will you?’ Nerys hands her over and I dot kisses all over the baby’s plump cheeks and tickle my face with her soft curls. ‘The childminder’s sick. Lucky I’ve got the travel cot out the back.’


‘Lily OK? Devoted Steve?’ That’s what I call her husband because he’s such a diamond, working all hours as a builder and then willing to have his nails painted pink by their eldest, who’s just started school.


‘Lush, as ever.’


Nerys, who is the happiest woman I know, walks off humming to herself and I hear her rattle off the order to Maddy, her waitress.


Daisy is a beautiful little doughy dumpling with white-blonde hair, pudgy wrists and several chins who is all smiles – except now, when she sees her mother leaving her side. She starts to cry. I try to soothe her, pat her bottom, rub her back and jiggle her about but it’s no good.


‘It’s me,’ I blurt out, feeling a failure. And in the depths of me, I wonder if this is some kind of punishment …


Nerys takes her back and my arms feel tragically empty. It confirms what I have been reluctant to admit to myself: I have begun to want children, feeling an unnatural yet natural broodiness when I see Daisy. Unnatural because I had never desired kids before the accident, because I’ve never been serious enough with anyone. Yet this longing I feel watching her bury her head in my sister’s chest is a physical instinctive pull. I know why it’s happened now – my consultant warned me that my injury might make conception difficult and delivery very complicated. Nothing becomes more desirable when you’re told you might not be able to have it.


‘Don’t be silly, she’s teething,’ Nerys says, pointing at her angry gums.


‘Poor lamb. I can take her to Mam’s, if you want? Or … if you need a hand?’ I might as well seize the moment. ‘It’s a Friday so you might need—’


‘It’s fine. Maddy’s got two sets of hands and eyes in the back of her head.’


She appears with my veggie sausage sandwich on buttered doorstep white and decaf latte and laughs.


‘Nothing will ever compare with feeding hungry bikers in my burger van on a weekend, so I’ll be fine.’


‘Fab!’ Nerys says, another problem solved.


‘You’re busy, then,’ I say, trying again.


‘Always, people got to eat!’


‘Listen, Nerys, I need to work.’ She nods enthusiastically. ‘I need a purpose until I can go back to my old job.’


This is the first time in my life that I have been unemployed. Although I have my flat in London, my sick pay is about to end, I’m cash-poor and I wasn’t entitled to any insurance payout from the accident.


‘Do you have any shifts? I’ll do anything. Washing up, clearing tables, scrubbing the loo.’ If anyone will help me, she will. But her head goes still.


‘I’m so sorry, Bet, I wish I could, but I wouldn’t make anything if I took on another person.’


‘Of course.’ I don’t expect or want her to create a role for me just to give me a break.


‘Listen, there are a few things going on the noticeboard.’ She springs up then comes back with a handful of postcards plus the weekly rag. ‘There’s a position at the charity shop, cleaning at the rugby club … bar maid at The Prince Of Wales,’ she says, flicking through them. ‘But you’re overqualified for all of them. The jobs’ page might have something …’


She rustles through the paper, takes one look, then shuts it firmly, folds it in half and rests her elbow on it. Nerys doesn’t want me to see. But why?


‘No good?’


‘Nothing for you.’


I baulk at that. ‘You saying I’m not up to it?’


‘No,’ she says, her eyes cagey.


It’s the kid-gloves treatment all over again.


‘Know what, I’m trying to get myself better. You could encourage me.’


‘It’s not that,’ she says, sighing. ‘Here.’


She hands me the newspaper. There’s something going at the local primary and that’s within walking distance, that could be good! I read on and immediately understand. It’s for a school-crossing patrol warden, no experience necessary.


‘There’s no hope. I can’t even be a lollipop lady,’ I say, my voice catching on the words. ‘Nerys, I’m sorry. I should’ve known.’


She puts her hand on my arm to steady its shaking. ‘I didn’t want to bring it back.’


But it’s too late. I’m absorbed in my own world, on the phone, oblivious to the road. I hear urgent, panicky beeping and screeching wheels. The dread hits me, I know what’s next, it wakes me up night after night, jolting me awake as the car juggernauts into my right thigh. It’s a pain so utterly whole yet the shock takes over and I’m numb and breathless. I’m carried on the bonnet, whack my head and I bounce up and off into the air before I crash to the tarmac. But that’s nothing to what happens next: coming round from concussion a few hours later, trying to make sense through a drug-fuelled haze of the biology of my pubic rami fracture on the anterior pelvic ring, which turns out to be my left pubic bone. Feeling the savage stabs of agony in the window before my next medication is due. The humiliation of a catheter and bed washes. And that is nothing compared to the exhaustion of having to start walking within days, nauseous on pills and then hearing how lucky I am. I didn’t die, I didn’t have a brain injury, I didn’t need surgery and I was home within a week. Lucky? That just made it harder, loading on the guilt because I felt anything but fortunate. I was angry, drowning in ‘why me?’, isolated and grieving the loss of my independence, income and choices. I still am.


Legally, no one was at fault. It was a terrible accident: the driver of the Lexus that hit me had lost control of the car when he had a sudden catastrophic heart attack and died at the wheel. The police and pathologist learned the poor man, who was driving home from a long family lunch, had been fit and healthy, with no prior cardiac problems, and he hadn’t felt unwell that day. He was blameless and so, they said, was I.


But that doesn’t stop the hornet’s nest in my chest – foolishly, irresponsibly, unforgivably, I wasn’t looking as I was crossing. Why hadn’t I just waited to use my phone? What if I’d been two seconds quicker and got to the pavement? What if I’d stayed with Jude, worked harder to reignite our relationship, got through it and he’d met me after the course, delaying my path into the road, and we’d gone to the airport together? But I’d panicked when things got serious – the irony of ending it over that when it is security I crave most. Why couldn’t I have appreciated him more? Eight years younger than me, he wanted to settle down and plough back his experience as a fashion photographer into lecturing. And I could be there with him now, appreciating his calm and quiet, his love of museums and reading. We could have moved to the suburbs and got a dog, and perhaps, eventually, tried to start a family. Anything would be preferable to this prison.


My head is in my hands. I’ve found out that wishing for change doesn’t guarantee what kind of change you get. Today I felt there was a possibility of recovery.


But as Nerys wraps herself around me, it feels as if she’s the only thing holding the broken pieces of me together.
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Guy


As a rule, I don’t tend to tinker with teddies.


They hold such sentimental value that the trained hands of a surgeon would be the safest way to operate. But when I’ve come as a recommendation, from a friend of a friend of Granny’s, how can I say no?


Yet the responsibility weighs on my shoulders as I lay Bryn the Bear out on my worktable. So precious is this 1950s honey-coloured ted to Gladys back in Granny’s home village of Bethlehem in Wales, that he arrived in the cardboard-box equivalent of an ambulance, zip-locked, bubble wrapped and cradled by polystyrene peanuts. A letter was tucked under his threadbare arm, written as if he had penned it himself, asking if I would fix him with love. That’s a given. But if I’m going to repair his ear that hangs by a thread, patch his paw pads and plump him up with stuffing, I’ll also have to use a needle and glue.


‘This won’t hurt at all,’ I tell him as I carefully begin to unpick his stitches. While Grandpa taught me how to use a hammer just as he did my father, Granny didn’t want me growing up to be one of those helpless types who couldn’t sew a button on a shirt. My fingers tremble as I work alongside the framed glossy 1980s photo of my beaming parents on their wedding day. It’s the only one I have up anywhere because I don’t want to live in a mausoleum. There’s a suitcase of things belonging to them somewhere that I haven’t looked through in years, I accepted long ago that they’re gone and my grandparents gave me their all. In truth, the picture of my mother in a puff bridal dress holding hands with my dad in a bad shiny suit doesn’t feel real. I mean, I know I look like them and apparently have their mannerisms. It’s more they seem like distant relatives. How can I feel more when I don’t remember them? The tremble instead comes because I want to do my best (although I suspect the hangover combined with a bad night on the sofa bed may be part of it too). I pray to God that I can do Bryn justice. I have to. That’s my mission on everything I do as The Repair Guy; it always has been since it started off as a hobby when I first went to work as a temp at an insurance company. I wanted to be normal and have an office job but it became clear after a year there that I only coped with being behind a desk because I had my private passion to fulfil me. I was never without work, thanks to word of mouth, so I resigned, advertised like mad, attended night classes for furniture restoration and carpentry and anything there was that would add a string to my bow. It mushroomed so now I have clients from across the country. I don’t have set fees, I ask people to pay what they think it’s worth – so I may get a few quid for reattaching a spout on a watering can and then much more for fixing a Teasmade because that morning cuppa is what gets someone up in the morning. Personal service is important too and I try my hardest to return projects face to face.
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