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			Dedication

			 

			To my mum and dad, Kathy and Tom – for being readers.
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			Prologue

			1994

			Everything is blurred. It is as if the world is uneven around the edges. When I try to stand, my legs are wobbly and I fall back down again, laughing to myself as I go. Ben hands me a thin joint and I inhale deeply, feeling it all over. I look at him, he looks even more wonderful than usual. I mumble, ‘I love you,’ and he says it back, squeezing me gently. I am too overwhelmed to dance. I settle for watching everyone else instead. They all look so beautiful. When Ben leans down and tells me he’s going to get us water, I just nod. 

			Happy, unconcerned, high. 

			I don’t know how much time passes, but he seems to have been gone for ages and I’m beginning to feel unsettled now. Anxious and jittery instead of buzzing and free. The music has changed from bouncy house to a darker, more frantic gabba tune. A distorted voice yells ‘this is hell’, and the strobe changes into heavily pulsating red and black. 

			I start to feel sick. I have another go at standing. 

			I lean against the wall for support, slipping and sliding. My heart is racing. He shouldn’t have left me for so long. Underneath the drugs I feel annoyed. I get out into the designated ‘chill-out zone’ where a long chrome bar glistens and sparkles. My eyes get stuck seeing waves, seeing diamonds. I have to stop again, transfixed. I work on finding my balance, finding my feet – at least here the music is less hectic. The lights twinkle. Fat stars, beautiful and bright. My heart soars again. The dark corners and sharp edges of life recede for now. Held back for another time. I can feel my blood pumping. I take a deep breath in.

			People are sitting huddled in groups at tables and in small circles on the floor. They are smoking spliffs and fags, drinking beer and champagne. I’m okay. I feel myself calming down. 

			Darren runs past, heading into the main arena and I grab his arm. ‘Seen Ben?’ my voice sounds funny, like it’s bouncing off the walls and hurtling back towards me. A force with a physical presence. Then I wonder if I’ve spoken at all. Darren hasn’t responded, he’s looking over my shoulder. I try again, shouting louder. He frowns, shakes his head and shrugs, before racing off. 

			My heart picks up pace. Everyone looks less benevolent, a swarming mass of strangers. I stand still, take a few deep breaths and wander around trying to avoid bumping into people. Finally, I can make out the silhouette of his hair, shoulder length and curly, behind misty white glass. I feel a ball of excitement starting in my belly, working down. Ben.

			I’ve found him. The relief is so palpable it fizzes up within me, forcing a laugh. Joy bursting out. I swing the door open, ready to throw myself into his arms, but he looks up at me, pale faced and ghastly. I’m still smiling until I look down. I see that he’s holding Ruby in his arms and something is happening to her. Her limbs are moving, spasmodic and wrong. There is foam coming out of her mouth. I sober up quickly, shock slapping me hard, and I drop to my knees. I grab at her but it does nothing. Then I’m screaming at Ben to get help. Get help. But by the time the ambulance arrives it’s too late. Everything is too late. 

		

	
		
			 

			1.

			Miriam Jackson

			Now

			I finish up at the station. There is a flurry of activity as I try and escape; the phone rings, emails ping in that need attention. 

			The door is finally in sight when my assistant, Anna, stops me, a big smile on her face. She’s telling me about a new bar she’s headed to tonight and follows me out to my car, nattering away. She lets out a low whistle and I frown at her, then she adds, ‘Look at those shoes.’ On the passenger seat of my car. Sparkly Jimmy Choos. Shoes that say, ‘Fuck me.’ I blush and mutter something about meeting a friend for drinks. ‘What friend?’ she asks, and I feel unreasonably annoyed, and shrug. 

			‘You don’t know them.’

			She nods and says, ‘Nick’s in the States?’

			‘Yup.’ I’m actually getting into my car now and still she goes on. 

			‘No Tabs tonight?’

			‘She’s having a sleepover at Delia’s.’

			She looks like she might speak again, so I slide myself in and buckle up, blowing a kiss, yelling, ‘Bye, darling.’ And I’m gone. 

			She can talk for England, Anna. She’s a lovely girl and normally I’m partial to a little natter. But not tonight – tonight I’m in a rush.

			A million thoughts press into my mind. Little wispy fragments that contradict each other. Questions, warnings. Unformed things I can’t quite catch that I choose to ignore. The satnav tells me to take the next left and I’m startled by the voice. Then I laugh at myself. It’s a machine. It doesn’t know where I’m going. Or why.  

			A small inner voice says, ‘Neither do you.’

			I shush it – putting a lid on my guilt – and I’m there quicker than I thought I’d be. 

			I sit for a moment in my car. The shoes, sparkly and too high, glare at me from the passenger side. I have on the carefully chosen black dress that I wore to work. Plain and reasonable, but under it I’m all silk and lace. 

			I kick off my courts and slide on the heels, heart pounding, hands slightly damp. Nick bought me these shoes. For some reason I’d forgotten that. They were a gift from a beautiful store in LA. They cost more than I made in a month at the time. We’d been strolling through Beverley Hills on one of his rare breaks from filming, hand in hand. It was my first visit to America and I’d been star-struck for the entire trip. Gobsmacked at the hotel, the restaurants, the people. At him, and his ease within it. 

			Everywhere we went everyone knew him and they were keen to have his time. Phones didn’t have cameras then, but some of the people did, and he’d stopped and smiled for photos. The man behind the camera, not the one in front. But to film buffs he was every bit as recognisable.

			There had been lots of women. They knew who he was. Desperate blondes with suspiciously high breasts and hungry eyes. ‘Nick,’ they’d said, ‘Nick Jackson.’ Women at parties, women waiting tables, the concierge in the bloody hotel. ‘I’m an actress, a model . . . a huge fan of your work.’ 

			And I’d sulked. He’d laughed at me for it, taken me in his arms, squeezed me tight. He’d said he only had eyes for me, he only ever would. He’d bought me these shoes to cheer me up. I’d only had to glance at them through the window. Silly shoes, ones I could never have walked in. No one could. I’d worn them to dinner that night and then never again. They were shoes for standing still in. Or for getting all messed up in. They made my legs look never-ending and my arse look amazing. They still do. I checked in the mirror just this morning.

			I’d believed him, that he only had eyes for me. And here we are almost twenty years later, and he’s been as loyal as he promised. But still I’d pouted because it was a hard thing to have a man like him. A catch, my mother said with awe. And he was. He is. 

			Yet I am here. I blink. Once. Twice. Send me a sign, I tell the universe. If I ought to just turn around and go, send me a sign. 

			The door I’m parked in front of swings open. The light makes him just a silhouette. I watch as he steps forward. Now I see him, and our eyes meet. I am a teenager again, full of possibility and things I am yet to become. 

			I feel an ache between my legs. A shaking. I could still leave. The key is in the ignition. 

			He is watching. His gaze is still on me. Intense dark eyes. His face has changed, not much, but enough. I noticed it last week. When it was just coffee, nothing I needed to worry about. It still could be. His hair is slightly greying at the temples and not as long. But those eyes are just the same. 

			I step out of the car onto my ridiculous, glittery stilts and I walk to the door. He pulls me in, too quickly for me to register it or think. 

			The door shuts behind me and I turn around to say hi, but his lips are hard against mine before I have time. He presses me to the wall and the kisses become deeper, desperate. Mine match his. Everything mingles. Me, him, time. I think fleetingly about my careful plan, to unzip the dress and let it pool by my feet. To step out delicately, at just the right angle for the big reveal. I feel a moment’s sadness that I won’t get to, and then I don’t think at all.

		

	
		
			 

			2.

			Madison Attallee

			It’s yet another manic day at the office. After the Reynolds case last year we have been inundated. When Kate Reynolds asked me to clear her name I never thought it would happen. I was pretty certain she’d killed her best friend, though I didn’t think she was mentally culpable. Turned out to be a lot more complicated, and I’m pleased to say she’s free as a bird and has now received a full pardon. Thanks to me, and my assistant, Emma, of course. 

			We still get the old bread-and-butter spouse-cheating gigs, and that has recently extended to parents spying on teenagers. Another dubious line which I tread carefully. But, alongside this stuff, we finally have some more-meaty work. I’ve even been asked to consult on a few cases at the station. I suspect my old colleagues there all thought, as I did, that MA Investigations would be a disaster. Yet here we are, thriving. 

			Claudia has become a permanent member of our little team and it seems to have done her the world of good – and us. Initially she was going to temp for us after I tied up the case, one that led to her now ex-husband – Kate’s brother – being convicted of perverting the course of justice, and Claudia’s separation from him. She was meant to be here just long enough to get herself and her young daughter back on their feet. Not an easy thing to do after years of domestic violence. To say she has blossomed is an understatement. She has a law degree, a sharp mind and a way with people that I’ll never have. 

			She’s sitting in the outer office at her new desk next to my assistant, Emma. Both of them are tapping away at their keyboards and talking quietly. I tell them I’m nipping out on a pastry run and I walk over to Starbucks. It’s not a boss’s generosity so much as a way to pack in some nicotine. Both of them are nagging at me to quit. It’s my own fault for announcing the date it was going to happen. That bloody date came around way too fast.

			My phone rings. It’s Peter. My heart jumps a little and I think – not for the first time – how ridiculous this is. I’ve known Peter my whole life, but us being a proper ‘us’ is all new. He’s taken to calling me every day. Since I’m now queuing, I ignore it. 

			When I get back, Emma is still typing furiously and Claudia is filing. The radio is on. A talk show, currently discussing stay-at-home mums vs working mums. Claudia fires off that it’s good for parents to have a life, Emma makes an agreeable muttering sound. I hand out pastries then head into my office and turn the radio on in here. I missed my daughter Molly’s early years by immersing myself in work and she’ll be twelve soon. I still don’t know if there would have been any other way for me to have survived them, so I can’t say I regret it. However, now that our time is limited I do wish I hadn’t been quite so absent. My head slips into the dangerous territory of hindsight and I manoeuvre it away. 

			I listen to the radio over the next hour while I catch up on emails. It’s distracting enough to keep my noisy fears away. Fears of failing, of not being good enough. I came closer to death than I care to think about just three short years ago, but I’m on the up again now. I cling to that thought and listen to the show. The presenter is very good. Miriam Jackson, she’s a Kingston resident and it’s a local station, so most of the town tunes in. I often catch her now as the girls tend to have it on in the office – Claudia likes to keep up an almost constant stream of chatter back to whoever is talking. 

			There is a clear divide in the callers today. Between the mums who work and the mums who don’t. There are no calls from men, as though child rearing is none of their concern. Not for the first time I wonder if the world might be better for the sisterhood if we could just agree that we’re not all the same. It ends with a particularly irate caller shouting about a study showing how children with working mums grow up to be almost criminally insane. I switch it off. 

			The day passes in companionable work mode. No dramas, and by the time five o’ clock rolls around, I’m surprised and glad it’s Friday. I’m looking forward to the weekend. After the others leave I stay behind for a while. I always do. I read through the day’s news. I like to keep up to date with what’s going on in the neighbourhood, not least to see if there’s work I can poach.

			The last ‘job’ the force gave me was surveillance. There had been a spate of burglaries in the local area. I spent five nights in a row prowling Kingston Hill until I literally caught the culprit red-handed. As Peter is always telling me, his team are stretched to the limit and while the budget isn’t always there for overtime it often is for ‘consultants’. It’s probably not right, but it sure as hell suits me. Burglaries are one of those crimes people seem to see as almost victimless. Usually no one gets physically hurt, the occupants are out. But once you’ve sat with someone whose home has been violated, you get that it’s far from victimless. The fear it engenders is real. Everyone needs somewhere safe. 

			I finish looking over the headlines, most of it shite. 

			I call Peter.

			‘Madison.’

			‘You rang?’ 

			He laughs. I frown into the hand set. He says, ‘Always nice to hear from you too.’ Boyfriend. I suppose Peter is my boyfriend now, which seems ridiculous and comforting all at once.

			I find a smile twitching at the corners of my mouth despite myself. But I still snap, ‘I can’t see you tonight. I already said.’

			He laughs again, ‘Yes, I know that. I was calling to say have a lovely weekend and I’m looking forward to seeing you Monday evening.’

			He’s working Saturday and Sunday. Peter is a DI of the good variety, in that he often shows up for weekend shifts. It’s generally the busiest time for the force but plenty of higher up officers ditch out, staying ‘in contact’ by phone or email. Having time off, effectively. It makes officers on the beat resentful since it’s one of the downsides of the job. Peter’s not like that, he’s a good guy. He’s always been a good guy; in the twenty-odd years I’ve known him I’ve not met a better one. I soften my voice and say, ‘I’m looking forward to seeing you too.’

			He says, ‘If Sunday’s not too hectic I’ll pop in and say hi to you guys.’ It’s my weekend with my daughter, Molly. Thankfully she and Peter get on well, and she’ll no doubt ask after him. I say, ‘Okay, that would be nice.’ 

			He says goodbye and I pack up for the evening.

			I get in the car and turn up Metallica full blast. I arrive at the shitty church hall room ten minutes later. I make polite chit-chat with people that I’ve come to know and who have come to know me. Martin walks up and asks how giving up smoking is going. I scowl at him and the fucker laughs. Jane comes over and hugs me, despite the fact that I hate being touched and make my feelings pretty obvious. I feel myself stiffen as her arms encircle me. She squeezes before she lets go. 

			‘You’re looking well.’ 

			I nod, still scowling, thinking a fourth fag on the way home probably would be nice. I’ll start a fresh again tomorrow. That can be day one. I feel an overwhelming relief when proceedings begin. We go around the room and introduce ourselves and I feel my shoulders drop slightly as I hear myself say, ‘Hi. My name’s Madison and I’m an alcoholic.’

		

	
		
			 

			3.

			Miriam Jackson

			Ben watches everything I do. I have often wondered over the years whether I’d fabricated that, making our romance into something more than it was. His devotion somehow greater. But it turns out I hadn’t. 

			I’ve never erased him entirely from my mind or my heart, and occasionally I’ve wondered . . . what if? What if I’d gone looking for him then? What if I was his wife instead of Nick’s? I feel terrible even playing with the thought, but it would be a lie to say I don’t think it. That I haven’t thought about it on and off for many years. I have a great life, a better than average life. One that has taken commitment and dedication on my part. I am grateful, I am. But that little niggle has always been there in the background. That maybe something’s missing. That I might have been a different person had I made different choices. It’s what enabled me to say ‘yes’ to coffee when my path crossed Ben’s two weeks ago. What made me turn up here last night. What is holding the guilt at bay – for now – and keeping thoughts of my husband and my daughter squashed. 

			What if this is who I was supposed to be all along?   

			He sits on a long, white sofa and pats at me to sit next to him. I do, still half in and half out of my dress. He pours a large glass of red wine from a bottle on the table and hands it to me. I take a sip. It’s nice, expensive. Looking around his place I realise it must have cost a fortune, that Ben must be worth a pretty penny now. 

			A far cry from the boy from the council estate. He always said he was going places. He used to sell drugs, I know that. He always had bundles of cash wrapped in thick red elastic bands. I’d loved it, the excitement, the danger. Sticking two fingers up at my dad, not that he cared. I’m not certain what he does now. He’d said ‘events’ when I’d asked. They must be pretty large scale for all this. It doesn’t matter. There’s no point over-thinking any of this. I don’t even know what this is – this new ‘us’ – and I don’t know whether honesty is part of the deal. I can’t think straight. Certainly not while I’m here.

			He runs his fingers over my shoulder, making gentle circles, then he takes the glass from my hand and sips. He says, ‘I’ll run us a bath,’ as I say, ‘I should probably get home.’

			‘Why?’

			‘Well . . .’ I actually don’t need to rush. Tabitha is sleeping over at Delia’s, Nick is away as usual. But staying the night here seems somehow worse than having sex with him. He leans down and whispers close to my ear, ‘Let me indulge you, just a little while longer.’ And the thought of my empty house, just me and my guilt for company, feels like something I’m willing to put off.

			I find I am self-conscious taking my clothes off in front of him. Ridiculous after what we’ve just done but I’m suddenly aware that the last time he saw me naked I was a teenager. Everything was in the right place and free of cellulite. He sees me trying to pull my dress off slowly, hidden. He frowns and says, ‘Stop.’ Then he unzips, unfastens, and peels everything away. He runs a hand up the side of my, now bare, body and says, ‘You’re as magnificent as I remember you to be.’ And I suddenly feel emotional, which is ridiculous, isn’t it?

			Nick isn’t a physical man. He’s romantic in his own way, and he takes great care of me and Tabitha. But his eyes have never lingered like Ben’s are now. Sex with Nick is infrequent – we barely see each other for starters, and the attention is normally on me, so I shouldn’t complain, of course I shouldn’t. But it’s so good to feel the power of Ben’s want. Nick is a focused, driven man, and compared to many of his peers, who are like demented rutting monkeys, he’s an absolute sweetheart. Which just makes this worse. 

			I try and push the thoughts away as I sink into the deep tub. Ben has lit candles and brought the wine through. He slides in behind me, his hand rubbing my shoulders again. I lean back and forget about Nick. 

			 

			I wake with a start. For a moment I have no idea where I am. The room is bare, white. Long curtains blow gently at a slightly open window. Not home. I roll over and my breath catches a little in my throat. For a moment I just stare at him. I am fifteen again, that whirling churn of emotions. I am worn down by my mum, missing my dad, but none of it matters because I’m lying here next to him. 

			He smells the same. Funny the things you don’t forget. Though I’ve spent many hours reliving moments with Ben, I had never thought it likely that I would be here again. 

			My parents divorced when I was ten. No one would say it, but my dad had had an affair. With Wendy. My mother was devastated and sank into a deep depression, which terrified me. Initially I went to his house every other weekend. He paid maintenance on time with no complaints, and expensive school fees, but my mum – who already struggled with what I would later learn was depression – never got over it. Our house was dulled after he left in so many ways. All of her sadness, all of her need, was spilled onto me, and a child is no substitute for a partner. 

			When I was twelve Dad and Wendy decided to sell up and move to Spain. Even now I’ve not truly forgiven him. For leaving me, not once, but twice. For letting my mother down, for making her sadder and less than I’d thought she was. For leaving me to try and heal her. It was an overnight lesson that grown-ups were not infallible, that they could not be expected to cope but that I somehow had to. 

			To my dad I felt I became something to be paid for and inconveniently slotted in to his new life at designated, pre-arranged times. I was a leftover link to my mum, a woman who could suck you dry with her need. Her silent, teary recriminations. Even before he went to Spain, he never rang, he never came to a parents’ evening. 

			I didn’t stop loving him though, but I wished I had. I couldn’t get over it, even if Mum bitterly said it was all for the best, fooling no one, least of all herself. He didn’t seem to be the one who deserved happiness. I’d always thought he should have ended up miserable and alone. Punishment. 

			For the affair. 

			I feel tears tickling the back of my eyelids as the irony of who I’ve become hits me. I slide out of the bed and walk slowly through to the bathroom. My clothes are piled next to the tub and are slightly damp to touch. I put them on anyway. Splashing water on my face first, I look in the mirror and am surprised to see that I look the same.

			I don’t know what I expected. Horns and a forked tail? I wonder if this is how Dad felt after the first time. I wonder if it gets any easier. 

			I head downstairs and check my handbag. My phone. A message from Nick sent at about three a.m.: 

			I’m sure you’re asleep, darling. Sorry I haven’t managed to contact you sooner. It’s been manic here. Thinking of you. Speak this afternoon. Your time.

			That’s today. Saturday. My stomach churns a little bit. It’s nine a.m. That’s late for me, ordinarily I don’t sleep much past five. On the three days a week I’m on air, I have to be at the station by half seven, so I start early. When I’m not on air I still have things to do. I don’t work weekends. I haven’t since we had Tabs and I’m firm on it, even though the station pushed for me to keep my Saturday show. I’d been proud of the decision too. That my daughter came first. But since she hit thirteen she’s been around less and less, and with Nick almost nearly always somewhere else, I’ve wondered if I ought to take up the show again. Especially since I know Anna is jostling for my position. 

			‘Hey.’ I almost jump. I hadn’t heard him come downstairs. I smile at Ben, though I find I can’t quite meet his eye. He’s naked and stretches up, yawning. I try not to look. Suddenly embarrassed. 

			I look at my shoes instead, sitting on the floor, the light catching the glitter, and I feel a swell of self-hatred. 

			I pick them up, sling my bag over my shoulder. As I go to walk past Ben, he wraps me in his arms. I can smell his smell again. Familiar and nostalgic, lemony and fresh. I am suddenly aware of myself. Sweaty, damp, the smell of sex underneath it. I slept but fitfully, as though my mind knew instinctively that my body was somewhere it ought not to be, trying to take rest it didn’t deserve. I swallow, and it feels like sucking chalk. My mouth dry, my heart pounding at the mess I’ve made. 

			I say, ‘I need to get going.’

			He releases me. ‘Are you okay?’

			I stare at him blankly for a moment. Then I force a smile. ‘Fine. My daughter will be back soon is all.’ She’s not due back until this evening actually. 

			‘Okay.’

			He goes to kiss me at the door, and I push him away. ‘I haven’t brushed my teeth.’

			‘I don’t care.’

			And it’s so sweet, and so soft, I feel as though my heart might break. He says, ‘Call me?’

			I nod, but as I walk, barefoot across his drive and slip into my car, I think that I won’t. I’m not fifteen any more. I’m a grown woman. A grown, married woman with a child. I, of all people, know how much this would hurt her. 

			Even if she does seem hard and untouchable, she’s much more sheltered than I ever was. A baby really. My baby. 

		

	
		
			 

			4.

			Madison Attallee

			Molly never stops talking. It’s as though she has so much information to transmit at any given moment that even pausing for air might delay her. I love it, her incessant chatter. Maybe because I don’t have to listen to it day in day out. I have Molly every other weekend and over some school holidays. Court designated. That’s it. It’s not how I saw our lives together panning out but it’s the way it is. I accept it now. Mostly. I’m currently getting the lowdown on leggings versus jeggings. Jeggings apparently are a horrifying combination of leggings and jeans. They look great on eleven-year-old Molly but I’m pretty appalled to find out they make them for grown-ups too, and she’s suggesting a blue pair for me. I have a horrifying image of myself in them. Since I’ve been trying to quit smoking I’ve packed on a few extra pounds. Not loads, but enough to make me think of someone trying to squeeze toothpaste back into a tube. I’ll spare everyone that. 

			I try not to dwell on the fact that I’m still bloody smoking and am likely on my way to being fat as well. Progress not perfection. Fuck it, I’m sure Molly and I can find other outfits to match. 

			It’s been a long, hard year. For us both. She’d never say it, but I know she misses me and that she’s had to adjust to a lot of changes. Her father is engaged. To his doting, idiotic PA. That fool loves a stereotype. I’d say I’m dealing with it well and on the outside, I am. Which is what matters most. Molly chatters away about dim and doting Janet and I manage to smile and not make snidey comments. I haven’t hunted her down and caused a scene. Most importantly I haven’t got drunk to make the uncomfortable feelings disappear. I’ve been sober two and a half years. I work hard at it. Life is improving. Slowly but surely. 

			We’re making milkshakes. Molly wants one for the car journey. I hate the thought of sticky, stinky milk being spilled in my beautiful, flashy car but it’s outweighed by Molly’s only fortnightly presence. I spoil her on my weekends. I need to keep an eye on it. I have it in my head that at thirteen or so, she’ll make the choice herself and come and live with me. I may be making a rod for my own back here. Either way. Today it’s milkshakes. I put hers in a portable coffee cup. And keep looking over as we drive off.

			‘I’m not gonna, like, spill it, Mum!’

			I smile and try to look relaxed as though it hadn’t crossed my mind. She only started calling me mum again in the past twelve months. She calls Janet, Janet. I can’t begin to express the relief I get from this. 

			We are going to see my mother today. A woman even more useless than I. I had always kept her and Molly separate. Something Rob, Molly’s dad, and I agreed was best from an early age. But then an emergency came up on one of Molly’s weekends and I was forced to take her. Amazingly, they took to one another straight away. 

			My mother is an ill woman. An alcoholic with years of practice behind her. She is generally unpleasant, belligerent and self-centred. I have memories of her being another way, but they are from long ago. My main aim when I grew up was to not be her. Unfortunately, that’s not what came to pass. I left my daughter to make her own breakfast while I nipped around to the shop for vodka. 

			I passed out on my way home. I came to under flashing blue lights, and with the realisation that I had indeed become my mother. On the outside, my life looked better for sure. Successful career, husband at home. Money in the bank, house, car. None of these things were enough. I still wanted that drink more than I wanted Molly. That’s the truth. I’m not proud of it. It’s not how I set out to be. But it became my reality. 

			My childhood was tortured. I hope Molly’s isn’t so bad, though admittedly it’s had its moments. I am watching her now, slyly, as we drive. She is singing along to whatever godawful pop shit is on the radio and I am overwhelmed. And grateful. I try to keep these feelings for when I’m with my mum and she’s driving me mad. I try and think that maybe, just maybe, this is how it was for her once. Before the bottle took it all. 

			When we arrive, I let myself in. She’s on the sofa, smoking. Her flat is cleaner than it used to be – there was a time I tried to tidy it, but it was too much and a lot of what I found felt like an invasion of privacy. I have someone sent in twice a week now. I empty a towering ashtray. Inhaling the putrid odour as I do, and still somehow wanting a fag. She’s got one in her hand, and with no respect for current thinking, smothers Molly with smoky kisses. Molly takes the frail little woman in her arms and sits right up next to her. The chatter continues and my mum smiles at me over her head. I smile back. I feel something close to happiness and hope I’m not going to burst into tears. 

			Crying is my latest thing. Something I have been largely incapable of in previous years. Even in early sobriety. Even at the loss of my daughter, the tears never came. These days they often flow. Over fuck all, the little things, the big things. My mother, Charlotte Attallee, who I’ve spent years hating, smiling at me over the head of the daughter I often didn’t want. 

			Shit changes. If you let it. 

			I put the kettle on, Molly’s still drinking her milkshake, but I make tea for mum and me. When I give her a cup, her hand shakes madly and I get there a second too late. She looks up with shock. Molly shrugs, luckily not scalded by the boiling drink, which is what Mum must be thinking too. The liquid is in a puddle on the floor; Molly heads in to the kitchen for clean-up materials. 

			It is then that I realise Mum hasn’t had a drink yet, that she’s been waiting for her granddaughter. My heart is hammering and a glimmer of something fresh comes into my heart. Hope. She looks so little and forlorn, her offending hand now tucked neatly under her leg. I want to hug her – there are a hundred things I want to say, but I don’t. It’s her life. I remind myself that I can show up in it, but I can’t fix it. No matter how painful that is. Molly mops up so badly I re-do the job. She’s still talking as she swings in and out of the kitchen. 

			I don’t think Molly is oblivious to my mum’s problems. She knows that her nan is not well, she just doesn’t care why so much. There is something about the two of them. Something I’m not included in. I busy myself in the kitchen and clean another overflowing ashtray, take out some rubbish. 

			Molly goes to the toilet and I sit next to my mother.

			‘You haven’t had a drink today?’

			She shakes her head, looking almost cross.

			‘Well done, Mum.’

			‘I’ll have one when you go.’ I can hear the same defiance in her voice that I feel in my own heart. I nod and risk it – I lean in and hug her. She stiffens for a moment, and then her hand reaches up and pats my arm. I can’t remember the last time we did this. 

			We don’t stay for much longer, but I feel better about her than I have for a long time. 

			That night is pretty average, the kind of night other parents probably have all the time with their children, nights I’ve missed and for which I am now so grateful. Peter texts to say he’s been called out and won’t be able to ring. I say no problem. We get pizza, watch some crap on TV. Molly likes all the reality shows, X Factor and The Voice being the main ones. She sings along tunelessly and dances around the living room. She’s all arms and legs. That borderline between childhood and young adulthood. She hasn’t crossed it yet, but she will soon. The years have gone fast. People say they do, and yet I remember the early days, weeks, months of her life. They felt like a lifetime. Each twenty-four-hour period being the longest one I’d ever lived through. This twenty-four hours has flown by. Every other weekend always does.

		

	
		
			 

			5.

			Miriam Jackson

			When I get inside my house, the first thing I do is rush upstairs and check her room, just in case. She’s not here, and I’m not expecting her, but I have that heart-hammering feeling that I might get caught at any moment. 

			I look in at the jumble that is her bedroom. Clothes everywhere, photos from her polaroid littering the floor. ‘Retro’ she and Delia call it, and they love it. What do you buy a girl who has everything? That’s all I’d thought on her birthday last month. I’d remembered my own polaroid. The fact that I still had a bundle of photos from it, hidden in a small wooden box in my knicker drawer. Nick had scoffed, ‘She’s got an iPhone for goodness’ sake. Why on earth would she want a camera?’

			But she’d been delighted. I’d felt a small and petty victory that I had won for once and had turned to him to be triumphant but he had been grinning at the pleasure on her face every bit as much as I had, and my heart had softened. She’d been lovely that day, that whole weekend. Polite, even-tempered. How she always is when Nick is home. Sometimes I feel she pushes the boundaries with me in a way she wouldn’t with him. Things are always so much better when we are all together. As a family. 

			I put those thoughts aside now as I strip off my clothes, ball them up and shove them into the laundry basket. I stand under the shower, letting scalding hot water pummel my skin, and I scrub. By the time I get out I am so on edge I feel like I’m trying to digest barbed wire. All of the justifications for my actions that my mind conjured up seem paper thin. I am heavy with the night before, and I realise I’m not going to be able to do this. Not a proper affair. Even if it means I have to break Ben’s heart all over again. That’s better than breaking Nick’s or Tabitha’s. 

			I think, for a moment, about calling my mum, but I know I won’t. What would I say? ‘Hey Mum, guess what, I’m as much of an arsehole as Dad – guess it’s genetic, right?’ 

			I won’t tell Mum, I won’t tell anyone. 

			No. Sharing this burden would give me more relief than I deserve. I pick up my laundry basket and take it downstairs. The cat is meowing and I realise he must be hungry. I left a pile of dried food yesterday, but knowing Mr Boots he probably wolfed it down and is starving. 

			I feed him, then go back into Tabitha’s room and start sorting out her clothes. I put on load after load, then I start to stack things from her floor into piles. I wipe surfaces, I change her bedding, run a hoover around. I feel slightly better by the time I’m finished and am surprised to see that hours have passed and it’s two o’clock. My phone rings. It’s the station.

			‘Hi.’

			‘I’m so sorry to call you on your day off.’

			‘It’s okay, Anna, what’s up?’

			‘Um . . . you double booked. I’ve been trying to deal with it.’ It takes me a minute to catch up with her. Today’s guests. I try and think who is in, it’s interview day. We book local celebs, usually b-list who have something to peddle, a new show, a book. It’s an easy slot, un-demanding. Anna takes care of these shows now, but I put everything in place.

			‘Today was supposed to be Martine Joyce?’ A local soap actress.

			‘Yes, that’s what I thought but we’ve also got an Eileen Baxter here.’ Another soap actress. Bad form, and horrible for Anna to have to deal with.  

			I try and get my brain into action, shocked that I could have done this. I say, ‘Okay, run with Martine and tell Eileen I’m on my way.’ I quickly make up my face and switch from jeans and jumper to black trousers and a loose red silk blouse. I’ve been so distracted this past week. I know why, of course I do. But this is a huge mistake to make. 

			I find I’m shaking as I step out of the car at work. Professional. That’s how people think of me, and it’s something I’ve earned. Things like this will damage my reputation. My head is racing – the more I think about it, the more I’m certain Eileen was in the diary for next week.  

			When I get there Anna is standing outside the studio waiting for me. I say, ‘How bad is it?’

			She tells me, ‘They’ve both shouted a fair bit. Eileen has threatened to speak to her agent.’

			God. I say to Anna, ‘I was sure I said Eileen next week?’

			She shrugs. ‘In your text you said today, I can show you if you like?’ She gets out her phone and starts scrolling but I brush her off. I can’t remember exactly. My mind has been caught up with Ben, all consuming. Not focused on work like I would usually be. 

			Poor Anna, having to pick up the pieces. I touch her arm lightly. ‘Don’t worry.’ And I smile, letting her know it’s okay.

			I plaster a shit-eating grin onto my face, take a deep breath and go into the green room. ‘Eileen, darling, so lovely to see you and you look wonderful.’ This isn’t entirely true, she looks odd as a lot of the women ‘in the biz’ tend to these days, those past forty at any rate, and I’d say that day was long gone for Eileen. Her face is suspiciously devoid of movement. It’s the latest thing, of course, and commonplace now. I do wonder, especially for the actresses who need expression, whether a few wrinkles would be preferable. Most of them are natural beauties who would have aged well anyway. Not that I don’t understand it, that pressure. 

			She is huffy and irritated, but I talk her down. I also put out the offer of a better slot on one of my shows rather than Anna’s (it’s no secret that I’m preferred), and then I dangle the possibility of a dinner invite at mine. I am not the lure here though, Nick is. He won’t consider it, an ageing soap actress isn’t even on his radar for work, but Eileen doesn’t know this and goes away suitably placated. 

			I feel a pressure at the back of my eyes, pushing forward. I close them and am assaulted by images of Ben, naked – I’m sure I can almost smell him.

			‘Miriam, everything okay?’

			Jesus. I stare at Anna, uncomfortable with Ben in my head and her right there. I rub my hand across my brow. She squints, tilts her head. ‘Migraine?’

			I nod.

			‘I’ll get you some pills.’

			‘And a coffee.’

			My phone pings: Nick asking if it’s a good time to call. It must be late there. I say no, I’ve had to come into the station and it’ll have to be tomorrow. He sends a sad face and ‘I love you’. That chalky feeling is back in my throat, the headache pushing at my eyes. 

			But there is relief too that I don’t have to hear his voice. That he doesn’t have to hear mine, laced with betrayal. 

			Anna is back. I gratefully reach for my coffee, it’s scalding, and vile like everything from the bloody vending machine. I say, ‘Thanks.’

			Anna did some running for a British film that Nick made some years ago now. She’d been fourteen and won the ‘prize’ of work experience at his studios over the summer. She went on to take a media and drama degree at Kingston University, and she’d emailed Nick asking if he had any work. I’d been in a bit of a flap at the station, trying very hard to stay on top of everything and manage Tabitha’s diary as well. Our Saturday host had left at the worst possible time. Tabitha had been twelve then. I’d always thought it would get easier when they got older, but she got busy. It was all drop-offs and pick-ups and netball practice. 

			One night, at an events dinner of all places, I’d had a few too many and complained to a colleague of Nick’s about how much he was away, how my career seemed not to matter, how I was struggling to manage Tabitha and all of her drop-offs. The colleague, of course, had reported back to Nick and he’d been fuming. After a rare, and particularly bitter, argument between us, I was honest about how often he was away and how hard I was finding it to cope. He’d pointed out that his work was what afforded our lifestyle. I couldn’t argue, though I’d wanted to. It wasn’t his career that bought our lifestyle. Not really. Nick was born rich. There’s never going to be a day when he can’t make ends meet. 

			To him though, his work is what defines him. I love my career and I’m proud of what I’ve achieved but I’ve never been under the illusion that his didn’t take precedence. I knew it when we started out and it wasn’t going to change now. He’d suggested a nanny and I almost lost it. We had one when Tabitha was small, and I’d hated it. He’d suggested an assistant then, at work, someone to take over some of the more administrative stuff, to train for the Saturday shows, and I had agreed it wasn’t an awful idea. 

			The station hadn’t had the budget for it then though. Luckily for me, Nick isn’t the kind of man to leave a problem unsolved. Even the problem of an overstressed wife, and a radio station struggling to keep up when adverts on the internet were practically free. He mentioned an old runner of his who was looking for a foot in somewhere. 

			Initially, he set Anna up as his employee, but ‘lent’ her out to the station as a trainee. 

			From that seed was born a charitable trust for getting people into media who can’t afford to work for free. He now runs a series of traineeships within various media groups. Not just us, but a couple of fashion mags in London, a few more running gigs on his production team, and others, all now paid. It’s a ‘social enterprise’ that’s done his reputation no harm either. All via his production company. 

			So, Anna came in for a few hours a week while she studied and when she’d finished, the station had been able to take her on full-time. This past year of having her as my right-hand woman has meant my transitioning out of needing to manage absolutely everything. I’ve never been able to trust anyone else here to approach my work with complete competence, but Anna is bright, and hungry for it.  

			She’s very good, terribly ambitious, and although we’ve become friendly, I’m sure she has her eye firmly set on my job. 

			And one day I’ll be happy to let her take it – but not today. I might not be a film director and of the magnitude of Nick, but I’m a big deal here and I need it, especially on the days my daughter is stropping, and my husband is absent.

			I rub at my poor aching head and thank Anna for keeping everyone calm. I say, ‘Send Eileen some flowers and a spa voucher. Okay?’

			Anna nods. She doesn’t look much older than Tabitha some days.

			I say, ‘Thanks for the tablets.’

			She smiles. ‘Sorry you had to come in at the weekend.’

			I shrug. ‘It’s my own fault, isn’t it?’

			‘I should have looked more closely at the diary.’

			‘You do a great job here, and I was only cleaning Tabitha’s room.’

			Anna says, ‘Lucky her.’ Then she asks, ‘Oh, how were drinks last night, did your shoes hold up?’

			I stare blankly and then manage, ‘Fine, thanks. Anyway, you’re on air in less than five, and I ought to get back, she’ll be home soon . . .’

			Anna smiles brightly, ‘Of course.’

			I get home and switch back into my jeans and jumper. Half five – I’d been expecting Tabitha by now. I ring her phone and it goes straight to voicemail. I bet she’s forgotten her charger. I sigh. Then decide I’ll make macaroni cheese for when she gets in, that we’ll have a girly night. 

			I’ll speak to Ben in the week, explain how it is, no matter what, and I’ll get on with my life.

			The life I’ve chosen.

		

	
		
			 

			6.

			Ruby Williams

			1994

			My door hammers. Again. I roll my eyes seconds before my mum pokes her head around and yells, ‘Bloody well turn it down.’

			I grin and say, ‘Sorry, Mum.’

			She frowns again, but I can see her trying not to laugh. It’s always been this way with us. It’s how I ‘get away with fucking murder’, according to Eric. Thing is, Mum knows she ought to tell me off, but she often finds the same things funny. She had me at fifteen, so sometimes we’re more like sisters. 

			Eric will likely smash my bloody stereo to bits if he gets in and it’s blasting though, so I do turn it down, still singing along to the Prodigy. When I grow up I’ll marry some fella like one of them. A man who can dance like Keith. With a bit of attitude and a skill for beats. 

			Mum says that’s fine, but just don’t be having any little chivvies too young. 

			It’s not that she regrets having me, but she reckons I’ve got a brighter future than she did. I’m singing along full blast now – I’ve got a good voice. Mum says I get it from my dad – he was a musician. She tells me he was a useless lump of a man, but he could play any instrument he picked up. That’s where I get it from, music. As Mum’s always saying, great voice and good looks. I can rule the world, she says. She doesn’t even mind when I bunk school and stuff, as long as the social aren’t knocking on the door.

			I don’t need that sort of book learning. I’m going to be a singer. And Mum’s right, kids can come later, once I’ve made my name and bagged me a star all of my own. 

			Mum yells up that she’s nipping out. I holler back, that’s fine. I wait until I hear the door slam then I switch the music up again. I open up a large blue rizla, sprinkle a fag in, and then a load of weed. I push down the roach, roll, lick and light. The music sounds even better after a few puffs and I’m well away when there’s another knock at the door. 

			Crap, I didn’t hear her come back in. It might be the smell. Mum and Eric both smoke, mind – it’s their bloody puff I’m on, so they can’t be having a go at me, surely. I lower the volume and yell, ‘I turned it down yeah.’

			A head pokes around the door and a deep voice says, ‘Hi to you too.’

			My step-brother Ben. I grin. ‘What you doing here?’ 

			He shrugs. ‘Got some business on the estate to sort out, thought I may as well pop in and see you at the same time. I saw Donna leave, figured he won’t be home for a while yet.’

			I nod. Ben’s banned from here. I’m not one hundred per cent sure why. He and Eric don’t get along and I’m under strict instruction to stay away from him. Which is stupid. I like Ben and I love seeing him out and about around the estate and that. He’s become a bit of a face, and I know my mates are impressed when I say hello to him.

			Ben sniffs. ‘Who do you buy that shit off?’

			I blush, and he pushes. ‘Come on, fess up.’

			‘Found it in their room.’ I lean my head to indicate Mum and Eric. 

			Ben laughs at that. He sits down on the bed next to me and I go to hand him the joint. He says, ‘No thanks.’

			I roll my eyes at him and he looks at me seriously. ‘I told you, I’m going places. I’m not going to be sitting on my backside smoking that shit all day long like my da.’

			I shrug, but honestly, I do feel a bit defensive. Not just of myself, but Mum and Eric too. He might be a bit of a dick sometimes, and he gives me the odd wallop when I step out of line, but he brings home a wedge and he’s the first man Mum ever had that did that. 

			Ben tolerates his dad, but he’s always saying he’s a wasteman. It’s odd because his mum, Reeva, walked out when Ben was only five. But he proper loves her still, says she’s a go-getter. He’s older and knows more than me for definite, but Eric’s a lot better than my old man ever was, and most others too. How many men would keep a kid without a woman around to help out? 

			I don’t say that though.
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