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			We are far more united and have far more in common than that which divides us.
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			Part One
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			1

			SYLVIE

			Peace reigned in our house for approximately fifteen minutes. It was fragile, and as soon as I heard Rachid descending the stairs two at a time, I knew it was only a matter of time before it shattered.

			‘Not a word,’ I said to Bilal, as he drank the last dregs of coffee from his cup.

			‘I can’t bear to see him making such a huge mistake.’

			‘I know, and I understand how hard this is for you. But we let him make his choice and it’s happening. That’s the end of it. Let’s try to have breakfast without another row.’

			Bilal shrugged and rubbed his beard, which was now more grey than black. Rachid strode into the kitchen; he didn’t have to crow about having won the battle, his whole demeanour declared it.

			‘Morning,’ he said, with a broad grin.

			‘I hope you’ll be as bright and cheery as this every morning and not just on the first day,’ I said, resisting the temptation to ruffle his hair as I could see he’d already put gel on.

			‘I will,’ he replied with a smile as he picked up a croissant from the table without bothering to sit down. ‘Because for the first time in my life, I’m doing what I want to be doing, instead of having people tell me what to do.’ He looked pointedly at Bilal as he said it. For a second, I thought that he would not take the bait. I even poured him a fresh cup of coffee, in the hope that might appease him. But my hope was misplaced.

			‘Well, make the most of it,’ said Bilal, folding his copy of the Guardian. ‘Once you’ve finished this music production thing and get out into the real world, someone will be telling you what to do for the rest of your life.’

			Rachid shook his head. ‘You don’t get it, do you? I’ll work for myself at the end of this, I won’t be a slave to anyone. Unlike you, when the NHS is sold off to the highest bidder.’

			Bilal’s lower jaw visibly tensed. Bringing the future of the NHS into it was akin to waving a red flag. The principle of a national health service free at the point of delivery was, like his family, something he would lay down his life to defend. I asked Alexa to switch from Radio 4 to Absolute 80s, in the hope that the distraction might break the moment, or at least make Bilal, who always insisted on listening to the Today programme in the mornings, direct his ire at me, instead of Rachid. ‘Club Tropicana’ by Wham! was playing. I thought for a second it would be impossible for them to continue their argument with that as the background soundtrack. It did cause a momentary pause in hostilities, but it turned out Bilal was only using George Michael as cover while he loaded another round of ammunition.

			‘And you think this college course will equip you to support yourself? That you’ll be able to buy a nice car and a home of your own and have enough left over to raise a family? Because if you do, you’re even more of a fool than I took you for.’

			Rachid laughed. Always the worst thing you could do to Bilal.

			‘Why do you think I want to end up like you?’ he said. ‘I can’t think of anything worse.’

			You could almost hear the sting of those words as they landed. Faced with the prospect of a full-blown war breaking out across the kitchen table, I did the only thing I could think of. I started to sing along with George about the fun and sunshine, complete with obligatory shaking of the black pepper grinder on the kitchen counter. Bilal and Rachid both stared at me as if I had lost the plot.

			‘Don’t look at me like I’m the crazy person here,’ I said. ‘You’re the ones having the same argument for the one hundred and twenty-seventh time. Rachid, sit down and eat your breakfast properly and will you both try to be civil to each other? I’m going to see where Amina’s got to, and when I come back, I don’t expect to find that you’ve come to blows. Do you understand?’

			They both nodded, although neither of them appeared the least bit remorseful. I headed for the kitchen door, only stopping to issue one further command. ‘And please don’t change the radio station. “Club Tropicana” may not be the finest from their oeuvre, but any song by Wham! lifts your soul.’

			 

			I knocked on Amina’s door. I knew she was awake because my children were morning people like their father and never had to be dragged out of bed.

			‘Yeah,’ she called, her voice sounding unusually flat. I went in to find her sitting on the bed, already in her school uniform, brushing her mane of dark, curly hair.

			‘Morning, gorgeous girl,’ I said. ‘Are you coming down for some breakfast before I leave for work?’

			She shrugged. ‘I don’t know. Are they arguing again?’

			‘They were but I shut them up by singing to Wham!’

			Amina managed a smile.

			‘Everything OK?’ I asked, stroking her head.

			‘I hate going back to school. Every year it feels like being the new girl all over again.’

			‘Are you meeting Becky and Jasmine on the way?’

			I was aware they hadn’t seen much of each other over the summer holidays. A couple of meet-ups and a handful of WhatsApp video calls, but that was about it.

			‘No. I think they’re walking down from Becky’s house together – with their boyfriends.’

			I nodded slowly.

			‘It’ll be fine once you get there. You’ll soon slip back into how things were.’

			‘We won’t. They’re treating me like I’m some little kid, just because I’ve never been out with anyone.’

			I sat down next to her and gave her a hug. I’d been waiting for this to happen. Aware that her best friends were from different families to ours. Families where a daughter going out with a boy at fourteen was considered the norm.

			‘For what it’s worth, they’ll probably have split up with them by half-term. It won’t last, it rarely does at that age. Anyway, you’ve got other friends, haven’t you?’

			‘I guess so.’ She didn’t sound too sure.

			‘Why don’t you call Leila when you get home later? Maybe arrange to go for a hot chocolate after your mosque group on Saturday. I’ve got a hair appointment, but I’ll come and collect you afterwards.’

			‘OK,’ she replied. ‘If you’re paying.’

			‘Cheeky,’ I said, smiling at her. ‘Think of it as a back-to-school treat for the two of you. Now, get yourself downstairs so I can get to work.’

			Rachid had left the kitchen when I returned. Bilal was sitting alone, staring into his empty coffee cup. I gave his shoulder a squeeze, aware that I needed to show I wasn’t taking sides, that I merely wanted an entente cordiale.

			‘I meant what I said, love, the fighting needs to stop. Amina’s sick of it and so am I. We’ve got to let him make his own way in the world, make his own mistakes if necessary. Who knows, he may even surprise you.’

			Bilal looked up. ‘You think he’s right, don’t you?’

			‘I think he’s doing something he’s passionate about, the same way you did. He’s not as different to you as he makes out.’

			‘So why does he hate me so much?’

			I hesitated. I’d never told Bilal about Rachid’s little face appearing in the bedroom doorway that day. The fear about what he might have heard before he ran away clutching his toy zebra. But I knew now was not the time to bring that up. The last thing I wanted to do was drive a further wedge between them.

			‘He doesn’t hate you,’ I said, stroking his arm. ‘He’s simply trying to be his own person. And this is his way of doing that. He’s seventeen, almost a man. It’s like he’s marking his territory.’

			Bilal snorted. ‘I think I’d rather he pissed all over the house than not do A levels.’

			I laughed. ‘I wouldn’t,’ I said. ‘Because I’d be the one who had to clean it up.’

			Bilal stood up and took his cup over to the sink while I got my things together.

			‘Rachid’s getting the train after mine,’ I told him. ‘He won’t need telling to go, so leave him to it. Just make sure Amina’s OK before she leaves for school; she’s a bit wobbly.’

			‘Why?’ Bilal turned to face me.

			‘The whole social thing at school is starting to get difficult for her.’

			‘She’s not being bullied, is she?’

			‘No. She’s feeling squeezed out because her best friends have both got boyfriends.’

			He raised his eyebrows. His little girl was growing up, probably a bit too fast for his liking. ‘She’s fourteen.’

			‘I know. And at that age feeling different from your peers is the worst possible thing.’

			‘Well, I hope it’s not going to affect her studies. I’d hate her to fall behind with her GCSEs.’

			I sighed, aware that Amina was now his last hope for medical school.

			‘I’m sure she won’t let that happen. But the last thing she needs is any pressure from you, OK?’

			Having fired the warning shot, I gave Bilal a quick kiss, picked up my briefcase and headed for the door.

			 

			There was a nip in the air. Across the road, in the park, a handful of leaves were already starting to turn yellow. I loved this time of year. Not just the colours and the bright, clear mornings but the sense of new beginnings. I would never admit it to Bilal, but I was excited for Rachid to be following his dreams. His world was opening up, full of hope and possibilities without, at this stage, any responsibilities. I could still remember how good that felt.

			I hoped Bilal had listened and would let it go now. While he’d never proudly tell people that his son was doing a BTEC in music technology, perhaps some kind of grudging acceptance would be reached. He’d simply focus on Amina instead. Discuss the differing merits of Oxford, Cambridge or Keele with her. But I was aware that the distance between him and Rachid had opened into such a chasm that it was difficult to see any way to bridge it. Particularly as the one thing they had in common was a stubborn sense of pride.

			I checked my watch as I headed towards the station and quickened my step, seeing I was cutting it fine but knowing I could still make it without breaking into a jog. Five years of doing this journey meant I had it timed to perfection. I arrived on the platform as the train came in. I smiled at a few people I recognised as we waited for the doors to open: the older woman who always wore a mac, whatever the weather; the young man with floppy, dark hair who I’d have flirted with if I’d been thirty years younger. It felt good to be back on the morning commute. Out of the house, away from everything that had dominated my thoughts all summer. As much as I loved being with my family, I needed this time away from them too.

			The carriage was busy. I sat down at the only window seat available in the far corner, opposite two teenage boys, both with heads bowed, looking at their phones. I got my phone out to send my usual message, which started, ‘Bonjour Maman’. My predictive text knew the rest of it now. Maman replied pretty much instantly. Her response was the same every day, too. She was no doubt aware that I was essentially checking she hadn’t had a fall, or any other medical emergency, and simply went along with the pretence to spare my feelings. She knew that not getting back to Paris to see Papa in time had left me racked with guilt for the past two years. And that this was my way of minimising the risk of it happening again.

			‘You’re such a fucking dickhead.’ I looked up with a start. The teenage boys were doing a video call on one of their phones. They were not being quiet about it. Other people in the carriage were looking over disapprovingly without saying anything.

			The laughing from the other end was followed by, ‘Suck it, you twat.’ I caught the eye of the older lady in the mac. She appeared uncomfortable. I raised my eyebrows at her and gave her my best ‘Yes, it is appalling but what can you do?’ look. If you lived in a country long enough, you started behaving like they do. And while I wanted to tell them to lower their voices and mind their language, I was aware that doing so in a somewhat muted but still undeniably French accent was asking for trouble these days. And on my first Monday back at work after the summer break, I did not want to risk that. So, I sat there, pursing my lips, trying to pretend it wasn’t happening like everyone else, and hating myself for being complicit in the process.

			I took my book out and tried to start reading. But I was now worried that the boys might be on their way to the same college as Rachid. Perhaps they were even on his course. The thought that Bilal might be right after all was disconcerting. Because as difficult as he was when he was wrong, he was pretty much unbearable when he was proved right.

		

	
		
			2

			DONNA

			 ‘Tibs is hurt. He’s been fighting again,’ Jodie rushed into the kitchen, the ball of matted fur, mud and blood in her arms unrecognisable as the beautiful white creature who had been preening himself by the radiator only yesterday.

			‘Jesus, what is it about males in this house that they can’t keep out of trouble for five bloody minutes?’

			‘I found him lying under Dad’s van. He must have been there all night. I can’t believe you didn’t hear him fighting.’

			‘What, above your dad’s snores? World War Three could break out in street and I wouldn’t know.’

			‘It’s not funny,’ said Jodie. ‘Tibs could have died.’

			‘Don’t be daft. He could scrap for England, that one. He were probably just lying low and licking his wounds. Bit like your dad after United take a pasting.’

			Jodie didn’t seem convinced.

			‘He’s still bleeding, Mum. And it’s probably been hours. I think we need to take him to see Pete,’ she said, her voice high and imploring.

			Pete was our vet. We were on first-name terms with him as we seemed to be in there that often.

			‘Let me have a look,’ I said, taking Tibs from her and depositing him in the cat bed he never used while I prised apart his fur at various points to reveal a couple of nasty-looking wounds, deeper than I had expected.

			‘He’ll be fine, love,’ I said, seeing Jodie’s face, ‘probably nowt worse than he’s had before, but I’ll get your dad to take him to be checked over, just to be on safe side.’

			‘What am I being volunteered for now?’ asked Neil, entering the kitchen still doing up his flies, a habit that had grown no more appealing to me over the years.

			‘Tibs has been fighting again,’ I said. ‘He’s in a bit of a mess. You’d better run him down to Pete’s after breakfast to get him checked over.’

			‘Let’s have a look at him,’ said Neil, coming straight over. He was as soft as Jodie was when it came to that cat. He reached into the basket and parted Tibs’s fur, at which point Tibs hissed and went for him.

			‘Oh my God, he bit you,’ said Jodie. ‘Look, he’s drawn blood.’

			‘It were only a nip,’ he said, pulling his hand back and inspecting the damage to his thumb. ‘Poor fella must be in pain, though, he’s never done that before. I’d better warn Pete he might need his gauntlets on.’

			Jodie was clearly still too worried about Tibs to be consoled by her dad’s attempt at humour.

			‘Is he gonna be OK?’ she asked, looking between us.

			‘He’ll be fine, sweetheart,’ Neil replied. ‘I hope other one came off worse, mind. I don’t want anyone saying us Cuthberts don’t give as good as we get.’

			I rolled my eyes as I went over to the kitchen counter to pick up my mug of tea, the honour of our family name following a cat fight not being my major concern right now.

			‘It’ll be that ginger tom from number eight, again,’ Neil continued. ‘Mangy old thing.’

			‘And Tibs is completely blameless, is he?’ I asked.

			‘Course he is, he’s better-looking for a start. That got me off the hook a few times back when I were in my prime.’

			I shook my head as I plonked a stack of bowls down onto the kitchen table, but I didn’t have a chance to respond before Sam shouted from the landing.

			‘Mum, I can’t find my PE kit.’

			‘Maybe check wherever you dumped it in July. Follow your nose, it’ll be stinking to high heaven by now,’ I shouted back.

			‘I’ve looked. It’s not there.’

			‘Bloody hell, then that PE kit washing fairy must have been during holidays. Someone ought to give her a pay rise.’

			It took a moment for the penny to drop before Sam lumbered downstairs and arrived in the kitchen.

			‘Thanks,’ he grunted, still not grateful enough to give me a smile, let alone a hug. ‘Where is it?’

			‘In your PE bag by front door. Bit of luck one of us is organised. Now, can everyone sit down, shut up and eat their breakfast, or we’ll all be late.’

			To my surprise, everyone did as they were told. Cereal was poured without squabbles. For a few minutes, peace descended on the kitchen before the doorbell rang.

			‘I’ll go,’ said Neil, standing up. ‘And if it’s owner of that ginger tom complaining about state of him, I’ll tell her she can pay our vet’s bill.’

			I heard the door open. A few moments later there were raised voices. Neil’s and another man’s. I tried to ignore them in the hope it was someone complaining about a dodgy bit of joinery, but when I heard Neil say, ‘You’re having a laugh, aren’t you?’ I sighed, put down my half-drunk mug of tea and hurried out to the hall.

			Jakub, the oldest of Pawel and Eva’s two sons from next door, was standing outside. He didn’t look happy.

			‘What’s going on?’ I asked.

			Before Jakub could answer, Neil spun around and said, ‘Flash Harry here reckons I owe him for a few little scratches on his precious car.’

			Jakub turned to me, presumably having realised he would get no sense out of Neil.

			‘I’m sorry, Mrs Cuthbert, I didn’t want to cause a fuss, but I looked out when I heard the noise last night and saw your cat fighting another one on the bonnet of my car. And there are quite a few scratch marks there this morning.’

			‘Let’s have a look, then,’ I said, stepping outside. Jakub’s Mercedes was parked on their drive, only a couple of yards from Neil’s van. A trail of blood ran from the bonnet of the car to the rear of the van.

			‘Looks like Tibs has been caught red-pawed to me,’ I said.

			‘Don’t take his side,’ hissed Neil.

			‘I’m simply telling truth.’

			Jakub pointed out the scratches on his bonnet. A clump of white fur was still attached to the windscreen wipers.

			I turned to look at Neil and raised an eyebrow.

			‘It’s only a few little scratches, you can’t hold me legally responsible for what our cat did.’

			Jakub shrugged. ‘I thought you’d want to do the neighbourly thing.’

			‘That’s rich. Being lectured on how to be a good neighbour by immigrants my taxes provide for.’

			Jakub looked stunned. I turned to stare at Neil.

			‘Have you not noticed Polish supermarket and second-hand car dealership in town? Only I think you’ll find our neighbours don’t get a penny from us.’

			‘Yeah, well. Rest of them do.’

			‘Get back inside,’ I said to Neil. ‘Now.’

			For a moment I thought he was going to protest, but he’d been with me long enough to know when it was futile. He shook his head and went in.

			‘I’m so sorry,’ I said to Jakub, feeling the heat rush to my face. I wasn’t sure if it was a hot flush or embarrassment, probably both. ‘He shouldn’t have said that.’

			‘I know. I hear it from plenty of people, but you don’t expect that from your neighbours.’

			‘We’ll pay for damage, just let us know what it costs. Will you be able to get it done at work?’

			‘Yeah. I’ll only charge you for materials, not labour.’

			‘Thanks, pet. And if you hear cats fighting again, chuck a bloody bucket of water over them, would you?’

			Jakub managed a glimmer of a smile, but the damage was clearly done. I imagined him telling his parents. I’d never be able to look them in the eye again. I went back inside, aware I needed to be leaving for the station in five minutes and I still hadn’t finished my breakfast.

			‘Pleased with yoursen?’ I said to Neil.

			‘He were one in wrong,’ he replied, still visibly bristling.

			‘Yeah, right. I’m sure you’d see it like that if it were other way around.’

			‘What did Dad do?’ asked Jodie.

			‘Only refused to pay for damage Tibs has done to Jakub’s car because “my taxes support enough immigrants.”’

			Sam struggled to disguise a snort.

			‘It’s not funny, Sam,’ I said.

			‘See, this is where he gets it from,’ said Jodie. ‘Dad and Grandad set him a bad example.’

			‘I still think he were a right cheeky bugger, asking us to pay for damage,’ said Neil. ‘You didn’t agree to it, did you?’

			‘Course I bloody did. You’d expect him to do same if he trashed your van.’

			‘It were only a few little scratches. It’s his fault for having a flash car. Asking for trouble round here, it is.’

			‘Drop it and give vets a ring, will you?’

			I put my phone into my bag. ‘Now, Jodie, make sure you’re on next train for college, and Sam, get that smirk off your face and your arse in gear for school. And if I get a call from them about your behaviour today, I shouldn’t bother coming home.’

			I stomped through the hall, pulled on my jacket and slammed the door shut behind me.

			The relief of leaving the house flooded through me. Sometimes I had to fight the urge to go off somewhere, like Shirley bloody Valentine. No one would plan a life that ended up like mine. It was hardly the stuff of Disney fairy tales. But when your boyfriend dumps you after years together, and suddenly you’re on the scrapheap at thirty, you don’t stop to complain that the person who comes along and ‘rescues’ you isn’t quite the Prince Charming you’d been hoping for.

			Mam had brought me up with a heavy dose of realism. If he wasn’t an alcoholic or in debt and was capable of keeping his pants on when around other women, then he was a keeper, according to her. And Disney could go and do one.

			I had to run the last fifty yards to the station. Though the word ‘run’ probably suggested something more impressive than the sight of me lumbering down the zigzagging ramp towards the platform. I knew it was there for the disabled, but it was a pain in the arse when you were legging it for the train and had to run a hundred yards when the platform was only ten away.

			I arrived just as the train pulled in. I got on and sat down heavily on a seat near the end of the carriage, while I tried to get my breath back. The teenage lads behind me were on a video call with someone, only they weren’t being quiet about it.

			‘You ought to ask her out,’ one of them said. ‘She’s a complete minger but she’d probably suck your cock.’

			‘Piss off,’ said their mate.

			I looked around at the other passengers. An older woman in a mac was shaking her head. Everyone else was trying to pretend they hadn’t noticed. I turned around in my seat and tapped the mouthy one on the shoulder. He looked up at me, startled.

			‘No one on here wants to listen to what you’re saying, so I’d keep it down if I were you.’

			‘It’s a free country. No laws against talking on trains.’

			‘No, but I could take your phone, find your mum in your contacts and tell her what you just said, for starters.’

			For a second, I thought he was going to gob in my face, but I was saved by the lad on the other end of the phone shouting ‘Burn,’ and the laughter that followed before they fell quiet.

			The woman in the mac gave me a little smile of gratitude. I turned back around, feeling rather proud of myself. Sometimes, the raging hormones came in bloody useful.

		

	
		
			3

			RACHID

			I see her as soon as she gets on the train. It’s her hair that I notice first; long, shiny and auburn, it catches the sunlight streaming through the window and gives off an amazing glow. Her skin is pale and flawless. She’s wearing black patent laced boots, a short black skirt, and a green velvet jacket. Not that I am staring weirdly at her or anything. I take it all in within seconds. I can’t help but notice because she’s so different from all the other girls I know. And I like different.

			She sits down facing me at the table opposite mine, perching on the edge of her aisle seat like she is afraid of catching something from the man next to her. Which isn’t surprising given that I’m pretty sure I can smell him from here. She puts earbuds in. I can’t hear what she’s listening to, but there’s a good vibe about her.

			I look back down at my phone, but I can’t stop thinking about her. I decide not to fight it, as it beats thinking about all the grief from Dad, so I try to work out what music she might be listening to. She looks arty and she clearly likes standing out from the crowd. So, maybe Amy Winehouse. I’d be well happy with that. Not that it would matter to her whether I like what she’s listening to. Jeez, she hasn’t even given me a second glance. And when she gets off, I’ll probably never see her again. Unless she catches this train every day, of course. In which case, I’m gonna have a problem concentrating for the next two years.

			At Bradford, a middle-aged woman in a business suit gets on and sits down across the table from me. I pull my legs in, so I don’t accidentally touch hers. Mum is always going on about my long legs getting in the way.

			She has an overnight case with her and puts it on the table between us, rather than in the overhead storage rack. I’m about to offer to put it up there for her, but before I can ask, she unzips the case and starts rooting through it, looking for something, piling things up on the open cover as she goes. A moment later, the pile topples and a large pair of black, lacy knickers lands in front of me. I stare at them, unsure what to do. I glance up and see the red-haired girl across the aisle desperately trying to stop laughing. Our eyes meet for a second before I look away quickly and bite my bottom lip hard.

			The woman reaches out, picks up the knickers and stuffs them back in the case without a word. I’m pretty sure I can feel the warmth of her cheeks from here, so I spare her the further embarrassment of making eye contact and stare down at my phone. But for the rest of the journey, I am conscious that the girl with the red hair is, like me, trying to hold herself together.

			The girl gets up as we start to pull into Leeds station and moves towards the doors. I stand and make my way over towards her, relieved to be able to make my escape and finally allow a smile to spread across my face.

			As the train slows, other passengers gather behind me and push forward, edging me nearer to her. She has her phone out and is messaging someone, her slim fingers flashing back and forth across the screen. Her lilac nail varnish matches the colour of her lipstick. I don’t know how I notice, but I do. And her lips are so perfect, they are unreal. The train comes to a halt. I hesitate for a second. She’s nearest the button, but she seems too busy on her phone to bother. I reach out to press it, but at that exact second, she moves her hand to it without even looking. My finger hits the button first; her hand presses mine. She looks up with a start as she realises, and turns to me.

			‘Sorry,’ she says.

			I open my mouth to say something, but nothing comes out. The doors open and the moment has gone. I’m such a dickhead. At least I’m on my own rather than with any of my mates, who would be pissing themselves laughing now.

			The girl steps onto the platform and heads towards the ticket barriers. I follow a few steps behind. Other passengers are surging around me, but I try not to lose sight of her. The station is being refurbished. Some people still haven’t got the hang of the new barriers. I see her go straight through. The man behind her hesitates as he tries to work out how to scan his ticket. I move to the next barrier along, where the queue seems shorter, but someone in front of me gets stuck. Eventually, I’m through. But when I look around, she’s slipped away into the crowd. That’s it. She’s gone now. I’m such an utter loser.

			I hurry out of the foyer and head for the traffic lights. When they change, I’m the first to make it across the road. I weave in and out between other people on the pavement, hoping I can catch up with her. She might work in one of the shops, Urban Outfitters or Mango perhaps. I pass the entrance to Trinity shopping centre, but I can’t see her going up the steps. I carry on and turn left into Briggate. And that is when I see her. Striding ahead of me, her green jacket swinging and red hair blowing back behind her as she walks.

			A surge of excitement pulses through me. I haven’t lost her. She’s heading in the same direction as me. This makes me ridiculously happy, which in turn suggests I’m properly losing it. I hadn’t even seen this girl an hour ago and yet, for some reason, the idea that we could be at the same college suddenly seems like the best thing in the world.

			She crosses over at the traffic lights and continues along the side of the market. I’m only a few paces behind her now, hanging back a bit because I don’t want her to think I’m some crazy stalker dude. She walks past the bus station, another possible destination crossed off the list, and heads over to the main traffic lights, narrowing the options still further.

			I stand next to her at the crossing, trying not to look at her or even breathe too loudly. I know that if I say, ‘Don’t worry, I’m not following you,’ that will make me sound like I definitely am. Smiling inanely at her would also be seriously creepy. I do the only thing I can think of and turn the music on my phone up louder. Just at that moment, ‘When Doves Cry’ finishes and ‘The Most Beautiful Girl in the World’ comes on. Prince is fucking with me from beyond the grave. I know she can hear the words. I don’t dare look up because my face is burning. But I’m pretty sure that out of the corner of my eye I can see her smiling.

			The lights change. I decide to go first, striding across the road and up the steps to the main entrance of the college two at a time. A lot of people are hanging around outside, but I go straight in. I remember from the induction day that music technology is on the second floor, so I head up the staircase. Once I get there, I go halfway along the nearest corridor, but it all looks the same as the other floors did and I’m not sure I’m in the right place. I take my AirPods out and turn to see if I can find someone to ask but everyone seems to be in big groups talking and laughing and I don’t want to seem like the dumb-arse new kid.

			Someone stops next to me. I look across. It’s her. She’s smiling at me.

			‘Do women always do that?’ she asks. ‘Throw their underwear at you, I mean. Or are you a famous member of a boy band who I don’t recognise?’

			I smile at her.

			‘No to both of them,’ I reply. ‘I’m just having a bad morning. Can’t even find my room.’

			‘What course?’

			‘Music production.’

			‘You need the next corridor, second door on your right.’

			‘Thanks,’ I say. She smiles but doesn’t go to walk away. I know I’ve got to say something to her, ideally something that doesn’t make me sound like a complete prick.

			‘What course you on?’

			‘Fashion and textiles,’ she replies. ‘Which is through the door you’re standing in front of.’

			‘Sorry,’ I say, stepping aside.

			‘It’s OK,’ she says. ‘I know you’re having a bad morning. Hope your day gets better.’

			She smiles again before going into her classroom. I knew I was right to come here. And now I feel surer about my decision than ever. I’ve met her. The girl I’ve been waiting for. I walk back along the corridor, a swagger in my stride and a huge grin across my face.

		

	
		
			4

			SYLVIE

			I wondered if one year I would arrive on campus and not get a thrill out of seeing the Gothic, red-brick building with its tower and turrets that housed the School of Health Care. Clearly, it wasn’t going to be this year. I still remembered the very first time I’d seen it, the slate roof covered in snow, and had been taken aback by how wonderfully English and incredibly foreboding it was. At least I no longer walked the corridors feeling like a student on their first day. The imposter syndrome, which had stayed for several years after I started working here, had left me at some point, and been replaced by a sense of belonging, of coming home.

			I stepped inside, the coolness of the building welcoming after the brisk walk from the station. To be honest, at my age, it was welcome at any time. I would be the only one comfortable with the temperature as the students donned extra layers in November.

			The corridors were quiet today but would be filled with students soon enough. Ours were the first ones to return to campus, as they needed some intensive time in the classroom before we let them out on community placements.

			I looked through the window of our room and saw Johanna sitting at her laptop, her hair pinned elegantly on top of her head as always, in stark contrast to my chaotic curls.

			‘Hello Sylvie,’ she said, looking up as I entered. ‘It’s good to have our ray of sunshine back!’ She stood up and embraced me warmly. I hoped she couldn’t tell that although my rays of sunshine were attempting to emerge, they didn’t feel particularly bright today.

			‘It’s lovely to see you too,’ I said. ‘How are you?’

			She looked down at her feet.

			‘I’ve got some news,’ she said.

			I knew immediately what she was going to say.

			‘You’re going back, aren’t you?’

			She nodded.

			‘I’ve been offered a position teaching a midwifery masters in Maastricht.’

			‘That’s wonderful, congratulations,’ I said, trying to hide my disappointment. ‘I’ll miss you so much, but I know it’s the right thing for you.’

			‘Thank you. I’m here till we break up for Christmas, and then we’ll be off.’

			‘How have the children taken it?’

			‘Better than I expected. I know they’ll miss their friends, but they’re excited about their new school.’

			‘And Marc?’

			‘He can’t wait to leave. He cried when I accepted the job. I hadn’t realised the toll the last four years has taken on him, on all of us, to be honest.’

			I nodded, remembering her telling me how a colleague had offered Marc, a Dutch national, a slice of the ‘Leave’ celebration cake she had brought in the day after the EU referendum, Johanna’s tears when her application for permanent residence had been rejected last year. It wasn’t just her family it had taken a toll on, of course. I thought back to the hours Bilal and I had spent filling out our own permanent residence forms, searching for every payslip, every Eurostar receipt from trips back to Paris. Resenting the need to prove we had a right to be here.

			‘I understand that. And I wish you hadn’t had to go through it.’

			Johanna shrugged.

			‘What’s done is done. Staying here simply isn’t an option for us. What about you?’

			‘It’s different because the children are older,’ I replied. ‘They were born here. It’s all they’ve ever known.’

			‘They’d adapt. They’d also have lots of new opportunities. And besides, I didn’t ask about them, I asked about you.’

			It only occurred to me as she said it. How I always interpreted ‘you’ as my family. I rarely answered on behalf of myself.

			‘If they’re happy, I’m happy.’

			‘Well, you must come and visit us, all of you.’

			‘Thank you,’ I said, although I wasn’t convinced that would happen, as our family holidays were usually spent visiting Maman in Paris.

			‘Coffee to start the day off?’ asked Johanna.

			‘That would be wonderful, thanks. And then I’d better start sorting everything out. Because before we know it the students will be back, and I’ll be trying to remember where I put the model of a uterus.’

			She laughed, being ten years younger than me and having no idea that I genuinely couldn’t remember where I’d put it. Or where my mug was, for that matter. The perimenopausal brain fog had descended to such an extent that I was surprised I’d even made it to the right department.

			Johanna came back a few minutes later and handed me my mug.

			‘Where was it?’ I asked.

			‘Next to the model of the uterus,’ she replied with a smile.

			 

			As soon as I got on the train home, I texted Maman; the middle of my three daily check-ins. All was as usual for a Monday. She’d been to her art class, got a lift home with Bernard, the nice gentleman she’d met on the course who lived nearby. I’d teased her about the possibility of a burgeoning romance the first couple of times she mentioned him, but we both knew nothing would come of it because she wouldn’t let it. Her devotion to Papa hadn’t ended with his death. The art class had been my idea; an effort to get her out of the apartment and meeting new people. She’d gone along with it somewhat reluctantly, but I got the impression she was at least glad she had now.

			She reported that the sun was shining in Paris. That seemed to happen a lot more frequently than I could report from here. I’d grown to love many things about my adopted country, but not its weather. And the thought of a walk along the Seine in the sunshine was still guaranteed to make me a little homesick.

			I sighed and told Maman I would arrange a FaceTime call later in the week, in the hope that Amina and Rachid would be in the right mood to chat to their grandmother. The last thing I wanted was for Maman to pick up on the tensions in the house. I had already disappointed her on so many levels, I wanted to maintain some level of pretence that everything was fine at home.

			 

			As I got to the end of our street, I caught sight of our neighbour Edwina coming out of the corner shop. I hurried to catch up.

			‘Hello Edwina. How are you?’

			She turned and looked up at me, her mouth crinkling into a smile and her eyes still able to dazzle at eighty-five years old.

			‘Hello, Sylvie sweetheart,’ she said, clutching my hand. ‘I’m just plodding along but I’m fine, thank you. How are you?’

			‘All good, thanks,’ I replied. ‘Rachid’s started college in Leeds today and Amina’s doing her GCSE subjects now.’

			‘Goodness, they grow up so fast, don’t they?’ she said, as we walked along together, my arm through hers. ‘My youngest great-grandchild Evie started school this week. Doesn’t seem a minute since she was born.’

			‘Well, I hope she enjoys it. Will they be coming to visit soon?’ Edwina’s family were split between London and Dublin. She didn’t see a great deal of any of them.

			Her smile faded a little.

			‘I expect I’ll see them at Christmas as usual. They lead busy lives, I understand that. Although September is always a difficult month for me.’

			I gave her arm a squeeze, realising it must be coming up to two years since Feodor had died.

			‘You must come round to ours that evening, or I can come to visit you. I wouldn’t want you being on your own.’

			‘That’s very sweet of you, dear. It doesn’t get any easier, does it?’

			Edwina had been there for me when Papa had died, just a few months after Feodor. Grief had brought us closer together, and even now, I still found it easier to talk to her about it than anyone else.

			‘No,’ I replied. ‘It doesn’t.’

			‘How is your mother coping on her own? She must miss him terribly.’

			‘She does. She gets by the best she can. Tries to keep busy. I worry about her, though.’

			‘My family worry about me,’ said Edwina. ‘But we’re tough, my generation. We’ve been through such a lot, you see.’

			We stopped outside Edwina’s gate. ‘Can I help you inside? Make you a cup of tea?’

			‘No, thank you. I’ll be fine. You go and see those gorgeous children of yours,’ she said, patting my hand.

			‘They’re not gorgeous all the time, you know. Rachid can be rather headstrong, he takes after his father. It’s a wonder you didn’t hear them arguing this morning.’

			‘He’s spirited, that’s what they called it in my day. It’s what you miss when they’re gone, you know, those arguments at the breakfast table. You spend years longing for a moment’s silence but when there are days full of it, it isn’t welcome at all.’

			I nodded, watched her go up the path and waved back to her as she headed inside.

			Somewhat surprisingly, a freshly brewed cafetière was waiting for me on the kitchen table. My first thought was that Amina had made it for me, but it was Rachid who came bounding down the stairs to push the plunger down before pouring me a cup.

			‘What are you after?’ I asked, daring to ruffle his hair now he was home.

			‘Nothing. Just looking after my mother,’ he said, giving me a peck on the cheek. He could turn on the charm when he wanted to. I knew where he got that from too.

			‘I take it you had a good first day?’

			‘Awesome.’

			‘What was? The course, the tutor?’

			‘Everything. I feel alive.’

			‘I wasn’t aware I’d been living with the walking dead.’

			‘You know what I mean,’ he replied. ‘When something feels perfect.’

			‘Yes,’ I said. ‘I can just about remember that far back.’

			He rolled his eyes and smiled.

			‘Anyway, it’s good, I’m good, everything’s good.’

			‘And that’s all that matters,’ I replied.

			‘But not to Dad.’

			‘He’ll need time to come around,’ I said. ‘You enjoy it and leave that bit to me.’

			Rachid nodded and headed back upstairs.

			I sat for a few minutes, enjoying that rare moment of silence as I drank my coffee. I suspected Edwina was right, though. I’d miss them terribly when they were gone. And all I was left with was the empty shell of a relationship that had once been perfect.

			I pushed back my chair and went upstairs, keen to check on Amina.

			‘So, how did it go?’ I asked, as I stuck my head around her door. She was lying on her bed staring up at the ceiling.

			‘OK,’ she replied.

			‘That bad, eh?’ I said, going in and perching on the corner of the bed. She turned to look at me.

			‘They don’t want to know me now.’

			‘Then leave them to it,’ I replied. ‘Girls who drop their friends as soon as they get a boyfriend always end up regretting it when they need someone to talk to after they break up.’

			She frowned at me.

			‘Wow, romance really is dead.’

			I reached out and took her hand.

			‘I’m a realist, sweetheart. Lots of girls your age have a romantic notion that “he’s the one” and “it’s forever”, but it’s simply not like that for most people.’

			‘But you and Dad are still together and still happy.’

			The rising inflection at the end of this sentence suggested it might be more of a question than a statement. I had always been so conscious of protecting Amina from what had gone on between me and Bilal, but I also knew how intuitive she was. Maybe she had picked up on some of the body language between us.

			‘Yes, but that’s down to hard work over years,’ I replied, keen to reassure her. ‘All the give and take that happens in a long-term relationship. Not all that so-called romantic stuff young women dream about.’

			She was quiet for a moment.

			‘But it must have been romantic in the early days when you started going out? Don’t they say Paris is the city of love?’

			I smiled at her.

			‘Of course. All I’m saying is you need more than that initial romance to sustain a relationship for years. And you need your friends too.’

			‘What did he do?’ asked Amina. ‘What was the most romantic thing Dad did?’

			‘Goodness,’ I said, realising I had never talked about those early days with her, probably because of how painful it was for me to even think about how happy we were back then. ‘There were some candlelit meals in restaurants, walks at sunset along the river, all the usual things, I suppose.’

			She nodded. Gave a little smile. She was disappointed, I knew. Disappointed that I had been vague. Hadn’t pulled out one specific example and talked about it in a way that lit up my face. I could have done that, but I’d been too scared to in case I broke down as I did so.

			‘I want that someday,’ she said quietly.

			I leant over and gave her a hug.

			‘And you’ll have it when the time is right. You’re truly beautiful inside and out.’

			‘No one at school seems to think that.’

			‘Then more fool them. Concentrate on your studies and you’ll have the last laugh when you get into your first-choice university because you weren’t distracted by the boys who ended up breaking their hearts.’

			‘Now you sound like Dad,’ she said.

			‘Well, maybe he’s got a point. Just don’t tell him that, OK? And remember to text Leila about that hot chocolate after mosque on Saturday.’

			‘OK,’ she said, pulling out a book from her school bag. I kissed her on the top of her head and left her to it, painfully aware that it would probably get harder for her before it became easier.

			‘Did Grand-mère mind?’ she asked as I stood up. ‘That Papa was older than you, I mean?’

			I smiled. She’d stopped calling Bilal ‘Papa’ a couple of years ago, at the same time she’d stopped speaking French at home. I’d suspected at the time it was an attempt to be more like her friends. It was nice to hear her use it again.

			‘Grand-mère was concerned about me, that’s all. In the same way I would be about you. But age is not important, really. What matters is how well he treats you.’

			Amina nodded. I left the room, shutting my eyes and taking a few deep breaths before I was ready to descend the stairs.

			 

			Later that evening, after we’d eaten and Rachid and Amina had retreated to their rooms, I sat opposite Bilal at the dining-room table, the ‘Life in the UK’ test questions open on my laptop in front of me.

			‘I still find this utterly ridiculous,’ said Bilal, stretching back in his chair.

			‘I know. But if we’re going to do it, we may as well make sure we only have to do it once.’

			I read out the question at the top of my screen, ‘What palace was a cast-iron and plate-glass building originally erected in Hyde Park, London, England, to house the Great Exhibition of 1851?’

			‘Alexandra Palace,’ replied Bilal.

			‘That’s not on the list of options.’

			‘Isn’t it? I thought that was built for an exhibition.’

			‘The options are Crystal Palace, Dream Palace, the Green Palace and Gold Palace.’

			‘Well, I’ve only heard of one of them. The rest sound made up to me.’

			‘So, which one is it?’

			‘I don’t know because the one I’ve heard of is Crystal Palace but that’s in south London.’

			‘Well, you need to choose one of them.’

			Bilal sighed.

			‘Gold Palace. Although that’s clearly made up.’

			I scrolled down to the answers.

			‘It was Crystal Palace.’

			‘But that’s in south London.’

			Bilal took out his phone and googled it. ‘There, look at the map,’ he said, holding up the screen.

			‘I’m not disputing that’s where it is now, but I think they moved it.’

			‘What?’

			‘In the question it says it was originally erected in Hyde Park. That suggests they moved it.’

			‘Moved it? What is wrong with these people? Why didn’t they build things where they were supposed to be in the first place? The Bahia Palace was built in Marrakesh because that’s where we wanted it.’

			I smiled, finding Bilal’s indignance endearing.

			‘No one promised the answers would make any sense.’

			Bilal shook his head. ‘The whole thing is ridiculous. I don’t know why we’re going through with it.’

			‘Because it’s the only way we can get British citizenship. Do I get a point for that answer?’

			Bilal groaned.

			‘Seriously, Sylvie. I refuse to spend another evening going through these stupid questions.’

			‘OK. But if you fail the test, you’ll have to tell the children that our future here is uncertain.’

			‘They were born here. That should be good enough.’

			‘But you know it isn’t.’

			Bilal got to his feet.

			‘Where are you off to?’ I asked.

			‘To listen to music. It’s one of my few remaining pleasures.’

			It was a dig at me for insisting he stopped smoking before the children were born. It may have been seventeen years, but he was not about to let it go. He turned to leave.

			‘But that’s not going to help, is it? We both need to put in the work.’

			Bilal spun around to face me.

			‘I put in the work. Three vitrectomies and two cataract operations today. And if that’s not good enough for them, then screw them, we’ll move back to Paris. At least I won’t be treated like a child there.’

			He stormed out; a roomful of seething resentment remained in his wake. He was right, of course. The whole thing was ridiculous. But I was desperate for all the uncertainty to be over. It had been hanging over us for too long. And I was the one who would have to deal with the fallout if we didn’t get things sorted.

			The sound of Joni Mitchell singing ‘Free Man in Paris’ drifted down from our bedroom above. Bilal wasn’t a fan of headphones or earbuds. He liked music to fill a room. Fortunately, his choice of artist this evening was one who Rachid approved of. I knew Bilal hadn’t chosen it because of the artist, though. It was the name of the track he was trying to make a point with.
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			DONNA

			I’d never known that people queued to complain until I’d started working at the council’s one-stop shop. The good people of Leeds seemed to think that name meant they could do all their complaining about every council service they had an issue with to the first person they saw when they got there. Which was invariably me.

			It didn’t matter how many times I told them that a customer care officer was just a jumped-up title for a receptionist with lots of useful phone extension numbers, I still copped it as soon as the doors opened – and today was no exception.

			The first person who made it to my counter, presumably having been queuing since at least seven thirty, didn’t even sit down before he started his rant.

			‘They didn’t come for me bins again.’

			‘Good morning,’ I replied, ‘I’m sorry to hear that. If you give me your address, I can contact cleansing services on your behalf.’

			‘I don’t want owt cleansed, I want me bloody bins emptied.’

			‘It’s what they call it now, pet. Hang on a sec.’

			‘And someone’s dumped a mattress at bottom of our road.’

			‘That’ll be environmental services you need.’

			‘It’s nowt to do with them environment folk. I don’t want some Greta Thunberg lass who should be in school coming round to tell me to recycle stuff when it’s not me who’s left an eyesore on road.’

			‘I tell you what,’ I said. ‘We’ll do cleansing services first and we’ll take it from there.’

			My brain was practically fried by lunchtime. That many people sounding off about that many things. I barely had the energy to open my sandwich box.

			‘You all right, love?’ asked Carole, sitting down on the chair next to me.

			‘I would be if I didn’t have another three hours of ear-bashing to go.’

			‘One of those mornings?’

			‘Yep. I wouldn’t mind but I’ve had enough of dealing with it at home past few days.’

			‘Neil or kids?’

			‘All of them. Permanently at each other’s throats and me having to sort it out. What with all this as well, I ought to be UN bloody peacekeeper or summat.’

			Carole laughed.

			‘At least you’d get paid a damn sight more than we do here.’

			‘Aye, but I’d still have to go home and sort my lot out at end of day.’

			I had only taken two bites of my sandwich when my mobile rang. It was school. My heart sank as soon as I saw the screen but I knew I had to answer.

			‘Hello.’

			‘Mrs Cuthbert?’

			‘Yes, speaking.’

			‘It’s Julie Philips, Mr Hill’s PA at Moor Park Academy. He’d like to speak to you about your son.’

			‘What’s Sam done now?’

			‘Mr Hill said to tell you that it was an extremely serious matter, and he wishes to see you or Mr Cuthbert in person this afternoon. Would you be able to make it for two o’clock?’

			I thought for a moment about saying Neil would go but I knew he wouldn’t be finished till at least five today and he’d lose pay if he left early, whereas I could wangle some flexitime. Besides, Neil would probably leap to Sam’s defence and end up having a barney with the head teacher.

			‘I’m at work in Leeds, I can’t make it for two. Would it be possible to come in a bit later, please?’

			‘Just a moment and I’ll check.’ The line clicked and went quiet.

			‘Do you reckon I could leave a couple of hours early?’ I whispered to Carole. ‘Head teacher wants to see me urgently. Sounds like Sam’s in trouble again.’

			‘Fine by me, but I’ll have to clear it with boss,’ Carole replied.

			‘Thanks. Tell him I’ll make time up tomorrow.’

			Julie came back on the line.

			‘Mr Hill says the latest he can make it is three o’clock. He also asked me to give you notice that your son is being excluded from school for three days from tomorrow, therefore you need to ensure he is supervised at home.’

			I shut my eyes and let out a long sigh, having no idea how she expected us to do that when we were working.

			‘Right,’ I said. ‘I’ll be there for three. Thank you.’

			I put the phone down and started running through everything that Sam might have been caught doing; swearing at a teacher or fighting with another lad were my best bets. I didn’t want to think about anything worse than that.

			‘Little sod’s been excluded,’ I told Carole.

			‘Jesus. That’s not good.’

			‘No. Second day of term as well. It’s like he’s incapable of behaving for two minutes.’

			‘You going to give him what for?’

			‘Oh, he’ll be hearing from me, all right. Actually . . .’

			I picked up my mobile and texted, ‘Whatever you’ve done, you’d better be ready to apologise’, and sent it to Sam.

			‘Right,’ I said, stuffing my half-eaten sandwich in the box and turning to Carole. ‘I’ll get straight back to work.’

			 

			I rang Neil as soon as I got on the train.

			‘Sam’s been excluded from school for three days,’ I told him.

			‘Fucking hell. What’s he done now?’

			‘I don’t know. Head wanted to see one of us. I’m on my way.’

			‘Thanks, love. I don’t know what gets into him.’

			‘He’s always hated school. Remember when he were little, he used to get so frustrated with having to sit at a desk and write all day.’

			‘They’re not all cut out for this academic crap. I know I wasn’t.’

			‘Yeah, but you never got yourself kicked out.’

			‘Cos I knew there were a job down pit for me at end of it. What’s he got to look forward to?’

			‘I know. I worry about that too. But right now, I’m more worried about whether he’s going to get kicked out for good and not even get to sit his exams.’

			‘He’ll be OK. Just tell head teacher he’ll keep his nose clean from now on.’

			‘Yeah,’ I replied. ‘Only trouble is I said that last time.’

			I hung up and sat staring out of the window, wondering how the hell I’d managed to screw up so badly. My phone pinged with a message. It was Lorraine, saying she’d had a call from school and was going in to see the head teacher. I rang her straight back.

			‘Hi. That makes two of us. Has Tyler been excluded too?’
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