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We must love one another or die.


W. H. Auden


Literature is mostly about having sex and not much about having children. Life is the other way around.


David Lodge




Author’s Note


Many years ago, I visited a friend who lived on the real-life Magnolia Road by the Thames. I sat in her garden watching the trains go by and wondering what it would be like to live in one of those beautiful houses. My friend has long since moved away and I have enjoyed letting my imagination run wild in writing this novel. If there are any similarities to real people or circumstances, these are purely coincidental.




Magnolia Road
Liam Quinn


We were obsessed with external threats that year. That’s how it seems to me now. We worried about this politician and that dictator, about laws and tariffs and refugees and recessions. Every time we looked at a screen it delivered evidence of peril. We feared the worst and had no idea what we could do about it. Were we fiddling as Rome burnt? Were we rearranging the deckchairs on the Titanic? Were we failing to sufficiently check our privilege? Had we lost perspective in allowing news about trade deals to perturb us as much as the possibility of nuclear war? We took the children to school and drank coffee at the cafe. We picked them up and drank wine at each other’s houses. Sometimes we asked ourselves why we had ever thought it was a good idea to bring these little lives into this broken and damaged world. In between conversations about phonics and nits and the next PTA fundraiser, we wondered how to find any point and purpose in our tiny endeavours when the planet felt like it might explode at any moment.


We were looking in the wrong place. I see that now. The danger, when it came, had nothing to do with politics and global events. There was no cause and effect. We could not have seen it coming. It was not modern. What happened in Magnolia Road was as old as time.




Chapter One


Juliet runs her fingers over the rack of silk scarves and chooses a blue one covered with little silver birds. She ties up her hair with it, then walks up the stairs to the attic. She has decided to approach this task with brutal efficiency. She does not allow herself to read any letters, or dwell on the stationery that will now never be used. Nor does she open any of the photo albums. She just gathers any official correspondence into a folder marked ‘Mum’ and packs everything else into plastic containers. It is not a big job. Her mother was a methodical and orderly woman who disliked clutter and had little interest in accumulating material possessions. Everything non-essential she owned was a gift. Juliet considers the photo hanging on the wall of her and Liam on their wedding day, basking in the sunshine outside the registry office. She is pregnant and Liam has his hand on her bump. They look happy. She leaves it where it is and does the same with the heavy serpentine vase on the windowsill. The noticeboard, too, can stay. It has a vintage look about it. Liam will enjoy pinning things to the green baize.


Once the surfaces are clear, Juliet mops and wipes until all is pristine. She is dry-eyed throughout. Maybe this will be the day that the tears stop. She tries it out in her head: The week after my mother’s funeral we moved into her house and I stopped crying every day.


A spritz of polish catches in the back of her throat. She opens the window and takes a few deep breaths of the sultry air, hearing the noise of an approaching train. They come every few minutes, whizzing by on the built-up embankment at the end of the garden. She can almost see the passengers as individuals but not quite; they go by in a blur.


Down in the garden, Charlie is playing on the grass and Liam is sitting at the long stone table reading a book. That was a thing her mother loved, that huge table. The people who sold her the house nearly thirty years ago asked if they could leave it in place until they worked out how to transport it. But they never made any arrangements, so Juliet’s mother became its owner. She said it made her think of Narnia, that when she looked out of the window in the dusk she could almost imagine animals sitting and feasting, a squirrel arguing with a robin, a badger clinking tankards with a horse. Juliet looks down at her husband and son, solid, real, one a tiny facsimile of the other. This is my family now, she thinks. This is what I have.


She picks up the last box, carries it down the stairs and adds it to the pile by the front door. As she straightens, she catches a glimpse of herself in the mirror. A bit of hair is trying to escape from the scarf. As she tucks it back in, she smooths her finger over the streaks of grey at her temple. There are more every day.


She walks into the kitchen. Here, too, the window gives onto the garden. Charlie is looking intently at something in his hand. She can’t see what it is. She fills a jug with water and ice, puts it on a tray with three glasses and takes it out.


‘Look,’ says Charlie, ‘I met a very friendly beetle.’


‘That’s lovely.’


‘Can I show him my bedroom?’


‘You’re not allowed any creatures inside, remember. Come and have some water.’


Charlie gulps it down quickly so he can get back to his new pal. Liam doesn’t look up from his book.


Juliet presses the cool glass against her forehead. ‘I’ve finished,’ she says. ‘I’ve packed everything up and given the room a good clean. Not that it was dirty but, you know. The boxes are stacked by the door. Will you drive them over to the storage place if I do Charlie’s tea?’


Liam nods.


‘So, it’s all yours now.’


He nods again.


‘You can arrange your stuff when you get back.’


He picks up his glass. ‘I’ll go as soon as I’ve had this.’


‘Sorry. I didn’t mean to rush you.’


Another train is coming, drowning out any possibility of conversation. When Charlie was a toddler, he would point and say, ‘Rain, rain, see rain.’ Juliet would lift him into her arms and he’d chortle with glee at the magic of the metal monster. Now he doesn’t even look up. He only has eyes for his beetle.


Liam has finished his water but is still engrossed in the book. It is his new thing, to have periods where he leaves his phone alone and communes with literature instead. He has explained to Juliet that this will aid his concentration and help him to focus. Maybe it will. He is also expecting to reap creative benefits from having a room of his own. That’s what swung it for him, when they were discussing what to do, whether to move. ‘You can have the study all to yourself,’ she had said. She knows he thinks Magnolia Road is a bit square, a bit posh, a bit heteronormative, not the sort of place he imagines a hip young writer should live. If hip is even the right word. It probably isn’t.


Juliet hopes that having a room of his own will help him to be happy and productive. Her mother always referred to it as the study but Liam thinks that sounds twattish, so they have rebranded it as the attic. She watches Charlie whispering to the beetle. It will be good for him to have a garden. It will be good for them all to have a bit more space than they had in the flat. No wonder things were tense when they were continually on top of each other. She is sure it is the right thing to do, to cross London, move from east to west, to live in her dead mother’s house.


Charlie tucks into his fish fingers, though most of the peas end up on the floor.


‘I miss Granny.’


‘I know, darling. So do I.’


‘Why did she die?’


He has asked this question many times.


‘She had cancer.’


‘Why did she get cancer?’


‘I don’t know. Some people do. It isn’t a fair thing.’


‘Why didn’t she live with Grandad?’


‘She and Grandad stopped living together years ago.’


‘Will you and Daddy ever stop living together?’


‘I don’t think so, darling. I hope not.’


‘Aren’t you sure?’


She hesitates. ‘Well, it isn’t only up to me, is it? But I hope we will carry on living together. It’s nice, isn’t it, us all living together?’


‘Very nice.’ He eats his last bite of fish finger. ‘I will marry you when I grow up, Mummy.’


‘That’s very sweet, but you won’t want to. You’ll have lots of friends and you won’t want to hang out with me any more.’


‘Mummy!’ His voice is full of outrage. ‘I will always want to hang out with you.’


Later that night she closes the book on Robin Hood and his adventures. ‘OK, little man. Sleepy time.’


‘Is it my birthday tomorrow?’


‘No, not until the next day. Tomorrow we’ll settle in a bit more and go to the park.’


‘I’m settled in.’


He does indeed look at home. Her mother used to have him to stay for several days at a time and had enjoyed making her spare room into a little boy’s paradise. There is a mural of a steam train across one wall and his curtains – which black out the sun to help him sleep – are dotted with luminous fish.


Juliet turns off the main light and presses the button on the turtle nightlight that casts an array of little green stars onto the walls and ceiling.


‘Where’s that naughty Froggy?’


Charlie holds his cuddly toy and giggles.


Juliet lies down with Charlie for a last cuddle. As she admires the stars she sees something else glowing on the ceiling.


‘What’s that?’ she asks.


‘The solar system,’ Charlie says, carefully. ‘Mars and Jupiter and Saturn and some other ones. Granny put it there so I can look at it before I go to sleep.’


This is not going to be a day without tears, after all.


‘Granny loves us a lot,’ says Charlie.


Juliet doesn’t correct the tense. She swallows hard and whispers goodnight. Charlie holds on as she tries to slide off the bed.


‘Another story.’


‘You’ve had two stories. The light is switched off.’


‘Can I have an apple?’


‘No. It’s sleepy time now.’


‘I’m thirsty.’


‘No, you’re not. Go to dozy land. I love you very much. Cuddle Froggy until you go to sleep.’


She tucks his blanket around him. It is blue with silver stars. Her mother brought it to the hospital on the day of his birth. Then she has to prise his fingers off her arm. It is always like this. Whatever she does is never enough.


Juliet stands and weeps by the window in her mother’s bedroom – now hers. Theirs. Tomorrow she’ll pack up the clothes and take them to a charity shop. The alcove is still full of her mother’s books. She sees a copy of How to Stay Married by Jilly Cooper and opens it. She knows what she’ll find. There, on the flyleaf, a dedication from her father to her mother. ‘Let’s give it our best shot, sweetheart.’ It doesn’t sound all that optimistic. Maybe he knew all along that he was not the faithful type. He is on his third marriage now and Juliet hardly sees him. He came to the funeral and ruffled Charlie’s hair whilst his wife, dressed all in black and even a hat with a little veil, pressed Juliet’s hand and said to be sure to tell them if she needed anything, anything at all.


Juliet flips through the book. She’s read it before. Always be in a good mood, is the key; be cheerful and tolerant and don’t ever refuse sex. Don’t be a bore or a martyr. Be sure to serve up delicious dinners when he comes home exhausted from the office. But what if you are the one coming home from the office, she wonders; what if you are the one who has to bring home the bacon and then cook it, too?


She looks out of the window. They are right down at the bottom of Magnolia Road, in a cul-de-sac bounded by railway lines, the M4, the Thames and under the flight path to Heathrow. Her mother didn’t mind the noise of the trains and the planes, said she liked to have evidence that life was happening around her.


The house opposite – Brian and Jim – are having building work done. Brian came over when they arrived with a pot of tea on a tray. ‘You won’t have unpacked the kettle yet,’ he said, and Juliet smiled and thanked him, though they are using her mother’s kettle along with everything else so they barely need to unpack anything. ‘Lovely service, last week. You picked my favourite hymn. Isn’t that what we all need, for our foolish ways to be forgiven? You did your mum proud. We’re happy to have you here. A family! So nice for us old ’uns to be surrounded by young life. Shame you missed the street party. Hope you don’t find our building work too annoying. We’re having a loft conversion done. A wet room. Imagine! I won’t keep you. So many jobs. It takes a year, they say, the grief, you know, to get over it, to move on. Just leave the tray on the pavement. I’ll pop back later.’


Juliet has heard this theory from lots of people. When she told her assistant they were moving house, Adi said, ‘Oh, but are you sure that’s a good idea? My mum says you shouldn’t make any decisions until a year has passed. That’s how long it takes. To function again and see things clearly.’


‘I don’t have that much time,’ Juliet said, gently, because she loves Adi with her youthful enthusiasm and fierce competence. ‘I can’t wait to feel better. I have a child who needs to know where he is going to school and can’t have his mother lying on the sofa crying for the next twelve months.’


It was mad, surely, to leave her mother’s house empty but she didn’t like the thought of strangers living there. That doesn’t bother her with the flat. They have let it furnished to one of her colleagues’ daughters. Juliet hopes she will be happy. She was, when she first bought it. She loved the sari shops and the fruit and veg sellers with their unfamiliar produce, and the Portuguese cafe where she used to eat fish on toast. It is different over here in West London. Staider, less multicultural. They don’t have to stay, she told Liam, if they don’t like it. But they should try it out. They should give it a year.


It is certainly quieter. She wouldn’t be able to look out of the window of the flat for so long and not see anything happen. A couple she doesn’t recognise come out of the house a few doors up. They are both beautiful. He is tall and black, she has red hair and a slightly worried expression. He opens the gate for her. There is something solicitous in the way he is with her. They are in love, Juliet thinks. They are young and in love. She watches them walk up the street holding hands. They might be going out for dinner. Or to the pub. She would bet money they have no children. They look too unblemished, too self-contained. They are in thrall to each other, perhaps, but not to the demands of tiny hands, of insistent infant appetites. There are no children down at this end, but she has seen families further up the street. She hopes Charlie will find it easy to make friends – she has told him he will. He was sad about leaving Tyler and Mahir behind, but she has promised him that in this new life he will make lots of friends. The way she has spun it, kindred spirits grow on trees, and he will find boon companions in the blink of an eye. She hopes she has been telling the truth.


There is a tread behind her. Liam puts his hand on her shoulder. ‘Looking for tips?’


She is still holding the Jilly Cooper. ‘I was thinking about Mum.’


‘Shall we christen our bedroom tonight?’


For a moment she doesn’t know what he means. And then she remembers – yes, that was what they used to do, that was their shorthand for sex in a new place. It feels the wrong thing to say about her dead mother’s room.


‘Sure,’ she says, ‘let’s wait until Charlie is sound asleep. And I need a shower.’


‘Don’t sound too enthusiastic,’ he says.


She puts the book back on the shelf. If you refuse your husband, Jilly says, you only have yourself to blame if he strays. Strays. The word echoes in her head. Like a dog.


‘Just a bit tired,’ she says. It has been a long day, not helped by Liam hiring a van that was too small so they had to make two trips across the sweltering city. She feels the irritation rise in her again, tries to push it down. ‘And I feel a bit grubby.’


He slips his fingers under her scarf and pulls out a few curls. ‘I like this thing,’ he says, ‘very World War Two. You look like a sexy munitions girl.’


She feels the rasp of his damaged finger against her neck. It was one of the first things she’d noticed about him, that the tip of the forefinger of his right hand was missing. He’d lost it to a woodturning lathe when he was seventeen and working in a factory. She liked that he was different from her previous boyfriends, all of whom were university-educated professionals. She thought it would mean he was strong and practical and good at fixing things, though none of that turned out to be true.


‘Munitions must have been dirty work,’ says Juliet, trying to keep her tone light. ‘I bet those girls needed a wash when they came off duty.’


Liam kisses her neck. She stops talking.


‘Is it my birthday?’


Juliet squints at her alarm clock. It is 5.30 a.m.


‘No, darling. Not until tomorrow. Go back to sleep.’


‘Too noisy.’


‘That’s just the planes. Lie in bed and think about where they’ve come from.’


‘I’m not sleepy.’


She is awake now. She goes back to Charlie’s room with him.


‘Play with me, Mummy.’


‘It’s too early. You can play quietly but I need to lie down.’


She lies in his bed and listens to the planes and the trains. She hopes they will get used to the sound, be able to sleep through it. Or maybe she will become one of those hyper productive types who get up in the early hours to meditate or exercise.


Juliet runs through her list of jobs for the day. She has to wrap Charlie’s presents and buy a cake. And candles. And some party food. Last year her mother organised it. Now it is down to her. More sorting. Packing up Mum’s belongings and putting them into storage so that there is room for her family to expand into their new space. And making a list of all the admin she has to do. She has to cancel Mum’s mobile phone and get the names changed on the utility bills. She has to phone the bank. And she has to apply for probate, which she still doesn’t fully understand and everyone tells her will be a nightmare. There is so much to do when someone dies and it is the raw and grieving who have to do it. I wish you were here, Mum, she thinks. For every reason, and also so you could help me with all these tasks.


‘Is it my birthday?’


It is 3.30 a.m.


‘It’s not morning time yet. Go back to bed.’


‘Am I having a party?’


‘No, you know that. We were too busy with the exciting move. We’ll have a lovely day just the three of us.’


‘Are my friends coming?’


‘Just us. It’s a bit far. You’ll have lots of new friends soon.’


‘Am I getting a pet?’


‘We don’t have space for a pet.’


He stands and stares at her.


‘Come on. I’ll tuck you back in.’


In his room she smooths the duvet over him.


‘Lie down with me, Mummy.’


She weighs her options. He is more likely to go back to sleep if she agrees. And it is his birthday. She slides in and puts her arms around him, rubs her nose against his cheek. As she drifts off to sleep she can smell that Froggy needs a wash.


‘Wake up, you stinky pleasants. It’s time to pay your taxes.’


Juliet opens her eyes. Charlie stands poised with his plastic bow and arrow. He is misquoting the Sheriff of Nottingham, just before Robin Hood saves the day and makes sure all the peasants get to keep their money for themselves.


‘Happy birthday,’ she says.


They go next door and wake Liam. The gifts go down well. Charlie puts on his Darth Vader costume immediately and runs around waving his lightsaber. Then he looks through his encyclopaedia of beetles. Juliet tries to encourage him to read some of the words but he is only interested in the pictures. Then he wants to put the Star Wars stickers from his new book all over the wardrobe.


‘Do you know,’ says Juliet, ‘we should go downstairs for some breakfast, and I think Froggy needs a special birthday wash now he’s five.’


Charlie is resistant but Juliet says he can push the button himself and watch him go round in the washing machine, so he agrees and they sit on the kitchen floor together as he spins in a blur of yellow and green.


‘Froggy is as old as me,’ Charlie says.


‘Yes,’ says Juliet, ‘your very first friend. Granny brought him to the hospital.’


‘When I’m grown up, I’ll have a real frog.’


‘When you are grown up you can do whatever you like.’


Charlie spends the rest of the morning in the garden. Liam helps him put together his Playmobil Noah’s Ark and then sits and reads while Charlie arranges all the animals around it. Then the Lego mini figures get involved. When Juliet takes him some carrot sticks, Noah has been sidelined and Han Solo is in charge of directing the animals onto the Ark.


Liam closes his book with an air of finality.


‘Good?’ asks Juliet.


‘Very good.’


‘What was it about?’


‘Marriage. Children. Art.’


He stares into space and Juliet goes back inside to get lunch ready.


The stormtrooper cake is a triumph. Julie forgot to buy candles but finds some in the kitchen drawer. They are gold and surprisingly hard to blow out, so Liam has to help Charlie to prevent the cake from being drowned in spit. They sing ‘Happy Birthday’ and clap. Charlie doesn’t want them to cut the cake at first, but they compromise by lifting off the stormtrooper’s iced face intact and carving up the sponge underneath. She hasn’t eaten sugar for a while – Adi told her it is bad for her skin, something to do with collagen – but it feels odd to refuse a bit of her son’s birthday cake. She has one piece and then another. It is delicious.


After lunch Liam takes Charlie to the park. Juliet looks at the cake and thinks it might be a nice gesture to take some round to the neighbours, but with the icing gone it doesn’t quite look good enough so she eats another slice herself. When the others get back, they put Star Wars on the telly and Liam and Charlie watch it while Juliet dozes on the sofa. She hears Liam telling Charlie he has the force and Charlie almost believing him. They order a Chinese takeaway for tea as it is Charlie’s favourite food, but none of them are that hungry. By the end of the day Juliet feels full and a bit sick but pleased they have given Charlie a good time. He goes to bed surrounded by Froggy, his new Darth Vader cushion and the giraffe from Noah’s Ark.


‘Happy, Mummy?’ he asks, as she tucks him in.


‘Yes, darling,’ she says. ‘I’m always happy when you’re happy.’


‘But still sad because Granny is dead.’


‘Well, yes. I’m both. That’s the thing with feelings. You can have more than one at the same time.’


Later she investigates the kitchen. She is used to being in there when she visits but everything feels different now it is hers. Her mother enjoyed cooking. There is a row of chef’s knives on a magnetic rack on the wall, several different-coloured chopping boards, and a whole cupboard full of baking trays arranged in a neat stack. The big mixing bowl sits in the corner of the worktop.


Juliet could play a grief-themed version of Ready Steady Cook with all the food. Several tins of anchovies and packets of ginger nuts. Various flavoured cooking oils. Pine nuts, sesame seeds, dates, rose water. She has no idea what she will do with most of it but can’t bring herself to throw it all away. Lots of oats – her mother was a great believer in the restorative power of porridge. Packs of red, green and yellow jelly and tins of fruit. Juliet picks up a tin of mandarin oranges. Her mother will have touched this as she put it in her trolley, buying it so she could make fruit jellies with Charlie. She can see her mother, then, standing in her apron, behind Charlie up on a stool, helping him divide the cubes, guiding him to stir the water so they dissolve. Juliet feels the tears come. She sinks down onto the floor. Is she really going to feel like this for a whole year? Flicking between numbly experiencing the world though a sheet of perspex and crying her eyes out? Still, she might as well get it all out of her system. She has to go back to work the next day.


And all the articles she has read about grief suggest that it is dangerous to suppress it.


‘Mummy.’


It is 2 a.m.


‘What is it, darling?’


‘I’ve accidentally wet the bed by accident.’


‘Oh, sweetheart.’


Juliet strips the bed and wipes down the plastic under-sheet. She dries Charlie off and helps him into clean pyjamas. Then she remakes the bed and throws the sodden Star Wars linen down the stairs to go in the wash the next morning. Froggy is a bit damp, too, but Charlie doesn’t want to let him go. ‘I need him.’


‘He’s too wet,’ says Juliet in a hard, cross voice, chucking Froggy over the bannister. ‘You’ll have to make do with one of your other toys.’


He cries and she pats him for a bit, feeling mean. Liam sleeps like the dead so it is always up to her when Charlie needs attention in the night.


In the morning, as she gets dressed for work, she snaps at Liam. ‘Charlie wet the bed again last night. We’ll have to do something about it. I can’t go on losing sleep.’


‘He’s worried about starting school. Just stick him in a night nappy again until it sorts itself out. It’s not a big deal, is it? We just need to not make him feel like it’s a big deal.’


She feels wrong-footed. Like she is the bad parent traumatising her child by making a fuss. In the kitchen she tries to put Charlie’s bedding in the washing machine but it is full and so is the tumble dryer, so she gives up and leaves it in a pile on the floor, Froggy sitting on top, for Liam to deal with.


At lunchtime she phones the school and asks if Charlie can come in and see the building and meet his teacher before the start of term.


‘He’s a bit nervous,’ she explains.


‘Bless him,’ says the school secretary. ‘Pop in tomorrow afternoon. Mrs Karigi will be in then, setting up her classroom. She’s very keen.’


Juliet feels a sense of achievement. Then she goes out to buy night nappies. In the queue, she checks her personal email. Her mother’s ashes are ready for collection from the crematorium. She feels the familiar twist in her belly and can’t really believe her mother has been turned into ash. She looks around her at all the flesh-and-blood bodies buying painkillers and deodorant and cosmetics. How are these people still alive when her mother is dead?


She takes a breath, reads through the rest of the email. The ashes must be collected within two weeks or they will be scattered in the garden of remembrance. Because she has not chosen anything from the range of urns, the ashes will be in a plastic bag within a grey box. If she wants to make other arrangements she can let them know. They have attached the catalogue. She remembers being at the crematorium and Liam nudging her in front of the display cabinet which showcased the urns and scatter tubes. ‘That one looks like an ice bucket,’ he whispered. They were all rather ornate or sentimental. She can’t imagine her mother – what is left of her – reposing in any sort of container with angels or love hearts or teddy bears. The box will have to do.


Back at home, Juliet bathes Charlie and casually produces the pull-ups.


‘Pop these on just in case you don’t wake up when you need a wee.’


‘But I’m a big boy. I don’t need a nappy.’


‘Yes, you are. Of course you are. This is just in case. And they’re not nappies. They’re night-time pants. And guess what? Tomorrow, you and Daddy are going to see your new school and meet your teacher.’


The next day Juliet goes straight to the crematorium after work. She is planning to walk home but the box is heavier than she expected so she orders an Uber. The driver is chatty and asks about her day, what she’s been up to. She wants to tell him about the ashes but worries she might cry so is non-committal as she keeps her hand on the box. Almost she feels a tingle, a warmth. Maybe she is imagining it.


When she gets home she stows the box at the back of the cupboard under the stairs. Charlie is in bed. He shows Juliet a piece of paper that Mrs Karigi has given him. The Golden Rules. Juliet reads them out. We are gentle, we are kind and helpful, we listen, we work hard, we look after property.


‘Well, they sound sensible,’ she says, ‘and you are gentle and kind and helpful. I think you’ll be brilliant at following the Golden Rules.’


‘If we don’t,’ says Charlie, ‘we need to go and sit on the thinking chair.’


‘Golly,’ says Juliet.


After lights out she goes downstairs.


Liam says, ‘You’ll never guess who Mrs Karigi is.’


‘Who?’


‘The beautiful redhead from up the road. Who lives with the tall, black dude.’


‘Oh.’


‘She looks like you, don’t you think?’


Juliet considers. ‘It’s just the hair, isn’t it? She must be a couple of decades younger than me.’


‘She looks like your little sister, then.’


She’s not convinced.


‘God loves us, Mummy.’


‘Does he?’


‘He made all our fingers and all our toes and he knows all our names.’


‘That’s nice.’


It was Liam’s idea. He noticed the posters for a summer camp in the last week before Charlie went back to school. Only £45 for 10–4, Tuesday to Friday. Liam doesn’t seem worried that it all happens in a church and Charlie is getting some hardcore indoctrination. When Juliet queried it, Liam said that kids had to learn to make up their own minds, though Juliet is sure he was fed up of being on solo childcare and wanted to have some time to himself.


‘And all rock is Jesus.’


‘Is it?’


‘Every stone and every pebble.’


‘Lovely. Do you want a story?’


‘I’ve got to say my prayers. If we need help, we can ask God and He will answer.’


‘Go on then.’


Charlie closes his eyes. Opens them again.


‘I can’t remember what to say.’


‘What do you need help with?’


‘I don’t know.’


‘I think I remember a prayer for bedtime, hang on.’ Juliet racks her brains. ‘“Now I lay me down to sleep, I pray the Lord my soul to keep. And if I die before I wake, I pray the Lord my soul to take.”’


She feels proud of herself for dragging that up from somewhere deep in her memory, then notices Charlie’s worried face.


‘Am I going to die?’


‘No, darling. That’s a silly prayer, actually. Very old-fashioned. You’re not going to die.’


‘Ever?’


‘Well, one day. But not until you are very old.’


When Juliet wakes to feel Charlie’s hand on her arm, she thinks he has wet the bed again. She looks at the clock. It is 3.45 a.m.


‘Is everyone still alive?’


‘Oh, darling. Yes, everyone is still alive.’


‘Even Granny?’


Juliet swallows. ‘Granny is dead but everyone else is still alive.’


‘You won’t die, will you, Mummy?’


‘I’ll try very hard not to.’


‘Promise me.’


His little face illuminated by the streetlight is so earnest. Juliet thinks back to those far-off days when she had abstract opinions on the sort of mother she wanted to be. She remembers splaying her fingers over her bump and pledging that she would never lie.


‘I promise.’


She takes him back to his bed.


‘Get into bed with me, Mummy. Make the bad dreams go away.’


She lies next to him. ‘Shall I tell you what I do when I have a nightmare?’


‘What?’


‘I pinch myself on the arm. In the dream. And that wakes me up.’


‘Does it?’


‘Yes. Try it next time.’


Juliet waits until Charlie is asleep. Then she gets out of his bed. She is wide awake now. She walks downstairs, gets a glass of water, looks out of the sitting room window at the street. All is quiet. The residents of Magnolia Road do not come and go in the middle of the night. Everyone is still alive, she thinks. That’s what I have to think about. Liam and Charlie and me. We are all still alive.




Chapter Two


The porridge is burnt. Juliet pokes it with a spatula. Definitely ruined in the time it took to answer two work emails. Fuck. She wanted to give Charlie the best possible start to his first day at school. She stares into the fridge. There is no more milk. Eggs! Juliet chucks a knob of butter into a pan, cracks two eggs on top of it, and stirs it all together. She puts a slice of bread into the toaster.


‘Charlie,’ she shouts up the stairs. ‘Breakfast.’


She hears his lolloping footsteps. No longer the patter of tiny feet but still not yet a grown-up sound. Charlie comes into the kitchen. Why is he still in his pyjamas? Liam was supposed to be getting him dressed. Hadn’t they agreed that? Where is he? Still asleep? Or has he gone straight up to the attic, leaving everything to her?


‘Look, Mummy, I’ve done you a surprise,’ Charlie says. He holds out her laptop. It is covered in Star Wars Lego stickers.


‘That’s lovely,’ she says, hoping they’ll peel off easily.


‘You like Princess Leia.’


‘I do, darling. Thank you.’


She takes the laptop from him and glances at the clock. She has forty-five minutes to feed him, wash him, dress him, sort herself out and get them all out of the door.


She sniffs. Smoke is rising from the toaster. Juliet pulls up the lever. She is still not used to it. Liam was always amused that the highly expensive toaster doesn’t pop itself and used to tease her mother about it, ‘The more you pay, the less you get.’ Mum would say she just wanted something that would last. Juliet examines the toast. Still edible. She scrapes some butter onto it and puts the plate down next to Charlie.


‘I don’t like the black bits,’ he says, looking down at where burnt specks have mingled with the butter.


‘They are extra tasty,’ says Juliet, cringing at herself. Her own long-dead granny used to say things like that to get her to consume food. Crusts would give her curly hair, carrots would make her see in the dark, something would give her hairs on her chest.


‘Can I have messy cheese?’


Juliet gets a bag of grated mozzarella out of the fridge and shovels a bit onto Charlie’s plate. He looks down at it. She can see it doesn’t look appetising. A slab of burnt toast, a bit of runny egg, a pile of cheese.


‘I miss Granny,’ says Charlie.


‘I do, too,’ says Juliet. Her mother would have provided a nourishing bowl of porridge, or would not have burnt the toast. She would have made a face or an animal out of the egg and cheese.


‘Why did Granny die?’


Juliet doesn’t want to explain about the cancer for the millionth time.


‘She just did. It’s not fair and there is no logic. She just died.’


Leaving us to fuck up her house, Juliet thinks. They’ve only lived here for a couple of weeks, but since she went back to work the laundry basket overflows, and the dishwasher is always half full of clean stuff as she and Liam face off over whose turn it is to empty it and just take out what they need, letting the dirty dishes accumulate in piles on the worktop.


‘Who is taking me to school?’


‘Daddy will take you and pick you up. Except today where we’ll both take you as a treat.’


Charlie looks grumpy, as though that doesn’t sound like much of a treat to him.


‘Who will play with me?’


‘Well, I will. Or Daddy. And there will be lots of new friends to make at school.’


‘You don’t really like playing, Mummy.’


‘Don’t I?’ It’s like a dagger to the heart. She has always tried to scrabble around on the floor and join in with Charlie’s games. Dressing up his teddies. Racing his cars. Doing mending with his play tools. Building towers of bricks and knocking them down with a plastic hammer. And now Noah’s Ark and all the bastard Lego. Endless Star Wars. Again and again. She does find it all boring, but she didn’t know that Charlie knew it.


‘Granny liked playing. She liked cars and building. You like reading and chatting but you don’t like playing.’


‘Reading and chatting are good, too, aren’t they?’


‘Yes.’


‘Eat up.’


Liam comes in. He is showered and dressed. ‘Any breakfast for me?’


Juliet could stove his head in. ‘I burnt the porridge, I’m afraid. There’s bread. Can you make sure Charlie finishes? I have to get ready. I’ll bring his clothes down.’


Juliet runs upstairs and slathers on a bit of face cream. There’s no time for make-up, she’ll have to do it on the train. She walks into Charlie’s bedroom. The floor is a sea of Lego, Playmobil, jigsaw pieces, Top Trumps and trading cards. Juliet opens the cupboard. She spent last weekend labelling Charlie’s uniform. She takes an item from each pile and picks up his shoes.


Downstairs, the breakfast is finished and Liam is looking at his phone. No digital detox today, then.


‘What’s going on in the world?’ asks Juliet.


‘Nothing good,’ says Liam, putting his phone down on the table and ruffling Charlie’s hair. They’ve stopped discussing news in front of him since he asked if there was going to be a war. ‘Just a load of Cabs behaving badly.’


Cabs is their child-friendly shorthand for Cunts and Bastards.


‘They dominate the news cycle in increasingly desperate attempts to compete for the title of least appealing politician of all time,’ says Liam. The line sounds rather rehearsed to Juliet; perhaps he has already used it somewhere.


‘Out of your pyjamas, darling,’ Juliet says, but Charlie goes too slowly so she whips his top off and throws it in the direction of the washing machine. She helps him out of the bottoms and into his dinosaur pants and then the grey shorts. She undoes the buttons on the polo shirt and eases it over his head. Shit, she’s forgotten socks. She runs upstairs and back down. Socks on. He is very wriggly. Shoes. She pushes them onto his feet and fastens the Velcro strap. He has crumbs around his mouth. She gives his face a quick wipe with the dishcloth, flattens his hair with it. He tries to break away.


‘Stop wiping me, Mummy.’


‘That’s it. Are we all ready?’


Liam looks up from his phone. ‘Am I coming, too?’


‘That’s the idea,’ says Juliet, brightly. ‘That we are all together for Charlie’s first day.’


They walk out of the front door into the sunshine. Juliet gets Charlie to pose by the gate. She takes a few photos, then bobs down to be in one with him.


‘Let’s have a family picture.’


Liam scoops Charlie into one arm and then puts the other around Juliet. She takes the photo and lingers in the embrace.


They walk up Magnolia Road.


‘First day at school,’ says Juliet. ‘It’s exciting, isn’t it?


She looks at Charlie. His nose is running.


Juliet pats her pockets and rummages in her bag. Nothing.


‘Have you got any tissues?’ she asks Liam.


‘No.’


‘Look at Charlie’s nose.’


‘They’ll have toilet paper at school.’


‘We don’t want to deliver him dripping with snot on his first day. I’ll have to go home and get some.’


Liam looks at her, then pulls the sleeve of his sweater down over his hand and wipes Charlie’s nose.


‘There you go, mate,’ he says.


They arrive at the entrance. The children are cute in their new clothes and lots of them have two parents along. Clearly it is a thing to show a united front on the first day of term.


Some older children are scooting across the playground. One of them is wearing a helmet studded with dinosaur spikes. He looks like a punk with a Mohican. They are massive, some of these kids. Is she really going to leave her precious son in this mayhem?


‘What do we do now?’ says Juliet.


‘We line Charlie up outside the class,’ says Liam. ‘Blue class. Come on, mate.’


They join the line. Juliet scans it. Brown, blonde and ginger heads all jostle together. There is a little boy with a topknot, a little girl with a headscarf. The boys are all in shorts. Most of the girls are in checked summer dresses; a few are wearing trousers and polo shirts. Lots of the parents seems to know each other and are happily chatting. She sees a woman with identical twin sons who lives a few doors up from them on Magnolia Road. Juliet waves, but she has looked the other way and is talking to a tiny blonde who looks like a doll and a woman who has a baby in a sling. Juliet feels foolish and tries to turn the wave into scratching her nose.
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