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About the Book


What would YOU do if your child wasn’t yours?


Alison is lucky and she knows it. She has the life she always craved, including a happy home with Jeff and their brilliant, vivacious teenage daughter, Katherine – the absolute centre of Alison’s world.


Then a knock at the door ends life as they know it.


Fifteen years ago, someone else took Alison’s baby from the hospital. And now Alison is facing the unthinkable. The daughter she brought home doesn’t belong to her.


When you have everything you dreamed of, there is everything to lose.
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Prologue


The doorbell rings.


I feel a flutter of excitement: is it what I’ve been waiting for? I rush to the door before the bell rings a second time and fling it open, but it’s not what I’m expecting.


‘Alison Mitchell?’


‘Yes.’


It’s something to do with the way he says my name, tentatively but somehow officially. ‘Are you – look, I’m sorry. This is going to seem a bit peculiar.’ He breaks off and looks to the ground, awkward. ‘I just need to know, do you have a daughter who was born in St Mary’s Hospital in Clapham between March 27th and 29th fifteen years ago?’


‘Yes. Katherine; her birthday is the 27th.’ I’m so used to being honest and straightforward that I splutter out this response before I consider whether this is the sort of info that should be routinely exchanged, on the doormat, with a total stranger. He swaps his expression of awkwardness for one of panic. ‘Is Katherine in some sort of trouble?’ I ask, fearful.


His mouth twists as though the words he has to spit out taste foul. ‘Can I come in? This isn’t something we can talk about on the doorstep.’




Fifteen Years Ago


The smell of hospital disinfectant and her own blood lingered in the air, but she hardly noticed. They swaddled the mewling, delicate baby and placed her in Alison’s outstretched arms. As she took hold and folded the small bundle into her, she knew that this is what her arms had ached for for so long.


People came and went: the nurses popped by to help her into a clean nightie, check she was comfortable; Jeff floated in and out of the ward, dashing off to make euphoric phone calls to family and friends, returning to relay their messages of joy and their congratulations. Alison and the baby were still, steady. They locked eyes – held each other’s gaze and hearts – until the baby’s lids grew heavy and sleep took hold. Even when the baby slept Alison couldn’t tear her eyes away. She was so perfect. Alison gently moved aside the blanket so she could gaze at her child’s legs, her arms, kiss the crook of her elbow and her butter-soft toes. She slept on and Alison continued to stare, mesmerised. It was love. Pure, unadulterated, unconditional, unending.


She had had an especially easy birth. In her birth plan she’d specified that she’d try any and all drugs to ease the pain and that she’d have a Caesarean if the experts thought that was the route to go; she trusted them to make the decision: they had the experience. As it happened, none of that was necessary; the baby took only four hours to arrive from start to finish as though keen to make her way into the world. Jeff smuggled in a mini-bottle of Moët. They secretly drank it together from plastic cups pinched from the water fountain. Naturally, he had the lion’s share; Alison managed just a couple of mouthfuls, as she fretted it would affect her milk. Under most circumstances, she’d have been discharged late that afternoon, but she was allowed to stay in hospital overnight. She’d been chatting to the nurses during labour – it really had been that comfortable – and told them she’d only just started her maternity leave the day before. She’d thought she might go back to work at some point and so she’d left it as late as possible before stopping, planning to maximise her time off with her baby, although from the moment she gave birth she guessed that had been unnecessary. She would never go back. Others might think that the mediocrity of her career and her paltry pay meant it wasn’t worth her while. The truth was, it was the amount she worshipped Katherine that meant it couldn’t be worth her while. She didn’t want to miss a moment.


She’d had ambitious, unrealistic nesting plans. In the two weeks she’d allotted between stopping work and the due date, she’d planned to have new windows put in the house. The rattling ones were not good enough now they were to have an infant at home. She knew the timing of her plans was tight but she had thought she was in control. The baby showed her she wasn’t by appearing eleven days early. The big relief was that their daughter was completely healthy, weighing in at an impressive seven pounds, two ounces; the nurses joked about how big she might have been if she’d gone full term! Still, Jeff had to rush home to chivvy along the window fitters and he returned crestfallen; the house was freezing, and the glaziers couldn’t possibly complete the job in a day. They said, at the hospital, as they weren’t busy, Alison could have the bed for the night; stay in for observation. They were doing her a favour. A kindness. The nurses insisted the baby went to the nursery because Alison almost fell to sleep holding her. They said she needed her rest.


‘Do you know, killer-whale and bottlenose-dolphin calves don’t sleep for a whole month after they’re born and, therefore, neither do their mothers?’ Jeff informed the nurses.


‘But the mother of your baby is not a killer whale,’ they replied with mock-sternness. In fact, the midwife and the nurses were charmed by Jeff, by Alison, by the baby. An easy birth, a besotted mum, a supportive dad, a beautiful, healthy baby. So much bonhomie swilled around the ward you could smell it on the bouquets, hear it in the cries, the mewlings, the laughter, taste it in the cosy cups of tea.


They carried her away into the nursery, where there were a number of bassinets, a number of newborn babies.


Each one of these tiny, seemingly inconsequential acts sets destinies.


They brought the baby to her three times in the night. By the third time Alison barely opened her eyes; she was surprised at the depth of sluggishness her body had dived into, following the euphoria of the birth. She felt her daughter’s head, then her cheek against her, then nuzzling, tugging. Hungry, animalistic rooting. She fastened so tightly to Alison’s flesh and Alison wept with relief and delight. At last, at last.


Jeff returned to the hospital at eleven the next morning. He had the car seat and several sets of baby clothes because he wasn’t sure which of the many squeezed into the little wardrobe Alison might prefer. She sensibly opted for a simple Babygro and a grey-and-white striped beanie hat; they could play with frills, bows and ribbons later.


‘Darling, can you bear the idea of staying with my parents for a day or so? The house is so draughty, but the glaziers swear they’ll be done by the end of the week.’


Alison nodded happily. She didn’t care where she was, as long as she was with her baby. Her mother-in-law would be a help, she was sure of it. ‘I feel sorry for you,’ she said to Jeff as he kissed first the baby’s head, then hers.


‘Why’s that?’


‘Sleeping in that cold house, all alone last night, when we had each other to snuggle.’ She brought the baby a fraction closer, kissed her cheek. ‘I couldn’t bear to miss a moment. She’s changed already. Don’t you think?’ Jeff smiled and sort of shrugged. ‘She seems a little longer, certainly smoother.’


He kissed Alison’s head again. ‘Maybe she’s stretched out a bit. That’s all the wonderful mothering you’ve been doing overnight. Now, are you going to feed her before we set off?’


‘Yes, I think I’ll try.’ Again the baby latched on to Alison’s breast with a natural ease which so many mothers would envy. She fed and fed until she wore a peculiar expression, a little like a satiated, happy drunk. She only, finally, let her mother go when her lids fluttered and closed and her small black hole of a mouth slipped to the side, when her cheeks were flushed and shiny with milk. Her dark eyelashes fanned out like a peacock’s tail.
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‘Mum? Mum, is that you?’


‘Who else would it be? You should be asleep.’ But as I say this I push my daughter’s bedroom door and the hall light falls in a shaft across her room and lands on her bed. She’s lying down but her eyes are bright and wide; she’s beaming, holding an open book. This is how my fifteen year old rebels: she might occasionally read instead of turning the lights out. I know – I’m blessed.


‘It’s been a great day. Hasn’t it?’


‘It has,’ I agree.


Lingering, for even a moment, is all the encouragement she needs; she scoots over to one side of the bed, allowing me room to sit down. I don’t take much persuading, even though I know I ought to be insisting on lights out because there’s school tomorrow and, because Jeff and I seem to have less and less time to ourselves as Katherine gets older, I ought to go downstairs and make time for him. However, mum–daughter pre-sleep chats have always been irresistible to me. It seems only five minutes since we’d lie on this bed, her infant body, warm and uninhibited, curled tightly into me, and I’d read Each Peach Pear Plum to her. Now I can’t take such intimacy as an absolute given. Everything has to be continually renegotiated as she moves towards adulthood. I sit on the bed, then swing my legs up, lying flat and next to her now taut almost-woman body. I put my arm around her and she doesn’t object; to my delight, she squirms closer. I’ve been gifted another day of her childhood. I live in fear of the moment when she shrugs me off and feel like punching the air every time I get away with the joy of dousing her in affection.


‘What was your favourite bit of the match?’ she asks.


‘You winning,’ I reply automatically. Her beam, which already stretched across her entire face, widens a fraction more. That was the right answer. It’s always the right answer. Katherine, like all children, wants to know that her parents have noticed she’s fabulous. That doesn’t stop at five, fifteen or forty-five: it’s eternal. She is fabulous, though, and I’m more than happy to chuck out endless compliments and affirmations. She scored two goals today; what a great start to the season. If she carries on like this then her team will certainly qualify for the finals of Rathbones National Schools Championship. I never played a team sport at school, let alone scored a winning goal. I live in awe of my talented daughter who, people say, might one day play lacrosse for GB.


Katherine starts to tell me what’s going on in her book. It’s set in a horrifying post-apocalyptic world, the sort that seems to fascinate so many teens. Some feisty heroine is plotting to murder a political tyrant in order to safeguard her family, who are all being exploited or tortured; it sounds pretty gory and a lot like the plot of the last book she read. I try to follow and show due interest but I can feel tiredness set into my limbs. It’s not yet ten o’clock but I could fall to sleep here next to her.


Jeff puts his head around the door. ‘I thought I’d find you in here.’ I know he’s mildly chastising me because he’s itching to pour himself a gin and tonic and see what’s new on Netflix. However, he’s putty in Katherine’s hands, too, and is also always up for a chat with her.


‘We’re just talking about the game.’


‘You were extraordinary,’ he says simply.


‘Thanks, Dad.’


‘You always are,’ I add. Katherine grins and blushes with that complicated teen mix of pleasure and embarrassment, whilst she tries to turn the subject from her achievements.


‘What’s your book, Dad?’ Jeff looks at the book in his hand. He appears to be somewhat surprised it’s there, but we’re not. He’s a novelist and, when he’s not sitting in front of his computer writing, then he is vociferously reading. He always has reading matter with him, it’s as though it’s surgically attached.


‘It’s about evolution.’


‘Oh.’ Katherine doesn’t actually roll her eyes but I can tell she’s not especially fascinated. Jeff apparently can’t, or at least chooses not to, acknowledge her disinterest.


‘You know what I’ve just read?’ he says.


‘What?’ we chorus, humouring him. Since he reads so much, he has naturally become the self-appointed conveyer of interesting facts. His specialist subject is Mother Nature’s mothers.


‘Female octopuses lay between 50,000 and 200,000 eggs at a time.’


‘So many?’ Katherine comments. As an only child, she’s fascinated by how many siblings other people have, but even she must be overwhelmed by the thought of such a vast number.


‘The mum ensures their survival by separating the eggs into groups based upon factors like size and shape. She then dedicates the next two months of her life to protecting them from predators and getting them enough oxygen by pushing water currents towards the eggs. Think of that – she actually tries to turn tides for her offspring.’


‘Quite some dedication,’ I remark.


‘Amazing, isn’t it? The thing is, she’s so busy keeping them all alive, she doesn’t have time to feed herself so she often ends up dying shortly after they hatch.’


‘Er, thanks for that, Dad. I remember a time when all the stories you told me ended with “And they all lived happily ever after”.’ Katherine giggles and then rolls on to her side, effectively giving us leave to go downstairs.


As soon as we’re on the landing, Jeff whispers, ‘I’ve been to the garage, Alison, love, and bought Snickers.’ When we are with Katherine we avoid eating the sort of snack that’s laden with refined sugar; her diet is appropriate for an athlete, lots of protein and veg. ‘G&Ts poured,’ he adds; our diets are appropriate for a couple in their forties who have been together for ever and kindly refer to each other’s excess pounds as ‘love handles’, ‘something to grab on to’ or ‘more to love’; that’s if we refer to them at all. We settle in front of our rather too-big flatscreen TV. Jeff says I can pick the film; I choose a political thriller I know he’ll enjoy, because he did buy the king-size Snickers.


The thriller manages to hold about sixty per cent of my attention. A further thirty per cent of my mind is running through what I need to do tomorrow: what will I put in Katherine’s packed lunch? Is her uniform clean and ironed? I must not forget to give her the cheque for the school trip to the theatre. The final ten per cent is wrapped up in acknowledging how damned lucky I am and offering up a silent prayer of thanks to whoever is listening, whoever I ought to be grateful to. People say that nothing is perfect and while, obviously, that’s true – world peace continues to evade us, the queue you didn’t choose will, inevitably, clear faster, and even Kate Moss doesn’t have a figure like Kate Moss any more – things are good for us. I never thought it could be like this. I’m thankful. Very, very thankful. I love Jeff. I love my daughter. I’m extremely lucky. I’m safe. That’s what I tell everyone, over and over again, before they can jinx my excellent fortune with an envious glance or an irritated comment. All right for some. I’m lucky. Safe.


That’s what I tell myself.




Thirty Years Ago


Not a single teacher listened when she said she wanted to be a lawyer. Mr Potter, supposedly the careers-guidance teacher, actually smirked. He was such a sad case. Still lived with his mother, carried a string bag to the shops. It shouldn’t matter to Alison what he thought of anything but it did because these adults, they controlled things, decided things. Potter was disgustingly discouraging, patronising; it made her want to slap his stupid face. He asked her if she really understood what being a lawyer involved. No, clearly, she didn’t. She didn’t know any lawyers, she’d only seen them on TV, but she did know that they wore great suits and kicked ass. People listened to lawyers. She would have liked to know what one did, exactly. How someone could become a lawyer. Someone like her. Potter had asked her if any of her family had gone to university. Wanker. He knew the answer to that. He just wanted to hear her admit it. Her dad was a mini-cab driver. God knows what her mother was. A skank was what most people had called her when she still lived around here. Long time ago. She was unlikely to be a lawyer, Alison knew that much. More likely to be on the wrong side of the law.


‘Have you thought of nursing?’ Potter asked.


‘I don’t like the sight of blood.’


‘Did you take typing?’ He reached for the file that sat on the table between them and started to flick through it, half-heartedly hoping to remind himself what subjects she was taking. He didn’t seem as though he’d ever find the relevant piece of paper, so she put him out of his misery.


‘No.’


‘Shame. It’s very useful.’


Fairly or unfairly, Alison considered typing an option for thick girls; the ones who had been thrown on the scrapheap at fourteen when the results of the summer exams decided if a kid could do chemistry, physics and biology or just general science; when it was decided whether you could do geography and history or you would do typing and cooking. She wasn’t thick. She was poor. People often mixed the two things up. She had got decent results in those exams, even though her doing so was met with universal surprise from the teachers and the other kids alike. On the whole, it was accepted that the kids from the council houses would mess about in bottom sets until they left school at the age of sixteen. The kids from the three-bedroom semis had gawped when she first walked into the top-set classrooms; they were literally open-mouthed, like in a cartoon or something. One teacher had actually asked if she’d taken a wrong turning; could he direct her to another room? Fuckers.


‘Here are some leaflets about the army. It’s a career for girls, too, you know, nowadays.’ Potter had raised his eyebrows in a way that was supposed to convey a sense of shared surprise and yet offer encouragement. There was something about his complacent grin and even his sweat, which he mopped with a handkerchief, that seemed to say, Gosh, aren’t I the hero? What would you do without me? Like he was Rambo, Mad Max and Indiana Jones all rolled into one. She knew he’d dispensed the same leaflets to three quarters of the year group; the army produced them and recruited at schools like hers. No effort whatsoever was required from Potter. The only kids likely to get any differentiating guidance regarding their careers were the handful whose parents had gone to grammar schools and universities themselves but still held socialist views so had refused to send their offspring to private schools: the dentist’s kids, the vet’s kids. Although they were unlikely to come to Potter’s dingy little office – no more than a cupboard, really – their parents would tell them everything they needed to know about UCCA. It must be nice, thought Alison. To have someone in your corner.


‘You know, with the army, you could travel the world, meet interesting people—’


‘And kill them. Yeah, I know. My friend has a mug that says that.’


Alison had left the office, shoulders practically dragging on the floor. She knew she should have walked tall, jutted out her chin, somehow shown Potter that she was vibrant and thoughtful, ambitious and full. So full of yearning. But he had sapped her energy. Potter did that. The school did that. This village did that. So far from anywhere.


Far from the glittering world she was sure must exist.


She saw it sometimes. The glittering world. It beamed into their front room through TV programmes like Moonlighting, Dynasty and Dallas; it took the form of enormous white leather sofas, sequinned dresses and strange foodstuffs like lobster and BLT sandwiches. But then, they were all American shows. Maybe that’s how far she’d have to go to find some glamour, some success. Unimaginable. How would she ever get to America? She’d once been to Benidorm, but that was it. Foreign travel seemed so, well, foreign. Truthfully, her life was closer to Brookside or EastEnders. Insignificant, claustrophobic, morose. There had to be more, even here in Britain. Down South somewhere? Maybe there? The adverts swore there was. In adverts, women had glossy hair and creamy skin – they all looked a bit like Princess Diana, but not as good; people spoke in smooth, posh voices; families ate Shredded Wheat; mothers cooked with Oxo cubes; children were excited to see their fathers arrive home from work after a long commute. Cosy kitchens, heated front rooms, lots of food.


Steve’s house was a bit like that. Warm. There were some obvious differences, though. His dad was a builder, not a banker, and his mum worked at a factory doing laundry for local restaurants and hotels, so she was rarely home before her husband. Their house wasn’t tidy like those on the adverts; more often than not there were piles of washing-up or ironing lying around waiting to be sorted out. (Steve’s mum said that was her least favourite job, that it was a busman’s holiday.) No one spoke with a smooth, posh voice, they were for ever shouting, teasing and laughing; often the jokes they made were pretty rude, especially Steve’s dad’s ones – his mother sometimes flicked a tea towel at him and said, ‘Eh, Sewer Mind, that’s enough’ – but it was warm.


In both senses of the word.


When Alison visited she often felt a thaw in her soul. Time off from being her: abandoned, alone. Even the tea-towel-flicking was affectionate.


Saturdays were the absolute best because before she and Steve went to the pictures she was asked for tea and they had steak, fried onions, chips and beans. Every Saturday! Steak! Imagine! Steve’s mum cooked it in a way that when she put it in front of you the juices still ran around; fat and blood on your plate, but somehow it looked delicious. You had to move your chips to one side pretty quickly or they’d go soggy, but mopping those juices up with bread and butter was heaven, or as near as Alison had ever got to it. They ate it around a table. All the family. Steve, his mum and dad, his two sisters, an aunt, sometimes Steve’s brother if he was home, and Alison. Just a little pine table. It was a squash but, still, it was nice. Alison and her dad rarely ate together but if they did it was off a plate on their knees in front of the TV.


At Steve’s, Alison didn’t even have to clear up afterwards; his mum would always tell them to hurry on their way. Steve was allowed the keys to his dad’s Renault and handed money for popcorn, like he was still a kid. The popcorn in the cinema was extortionate! Alison didn’t let him spend his mother’s hard-earned cash that way, it was a waste. Instead they spent it in the Co-op on Mr Kipling French Fancies and Wispa bars, which they’d eat after the movie, in the car, parked up on a quiet B road. She always felt sexier on a full stomach. The food warmed her up enough to make her want to take her bra off.
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‘Muuuuuummm, have you seen my lacrosse socks, the ones for the home game?’ Although it is yelled from upstairs, even above the noise of the water running on to the breakfast pots, I hear the hint of frustration and panic. This morning when the alarm went off I hit snooze, and the second time it went I didn’t hear it and Jeff hit snooze, meaning we all overslept by twenty crucial minutes.


‘In the drawer!’ I call back. I resist adding, Like they always are. I’ve learnt that is a hopeless comment to make to men or teenagers.


‘Which drawer?’


‘Top-right-hand one.’


‘No, they’re not.’


‘Yes, they are.’


‘I can’t find them.’


So I dash up the stairs, suddy hands and all. I walk straight into Katherine’s bedroom. Usually I knock but the door is wide open and she is standing in the centre of the room, glaring, not so much at me as at life, which today she is finding a bit testing. She’s panicking because, officially, the school rule is that if you haven’t got the correct kit you can’t play in the game. In my day, you just had to grab something grotty from the lost-property box (actually, that was quite an effective reminder for most, because some of that stuff reeked) or, if you were banned from the game, you’d gratefully slink behind the bike sheds to gossip or even smoke a cigarette. Katherine would hate to miss the game, though – she’d feel she was letting down the school.


Yesterday’s triumph of scoring two goals is forgotten. It is literally so yesterday. Life, for teenagers, is a rollercoaster. Parents, like it or not, have to hang on for dear life.


As I walk into the room I notice two things; one, the top-right-hand drawer is open and I can see the socks from here. Two, Katherine’s hand is hovering over her skirt pocket, where I can see the outline of her phone; I deduce that something on the phone has upset her. ‘Everything OK?’ She scowls at me and folds her arms.


‘I said – I can’t find my socks.’


‘Yes, but is there anything else?’ I wonder whether she’s having some trouble at school. Bullying again? My thoughts jump to Dolly Bridge, the troublemaker in Katherine’s year. Last term there were a number of occasions when I dearly wanted to rip off Dolly Bridge’s head and use it as a football.


She scowls and refuses to answer. I reach for the socks.


‘There.’ My tone is not as patient as I’d like it to be. After all, the damn socks were where I said they were, but I’m not really angry with Katherine, it’s just that Dolly Bridge isn’t standing in front of me. If she was, I could cheerfully stuff the socks into her big, annoying mouth. I am somewhat irritated with Katherine, though, because she’s allowed Dolly to rule her world. I wish Katherine understood the power of being the kid who can win the game for the team; she should tell Dolly where to get off, but she won’t. It’s not in her. When I was a kid I would not have taken any crap from Dolly Bridge (it’s odd then that I do as an adult, albeit indirectly); indeed, her snide comments might not even have registered. When I went to school someone would have had to set my hair on fire for it to be a really bad day. However, I’ve sent my daughter to a totally different sort of place and, at Wittington High School for Girls, Dolly’s behaviour should not have to be tolerated.


I thought things were better this term. And they may well be; Katherine’s anxiety might just be about socks. That’s the thing with teenagers: it’s easy to know when they are upset, harder to know why. I’ll get to the bottom of this tonight; now’s not the time. I know, I sound overprotective, a little bit too involved. I can’t help myself.


She pushes the socks into her kitbag, heads downstairs, grabs her enormous rucksack and packed lunch and then checks her reflection one last time. I see hesitancy and insecurity flash across my sweet daughter’s, frankly, beautiful face. She straightens her shoulders, lifts her chin and then pulls on a beam. That’s my girl. The world’s a bitch, but whatcha gonna do?


Outside, the weather is blustery, the first falling leaves are being flung over the road; one catches in my windscreen wiper, the others gang together at the kerb, making it difficult to see where the pavement ends and the road begins. Inside the car there’s a fog. I consider how to draw out the sun. ‘Fancy listening to Radio 1?’ This is a big concession. I really don’t understand a word that’s said on Radio 1 and haven’t for about ten years. I prefer to listen to Radio 4 and usually insist that we do so on school commutes, in the hope that Katherine will learn something worthwhile. I’m not sure when I decided this was a good idea. I mean, it’s not as though Radio 4 can put a person in a good mood; all it does is make me feel depressed about the economy and calcify my belief that everything I’m feeding my family is poisoning them. Still, I stick with it because it helps me have something to talk about at dinner parties.


Katherine looks delighted at the reprieve and immediately retunes the radio and turns up the volume, starting to move her shoulders coolly in time with the track that’s now playing. Something shifts in my brain. For a second I remember a time when I absolutely loved Radio 1. In my mid- and late-twenties, Sara Cox and Zoë Ball were my idols. Still are. I used to think every single tune they played spoke to me, every single lyric was written for me. I used to feel the conversation and music throb throughout my body. There was a time when listening to the radio made me feel sexy, alive, vital. The only throbbing that takes place nowadays is in my head.


The effort I’ve made is worthwhile: by the time I pull up at the school Katherine seems relaxed and vibrant.


Drop-off has to be efficient. There’s a one-way ring system that allows three cars at a time to pull into a bay outside the main building so that parents can deposit their daughters. There’s no tolerance of lingering farewells, as approximately four hundred cars have to filter through this spot before eight twenty in the morning. Still, Katherine risks leaning over the gear stick and gives me the briefest of kisses on the cheek, almost a whisper. Pretty brave and decent, because most kids stop giving any PDA towards parents at about eleven years old. She grabs her weighty bags and hops out of the car. I can’t stop myself, I yell out. ‘Don’t worry about those who talk behind your back, they’re behind you for a reason!’ If she hears me, she doesn’t acknowledge my Hallmark-card wisdom. Nor does she reply when I add, ‘Love you!’ I hear someone call her name and she starts to run to catch up, deftly wending her way towards a gaggle of svelte, babbling creatures. I quickly lose sight of the flicky-haired bunch, as a big BMW 5 Series is blocking the view.


In a moment of horror, I realise that it’s also blocking the exit and that a number of parents in cars behind my big BMW 5 Series have started to hit their horns. I smile diffidently, hoping they are discerning enough to notice that I’m not the one causing the jam; I can’t get past. At times like this, I wish we’d bought a Fiat 500.


After three girls with enormous backpacks and sports bags are spewed from the car in front I watch as the glossy, impeccably manicured mother unloads a cello, a violin and a hockey stick. She unpacks slowly and carefully, seemingly oblivious to the growing resentment of the parents who need to pull into the drop-off bay so their children can safely get out before the school bell rings. It’s the blow-dry and the French manicure which allow her to be so sanguine. The mothers with visible roots, flat shoes and hastily selected Boden T-shirts and cardigans always hurry. We don’t want to be seen. I need a good two hours getting ready before I’m just about passable, time I haven’t got in the morning. I feel the palms of my hands turn clammy. I really should have a smaller car. Eventually, the manicured mum gets back into her vehicle and I watch as she rearranges the contents of her handbag, makes a phone call and then, after another Jurassic age, smoothly pulls away. I start after her with a violent jerk, stall and then hear the dreadful, distinctive crunch as the car behind me hits my bumper.


A quick glance in my mirror, and I see Jan Bonville, the Chair of the Parent Association, glare at me. I get out of the car, glad that Katherine is long gone and not around to witness my gaffe, although I’m sure she’ll hear of it, because gossip spreads like wildfire in this school. In a chichi school in the Home Counties, no one carries a knife, so people feast on this sort of blether.


‘I’m so sorry,’ I say immediately. Apologies fall from me like leaves from a tree on a gusty autumnal day. I eternally feel as though I’m in the wrong, and I’m sorry for it. Jan is a petite woman, slim, short, neat. She has English-rose looks, skin that shuns make-up, a tidy dark bob and sharp, hard eyes. Her smile never reaches them. I quickly assess the damage. There is none, save for a small scratch on Jan’s car, something I don’t doubt will polish out.


‘I’ll have to take your insurance details,’ she barks.


‘Of course,’ I agree. Then, in a tardy attempt to gather my wits, I stutter, ‘Really? I mean, will this need to go through insurance? I’m happy to pay for any damage. We don’t want to push up our premiums.’


‘I like everything to be above board.’ Her tone is horrified, as though I’ve just suggested some major-league fraud.


‘Obviously, yes. Me too. But.’ The mothers in the cars queuing behind Jan’s are going ballistic. There is a veritable symphony of horn blowing and beeping.


‘Give me your name and number,’ insists Jan.


‘Well, you know my name.’ We’ve served on the same committee for two years now. True, I’m only a lowly class rep and she is the lofty Chair, but she must know my name. All those cakes I’ve baked, all those raffle tickets I’ve sold; last summer I dressed up in a zebra onesie for the school fete and let children throw wet sponges at me. It must mean something. Jan stares at me; her expression is stuck between vacant disdain and severe irritation.


‘Alison Mitchell,’ I admit.


‘Spelt?’


‘The usual way,’ I sigh in disbelief. More glaring, more honking. I capitulate. ‘A. L. I. S. O …’


As I drive away – red-faced, sweat dripping down my back, humiliation seeping from my every pore – I wonder a few things about myself. One, why didn’t I tell her that the fault is always with the person who bumps into the car in front? And, two, why did I use my lovely suede gloves which Jeff bought me just last weekend to rub away at the scratch? While this action did prove that there was no damage, it ruined the gloves because her car was so filthy. These questions go unanswered. Severe self-introspection is something I avoid.


I don’t think Jeff notices that I’m late home from the school drop-off. His office door is closed, which tells me, emphatically, that he doesn’t want to be disturbed. There have to be rules and a certain amount of discipline about such things if someone works from home. Jeff has written four novels so far. The last one was a huge hit. Enormous. Over a million copies sold in the UK alone, it has already been published in seventeen different languages, and counting, and someone in Hollywood has optioned the film rights. That was nearly two years ago. Jeff has written three thousand words of novel number five. He is playing with the idea of writing a high-brow literary novel, the novel he describes as the one he has always wanted to write. When he says this to his agent, Sue, she nods sympathetically, says he must write whatever he wants, but then reminds him of the healthy advance that was paid to him on the understanding that he was writing another commercial novel. Sue also reminds him of the importance of timely deliveries; his signature advance can’t last for ever. Two months ago he announced that he is, officially, suffering from writer’s block, something I don’t really believe in. I mean, don’t nurses, teachers and lifeguards have off-days where they can’t be bothered – but they have to bother, don’t they? Because who has ever heard of nurse’s block? I keep that view to myself; Jeff would only sigh and say that I simply don’t understand the creative process.


I’ll take him a coffee at eleven and tell him all about the school-gate farce then. I know he’ll say I’m silly to worry so much about everything. And he’d be right; I annoy myself at times. I wish I could be more confident. Jeff would’ve told Jan Bonville to take a flying jump, only he wouldn’t have said it so graciously; he’d have used the sort of language that causes sailors to blush. He’s quite a surprise that way. On the whole, he ambles through life with an air of cordial vagueness, but he doesn’t take any twaddle from anyone. He’s firmly polite but, if he has to sacrifice one attribute, he lets the politeness go. I wish I could be so brave and true to myself. I wasn’t always this slightly posh, slightly frail, slightly hopeless sort. This is entirely of my invention, which makes it worse. I was once quite outspoken and opinionated. When did I stop being real? Stop saying what I was thinking? I certainly can’t remember a distinct moment which dramatically brought that part of my personality to a halt. It was a gradual thing. I was one thing, and then I eroded into another. I decided to self-censor. I do know that my transformation from bolshie council-estate Scouse teen rebel to the epitome of respectability, living in the Home Counties, was complete by the time I was thirty-six years old, about the time Katherine started school. By then, I really understood what I had to lose. Not only did I stop saying what I was thinking, I stopped thinking. It was just easier.


I know that I need to do something productive quickly to counter the Jan Bonville effect. She’s flung me into this pit of self-doubt and insecurity. I check the gym timetable to see if there’s an exercise class I can bob along to but I seem to have just missed the starts. I’m most tempted to Skype my best friend, Rachel, who five (long) months ago moved to Montreal. The problem is, although it’s 9.45 a.m. in my world, it’s only 4.45 a.m. in hers, which isn’t a civilised time to call, even if we have known one another since antenatal classes. I don’t think she’d thank me. Rachel left in a flurry of promises that we’d have regular Skype sessions; we said that we’d be just as close as we were when she lived only half an hour away. It hasn’t been the case. By the time she gets her kids off to school and is ready to call me I’m on my way out of the door to pick up Katherine. The weekends are no more convenient, we’re both absorbed in family life; she has four children aged between fifteen and three and describes herself as a professional chauffeur. I understand: even with just one child, our weekends are quite full on. This weekend just gone, for instance, there was a drinks do with the class parents on Friday evening, Katherine had lacrosse training on Saturday and a game on Sunday. I promise myself I’ll send Rachel a long email tonight, giving her all our news and asking for all of hers. I know she’ll see the funny side to Jan Bonville’s schoolground terrorism. I miss her healing humour. There’s a best-friend-shaped gap in my life right now. Part of me wishes that Rachel’s husband hadn’t landed a great job in Canada, but I accept that it is what it is. Friends have to be pleased for one another when good things happen for them. Don’t they? Because, you know, otherwise, we’d be enemies.


I settle on a significantly less fun mode of distraction: housework. I unstack and stack the dishwasher and put a load in the washing machine and another in the drier. I try not to feel guilty about the electricity. We do have solar panels. Jeff had them put in because he found my habit of wandering around the house unplugging everything and turning off lights the moment anyone left a room annoying; he says the panels will have paid for themselves by 2050. I wipe clean all the kitchen surfaces and whizz through the house, tidying. We’re not a particularly untidy family but nor are we camera ready at all times. Jeff’s office is shambolic, as is Katherine’s bedroom, although shared space tends to remain reasonably organized, as I stay on top of things. Unlike many of Jeff’s colleagues and the other school mums, we don’t have a cleaner. I am a stay-at-home mum; it doesn’t make sense to pay someone to do what I can easily manage. Besides, I can be careful to time my pottering about with a vacuum cleaner so that it doesn’t have a detrimental effect on Jeff’s concentration, not something I could easily explain to paid help without sounding very affected. I do any potentially noisy work in snatches, when he nips out for a coffee or to buy a paper, when he goes to the loo. That’s more time than you might imagine.


What next? I have a ‘To do’ list as long as my arm. Every woman is familiar with the list: it’s full of the sorts of thing that should be done at some point but quite simply aren’t. The ironing is always on the list, never gets crossed off, even though I iron every Thursday morning. Then there’s taking old clothes to Oxfam, cleaning the fridge, tidying up the airing cupboard.


The doorbell rings and I feel a tiny flutter of excitement. A delivery. Just the distraction I need.
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I start to scan my mind to recall what I’ve sent for recently. I’m expecting fabric samples, because I’m thinking of re-covering the sofa, and Jeff is always ordering out-of-print editions of books from obscure second-hand bookshops. Unlike me, he doesn’t have a ‘To do’ list, he has a ‘To read’ list and spends an enormous amount of time relentlessly tracking down incomprehensible, fascinating titles. He’s very impressive. Most likely, it’s something for him, but I’m holding out the hope that it’s the samples so I rush to the door before the post lady rings the bell a second time. I fling it open but, instead of the weather-beaten, smiley postie, I’m faced with a lean, tall, really rather handsome man. I wonder what he’s going to try to sell me. Fish? Charity? God? He’s rather trendy, but I can’t see a portfolio so I don’t think he’s an artist who has come to show me his work, which does happen from time to time around here. He smiles apologetically and endearingly. He is somewhat familiar. A school dad, perhaps. I rack my brains to place him.


‘Mrs Mitchell?’


‘Yes.’


‘Alison Mitchell?’


Then I realise – it’s something to do with how he says my name, tentatively but somehow officially – this must be Jan Bonville’s husband, here to follow up on the insurance details. How did such a sour one as her land this charmer? There is no justice. He has gentle eyes, brown, deep; very different from Jan’s sharp, flashing ones.


I’m irritated that she’s sent him. I haven’t even told Jeff about the incident yet. Somewhat defensively, I say, ‘Oh, I see, this is about the bump at drop-off. I think it’s quite unnecessary that you’ve turned up here. Jan and I have sorted everything out. I’ve accepted full responsibility.’ I am somewhat put out that I’m being hounded, but I think I’m more put out that Jan’s husband is handsome. She just doesn’t deserve it.


‘Jan?’ Confused, the man tilts his head to the right and squints at me.


‘It’s not about the car?’


‘No. I don’t know anything about a car.’


‘Oh.’ I feel a bit of an idiot.


‘Are you – look, I’m sorry. This is going to seem a bit peculiar.’


He breaks off and looks to the ground, awkward. He’s wearing skinny jeans and washed-suede boots which look artfully distressed and a soft, dark-grey leather jacket; not the scruffy-biker or cowboy type, the really stylish type. He has a thick, grey scarf wrapped around his neck, although he doesn’t seem unduly concerned about the autumn breeze. His jacket is open, showing a white T-shirt; it hangs casually off his broad shoulders. I wonder whether he’s one of Jeff’s friends. I do know him from somewhere, I’m sure of it.


‘Look,’ he goes on, ‘I’m sorry about this intrusion. I just need to know, do you have a daughter who was born in St Mary’s Hospital in Clapham between March 27th and 29th fifteen years ago?’


‘Yes. Katherine; her birthday is the 27th.’ I’m so used to being honest and straightforward that I splutter out this response before I consider whether this is the sort of info that should be routinely exchanged, on the doormat, with a total stranger.


He swaps his expression of awkwardness for one of panic. ‘I should have sent a letter.’


It’s such an odd thing to say. Who sends letters nowadays? The tax man, blackmailers and Jeff’s great-aunt. He’s not any of those. The man doesn’t look threatening, but he does look distressed. There’s something about his earnest but hopeless expression that makes me ask, ‘Should I get my husband?’


‘Yes, yes. I think that’s a good idea. We have something very important to discuss.’


‘Is Katherine in some sort of trouble?’ I can’t imagine what sort it could be. Katherine is universally described as a good kid.


His mouth twists as though the words he has to spit out taste foul. ‘Can I come in? This is not something we can talk about on the doorstep.’
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Jeff comes down the stairs at my request, curious, concerned. He doesn’t rush. He always has a misleadingly languid way of moving, I am the one who has the monopoly on frenzied and anxious movement. His gaze sweeps over the handsome man standing in the doorway.


‘Can I help?’


‘I ought to introduce myself. I’m Tom Truby.’ The stranger holds out his hand to Jeff, who automatically clasps and shakes it. I don’t recognise his name. As far as I’m aware, there isn’t a girl called Truby in Katherine’s year and I think I know the name of every child. Not a school dad, then. ‘There’s something we need to discuss,’ he says firmly again. ‘It’s extremely important.’


Jeff doesn’t seem to consider the possibility that the man might be about to murder us brutally and steal all our possessions (something I’ve contemplated), because he invites him in. We all trail through to the kitchen, where Jeff offers to make coffee. Tom Truby says, ‘No, thanks, just water,’ and then suddenly changes his mind and asks for an espresso. A short drink, something you can swallow in one gulp, then leave in a hurry if necessary.


He glances around the house, eyes darting from one thing to the next, taking in the bespoke cream country-kitchen cabinets, the black marble worktops and the Woodlawn Blue walls. I notice his eyes fall on the expensive details: the pastel-blue Smeg Fridge, the Grohe Duo filtered boiling-water tap, the brass-coloured Scandinavian pendant lights and the overflowing bowl of fruit. His scrutiny makes me feel uncomfortable, but then scrutiny often does. It’s true the tap was ridiculously expensive; most people can’t even imagine what it cost, which I’m grateful for – if people could guess they’d think we were insane. Jeff regularly points out how handy it is to have boiling water at the touch of a button, but I could get that before, by popping on the kettle. We actually sourced the brass-coloured Scandinavian pendant lights in Sweden, although I’ve since noticed that John Lewis do something similar; Jeff says they are not the same, and he’s right – the John Lewis ones would have saved us eight hundred quid. The magnets on the fridge are those word ones that people use to write funny messages to one another; Jeff has arranged them to form a haiku poem about autumn.




A soft breeze drops the


Scarlet leaf so like your lips.


Mid September now.





The fruit bowl seems the least pretentious thing about us and, even then, rambutan mingle with apples and bananas. In an effort to break the palpable tension in the room I almost offer this stranger a banana, as I do all of Katherine’s friends when they visit, but I stop myself just in time. His eyes linger longest on the photo wall. We have quite a display: a mixture of casual snaps and posed pictures taken on formal occasions. I follow his gaze; I never tire of staring at these photos. There’s the one of the three of us holding surfboards in Cornwall – I really haven’t ever got the knack; some of Katherine holding various academic certificates and lacrosse trophies – sometimes shy, sometimes proud; one of all the extended family at Jeff’s parents’ Golden Wedding anniversary party – that was such a lovely day; one of Katherine when she was just a month old; and another on her first day of school – adorable. The usual array, yet unique to every home. Mr Truby can’t take his eyes off them.


‘Why did you ask about Katherine’s birthdate?’ I ask, concern bubbling in my chest. He doesn’t answer my question but instead tells us that he lost his wife to cancer recently. Obviously, we offer up our condolences but it’s tricky to know what level of sympathy is appropriate; we don’t know the wife, or the man, or understand why he’s in our kitchen, leaning against our counter. He waves away our ‘sorry’s, anyway, as though he’s tired of hearing the platitudes, as though he knows they can’t help.


‘It was ovarian cancer. By the end, she also had breast and lung cancer. Riddled with it. That’s what they say, isn’t it? That’s the expression.’ He stares at us with an angry intensity.


‘I’m so sorry, Mr Truby,’ I say again.


‘Tom, please.’


It is a bit odd calling him ‘Mr’. He’s not one of Katherine’s schoolteachers, but I also feel uncomfortable calling him Tom. He is so attractive that it’s awkward. I rarely notice anyone’s attractiveness nowadays – well, at least, not men’s; I’m often commenting on attractive women I see in the street, at the school gate or the shops, and so on. Women make so much more effort. By the time they reach my age most men look alike: a little plump, a little grey and balding, a little ruddy. I can’t remember when I last stumbled across a physically attractive man of my age. Young men are still lovely but, well, they are young and so very other that I stopped noticing them in that way long ago.


This Tom man is definitely the sort women want to swing from chandeliers with.


Beautiful people make me want to fold in on myself like an origami frog. But, besides Tom’s distracting charisma, there is something else that is making me feel uncomfortable. I get the feeling he is bringing us a problem. I flick a glance at Jeff. He returns a sympathetic smile which somehow communicates that he knows I’m panicking and he’s trying to reassure me. True, I often think there’s going to be an issue, a difficulty, a calamity, and I spend a lot of time worrying unnecessarily, but this time I’m certain. I instinctively know Tom Truby is trouble.


‘Is this a fundraising matter?’ Jeff asks. He’s regularly approached by people who want his financial support or for him to be patron of some charity or other. He helps where he can, freely giving signed copies of his books as prizes in raffles; occasionally, he donates an entire set of his first-edition hardbacks. Mr Truby shakes his head. Jeff looks puzzled but gestures for him to go on. As a storyteller, Jeff appreciates that some things have to be explained in their own time. Unrolled. He allows the stranger in our kitchen to tell his tale.


‘A woman’s risk of developing breast and/or ovarian cancer is greatly increased if she inherits a deleterious – that is to say, harmful – mutation in the BRCA1 gene or the BRCA2 gene. My wife inherited the gene from her mother, who also died young.’ He barely takes a breath but continues, ‘Men with these mutations also have an increased risk of breast cancer.’ It’s a throwaway thought. Not his concern. ‘Both men and women who have harmful BRCA1 or 2 mutations may be at increased risk of other types of cancer.’ He puts me in mind of an infant child who has learnt his lines for a school play and is simply intent on delivering them by rote. Expression sacrificed to speed.


It’s awful that this poor man is so grief-stricken he feels the need to explain this level of medical detail to strangers. I’m trying to show concern and mask my perplexity. Jeff’s expression is now one I’m familiar with: he is interested, very much so. He probably thinks there’s a story line in it for him. Sadly, fresh inspiration can come from tragedy.


‘Genetic tests can check for these particular mutations in people with a family history of cancer that suggests the possible presence of a harmful mutation in one of these genes.’ We stare at him, unsure how to react.


‘What has this to do with us?’ Jeff asks eventually.


The man seems stunned. Did he think he’d explained? He runs his hands through his hair and glares at us, eyes enormous and pleading for understanding, but what is it that he wants us to understand? He looks at us, heavily, and then adds, ‘After my wife died my teenage daughter took herself off to have this genetic test, to see if she had the gene. She was terrified, you see. They all were. I have three children.’ Poor man, left alone with three children. Poor children, left without a mother. ‘She shouldn’t have gone for the test. They normally recommend counselling and a much more measured approach when it’s something so monumental, especially for children. Somehow she managed to persuade the staff it was in her best interest. I’m not sure she was one hundred per cent honest about parental consent.’ He sighs. ‘Olivia can be economical with the truth if she wants to be.’


‘Oh, yes, that’s teenagers,’ I comment sympathetically. Actually, Katherine is reasonably honest and frank with us, but I want to be able to say something soothing, and telling the parent of a rebellious teen that your teenager is an angel is not that.


‘And does your daughter have the gene?’ Jeff asks, cutting to the most pertinent question. He is managing to concentrate on the story much better than I am, not allowing himself to be distracted by sentimental imaginings of this family being ripped apart by the early death of the mother.


‘No.’


Jeff looks delighted. He lets out a deep sigh of relief. I take his cue and smile too, saying, ‘Well, that’s wonderful. Something to be grateful for.’


‘She’s not a genetic match at all.’


‘Marvellous,’ said Jeff. He is beaming now, his most charming smile, the one that makes his eyes twinkle. He makes the effort to charm men and women alike; there’s not a sexist bone in his body.


‘You misunderstand me. The test results for the cancer have confirmed that Olivia isn’t my child.’ Tom Truby’s eyes bore into me. Bleak now.


‘You mean your wife had an affair?’ Jeff asks the question. I don’t because, somehow, for some reason, I suddenly understand. It is as though I am being gradually lowered into an icy bath and I can feel the freeze in my toes, my legs, my hips.


My heart.


Slowly, he spells it out, ‘Olivia isn’t my genetic daughter, nor is she my wife’s.’


‘I’m sorry, but—’ Jeff and I are standing side by side. I feel him put his arm around my shoulders but I shake it off, step away from him. I don’t want him to try to comfort me. If he is trying to comfort me it is because he, too, has made the leap that I have. His gesture makes my assumption seem more credible. I can feel my heart beating so quickly the others must be able to hear it. I feel dizzy, disorientated.


‘What has this to do with us?’ asks Jeff again, his voice breathy. I can hear the effort he is making to remain measured.


‘I think you have my baby.’


I stumble forward and reach out to the kitchen counter. I have to steady myself. My knees are shaking, but I can’t collapse. Can I? Maybe I can. Maybe this is the one time in my life when I can just let go, because who would blame me? I feel vomit rise up and I clamp my mouth closed, swallow it back. Both men look at me with concern but, as I’ve cast off Jeff’s arm, neither moves towards me. I am grateful. I don’t want them near me. I feel I am being tested, and I need to stand on my own two feet. It is important that I do so.


‘What are you talking about?’


‘I think your daughter is our daughter. Mine,’ he corrects himself, clearly still not used to referring to himself alone and excluding his dead wife. ‘I think there was a mix-up at the hospital.’


‘Nonsense!’ I snap. I don’t know where that particular word came from, it is a stupid word to pick; inadequate and incongruously posh as a response to such a diabolical, bloody statement. I should have said something more visceral. An Anglo-Saxon cuss – I know plenty of them, but I’m out of practice. ‘No. No.’ Tom looks at me pityingly.


‘I’ve done quite a lot of research. There were only nine babies born during the relevant time. Five of them were boys. I’ve tracked down the other two girls, but they don’t seem likely options for a swap.’


‘Why?’ I am grateful that Jeff has the capability to ask this. Moments like this are why people form couples. I can’t … I just can’t … This is too …


Much.


‘Because your baby is the only other Caucasian girl.’ He sighs but pushes on. He cares about us, but not as much as he cares about his own agenda. ‘You’ll need to do a DNA test. If she’s ours – mine – then you’ll need to get her tested for the cancer, too. Well, at least, you might want to. I’d recommend it. If not straight away, then as soon as she’s old enough to cope with it. If a harmful mutation is found, several options are available to help a person manage their cancer risk.’


This Tom Truby looks brittle. He’s been broken and patched back together again but not mended. Not quite. Not ever. Wary concern sits stubbornly in his eyes, the skin beneath them is the colour of a bruise, his mouth stays narrow and disappointed even when he tries to smile. I feel compassion for him and hate him at the same time. How can that be? It is devastatingly confusing. I stare at Jeff, waiting for him to say it isn’t so. To say there must be a mistake, that it can’t be this way. It’s ridiculous! Katherine is our baby! She’s my pride and joy, my everything. I hate it that those phrases have popped into my mind. They are hackneyed. They don’t cover it. They don’t get anywhere near the point of her. Of us. I’ve sometimes noticed that parents who are victims of the most horrendous crimes or dreadful luck who release a statement on TV always fall back on clichés; now I understand why. There are no words for this horror. Pain, shock, reduces us all to dumb animals. Jeff, Jeff! I silently plead with him. Make it not so. Make it not this. Do something. Say something!


But he doesn’t say anything.


He looks crushed. Stamped on. I feel a huge surge of pity for him and myself but almost instantaneously it morphs into fury, a fury so vicious and primal I want to hit him. I want him to do something – anything – to stop me believing what Tom Truby is saying. He should throw this man and his ridiculous suggestion out of our house. He is polluting it. Attacking us. Why did Jeff invite him in in the first place? What a stupid, imbecilic thing to have done. I push Truby, sort of jab him in the chest. It is a pathetic move. Not a shove, nothing substantial, something terrified and mean. Both he and Jeff stare at me with incredulity. But I jab him again and again. To no effect. He is strong and solid. Immovable.


‘Get out of my house. Get out!’ I cry.


‘We need to talk this—’


‘Out!’


I cut him off and start to push him towards the door. Thankfully, he cooperates, no doubt sympathetic to my shock and hysteria, which makes me almost admire him even while I despise him. He walks towards the front door, head hanging. ‘Here’s my address.’ He puts a piece of paper on the hall console, pre-prepared. There is something too sensible and determined about his gesture and it frightens me. ‘I’ll go. Leave you to get used to the idea.’


Get used? Is he insane? ‘Out, out!’ I yell. I push him in the back as he crosses the threshold then immediately slam the door behind him. I lean against it, body tense. Rigid. Jeff staggers away and sits on the bottom stair. I glare at him. He sinks his head into his hands, refusing to meet my gaze. I look at the address, expecting it to be a London one – after all, that’s where Katherine was born – but it’s not, it’s a town less than twenty minutes’ drive from ours. This in itself isn’t unusual – we live in a commuter belt; ninety per cent of the parents of children in Katherine’s class are ex-Londoners – but still I feel trapped and hemmed in. Pursued. A London address would have given me something – space, anonymity.


‘Can it be true?’ I ask.


‘Possibly, I suppose.’ He shrugs. I realise it is defeat rather than indifference but still I loathe him for the betrayal.


‘It’s not! It’s not!’ I shout, then shove my way past him and clump up the stairs.




Thirty Years Ago


The assembly hall had always seemed enormous to Alison, but today it felt stuffy and cramped. There were almost two hundred kids hunched over desks; panicking, sweating into their polyester uniforms. Their despair drew the walls closer together, squashed the ceiling towards the floor. Anxiety stained the air; hormones and Oxy 10 effectively eroded hope and self-esteem. This was what it was all about, when the axe fell. It would be decided: losers, winners. The invigilator, Mr Scott, who taught RE, was repeating the instructions: there was to be no talking, if extra paper was needed they were to put up their hand.


Alison thought it was an appalling piece of timetabling that the first exam was maths. Miss Wilson had tried to be upbeat about it – ‘Better to get it over with,’ she had insisted – but no one had been convinced by what she or any other teacher said. As far as Alison could make out, the teachers seemed to hate the kids at Manse Newton comprehensive. If anyone wanted to be a teacher, actively chose the profession, they would not end up here. At best, the sort of teacher here had entered into the profession because there was nothing else for them to do; at worst, to feed a merciless desire to torture. Teachers didn’t take their pupils’ relationships seriously, let alone their ambitions, or even their thoughts. All they ever said was that you had to ‘work hard’ and that the exams ‘were important’, then they contradicted themselves by saying stuff like ‘You’re young, you have your whole life in front of you, nothing is make or break.’ Make your bloody mind up.


Alison sighed. It was confusing. Adults were confusing. And hopeless. They understood absolutely nothing. Not what it was like to be here. Or what it was like to want not to be here.


‘You can now turn over your papers.’


Once, when she was eight, Alison’s gran had taken her to a pantomime in London. It was the year her mother had left; her gran had been trying to fill a gap. It couldn’t work; no matter how much Domestos and furniture polish Gran used to clean the house, it still smelt of hopelessness, despair, abandonment. The panto was Dick Whittington and His Cat. Alison had been disappointed; she’d have preferred it if they’d gone to see Cinderella or Sleeping Beauty, something with a princess in a flowing dress. The best bit had been the orchestra. She’d watched them before the show began – shuffling, disordered, squeaky – then they had transformed on cue. Made magic. That was how it was when they were told to turn their papers over. A crescendo of shuffling, then a lull. Alison thought it must be quite something to be able to play an instrument. Or to be especially excellent at anything, really.


Two and a half hours


Answer ALL questions in Section A. In Section B, full marks may be obtained for answers to FIVE questions.


All necessary working MUST be shown.


You are reminded of the necessity for good English and orderly presentation in your answers. In calculations you are advised to show all the steps in your working, giving your answer at each stage.


Section A


Answer ALL questions in this section.


1.


(i) Calculate the probability that, when a die is thrown, the number obtained will not be divisible by 3.


(ii) A coin is tossed and a die is thrown. Calculate the probability of obtaining a tail on the coin and a 5 on the die.


(4 marks)


Fair enough. She picked up her pen.


The maths paper wasn’t that hard. It wasn’t easy, but Alison had done quite a few past papers so she had a sensible idea as to what to expect. She flew through section A, answering all twelve questions with reasonable confidence.


Section B


Answer FIVE questions in this section.


What was it with the capitals? Why did the examiners feel the need to shout at them all the time? It was OK; they didn’t have to. They had her attention.


She carefully read through the first question in section B; it was all about angles and calculating distance. Pythagoras’s theorum. It was a gift! She’d seen this exact question on a 1982 paper; all they’d done was change the numbers. Lazy devils. She’d got the idea of looking at past papers after the January mocks, when she had realised they were doing the paper the previous year had taken as their final exam. Before then, she’d imagined that all the papers were written following a process in which the teachers conferred and came up with individual questions; she didn’t know much about the examination system. The people she knew didn’t talk about that sort of stuff. They talked about electricity bills, whether they could afford to go to the pub or whether they’d have to make do with just getting in a few cans.


She wondered what Steve’s paper had been like. He’d taken his exams two years ago. The thought of her older boyfriend always filled her with a strange sense of pride and excitement. She wondered all sorts of things about Steve, practically all the time. What might he have had for his breakfast? What did he think of Tears for Fears or Kool and the Gang? Would she ever be able to persuade him to read The Cider House Rules? Did he really like cherry cola or was he just saying that to be different? He’d got a C in maths, which was all right, all he needed to get him into the sixth form in town to do a BTEC in mechanics. She’d asked her maths teacher if they still had that year’s paper, but they didn’t; she’d been told she might get it from the library in town. She’d taken the bus, not with that much hope, but it was something to do, a day out. There wasn’t a lot to do in Manse Newton. A postbox, a telephone box, a pub and a newsagent; it was hardly Disneyland.


The librarian in town had been surprisingly helpful. She’d seemed to think the request for past maths papers was totally reasonable. She went away and photocopied them in a little office; Alison could hear the clink and whirl of the machine. It took ages. When the librarian came back with a whole heap of printed sheets she asked for seven pound twenty. A breathtaking amount of money, but they were copied now; she had to take them. She had counted out the money on to the counter, her hands shaking a bit. She’d had to walk the four miles home because she didn’t have enough now for the bus fare, but it was worth it because the librarian also showed her these clever books called York Notes. They were basically books about her set texts in English which had analyses of everything: themes, characters, plot and language. Who knew? There were sample answers, essay plans, handy quotes and study tips. Alison had said that it seemed a lot like cheating but the librarian had just laughed and said it was all about being prepared.


‘Prepared’. The word had seemed strange to Alison. Obviously, she knew what it meant, but preparedness seemed elusive, luxurious, ultimately unobtainable. How could she have prepared for her mother leaving, taking Alison’s three younger brothers with her but leaving Alison behind? It had been a monumental shock. Her gran had said it was because there were only two bedrooms where her mother was going and, while all the brothers could pile in together, Alison couldn’t very well share with them, could she? Gran was trying to be kind, but Alison knew she could have slept with her mother, if her mother had wanted her enough. When she’d said as much, Gran had looked embarrassed, put out that the child had seen through the flimsy, careless excuse, the flimsy, careless actions. Stuttering, she had replied, ‘But what about your daddy? What about me? We’d have missed you.’ Alison didn’t think it was right. She didn’t believe her dad would have missed her, not that much. He never seemed to notice she was there. Besides, shouldn’t her mother have missed her more; more than a father or a gran could? More than anyone? More than she could bear? Wasn’t that normal?
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