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Praise for On the Bright Side


‘Warm and wise’


JULIE COHEN


‘Big. Beautiful. Incredible. A moving story of personal strength and learning to love yourself’ 


ANTON DU BEKE


‘A hygge hug: a story of how to love the who-you-are, not the who-you-have-been. An elegantly crafted story that we all need right now’ 


ANSTEY HARRIS


‘Great story and characters . . . the kind of read you can settle right into and just love’ 


SUSAN LEWIS


‘Tender and tangled, exploring the grey areas and nuances of life . . . it’s such a pleasure. Warm, sage, heartfelt and real’ 


BETH MORREY


‘The book of the year for me’ 


ANNA MCPARTLIN


‘This tender tale of love and finding your inner strength is a balm for the soul. Beautifully crafted, this book and these characters will stay with me for a long time’ 


CLAIRE ALLAN


‘A beautifully written story of love, life and second chances’


DEBBIE JOHNSON


‘A compelling story with well-drawn characters finding their way through the trials of love lost and love yet to be found’


FREYA NORTH


‘An elegant and engrossing read’


SHEILA O’FLANAGAN


‘A book that you’ll always remember where you were when you first read it and one you’ll revisit many more times to come. Nell Carter will reduce you to tears and then fill your heart with joyful hope again’ 


CLAUDIA CARROLL


‘A love story with a difference, at times dark, acutely observed and beautifully told’ 
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For Esme, who’s shown us all a thing or two about love.






PART ONE






Chapter One


The first email arrives on Thursday.


Sent to my work address in chambers, I’m still staring at it the next day, Friday 10th August. The invite is understated in style; just the simple naming of a time and place to celebrate Alice’s birthday. As the letters spelling her name blur on the screen, a fleeting memory of our last dance catapults forward thirty years – I’d held her, kissed her hair, fragrant, soft beneath my lips.


Mabel, after a typically timid knock, enters the wood-panelled office, and I’m grounded back in the present, Alice’s form already banished. The woman who’s worked alongside me for more than a decade offers a smile and a cappuccino on a small silver tray and I nod a thank you. After she’s left, I stand up, pace the space. The three monkeys on the shelf just to the left of my mahogany desk aren’t quite right and I move the middle one just a fraction to the left. Hear No Evil now sits exactly ten centimetres from both of his blind and silent brothers, right in the centre of a long line of leather-bound legal tomes.


Today is the day Alice would have been fifty . . .


Back at my desk, my hands curl around the coffee mug and I sip through the frothy milk, glance again at the computer, as if to check the date one more time. Within seconds, it reverts to the default screensaver, an image at a charity event a few years ago; me in black tie, my parents flanking me. I force myself to concentrate on that evening, a fundraising event at a local rehabilitation charity where I’m patron. As if on cue, my eyes pinch tight, and pain detonates from the nerve endings where my lower left leg used to be.


From inside my desk drawer, I remove two tablets from a blister pack and swallow them with coffee. Then, before the sounds and images of my last night with Alice overwhelm, I print off the invite, pick up the phone and remind Mabel I’ll be out until much later this afternoon.


*


I take my time. Sensing I’m going to be late, I still drive within the speed limit, unwilling to tempt Fate. She and I have been strange bedfellows throughout my life. I’ve never been able to embrace Her; preferring to control every tiny element to keep Her at bay. I’m a man who likes certainty, checks facts before I take them as truth. If numbers prevail, I like to count things two or three times to be sure. If words matter, like they do when I’m in court, I read them quietly, read them aloud, and study them until I know them by rote. If something feels off, I search until I find what it might be and fix it. I check and recheck and, as such, leave little room for error, or Chance, to upset things.


The old primary school is a turn-of-the-century red-brick building with a tarmac play area to the side and a parking area just beside a small green space. From the nearness of a new housing development, it looks like some of the land was sold off and the rest is about to be. Faded red ‘sold’ signs loom on large advertising boards. I fill my head with useless housing trivia, roll my shirtsleeves down, fold my jacket across my arm and hurry towards the main door. 


At the entrance, I stop, can’t help imagining a little Alice coming here in her school uniform, her long hair hanging in loose plaits by her side, her shoes scuffed at the toes. To my right, there are two pots of unloved geraniums. I deadhead them while I’m standing there, pocket the debris, straighten them up. Symmetry is important.


Then I head indoors towards the music, perfecting my gait as I go. There are days I have to work to ensure there’s absolutely no hint of my prosthetic and this is one of them.


When I push open the swing doors to the main hall, there are people scattered around a large projector image. Alice’s face fills the screen and I’m rooted to the scarred parquet floor. Her face . . . My instinct is to look away towards an area where trestle tables are lined up, laden with food. The invite had said something about Friday lunchtime being Alice’s favourite time of the week and I remember it was. Food and the arrival of a weekend, two of her biggest loves. Music from our era is playing in the background as I’m drawn to her image again. She’s just as I remember; her ruler-straight, walnut-coloured hair falling down her back covering the tiny scattering of freckles I loved. Her head is thrust back in laughter. Vibrant. Alive.


A woman I know immediately to be her younger sister, April, approaches me, offers a hand. ‘Jack,’ she says. ‘I recognise you from your picture on the chambers’ website, though, to be fair, you’re just an older version of the man back then. You’ve not changed.’


‘You neither,’ I reply, quickly scanning the room for her parents.


‘Thank you for coming, I wasn’t sure you would.’


My smile is half-formed. ‘If I’m honest, I’m really not sure I should have, I—’


‘Alice and I went to school here, and both of my children too. It’s being sold now, but I was on the PTA for years, so they let me rent the hall for the day before they exchange contracts. Look at me, I’m babbling.’ She grins at me, her smile a lot like her sister’s.


I haven’t moved, my eyes still darting anxiously around the hall.


‘Mum and Dad both died last year, Jack.’


‘I’m sorry.’ The words are instant, sincere, but a shameful, relieved blush reaches my face. I’ve not seen Alice’s parents since her funeral, after which I went home to Surrey, leaving York University where we’d met, transferring my course to Royal Holloway, where my own parents could keep an eye on me. I’ve been terrified of ever meeting them again. Though they never said so, I always thought they held me responsible for her death. And I hadn’t ever wanted to see that in their eyes because, even now, decades later, I see it in my own.


‘Don’t be. They were as happy as they could have been, in the circumstances. He had cancer and Mum had a heart attack only six months after Dad passed. They’d both reached eighty . . .’ Eyes sad, she shrugs and raises a hand. ‘This was my idea. I’m still in touch with a lot of Alice’s friends and we thought: To hell with it, let’s have a party. Can I get you a drink?’


I mimic the turning of a steering wheel. ‘I’ve got to get back to the office.’


‘It’s only soft drinks, tea or coffee – what’s your poison?’


After asking for a black coffee, I watch April move away towards a makeshift café area before my eyes are pulled back to Alice. I focus on the projected picture of the only woman I have ever loved, powerless against that crushing memory: Oblivion. Now. Please


Before long April’s back, handing me a small white cup and saucer, and I refocus.


‘So, what are you up to nowadays, Jack, apart from working with baddies?’


‘I’m a defence barrister – not all of them are baddies.’ I smile.


‘There it is, the grin she used to talk about.’


My free hand rubs my neck.


‘You married, Jack? Any children?’ She frowns at my head shake. ‘I confess I tried to find you on social media – no sign of you. Did you ever marry?’


More head shakes. I wipe my clammy hands on the napkin that came with the cup.


‘That’s a shame.’


Before I know what’s happened, she’s looped an arm through mine. 


‘Come, sit. We can talk over there.’


‘April.’ I dig my good heel into the floor. ‘I’m sorry, I think this was a mistake.’


‘Nonsense,’ she says. ‘I don’t bite. And I’ve wanted to talk to you for over thirty years and never plucked up the courage. I’m not letting you out of my sight now. Come. I won’t put you through meeting the wider family. Just you and me, having a catch up.’


*


‘She loved you.’ April has told me this several times. I’m not sure why, because if there’s one thing I’m certain of it’s that Alice and I loved one another. I know we both felt the same. 


I drain the dregs of the bitter coffee.


‘I suppose what I’m trying to say is that she was happy when she died. If someone had to die at twenty, isn’t it wonderful that she’d known love?’


I agree, make suitable noises, one eye fixed firmly on the exit. Thirty paces and I’m out of here.


‘Can I ask you something?’


She’s going to anyway, so I mutter an, ‘Of course.’


‘Why did you never settle down?’


‘I never loved anyone else enough.’ My reply is typically factual and blunt, but Lynn springs to mind. She’d been the one to come closest. We’d lived together; she and I with her teenage son, Antony, and I’d screwed up that relationship as if I’d followed a bullet-point plan on how to do so.


And suddenly all the moments since Alice, millions of them at once, create a noisy stampede in my brain.


‘I should go. Thank you for thinking of me.’ I glance at my wristwatch. ‘I’m needed in chambers this afternoon, so I’d better head back.’


‘Can we keep in touch?’ April asks.


‘I’m sorry.’ I pick up my jacket. ‘I’m glad you invited me, but I’m not sure that’s a good idea.’


After a polite but awkward hug goodbye, I walk away from the school hall, where once Alice had stood in attendance during assembly; where she and her girlfriends would have played hopscotch on the tarmac, or kiss chase with the boys. In the car, I close my eyes, clasp the steering wheel tight and try to refocus on work. It’s easier than allowing myself to dwell on what might have been.


*


Back at the office I scroll through messages on my desktop before I have to read the new client file that Mabel has left on my desk. Immediately, April’s name appears on the second email from her in as many days. Despite the urge to pretend today never happened, I click on it:


 


-----Original Message-----


From: AprilFahy272@gmail.com


Sent: 10th August 2018 15:55


To: JackTate@WhittardChambers.com


Subject: Today


 


Jack,


 


I’m so terribly sorry. Upsetting you in the way I did was the last thing on my mind today, when I really wanted to celebrate Alice. She lived a short life, but a full one, and I, for one, still miss the enthusiasm she had for absolutely everything. I could tell from the time we spent together today that you do too.


Forgive me. I’m writing this on my phone and, before I began, agreed with myself that I’d just spill what I was feeling.


Over the years you were mentioned, and not in anger as I suspect you think. My parents never blamed you. I never blamed you, yet seeing you today, I think even after all this time, you blame yourself.


Oh, Jack. Life is never easy, is it?


What is it I still want to say to you? Something simple.


I think you’re stuck, stuck in that moment when she died. And I’m asking you, on her birthday, please do whatever you can do to live this next half of your life. I mean LIVE from this moment on – as if life for you begins in the middle.


For God’s sake, Jack, change it up. See how the wider world works. Do something big! Let love into your life. Make her proud.


And forgive me if my saying any of this makes you want to scream abuse at me. Who the hell do I think I am, etc.


I’m Alice’s only sibling. Had life been kinder, I think you and I would have been friends. Because she loved you so much, Jack.


Dare I say, you owe it to her?


Take care of yourself,


April.


 


Pulling open the drawer nearest me, I grab one of the miniature bottles of whisky I’d kept from some plane journey, swallow it in two gulps. I never drink during the day but today feels like an exception to the rule. Today feels as if someone took my rule book and put a match to it.


I try ignoring April’s unsolicited advice by opening the manila file Mabel left and skim-reading the contents. The new client is a guy in his twenties accused of aggravated assault, his third offence, so the CPS are going to want to throw the book at him. The resulting message I type to Mabel is probably a little blunt but mirrors my mood: ‘Get him in for a meeting asap. J.’ 


My head lowers to my hands, my elbows rest on my desk and, with them, I nudge the keyboard away. It feels as if just one reading of April’s words is enough to hear them reverberate around the office. The loudest echo is, ‘Do something big. Let love into your life. Make her proud.’


As my thumbs massage my tired temples, I wonder how exactly I might do that.


How the hell does one actually do that?


I’m half tempted to write back and tell her to keep her feelings to herself, but she’s just saying it as it is; an almost stranger who sees me trapped in a time warp, someone who thinks that three quarters of a body is enough to love.


‘Do something BIG.’


Like what?


‘Let love into your life.’


It’s laughable. I’ve tried. I’m damaged, not whole. Neurotic and a little OCD. Unable to love. Ask Lynn. Hell, ask Antony too . . .


To distract myself, I reopen the work file and this time I read it properly. And I learn nothing new, apart from one important fact. For the first time ever, I don’t really care what happens to this guy, which really isn’t right at all. Thoughts collide. I pick up the phone and feel instant relief when the call is answered.


‘I’m just sending you a copy of an email,’ I say.


‘Yes, hello to you too, Jack.’


‘Sorry. Hi, Ollie. You got it yet?’


‘Maybe I’m too busy to read your email right now.’


‘Are you?’


Ollie sighs down the line, feigning impatience with me. It’s part of his thing; pretending to be irritated if I need him in any way, when he has always been, and always is, there for me, on the end of a phone or in person. The bond that ties us started back in primary school, but since the accident, it’s an unbreakable thing.


‘Right, got it,’ he says. ‘Just reading now.’ He makes little ‘aha’ and ‘hmm’ noises, finishes with a stretched-out ‘Ok-a-a-y.’


‘What do you think?’ I nibble on a stray hangnail.


‘I think she’s right. I like this lady.’


I say nothing.


‘So, she sent you this after you went to the party that you said you weren’t going to go to, yes?’


‘I changed my mind.’


‘I see that. What do you think she means?’


‘Haven’t a clue. It’s why I’m calling you.’


‘Something big . . . I’d tell you to stop buying plastic, help eliminate global warming or donate to food banks and charities, but you do all that already. And size matters, I mean, she’s talking BIG. Hang on, just rereading it,’ he pauses. ‘Yeah, look, she’s right about the love bit. It’s time, mate.’


‘Please,’ I’m visibly wincing. ‘Please don’t go lining up friends of friends for dinner parties where you sit me next to some singleton. I’m not interested.’


‘Right.’


I can almost hear him nodding down the line.


‘Jack?’


‘Yes?’ I hold my breath, brace myself for whatever’s coming, knowing I probably need to hear it.


‘There’s nothing really new here, apart from the prospect of doing some BIG THING, which is probably a good idea . . . but most of it is what I’ve been saying for a long time and what you already know. How was it the Rolling Stones put it? “Time Waits for No One” and maybe now is the time to really move on. You want my advice? Don’t ignore this. It’s happened now for a reason. Let what she says marinate with you for a few days.’


‘Marinate . . .’ I imagine the email swirling about in my brain.


‘Look, sorry,’ he adds, ‘but I’ve a meeting in five minutes. Let’s talk later in the week, OK?’


With that, he’s gone and, immediately, I’m plunged back in time, to the moments that are filed deep in my psyche; to the memory that’s relived second by second any time I allow it out.


We’re slow dancing, her head resting on my chest, both her arms circled around me. I’m that geeky guy, just out of his teens, who stoops to hide his six-foot-four frame and plays trumpet in a blues band; someone who went through school being called weirdo, believing the tag.


Alice, a petite brunette, completely confident in her soft velvet skin, is wearing red pedal pushers with a unicorn T-shirt because she ‘totally believes in magic’.


Alice loves me.


I love Alice.


I’m wondering how her hair smells of Christmas in July when she whispers, ‘Let’s go.’ Leading me through the crowd at the night-time, open-air concert, we run to the car park, towards the Mini I’d borrowed from Ollie. We both giggle as I bend my long limbs into the narrow driver’s seat.


She’s humming some song we heard earlier and I’m just about to say something, something I’ll never remember later, when my left hand shoots up to shield my eyes. Ahead, too close, lights glare from a car on the wrong side of the road. Swerving, the only thing I do say is her name.


Tyres squeal. Metal grinds metal. Alice’s right arm, in some maternal manner that will never flourish, flails across me barrier-like, as if to protect me from what’s to come.


The embankment is steep; jagged branches whip through the open window as we nosedive. Headlamps explode when the car shudders to a vertical stop – the front folding in pleats. My left leg twists into the crushed metal and mid-scream, I taste blood.


Alice’s head is slung forward at a peculiar angle. I reach for her beautiful face and panic flushes through me because instantly – I know.


And all I want is oblivion.






Chapter Two


WhatsApp Grace &Tim


Dad, please, no trouble, OK?


How & why would I make trouble?


U said u’d stay away.


If that’s what u want but am allowed to feel sad [image: image]


I know . . .


Nah, Gracie, u don’t. U won’t know til ur older & love someone & they just decide they don’t love u any more, just like that. No warning, just announce it & ur supposed to just take it. I hope u never know what that feels like.


I’d say Mum remembers it differently.


U know nothing. Gotta go, might see u tomorrow.


No, Dad! U said U wouldn’t. Dad?






Chapter Three


Clare felt like her gut had twisted around itself during the night. When she woke, trying to rub her tummy better, trying to embrace the first minutes of the day, she couldn’t help but wonder what drama it might bring. Though it was school holidays, Grace needed a lift to a hockey tournament, so she busied herself, first making an instant coffee, then some lunch for Grace. Two slices of white bread, no butter, ketchup and some salami. She would swear that her only child had been born without taste buds.


Washing the six pack of soft drink cans under the tap, Radio 1 in the background, she was aware of being watched. ‘Rat’s piss,’ she told her daughter without looking up. ‘I read an article about it. These cans sit around in warehouses and you never know what’s been crawling on them and then you drink from them and—’


‘Right,’ Grace took one from her, wiped it dry and packed it in her bag. ‘You ready?’


‘I’m always ready,’ Clare said, smiling.


‘Yes, but are you ready to leave the house now, Mum?’


‘Your carriage awaits, my dear.’ Clare ushered her through their front door and pulled it shut behind her. The carriage was a twelve-year-old Nissan that had seen many better days. Most times, she chose to walk places rather than risk the engine coughing like a tired old man with respiratory disease.


‘So, rat’s piss,’ Grace said as soon as they were driving down their narrow car-lined street.


Clare laughed. ‘Tease away, but there could be something lurking!’


‘Not now that you’ve taken care of it, Mum.’


‘Don’t I always? Take care of things?’


‘You do.’


A weighted silence sat between them until Grace spoke. ‘You’ll be all right today?’ she asked, and Clare knew it was less of a question and more of a statement.


‘Of course.’


‘You’ll call me if there are any problems?’


‘There won’t be any problems. I’ll pick you up this afternoon at 5.30.’


‘And if anything—’


‘Grace, go play, have fun! Be fifteen, my love! Everything is fine, I promise.’ Clare pulled up outside the school playing field just beyond the zebra crossing. ‘See you later,’ she called after her only child, who blew her an over-the-shoulder kiss.


Clare had no idea where she’d got her from. Grace was an old soul; someone Clare was convinced had lived another thousand lives. From the time she was little, she’d always talked before other children, walked before other children, read books and wrote her name before other children. Apart from her dark eyes, the girl was nothing like her father and even less like her, yet between them they had managed to produce a kind and caring teenager. And for all of Tim’s bad points, and there were many, he tried to be a good father.


Just thinking of Tim made her insides gripe again. She glanced at the clock on the dash – just enough time to get home, check the mail, finish outstanding work admin and then get to the hall to set up for her midday dance class. It was one of her favourites – waltz lessons specifically for the over-seventies; somewhere for them to practise their rise and fall, somewhere for them to improve their footwork, somewhere for them to have a weekly laugh with friends.


As soon as she opened her front door, her senses pitched. The radio she knew she’d left on was silent. The mail that had been delivered while she was out sat in a small pile on the radiator cover next to her.


‘Hello?’ she called out, leaving the front door open behind her.


Tim’s large frame appeared at the entrance to the living room. ‘Hello,’ he replied.


She sighed. ‘Tim, you can’t keep doing this.’ She kept her voice calm, her speech deliberately slow. ‘You said you’d drop the key back.’


Her very-soon-to-be ex-husband held out a hand with a key in it. ‘Come and get it,’ he said.


‘I’m not playing your games. What do you want?’


‘I wanted to be here when you open it.’


Clare glanced at the post. Six weeks after her decree nisi had been granted, somewhere in there lay the decree absolute ending their marriage. She shook her head. ‘That’s just weird. Can’t you see that that’s weird?’


‘I want to watch your face.’ He picked up various envelopes, leafing through them before handing her one – white and starchy, her name and address typed on the front, the franking mark of the solicitors in the top right-hand corner.


‘Go home, Tim.’


‘This is my home.’


‘Not any more.’ She had tried hard during their long separation to keep the house. With free legal aid, she’d taken him to court for child support and his part in mortgage arrears, but he never paid. In the end, unable to meet the debts alone, the house had been repossessed by the lender. The date on the final notice was less than two weeks away.


She didn’t flinch as he neared her, determined not to show fear, not today.


‘Open the letter,’ he said.


‘I’m not opening it with you here.’ She counted the tips on the fronds of the palm leaves on the hall wallpaper. It was one she’d chosen with him years ago, when they’d both had a bit of a fancy for Miami-style art deco.


‘Please. I’d like you to. Read it. Nice and loud.’


Clare ripped open the envelope and began to speak. ‘Referring to the decree made in this cause on the 18th of June 2018 whereby it was decreed that the marriage solemnised on March 18th 2000 at St Margaret’s Church Twickenham between the Petitioner Clare Bryanson and the Respondent Mr Timothy Bryanson has dissolved—’


‘Dissolved,’ Tim took hold of her chin and turned it towards him. ‘Makes us sound like an Alka-Seltzer.’


Clare jerked her head, moved away towards the front door. ‘I think you should go now.’


‘Aren’t you even a little bit sad?’


Despite herself, her eyes met his, an image of them both on their wedding day prompting a lump in her throat. ‘Of course, I’m sad. If you hadn’t been here now, I’d probably have had a small cry into my coffee.’


‘So have a coffee and a cry with me.’


‘No.’


‘Why not?’


‘Please, Tim? I really can’t do this any more, especially not today.’ She held the paper in front of his face. ‘It’s over. It’s been over a long time, but today even the law agrees it’s absolutely over.’


Before she knew what was happening, his hands, swift as ever, had grabbed it and ripped it into small pieces. Staring at her, he held them high before dropping them slowly. Clare watched them fall, filtering through his hands like some ironic confetti. Then he turned and walked into the kitchen.


‘I can get a copy, Tim,’ she called after him, wondering if she’d have to phone the police. It wouldn’t be the first time. When he appeared back in the hallway, he had a rucksack slung over his shoulder and a can of lemonade in his hands.


‘I’m leaving now,’ he told her. ‘Please tell Grace to be ready at six on Friday.’


Clare nodded, reluctantly. Friday-night curry with her father was something Grace seemed to endure rather than enjoy, but keeping regular contact with him seemed to be important to her.


Just as he passed her, Tim lowered his face to hers. She flinched at the feel of his kiss on her cheek. ‘Take care, Clare. You got what you want – you’re a single woman now. We both get fuck all out of our house. I’m living with my parents and you can’t afford to rent the worst local shithole there is. Congratulations.’


She held her breath, bit back the reply she would love to have made, instead softly saying, ‘Can I have that key, please?’ just as he crossed the threshold. ‘The bank will want all copies.’


‘I think I’ll hold onto it,’ he smiled, pushing it low into his front jeans pocket. ‘Safekeeping.’


Clare closed the door behind him, slipped the lock into place and rested her forehead on the faded paint. She’d known. Grace had known. They’d both known he’d make an appearance today.


‘If I’d got what I want, you’d never have hit me,’ she whispered. ‘I wouldn’t have spent my life second guessing what was going on in your head. If you’d helped me, I’d never have lost the house . . .’ She blinked slowly. ‘And I would never now be wishing a serious dose of rat pee poisoning on you.’ 


Clare straightened up, looked at her watch. Thanks to Tim, there was no time for admin, but she had a few minutes for a solo coffee and a call to the solicitors for another copy of the absolute. Then a much-needed uplift from the waltzing septuagenarians in her life . . .


*


By 10 p.m., fatigue was making her yawn continuously. She switched the news off and unfolded her legs from under her. Hearing the thumping tread of Grace coming downstairs, no doubt for late-night toast, Clare lifted her phone from the cushion beside her, deleting a recent text without reading it. Tim had said enough for one day.


‘Mum,’ Grace was stood in the doorway. ‘Do you remember the time you bought that ticket from Gladys in the church hall?’


Clare yawned, ran a hand through her hair. Gladys. Her dancing pupil – partnered with Phillip. Lovely old lady she’d seen earlier today. ‘Ticket?’ she repeated.


‘You bought one from her. The lady whose son was injured in Afghanistan. Remember?’


It was coming to her. Gladys had been selling tickets for a charity her son used in Wiltshire, an organisation that helped with amputee rehabilitation. ‘What about it?’ Clare was bone tired, unable to think straight.


‘I must have followed them on Twitter because it’s on there that a ticket has won but not been presented yet. Where would it be?’ Grace had walked into the galley kitchen and was riffling through cupboards.


‘What was it for? I probably tossed it, love.’


‘Mum! The prize was ten thousand pounds. The tickets were a fiver each.’


‘A fiver!’ Clare shook her head. ‘Gladys saw me coming!’


‘Ten thousand quid, Mum.’


She joined her daughter in the kitchen, the memory returning, Gladys telling her all about her son’s injuries. Clare parting with a fiver she couldn’t afford to part with. ‘Grace, it could be anywhere.’


‘Think, Mum.’


‘I am. You’re my only luck in life, love. Now, have your tea and toast and get to bed. We both have an early start in the morning.’


‘God, you’re maddening,’ Grace said as she shook the kettle.


‘I love you too,’ Clare kissed her cheek. ‘Turn everything off before you come upstairs.’


*


Clare was woken by the sound of drawers opening and closing in her bedroom. Bleary-eyed, she threw off the duvet, the feather one Tim had tried to claim was ‘his’, even though it had been a birthday present to her from him.


‘It was a Saturday and I was with you. I’d helped out with the teeny-tots before you had the oldies.’ Grace, her blonde hair tousled from sleep, her too-small pyjama top flashing her midriff, stood with both hands poised on her hips.


Clare sat up slowly, lowered her legs to the floor and opened a window, breathing in the dewy air. She walked from her bedroom to the bathroom down the narrow landing, pacing a path in the centre, where the green carpet pile had flattened over the years.


‘You had your blue handbag, the one with red stars, I remember!’ her daughter called after her.


Clare placed her head in her hands, her elbows on her knees as she sat on the loo. After washing her hands, she switched the shower on and ambled back in. ‘You or me in the shower first?’


‘Jesus, Mum. Ten thousand quid would be really helpful right now! Don’t you ever dream of getting out of here?’


Clare stood very still. She’d fought Tim hard to help keep a roof over their heads and lost. She’d fought the local council to be housed, but rightfully, had to take her place at the back of the long queue. She was trying her level best to make ends meet and to ensure Grace’s life was disrupted as little as possible – that she could stay in the same school, have her bedroom with her pink mosquito net shrouding her bed and stay near the selection of odd teenagers she sometimes called friends, but there was no way she could afford a local market rent. Her eyes blinked slowly. Yes, she had dreams. But struggling to keep her marriage afloat over the last few years, and dealing with Tim when they separated, meant she could no longer remember what they were. ‘I’ll go first then,’ she said quietly.


‘That bag,’ Grace yelled. ‘Where would it be?’


Clare ignored her, turned the water up to just beneath scalding and stepped under. Some people used their morning shower to wake – Clare preferred to think of it as a cleansing ceremony. She would wash away anything that had happened in the last twenty-four hours. This morning that meant she scrubbed hard because it sent Tim and all his shit, and all Grace’s disappointment, down the plughole. And the thought that her only option might be to contact her estranged mother and ask for help – that required such a scouring of her thighs that it almost hurt.


Ten minutes later, she walked back into her bedroom, a large towel around her body and another wrapped around her blonde curls. ‘Bathroom’s free,’ she said without looking at Grace.


‘I’m just checking this,’ her daughter replied. She was hunched over her phone but there was nothing new in that.


‘I have to get ready for work.’


‘Mum.’


Clare walked around the pile of handbags Grace had left at the foot of the bed. ‘I have a class this morning at nine.’


‘I found the ticket. The numbers don’t match.’


‘I could have told you that. In fact, I did tell you last night – you’re my good luck.’


‘Mum.’


She turned to face her. ‘What?’


‘What are we going to do?’


Clare sat on the bed beside her and put an arm around her shoulders. Wiping away the tears that formed in Grace’s eyes, she held her face with her free hand. ‘I’m going to do what mums do and I’m going to sort it.’


‘We have two weeks before we have to move out.’


Clare nodded slowly. ‘Yes.’


She would call her mother today. She’d file away all of the hurt and pulse those numbers that she still had written on an old piece of paper. ‘Mum,’ she’d say, swallowing every ounce of pride she’d ever had. ‘I need your help.’ That’s what she’d say. Much as it galled her, that’s what she’d do. Today.


‘Grace, you have to trust me. OK?’


She felt her daughter’s head move ever so gently on her chest. It was a yes. And it was all she needed. She couldn’t let her down.


Today, she’d call the woman whom she’d spent her earlier life letting down. She’d call the woman who’d instructed her when she was ten never to love someone or never to have children because ‘people you love will always disappoint you.’ She’d have it confirmed that she, Clare, was the failure her mother had predicted she would be.


And then she’d ask for a loan.






Chapter Four


‘There’s a delay on the glass.’ My builder, Tony, sucks on the end of a cigarette after saying the words and I can’t help glaring at his casual demeanour delivering bad news.


‘How long a delay?’ I ask. I’m standing in the two-metre aperture that should have a single floor-to-ceiling window, meaning the entire barn conversion would be watertight. Its refurbishment has been a hobby for many months but now I want it finished.


‘It’s coming from Sweden, Jack,’ Tony replies, before tossing his cigarette on the ground.


I stare a little longer. It’s a strategy I’ve learned during years of handling people in court. When the opposition know that they haven’t actually answered your question, just wait. Wait.


‘I don’t know,’ he finally relents, wiping his sweating brow with the back of his hand. ‘But if I was a guessing man, at least another fortnight.’


‘I’m not paying you to guess and I don’t have another fortnight,’ I say, bending to pick up his stray cigarette butt. I hand him what is a fire hazard in a parched garden that hasn’t seen rain for weeks, before walking away. ‘Fix it, Tony,’ I say, adding a last-second ‘Please’ before I leave.


His eyes bore into my back and I can imagine the unspoken expletives on the tip of his tongue. Making my way around the newly erected fence and line of planted shrubs separating the properties, I move the hose that has been watering their roots and head up the garden towards the main house, where Ollie is due soon.


*


I’ve cooked dinner, although Ollie’s steak barely touched the pan.


‘I don’t know how you do it. That thing is practically mooing.’ I point at the offending item with my fork after we’ve sat down at the table in the kitchen.


Ollie grins. ‘It’s great!’ He continues talking as he slices into the meat. ‘So, have you decided what you’re going to do?’


He’s been my sounding board for the last few days while so many things, prompted by April writing to me, have marinated in my head. ‘Yup . . . I’m going to take a sabbatical, somewhere between six months and a year, travel, destinations yet to be decided.’


‘Still sounds a bit vague, Jack.’


I shrug. ‘I can’t fill in the blanks until I talk to Marsha and work out the details with the office. Then it’ll be exciting.’ As I say it, I’m not quite sure that Marsha, Head of Chambers, will agree that it’s as thrilling as I think.


Ollie is staring at me as he chews. ‘So, is the travel a “thing” or the “Big Thing”?’


My brow puckers as I consider the question. ‘I’m not sure. All I know is I really feel the need to do it.’


‘You’re not running away?’


‘No.’ I sigh. ‘I knew you’d think that. I wasn’t sure what I wanted to do until I had an interview with a new client this week . . .’ I want to explain this properly and put my cutlery down by my plate. ‘From the moment I met the guy, hell, even from the first moment I read his file, I just found myself not caring what happens to him. And the tenet of him deserving the best defence possible, whether guilty or not, depends on my caring. So, it’s not running away, it’s more . . .’ I find myself focusing on a scarred spot on the oak table next to my glass. ‘I’m tired, Ollie,’ I admit. ‘I suppose the idea of a break, of getting away from everything, once it began to form, just grew more and more until it became a very loud voice in my head.’


He’s nodding slowly opposite me. ‘I get it. But what’s different about April’s email was the mention of some grand gesture to yourself, or to the world, or both – the Big Thing.’


‘I was thinking I might do a fundraiser for the local rehabilitation centre.’ I check his expression across the table.


He looks unimpressed. ‘Or you could write them a cheque.’


‘Frankly, I think travelling would widen my world, which might mean being able to move on from the past, which would be huge, enormous. Titan.’ I hold my arms out as wide as possible and offer a weak smile.


‘Granted, but is taking yourself off on a big holiday enough?’


‘I prefer a “learning, life-broadening travel experience” rather than “big holiday”. Who knows?’ I shrug and begin to nibble my cooling food, my appetite already waning. ‘But it’s a start.’


Ollie smiles, clinks his water glass against my Merlot-filled goblet. He’s driving and neither of us ever drink alcohol if we’re driving; a nod to the past, an acknowledgement to Alice, to me – both victims of a stranger who made a different choice so long ago.


‘How’s the Barn coming along?’ he asks, staring out at its silhouette.


From the tabletop, my phone vibrates and, after a quick glance, I jab the disconnect button.


‘Tony, the builder, is trying my patience,’ I reply. ‘He doesn’t seem to understand the word “finish”.’


‘What will you do with it when it is finished?’


‘The plan was always to sell, but the market’s awful, and now, I’ll probably rent it for a year.’


‘And this place? What about when you go away?’


I take a moment to look around the home I love – at my country-style kitchen with the Aga that I still struggle with, the old oak dining table that we’re sat at, next to the ticking grandfather clock I picked up at a local auction. The room next to us, visible through an open archway, is the snug – a small sitting room with a sofa and an armchair, a record deck and a music stand. The walls there are painted white and the rear one has a single-glazed door to the garden.


Ollie clicks his fingers in front of my face. ‘Earth to Jack.’


I look at his plate and see he’s finished, yet I’m really no longer hungry. We clear the plates together.


Minutes later, we’re both sitting in the snug. I’m on the sofa, sunk into a dent the exact shape of my ass. Just behind the armchair Ollie’s in sits a big old blanket box where I store all my records and sheet music. The door is open and, outside, the August day is fading to dusk.


‘I was asking what you might do with this place?’


‘I’ll leave it empty, have someone check it often, but I couldn’t bear the thought of other people living here.’


Ollie nods, sips his coffee, and I pour myself a brandy. He’s suddenly quiet, and before I can ask him what’s wrong, he blurts the words: ‘I’ve been thinking.’ There’s a pause and his eyes tell me that he’s remembering the night of the accident. 


Over the years, we’ve had many brandy-fuelled evenings and it’s rare that we don’t end up talking about the role Chance played in events. What if I’d never borrowed his car? What if I’d driven home ten minutes later? What if Ollie had never got the flu and he’d come with me to the concert, which was what was supposed to happen. His being ill meant Alice and I went together. Which one of us would have driven if he and I had gone, and which one of us might be dead?


I watch his face computing the facts before he continues, ‘About everything that’s led you here and . . . I have an idea.’


‘Oh God . . .’


‘Look,’ he says to me. ‘Hear me out, OK? I’ve just been appointed to the board of a charity set up by someone I knew in uni. It’s a small endeavour, helps relocate families who’ve lost their homes post-divorce and houses them for a while to help get them back on their feet. Years ago, she found herself in that situation and later set up the organisation to help others.’ Ollie looks straight at me. ‘She really believes it’s a chance for new beginnings, convinced me to join the board.’


Immediately I sense what’s coming. ‘I don’t think so, Oliver.’


‘April did say BIG.’


The brandy burns my throat. ‘Is this what prompted the unusually last-minute visit from you?’


His right leg sits on top of his left and his foot moves gently, rhythmically. The odd click in his ankle is the only sound until he speaks. ‘Busted. Jack, I get the travelling, but you’re also chasing the “BIG”. This is it, my friend. Give fate the two fingers it deserves and help change someone’s life for the better.’


I roll the idea around my head. As he knew it would, it stays put and I don’t dismiss it because it is BIG, and it could work. ‘Tell me more,’ I say. ‘More about this charity. Just talk. I’ll listen.’


Two coffees later and I know almost all I need to know, and he’s done talking as silence crackles between us.


‘How would I vet who goes in?’ I voice what worries me most.


‘You don’t.’ He shrugs. ‘Like I said – people apply, they have to meet the recently divorced criteria, loss of home, et cetera, and then it’s timing, luck. Obviously, the charity meet them . . .’


‘Could you be involved – talk to whoever is put forward?’


‘I could do that . . .’ Ollie grins, sensing a win, whereas I’m still unsure.


‘I mean, the Barn space isn’t huge – you could really only have an adult and child, or two small children at a push? And children, shit, all that glass . . .’


‘Stop worrying. You’d be gallivanting all over the world.’


He’s right. I would. And without realising what I’m doing, I find myself telling him that I’ll think about it, which, in typical Ollie fashion, he assumes to mean that I will actually do it. To the tune of him slapping his hand on his thigh, I repeat, ‘I said I’ll think about it, Ollie. And it could only be for max a year and you’d have to personally oversee it.’


‘Of course!’ He stands and pulls me up from the sofa into an embrace.


‘Jesus, what part of “think about it” did you not get?’ My face crumples.


‘It’s a really Big Thing and you’d really be helping someone.’


I pull away, reach for my glass and drain it. ‘I help people every day.’


‘Jack, you charge people for your work.’ He shakes his head and some of his unruly hair falls from his ponytail and I realise that though he’s the most unlikely-looking chartered accountant ever seen, he is the person I trust most in the world. ‘You charge people a shedload of money,’ he continues. ‘This would be altruistic, philanthropic.’


Sitting down again, I remove my prosthetic, and rub my stump. There’s always a time in the evening where I take it off for a bit, just to feel the freedom. Oliver watches me before taking his seat again.


‘You think I have the making of a philanthropist?’


He laughs. ‘You certainly have the money.’


It’s not something I dwell on. I’m already generous, I think, donating a large monthly sum to a local rehabilitation charity, and once a year raising other funds for them. I support a few other charities in a more minor way, yet it’s a point my mother is always making to me. Having come from a much humbler background than I live in now, her favourite retort to me is, ‘How much can one man spend?’ She chooses to forget one of the main reasons I have it. I’ve earned well, sure, I’ve earned lots of money and have no dependants to spend it on, but a large amount came from an initial compensation that I’ve invested wisely. From an insurance payout after a drunk driver halved my left leg.


‘Stop.’ Ollie wags a finger at me.


‘Stop what?’


‘Overthinking things. You have that look.’


I scrunch my nose and try to rearrange whatever the look is.


‘Thank you,’ he says. ‘For thinking about it.’ He raises a placatory hand. ‘So, potential Big Thing discussed, let’s talk about the love part. The “let love into your life” bit of the message.’


‘I can do that,’ I nod reassuringly.


‘Jack, there’s been no one since Lynn.’


‘And?’


He shrugs. Ollie likes his facts simple, even more so than me, a worn-out barrister. 


‘I do still know how things work, Oliver.’


‘But you have to dip your toe and then you have to want to—’


‘I’m ready – at least readier than I’ve ever been before.’


‘That’s good.’ He leans forward and stares at me, deep in thought. ‘You have to be open.’


‘I’m an open book.’


‘Open to anything the world throws at you. I mean it, Jack, and . . .’


‘And what?’


‘And you’ve been closed for so long. Terrified fate will fuck with you again. You’re going to have to risk your battered heart.’


‘Jesus! Who made you the love guru?’ I start to laugh, try to drown out the echo of that last ‘Fate’ sentence.


‘I think I envy you,’ he says. ‘You have all the adventure and excitement of finding and getting to know someone, the falling in love, the early sex, the—’


‘You are so full of shit.’ Jennifer, his gorgeous wife, and his two beautiful healthy children register in my raised eyebrows.


‘I know,’ he admits.


‘You wouldn’t swap a moment of what you have.’


‘Not a second.’


‘You don’t have to lie to me, Ollie. It’s not what we do.’ I eyeball him. ‘Whatever happens, whatever comes my way, I’m ready.’


He nods and it’s like a full stop, a point that marks the end of the conversation. A lengthy silence later, he stands. ‘I should get back. Jen will be waiting up.’


‘What, now that you’ve potentially got my Barn for a year and given me my instructions, you’re off?’


‘Ouch . . .’ He mock winces. ‘It is getting late, I should get on the road.’ Ollie squeezes my shoulder as he passes. ‘Don’t get up.’ By this he means that there is no need to reattach my prosthetic and walk him out.


‘Go on, go before you start declaring love for me and embarrassing yourself.’


‘I do love you, man,’ he calls back.


‘Good night, Ollie. Give my love to the family you wouldn’t swap a moment with.’


The room is totally silent when he leaves. 


Rolling my trousers up, I replace my prosthetic and walk over to the record deck. I open the blanket box and, from the pile of jazz albums, I pick the first one, play the first track – Herb Alpert and his band. From the green, velvet-lined box next to my record collection, I remove my trumpet. With my left thumb over the saddle, finger through the ring, and my right fingers on the first, second and third valves, my lips buzz into the mouthpiece and soon joyous jazz fills the room. At the open rear door, I arch my back, working my instrument. As always when I play, my cares vanish. Escape from my broken body is possible with the sounds my lungs and working hands can make. There have never been any neighbours to be bothered, and as my injured heart rises, soars above the boundary that now separates the Barn from the house, I sense that might change very soon.


But by then, I could be anywhere.


*


The next day I see no point in prolonging the decision I’ve already made.


‘Marsha?’


‘Yup?’ The Head of Chambers is a little curt on the phone. I imagine her in her office, looking at her wrist, knowing it’s nearing the end of the working day and wondering why I’m bothering her at this time.


‘Quick drink?’ I ask.


‘Hell yes,’ she almost gasps before adding a wary, ‘Why?’


‘Something I want to run by you.’


‘Oh, God. The last time you said that it meant two new hires.’


‘Nothing like that. Don’t worry.’


After hanging up, my shoulders feel as if some weight has been shed. I walk to the three monkeys and place Speak No Evil face down, angled in the opposite direction to his mates. It takes a few seconds to be certain that I can leave him like that before I head down to meet Marsha in the foyer. 


Waiting for her, I practise my most winning smile, the one I reserve for court appearances, and when I see her come down the stairs, she immediately frowns.


‘Shit, I’m going to regret this, aren’t I?’


I laugh, air-kiss her cheeks. ‘Of course not. You’re going to be helping me. I’m doing something big.’


Marsha keeps pace with me as we walk through Lincoln’s Inn Fields towards the Wig and Pencil. Birds are singing in the trees. People, young and old, are sitting on the benches in the café as we walk by. The sound of laughter is all around. I take her arm, the one she’s not carrying her briefcase with, and link it through mine.


‘You’re going to love it,’ I tell her, fearing she’s really not. ‘Because you’re going to be helping me.’


She’s silent, though she leaves her arm where it is, and soon we’re on the only spare stools, perched at a tall narrow table in the pub, two iced G&Ts ready to go.


‘Come on, sock it to me,’ she says before taking a long gulp from hers.


Suddenly, I’m not sure what to say, where to start, unsure when the last time I ever asked for help was. And the realisation that, outside of medical assistance, I never really have mutes me momentarily. Yet when the words flow, Marsha listens and is surprisingly agreeable to the plan, even admits to being a little jealous, laughingly begs me to take her with me. She assures me that the other partners will come on board before finally sharing her opinion that this is my midlife crisis and is probably all centred around my own looming fiftieth birthday. Before we leave, she bets me fifty quid, one for each of my living years, that I’ll be back within three months.


I smile, and silently look forward to taking it from her.






Chapter Five


Instagram


GraceD15, Croydon


. . .


We are moving! No details yet but leaving the area and am [image: image]


#housemove #willmissyouall #hockeygang


. . .


View four comments:


SonyaFarr Nooooooo!


CarolBonham Good luck, Gracie  [image: image] #stayintouch #willmissyoutoo


PinkieBrown When u off?


GraceD15 Will WhatsApp u.






Chapter Six


The recent heatwave has scorched the grass to burnt hay and the shower now falling offers only a brief respite. The weathermen say this August will break a previous record set in 1976. I was seven back then, can remember peeling the tar that grouted road patches outside my parents’ house – the stink of bitumen on my hands that would linger way past bedtime. The memory makes me scrub my fingernails at the kitchen sink. I stare out the window at the parched lawn finally being nurtured by much-needed rain, thinking about how far we’ve all come, my parents and I. Nowadays it’s verdant golf courses in sunny Florida that my father frequents, while my mother alternates between playing tennis and teaching her ‘American ladies’ to play bridge.


The Barn looks back at me – seems to stand proudly behind the new hedge, as if to announce that I’m doing something good with my new life. There’s a family moving in today; a woman named Clare Bryanson and her teenage daughter, Grace. According to Ollie, who has met them a few times, I could not hope to have a more perfect ‘tenant’. I resisted telling him that perfection would include a rent payment. I’d have thought it was funny but Ollie, who worries he’s pushed me into this, wouldn’t have laughed, so I stayed schtum.


What is funny, or weird, is how this thing has taken on a life of its own since I agreed to do it. Within ten days, the woman had been informed by the charity and I raised the legal papers and they were signed and suddenly, she – they – will be here tomorrow. I can’t deny I feel both a frisson of excitement and full-on terror, alternately.


Turning towards the rear of the kitchen, I’m faced with some of the reasons I haven’t packed yet. The wall – some of it still with fashionably exposed brick, but most of it a plastered finish which has been painted with blackboard paint – reveals my very own chalky mind map. Though to look at it, it looks like the meanderings of a middle-aged fool. Even I can no longer follow the threads or see the reasons behind any suggested decision. One day, I’m going to the States first, then onto Australia, then back to Europe, and the next day, the other way around, and then another day, I hop all over the world in a completely nonsensical random manner – just because I can. It’s so unlike me that I can’t bear to even look at it, so, in the end, I’ve done nothing, because I want to meet the neighbours before I leave. I just need to look into their eyes.


Grabbing my nearest rain jacket, I head out to the pig pen, the bucket of scraps from the kitchen in my hand. The two pygmies, Walnut and Pecan, are waiting by the gate. I’m convinced they have their own personalities – Pecan being the bully and Walnut the pacifist. As if on cue, Pecan pushes his way towards the bucket in my hand before I get to the trough. ‘Don’t be greedy,’ I rub his nose. ‘Your brother has to eat too.’
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