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To Team P, je t’aime, ti amo




Chapter 1


When your family is an eighties pine dresser


My therapist’s consulting room is also her utility room. It has a tumble dryer stacked on top of a washing machine; a cat litter tray; a shelf of breakfast cereals (including the supermarket-brand chocolate ones that I’d never buy my own kids – nine teaspoons of sugar in every bowl!); a big canvas with a cascading waterfall on it and a somewhat sexist box of ‘man-size’ tissues on a side table. The two latter additions turn it – hey presto! – from a functional family laundry room into a serene space for divulging your deepest secrets. It isn’t entirely professional, but it’s two minutes’ walk from work and, most importantly, it’s cheap – which is, after all, what most people look for in a therapist, isn’t it?


Jackie has just asked me to describe how I feel about my family. She asked me the question in the soft, soothing therapist’s voice she puts on in the morning along with her lip balm and elasticated skirt.


‘They are – ’ Which word shall I choose? I know I have to pick one that doesn’t deviate from the script of what I am supposed to say, being a loving mother and everything. I’m about to finish my sentence with an insipid but positive word like ‘lovely’ when I look at Jackie, and she suddenly looks so smug, so together, so sorted – which is a bit rich as she’s currently sat on a fold-up garden chair wedged beside a welly boot rack, underneath a wall calendar that has ‘Kids at Dave’s’ written on every other weekend. She’s also just had to raise her voice a little to be heard over the spin cycle.


Embarrassingly, I had never noticed any of these things before Fergus pointed them out after the one time he came with me. One time. Fifty-five minutes of therapy and he was cured. Didn’t need to come again. For just under a pound a minute, his brain had been reset, his memories erased, his emotions realigned, and he was a new person. His side of the couples counselling successfully completed. Well done, Fergus.


Over thirty sessions and fifteen hundred pounds later, I still feel exactly the same.


‘I bought an old pine dresser from a car boot sale a few years ago,’ I start.


‘Jess, stop avoiding the question,’ Jackie says. It makes me feel bad for a moment. It’s like she is actually invested in my happiness, not just counting the minutes until I leave and a far more open and honest client arrives to put their feet up on the beige IKEA footstool and spill out their secrets, necessitating a man-size tissue.


I hold my hand up to stop her interrupting. ‘I saw it, this pine dresser, it was only twenty pounds, a real bargain. Don’t get me wrong,’ I continue, ‘it’s horrible – yellow, with ugly brown knots in it. But I knew that with a bit of elbow grease I could make it really fantastic. I bought a very expensive – and surprisingly small considering that it cost more than Liam’s new trainers – tin of chalk furniture paint, and I ordered ten hand-painted china knobs off eBay. This dresser was going to be amazing. Everyone who came into my house would admire it, and it would make me so happy. But do you know what? What with work and life just getting in the way, I’ve never done it. Not even sanded it down or primed it. So it just sits there taunting me with its imperfections and potential. And I hate it every time I see it. Which is quite a lot, because it’s in my bloody kitchen.’


Jackie’s face is blank. If she knows where I’m going with this, she’s not giving it away.


‘That dresser is my family.’


‘That’s the most honest thing you’ve said to me in the last two years, Jess.’


I smile back at her. ‘You’re welcome.’


‘It’s not too late to paint it you know. To give it a sand down and a nice coat of paint.’


‘Oh, I think it is,’ I reply with a shrug that’s designed to show quite how accepting I am of that fact.


‘You seem very tense today, Jess. Let’s end the session with a little relaxation. Close your eyes and think about a time you felt really calm and centered.’


‘It’s OK,’ I say, putting my hands on the arms of the chair, ready to get up, ‘we can finish early, I’ve got lots to do anyway.’


‘Absolutely not, we’ve got fifteen minutes left, and I think you need it. Now close your eyes and breathe in for one, and two, and out, for one, two. And in, one, two, and out, one two.’


We need more surgical gloves.


‘What are you thinking of, Jessica?’


‘The ocean,’ I answer automatically.


‘Lovely. So, as you sit there on the beach, watching the waves gently roll in, I’m going to count back from five, and with every number you will feel yourself getting more and more relaxed, five – ’


Does the dry cleaner’s close early on a Wednesday? I’m sure it shuts early on a Wednesday.


‘Four – ’


Liam needs to wear his blazer tomorrow for the meeting that decides whether he’s suspended or not. We’re one of the few families who bought the thing, he’s going to bloody well wear it.


‘Three – ’


When was my last smear test? I’m sure I need one soon.


‘Two – ’


Why does Molly hate me so much? I know she’s sixteen, and sixteen year olds hate everybody, but she doesn’t need to be so mean.


‘One – ’


What if Mum gets chopped up into tiny bits and fed to a pet anaconda by someone she’s met Internet dating?


‘You should be totally relaxed now, your mind completely free of all thoughts, as you listen to the slow and steady ebb and flow of the crystal-clear water, gently lapping on the sand. Are you totally relaxed now, Jessica?’


‘Mmmmm.’


‘Wonderful. What can you smell? What’s that scent on the breeze?’


Someone else’s perfume. ‘The salty air.’


‘Lovely. And what can you hear?’


The car engine turning off outside after that woman from work gives Fergus a lift home and it taking twelve minutes for him to put his key in the front door. ‘The seagulls.’


‘Fabulous. And are you there with anyone?’


Last time I took the kids to the cinema they made me sit in a different row. ‘My family.’


‘Fantastic. Just take a minute to breathe in and out. With every breath in, you’re filling your body with positivity, and every breath out, you’re getting rid of any negative energy in your body.’


Have I drunk enough water today? I don’t think I have.


‘And remember, you can tap into this fabulous feeling of being completely relaxed and stress free any time you want.’


I bet when the lab results come back Mr McDonald has high potassium levels.


‘OK. And I’m going to bring you back now. As I count backwards from five, you’re going to wake up and feel refreshed and carefree. ‘Five – ’


I wonder if someone’s cleared that dead pigeon up from the street outside?


‘Four – ’


Did I leave the mince on the side to defrost or put it in the fridge?


‘Three – ’


If it’s not in the fridge it’ll be riddled with bacteria by now.


‘Two – ’


I need to drop off that nebuliser to Mrs Hendricks after work for her baby.


‘One – ’


We’ll have to have something on toast. We can’t risk the mince. Have we even got bread?


‘And you’re back. You should feel so much lighter and happier now, Jess.’


‘Oh yes,’ I say, ‘that was marvellous. So much lighter. And happier. Thank you so much, there’s your fifty pounds.’ I stand up and stretch, shaking out my shoulders and cricking my neck from side to side to really hammer the point home that my body has been sat on a beach for the last quarter of an hour. ‘Oh yes, so much more relaxed. You really are a miracle worker, Jackie.’


‘Maybe next time we should talk about Anna.’


I shake my head, and smile brightly. ‘Oh no, I don’t think there’s any need for that. Bye bye now.’


 


I’m ten minutes late running into work, sweat patches forming on my silk blouse. I smile when I see my favourite chicken salad sandwich on my desk with a note from Robert – one of my favourite partners in the practice – telling me to ‘make sure you eat lunch!’ I stow my bag under my desk and quickly wriggle into the white coat hanging on the back of my door, which has my name stitched onto its pocket, and take a deep, steadying breath. I can do this.


As usual, I can hear the waiting room way before I can see it. A baby’s high-pitched shriek, a chorus of coughing and spluttering; an incubator filled with a hundred different germs and compromised immune systems. Pam on reception’s loud voice booms that the next appointment is eight days away and although I can’t hear it, it’s easy to imagine the fruity words of outrage from the handset. Eight days? That’s ridiculous! And they’re right, it is.


Fourteen pairs of eyes look up expectantly from their phones as I walk in, clipboard in hand, and announce a name. Thirteen mouths sigh as an elderly man heaves himself up from his chair. It doesn’t occur to anyone to help.


Now we’re nine minutes into the allotted ten-minute consultation timeframe and the list of the pensioner’s ailments is still growing.


‘It’s probably nothing,’ he says, ‘but I’ve been doing some research and . . .’


There are twelve patients after him, I still have to sign off all the prescriptions from the morning surgery and make four phone calls giving test results. I surreptitiously sneak a peek at my watch. If I call Fergus now, he may be able to pick the blazer up from the dry cleaner’s – although it probably doesn’t matter what Liam wears to the hearing tomorrow, the school are still going to suspend him. They’re being far too harsh on him this time, though. After all, we’re in the clutches of a heatwave. Not a ‘let’s head down to the supermarket, pick up some kebabs for the barbecue and fill up the paddling pool’ type of heatwave, either. More a third-degree-burns, melting-pavement scenario, and all Liam did was start a sideline in selling ice lollies at break time. If anything, it was an act of kindness to his fellow pupils. He should be celebrated, not vilified. With a bit of common sense and gentle persuasion, I’m sure I’ll be able to make the Head see Liam’s act for what it was: a mature example of community spirit.


‘. . . and I think I may have picked up a parasite when I was in the Congo.’


I tune back in to my patient. ‘I’m sorry, what?’


‘I’m pretty sure I have African Trypanosomiasis.’


‘And when did you last visit the Congo, Mr King?’


‘1958.’


 


I spend the journey home after work fantasising about a parallel life where I walk into the house and am met by enticing dinner smells wafting out from the kitchen. The newly picked-up dry cleaning is hanging over the bannister, the kids are showered and fresh faced, a glass of wine and a full bath is waiting for me. And someone, anyone, asks me about my day.


Back in reality, the front door is on the latch, the hall lights are on and the only reason I know I’m not about to confront burglars is that there are two pairs of scuffed school shoes and two school rucksacks left at the bottom of the stairs, but no one replies when I shout hello. I didn’t really expect them to. Iris the spaniel thumps her tail in a vague sort of way, but even she can’t be bothered to actually get up out of her basket to greet me. And there’s no sign of Fergus at all.


I had four inches chopped off my hair and a head full of blond highlights put through just over a week ago. Robert even wolf-whistled when I came into work – which I know should have made me feel sexually objectified, but I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t just a little bit pleased someone had noticed. Plus, he’s not into women in that way. It was lucky that I hadn’t been abducted that week because the description my family would have given to the police would not have matched me at all and I’d have never been found. Which actually doesn’t sound too bad. Probably best not to tell Jackie that in our next session.


Hours later, the front door bangs and after a few seconds’ pause, Fergus pokes his head round the living-room door. ‘Wotcha,’ he says in his soft Irish lilt.


‘Hey,’ I reply.


‘Have you eaten?’


I nod. ‘With the kids.’ Which makes it sound a lot more convivial than the reality of sharing a table with two teenagers and three screens actually was.


‘Anything left for me?’


‘The lasagne we had on Monday is in the fridge, give it a sniff before you nuke it, see if it’s still OK.’


‘Nothing from tonight left?’


I can’t fault his optimism. ‘There was, but then Liam wanted thirds.’


‘Oh, OK. I’ll just have something on toast then.’


‘We’re out of bread.’


‘Just some cereal then.’


‘And milk.’


‘Jesus, Jessica. Shops shut today, were they?’


‘I don’t know, Fergus, were they?’


I pointedly return my gaze to the TV and he slopes off to the kitchen. My phone, balancing on the arm of the sofa, pings with a new message from the Year 11 WhatsApp parent chat, which commandeers more of my time than a full-time job, husband, two children and a dog. It seems a boy has sent a picture of his genitals to the whole year. It is unclear if it is an act of deluded self-promotion or a mortifying mistake, but the sharpened talons of The Housewives of North London are out and motive isn’t important.


Fergus comes into the living room holding his hot plate of lasagne with a white tea towel, the edge of which has orange ragu seeping into it.


‘Someone’s been sending penis pics to the Year 11 Group,’ I say.


‘Not guilty.’


I can’t help laughing; he is still quite funny. Sense of humour. That’s what every single person is looking for, it says so on every dating ad I’ve ever seen. GSOH. Make me laugh and I’ll take my clothes off, that’s what that means. So why don’t I?


‘You saw Jackie today, didn’t you?’


‘Yes, I saw her in my lunch break.’


‘Ah.’


This is as far as his questioning ever goes, just an enquiry that I’ve been. That I am one step closer to being fixed. Mended. Happy. All issues talked through with a qualified professional. A little spot of mental management between a leg wax and a scrape and polish at the dentist.


I’d initially bought ten sessions of marriage counselling on a whim two years ago as a birthday present to myself after I’d read an article in a magazine about how it had revolutionised these women’s relationships. The feature even had beaming photos of the couples, arms wrapped around each other, faces snuggling smugly into necks, to prove their new marital happiness. Fergus went to the first session and promptly declared it ‘a waste of time’, but for some reason I’ve kept it up, going by myself once, sometimes twice a month. It can’t hurt.


We sit there in silence, the television flickering in the corner, giving us a legitimate reason not to talk to one another.


‘So, tomorrow,’ I say finally.


‘Tomorrow,’ he echoes.


‘The meeting with the school is at nine, so we can drop Molly off first, then go to it.’


Fergus shovels another massive forkful of pasta into his mouth, waiting until his mouth is completely full before he starts talking, so that I can see the half-masticated food in all its glory. ‘And how are we playing it? Totally his fault, totally our fault, totally the school’s fault?’


I can’t look at him any more, it makes me feel sick, so I turn back to the TV to reply. ‘I think a mixture of all three, but we need to stay calm. We need him to stay at this school, so ultimately, a lot of grovelling, he needs to apologise, we need to say that we’re dealing with it—’


‘But we’re not,’ he says. ‘We’re pretending it hasn’t happened.’


‘We’ve taken his phone and he’s grounded, so we are dealing with it.’


‘Are we? Where is he now?’


‘He’s upstairs playing on the computer.’


‘No he’s not, I poked my head in.’


‘Is he in Molly’s room with her?’


‘No, because that hasn’t happened in about five years. He’s not here, Jess – I thought you knew.’


I rise up from my seat. ‘I’ll call him and get him back.’


‘We’ve got his phone.’


‘Oh, for Christ’s sake.’




Chapter 2


Slice of lime with that?


‘You are so lucky.’


‘What, that I get to go back to that shithole in a week? Yes, Dad, I am so lucky.’


‘Language!’ I whisper-shout, peering around the thankfully empty school gates to check if anyone overheard. If it were an hour earlier there would still be clusters of whispering parents dotted about. I needn’t have worried, everyone has already dispersed to their jobs, exercise classes, ironing piles or morning television.


‘You made us look like absolute idiots in there, Liam,’ I say as we stomp towards the car.


‘What? What did I do?’


‘You, with your, “I only wanted to keep my peers hydrated” nonsense. You knew that line would fire me up, and then I looked like a complete eejit.’


I feel such a fool – I even helped him load his cool boxes into the boot each morning. In between me firing off juvenile dehydration statistics and Fergus doing his, ‘Oh, we were all young once, what’s an ice lolly between friends?’ routine, the stony-faced panel took great delight in saying, ‘Mr and Mrs Bay, I don’t think your son has been entirely truthful about why we’re suspending him.’


‘Are you calling our son a liar?’ Fergus had asked, eyes flashing angrily. ‘Because he has told us, and quite frankly we are appalled at the school’s harsh stance on a child innocently trying to combat climate change.’


Even I had thought that was a bit much, but neither of us was ready for the head’s retort of, ‘We are suspending Liam for choosing to, ahem, innocently combat climate change through selling ice lollies made from gin and tonic and vodka cranberry.’


‘Oh,’ we’d both muttered in chastened unison. That told us.


I stand impatiently by my car, arms folded across my chest. ‘So, what now?’ I say to Fergus. ‘Can Liam go to work with you today?’


‘Me? No, of course he can’t. What’s he going to do, sort paper clips into size order?’


‘You have interns, can’t he be one of them?’ I know for a fact that Fergus’s company has a steady stream of eager young things happy to work for the cost of a Pret a Manger smoked salmon panini, because he is often tagged in their boozy photos on Instagram: #teambuilding, #allworknoplay, #bestbossever.


‘He’s thirteen,’ Fergus says. As if I didn’t know.


‘I’m aware of that.’


‘Are you also aware that he’s standing right here?’ Liam injects.


‘I just mean, I can’t take a thirteen year old into work with me.’


‘He’s not just a thirteen year old, he’s your thirteen year old,’ I say.


‘Still here,’ Liam chimes in.


‘And he’s your thirteen year old, too. Can’t he go in with you?’


‘To a doctor’s surgery? What is he going to do? Take blood samples?’


‘I don’t know . . . get him to arrange the patients’ notes in the filing cabinet?’


‘The filing cabinet? We’re not in the 1950s, we don’t have a filing cabinet.’


I’m already late for the morning’s surgery – my mind suddenly floods with images of newborn babies, pregnant mothers, frail pensioners, a thousand different germs and weakened immune systems all together in one place. I have a desperate urge for a double shot coffee to feel the welcome surge of caffeine flood my brain and I want to be as far as humanly possible away from Fergus. So, as I run into the crowded surgery fifteen minutes later, Liam is trailing sulkily behind me. I return the appraising smile Robert gives me as I sail past him, knowing full well that my pencil skirt accentuates the curve of my behind and allow myself to imagine him slowly unzipping it.


‘Yuck, are you flirting with him?’ Liam says, making vomit noises.


‘Wind your neck in. He’s gay.’


In between an infected leg abscess and a severe case of Strep throat, the school rings. I’ve got no idea how Liam could be in trouble when he’s currently doing a stock take of sterile bandages, and impatiently say so, before the deputy head says that it is Molly he is calling about today. I’m sure that I detect a hint of pomposity in his tone, an audible eye-roll at having to disrupt his day with yet another incident involving a Bay child.


‘Molly?’ I reply. Aside from checking out of real life and existing purely in the world of pouting selfies and hashtags, she never gives us cause for concern the way Liam does.


‘She missed her GCSE French oral this morning. I don’t think that I need to tell you that this is very serious.’


‘But she can’t have! I dropped her off myself this morning, just before our meeting with you. I watched her go into her classroom.’


‘Well evidently, she then went out of her classroom, Mrs Bay.’


‘Doctor. Doctor Bay.’


‘I’m sorry, what?’


‘You said Mrs Bay, but I am a doctor.’


It was petty, and trivial, and totally unnecessary, but all control is slipping through my fingers like water and I feel a desperate need to impress him, to tell him that he’s got it wrong, I’m not one of those mums they make documentaries about who let their kids run wild. Molly was thirteen before I even let her get her ears pierced, for goodness’ sake. I put the phone down after promising I’ll deal with it, and give the patient in front of me a smile. ‘Right, let’s take the swabs from your throat and send them off to the lab.’


As soon as I’m alone again, I pick up my mobile.


‘Hello, Fergus’s phone?’ comes a chirpy female voice.


‘Is Fergus there? It’s his wife.’ I put an unnecessary stress on the last word just in case there is any ambiguity about his marital status in the office. His wedding ring hasn’t left the pot next to his electric toothbrush charger in months – apparently it doesn’t fit any more. I don’t want to ask if he means literally or metaphorically.


‘He’s just in a meeting at the moment. Can I get him to call you back?’


‘Yes, it’s very urgent. If you could interrupt the meeting—’


‘Oh no, I couldn’t do that.’


‘Well, it would be great if you could, but if you can’t, then the second he steps out, please tell him to call me.’


My phone rings about three minutes later.


‘That was a quick meeting, or did the girl pull you out of it?’


‘I was having a shit. But I could hardly tell her that.’


‘You just said it to me.’


‘We’ve been married for a hundred years. That’s different.’


‘I think I would still prefer to think of you in a meeting.’


Fergus clicks his tongue impatiently. ‘Faye said that it was urgent.’


‘Molly’s gone AWOL. Missed her exam today, the school have no idea where she is.’


He gives a loud sigh. ‘Oh, Jesus. How did we get it so wrong?’


‘I think the most important thing is to track her down. Her phone’s off, but can you use that app thing on your phone to see where it is?’


‘Yes, hang on while I look.’


I drum my fingers on the table while I wait, seething. How could she be so stupid to mess up her future like this?


‘OK. It’s showing that she’s in Tan & Glam tanning salon,’ Fergus says.


‘Are you kidding me? She’s missing her French GCSE to get a fake tan?’


‘Mais oui.’


 


Mum sits nursing a cup of tea at my kitchen table after she invited herself over. I’d like to think this impromptu visit was to support her only child in her time of need, but she admitted as soon as she’d made sure that we were alone that she had a date last week that didn’t end at the restaurant and that she was a bit itchy, ‘you know, down there’, and needs the name of some cream. Like this week couldn’t get any worse.


‘So what did Molly say then? When you found her?’ Mum says when I finish filling her in on Molly’s Great Escape.


‘She wouldn’t talk to me at all. As usual. I knew she’d been crying because she had mascara all down her face, but she denied it of course, shrugged her shoulders and sailed past me. I’d still be none the wiser about what happened if one of her friend’s mums hadn’t called to tell me that just before the exam Molly had gone to the loo, and come back to the exam room with her skirt tucked in her knickers. Apparently she ran away in embarrassment when she realised and hid in the nearest place she could be by herself, which was one of those awful tanning cubicles of all places.’ At least she’d had the sense not to actually use the sunbed – melanomas aside, those things must be riddled with bacteria.


‘Poor thing.’


I look at my mother, baffled at her attitude. What part of this wasn’t she getting? ‘It was a real exam, Mum, not a mock or a little test – a proper exam that counts towards her future.’


‘She keeps everything in, does that one. Wonder where she gets that from.’


I keep folding the laundry, making four piles, one for each of us, not meeting her eye. Molly’s resembles the Leaning Tower of Pisa due to her hobby of changing her clothes every seventeen seconds.


‘So, what are you going to do about it all?’ Mum asks. ‘I can’t imagine my son-in-law is being particularly proactive about coming up with a plan to steer the kids back on the straight and narrow.’


When I’d first introduced Fergus to my parents, they’d liked him. But he was a different Fergus back then: a fellow medical student, a future doctor, with plans of specialising in the heady (and immensely fruitful) world of cosmetic surgery. What was not to like? Then he failed his third year exams, which wasn’t surprising considering what was going on at the time, got asked to leave university, and took a junior role in a PR firm, which, ironically, represents many of the celebrities he might have operated on had he stayed at university.


‘That’s sort of the same, isn’t it?’ Fergus had said at the time, trying to make the best of it.


‘No, not really, Fergus. It’s not the same at all,’ Mum had replied, disappointed that her new son-in-law would never be getting her discounts on the facelift she’d already decided to have thirty years into the future.


‘We’re just keeping our heads down for a bit,’ I say in response to Mum’s question, ‘Fergus has gone into work this morning—’


‘Leaving you here to hold the fort. Nice.’ Mum sniffs.


‘ – to speak to his boss about some leave, actually.’


‘So you’re both off work for a bit, Liam’s suspended, Molly’s bunking off her GCSEs, and you’re all just going to sit in the house feeling sorry for yourselves?’


‘It’s not like that at all, Mum! We’re just taking stock of things. Molly hasn’t got another exam until Friday, so it just made sense to be at home together.’ When I’d called Robert to say that I’d be off for the rest of the week, he made a clucking sound that despite not containing any words was far more sympathetic than anyone else was being. ‘Take as much time as you need,’ he’d said, ‘but make sure you look after yourself, too. Remember what they say: put your own oxygen mask on first before helping others.’


‘Absolutely,’ I’d replied, as if I were just off to have a hot stone massage that very minute.


Mum put her cup down and folded her arms across her chest. ‘To be honest, Jessica, I think you need to consider stepping off this ridiculous hamster wheel of responsibilities for a bit, get the kids back on track, and sort out your marriage. Are you still seeing that psychiatrist?’


‘Therapist.’


‘Tomayto tomato.’


God, she’s annoying. ‘A psychiatrist is a doctor who can prescribe medication, a therapist listens to you talk.’


‘And do you talk to her?’


‘Of course I talk. We don’t sit there in silence for an hour a week.’


‘I mean really talk?’


‘As opposed to what?’ I say irritably. ‘Tap dancing?’


‘As opposed to smiling and chatting about everything except the reason you need therapy. I bet you squirt bleach down the lavatory before the cleaner comes, too.’


‘I don’t have a cleaner.’ Which she knows all too well as she mutters about the state of my house every time she comes round. I speed up folding the laundry. I’m not bothering to even turn the inside-out socks the right way any more. They can do that themselves, surely.


‘Jessica?’


‘I don’t want to talk about it.’ I carelessly put Fergus’s boxers on Molly’s pile and it teeters ominously before falling over and scattering newly folded clothes across the kitchen floor like dominoes.


Fergus


Fergus’s boss is away in his timeshare apartment in Majorca. He has been for the same two weeks each year for the last eleven years and will go back every year until he dies of a burst stomach ulcer in twelve years’ time. He approved Fergus’s request for a week’s leave by email, telling him to ‘take as much time as you need’. Fergus reads it, closes his laptop, and leaves for the office anyway, shouting down the hallway a swift, ‘Bye, can’t keep the boss waiting.’


Faye sits opposite him in the coffee shop next to work, twirling her long blond hair through her fingers and pouting. Both actions unsettle Fergus, because for a split second he sees Molly, not the woman he’s been grafting for the best part of six months. He would, however, be horrified if he heard someone describe what he’s been doing as ‘grafting’; it is such a horrible word, so predatory. He’d have quickly shut it down, saying something like, ‘It comes to something when a man can’t be friendly with a female colleague! Honestly, this political correctness nonsense really has made the world a crazy place.’


Faye is younger than Jess, but she isn’t young, not Molly young. She is actually slap bang in the middle between his wife and daughter. That isn’t too young. For a friend to be. Everyone needs friends.


Faye has just finished telling him about this ‘incredible speakeasy bar that he absolutely must visit, he’d love it’. He agrees that yes, he absolutely would.


‘So you’re going to be away for a week? Maybe more?’ Faye pouts, sticking her bottom lip out. It’s so shiny. ‘Work is going to be so dull without you.’


Fergus nods. ‘But I’ll be on my email, and you can message me any time. In fact, please do – I’ll be going out of my mind with boredom, so make me laugh.’


Faye has introduced Fergus to the world of humorous memes. Most of their WhatsApp chat is filled with pictures of animals or kids pulling funny faces, things that Jess would think were childish and a waste of time. Admittedly, Fergus is wasting a considerable amount of time looking for them.


‘And you’re not going away? You’re just all going to be at home together?’


‘I need to be there to support the family.’


‘You really are such a great husband. I hope your wife knows how lucky she is.’


Under his shirt Fergus involuntarily flexes his chest.




Chapter 3


Six hundred and thirty-two days and counting


Fergus’s phone is screen-side down on the kitchen counter. I know what that means, I’ve read about it in one of the magazines at the surgery. I’m not stupid.


He’s having an affair.


If I wanted to, I could turn it over and scan through the messages while he is in the shower – I’d be able to hear him coming down the stairs in time to put it down – but the sad thing is, I don’t want to know for sure. I don’t want to see what gushing words she’s saying to him, or what lovely things he’s written back. He even tried it on last night, coming out of the shower with a tiny towel wrapped around his waist like he was an Egyptian Adonis wearing a loincloth in size XS. He did look incredible, to be fair; maybe some of the times he said he was at the gym he was actually there. But I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t go from us not even sitting on the same sofa to entwining limbs and body parts, not when I’m pretty sure he’s doing that during the week to someone that’s not me. Someone who is younger, prettier and more supple because they have time to do after-work spin classes.


I hold out a plate of jam toast to Molly as she enters the kitchen in her school uniform. Molly shakes her head. ‘I don’t eat breakfast.’


‘Since when?’


She shrugs and squeezes a lemon into a mug of hot water.


‘That’s not going to see you through the day.’


Molly turns to face me. ‘You’re a doctor. How much should I weigh?’


Teenage eating disorder statistics run through my brain as I carefully answer, ‘Whatever is within the healthy range for your height and body type.’


‘No, give me a number. How many kilos?’


‘You’re perfect as you are.’


‘Give. Me. A. Number.’


‘No, Molly, you’re perfect,’ I repeat.


‘If I’m perfect,’ Molly spits back, ‘then how do you explain this?’


Molly plunges her phone in front of my face. The screen is dominated by a naked obese person being winched out of a first-floor window by a crane, with my beautiful Molly’s head photo-shopped onto it.


My blood starts bubbling in my veins. ‘Who sent you that?’


Molly averts her gaze and scowls. ‘No one, doesn’t matter.’


Liam chooses this moment to amble into the kitchen still in his pyjamas, making the most of his suspension, and picks up Molly’s cold toast. He looks at the screen. ‘I know who sent it,’ he says, spraying crumbs everywhere.


‘Shut up, Liam,’ Molly hisses.


‘His name’s Kenzo. I saw him looking at fat people on his phone.’


‘Kenzo?’ The name sounds familiar. Then I remember. I’d found a screwed-up piece of paper in Molly’s trouser pockets a few weeks ago, where she’d calculated the amount that Kenzo Preston loved Molly Bay. I seem to remember that it was a rather positive 86%.


‘Isn’t he a friend of yours, Molly?’


‘I hate him.’


I open my mouth to parrot my mother, and say something like ‘hate’s a strong word’, then realise that I hate the little bugger too.


Fergus


It’s clear Faye likes him, thinks Fergus. Women don’t flick their hair about that much unless either they fancy you, or there’s something living in it. Even Jess in the early days had done more than her fair share of hair flicking to lure him in. Jess. Don’t think about Jess. She rejected him again last night. He even came out of the shower wearing nothing but a tiny towel, his skin glistening after using her Jo Malone body cream, and Jess didn’t look at him twice.


‘Do you know that we haven’t had sex in six hundred and thirty-two days?’ Fergus told her, expecting her to be as aghast as him.


‘How on earth do you know that?’ Jess said.


‘I keep a tally in my head.’


‘So you still don’t know that Wednesday is the day that the plastic needs to go out in the recycling bin, but you know that we haven’t had sex for six hundred and thirty days?


‘Thirty-two,’ he corrected her.


Jess ignored him and pulled her tartan pyjamas on. God he hates those pyjamas. It’s like ten men-hating women sat around a table and purposely designed the most unflattering garments they could possibly come up with.


‘I think this shows that you’re using your brain power for the wrong things,’ she said.


How were they ever meant to get back on track if she doesn’t even fancy him any more? He doesn’t think he’s changed that much, a little thicker of waist and greyer of hair, but he thinks he’s ageing quite well apart from that. Not as well as her, but then again, they can’t all be perfect.


‘So, um, Faye,’ Fergus says, banishing thoughts of his wife from his mind and rubbing his toe along the fraying carpet next to the water dispenser. ‘I was thinking of trying that bar you mentioned, the speakeasy one?’


‘Yeah, you definitely should! You’d love it!’


‘I mean, if you fancy a drink. Christ, I mean, I think we all deserve one after that meeting!’ Fergus runs his hand through his hair, subconsciously saying, Yes, I may be older than you, but look at how thick and luscious my hair still is.


‘Yeah, it was a bit of a shocker, wasn’t it?’


‘Yeah.’


‘Do you know what,’ Faye says suddenly, ‘I could murder a vodka Red Bull. If you’re buying?’


‘Great! Brilliant! OK, let me just get my bag. Great!’


They have to walk slower along the pavement than he’d normally walk with Jess (Jess, Jess) due to Faye’s height of heel and slimness of skirt but that just allows him to bask in the envious looks he’s getting from every man they pass. Jess would be walking really fast. A to B. B to C. C to D. ‘Quicker,’she’d snap, ‘hurry up, stop dawdling, no the cloud doesn’t look like Mickey Mouse, what a ridiculous thing to say. Come on, Fergus, mind the dog shit, God, you’re slower than the kids.’


Fergus knows that it’s far too soon to try to hold Faye’s hand, although he does grab her elbow when one of her stiletto heels almost gets caught in a drain, so there is some touching, and it is electrifying, like a literal bolt pulsing through his body, waking every inch of him up. He’s sure she felt it too.


‘One vodka Red Bull and a bag of crisps,’ Fergus announces, dropping the crisps out of his mouth as he reaches their table.


‘I’m on the keto diet, so no carbs.’


‘Oh, OK. Me too. I’ll take these home for the kids.’ The kids, the kids.


‘You had a sandwich at lunch.’


‘Yeah, I’m only carb free in the afternoon.’


Fergus takes a sip of his pint of bitter, instantly wishing he’d ordered something less middle-aged. A Porn Star martini maybe, or a Negroni. Something strong and sexy. Even the achingly hip barman had mumbled under his twirly moustache that no one had ordered an ale in months, they were actually thinking of getting rid of it. Fergus opens his mouth to ask Faye if she’d watched Newsnight the night before – he and Jess (Jess, Jess) had howled at the new candidate for Southwark’s impression of the Prime Minister – but Faye gets there first.


‘Do you watch GoggleBox?’


‘That’s the one where you watch people watching TV, isn’t it?’


‘Yeah.’


At the exact moment Fergus says, ‘That’s ridiculous,’ Faye says, ‘It’s brilliant,’ making them both take their next sip of their drinks in silent contemplation. A shadow falls over their table.


‘Christian!’ Faye shrieks. She jumps up, giving the six-foot-three shadow, who has stubble, a man bun, and an unnervingly large tattoo of a camouflaged shark on his arm, a passionate kiss – with her tongue. Fergus knows it is with her tongue because he can see it, darting in and out, pressing against the inside of the shadow’s mouth like a trapped goldfish.


She breaks away and gestures at Fergus. ‘Christian, this is Fergus, who I’ve told you about. He’s like my Work Dad.’


‘Pleased to meet you, sir.’ Christian holds out his hand.


Work Dad?


Sir?


Shit.




Chapter 4


An unusual aphrodisiac . . .


Robert insists on accompanying me on my lunchtime house calls, despite one being an infected bedsore and the other a leaky colostomy bag, so what he has to say must be really important. We stop off at the local park on our way back to the surgery to eat our sandwiches under a tree. He shifts his weight from one toned buttock to the other making his trousers appear tighter across his crotch. I pretend not to notice.


He gives a nervous cough. ‘I wanted to talk to you because life is short, Jess, and I think your family take you for granted, and you really should be with someone who adores you. Someone who would even be happy watching you empty a colostomy bag if it meant being in the same room as you.’


For a moment, I don’t understand and just smile bemusedly at him. Then it hits me and I freeze, the sandwich poised halfway to my mouth. Even if someone opened up the top of my head and poured plaster of Paris inside my body cavity, I don’t think that I could sit any stiller than I am right now. Before I can think of what to say, his lips suddenly lock onto mine with such force that I completely lose my balance and fall back onto the grass. He takes this as an invitation to straddle me, pressing his stagnantly still lips onto mine even harder. There is no movement, no tongue action, thank the Lord – and what’s more, absolutely no chemistry or thunderbolt of any kind. I am just a mute mannequin joined at the lips to an evidently straight man with a perfectly groomed, but incredibly itchy, beard.


I wriggle free and spring up, knowing full well that I’ve just flashed my M&S five-pairs-for-seven-quid pants to not only him, but all the suited sandwich-eaters in the park. I quickly brush all the grass off my clothes and hair. ‘Um, Robert, that was unexpected.’


‘So, when are you going to tell Fergus?’ Robert says as we walk through the park back to the surgery. He’s threaded his arm through mine, as though we’re both teenage girls off on a shopping trip to River Island.


‘Um, I think the thing is, Robert – the thing is . . .’


The thing is, Robert, I thought you were my homosexual friend-slash-boss until about three and a half minutes ago and now I’m reliving every horrifically embarrassing time I flirted with you because I thought I could, and while you’re really lovely, and will make someone a delightful, if slightly over-attentive husband one day, I actually quite like the family I’ve got.


I like the family I’ve got.


I like the family I’ve got. That’s a shock. Suddenly everything makes sense.


‘The thing is, Robert, I’m married. Happily. Well, sort of. We’re working on it. And I am very flattered, but I don’t think of you in that way.’


He puts his hands into his pockets and nods slowly, avoiding my gaze. ‘You thought I was gay, didn’t you?’


‘Um – well, I mean . . . I never, really, um – well, yes, sort of.’


He bangs the sides of his head with both his fists. ‘Why does this keep happening?’


I’m pretty sure this is a rhetorical question and he doesn’t actually want an answer, so I keep quiet and give him an embarrassed smile.


Robert coughs. ‘It’s probably best that we never speak of this again.’


‘Yes. Absolutely. Never.’ I mime zipping up my mouth and then make a show of lobbing the imaginary key as far away as possible.


 


As I lie in bed later that night, the space next to me empty because Fergus wanted to stay up to watch a movie, I wonder if I was too quick to bat Robert away. Nothing’s actually stopping me leaving Fergus. I could start again. Or I don’t even have to leave him, I could just have a fling. Like he is. I could have a glorious, sexy fling where we meet in dimly lit cocktail bars; he’d have a bottle of champagne waiting in an ice bucket, and I would have had a bikini wax. And Robert is so thoughtful. A couple of years ago for my fortieth he bought me a beautifully illustrated edition of Little Women because I’d once mentioned in passing it’s my favourite book; it was delicately wrapped in a square of protective silk. Fergus, in contrast, gave me a spa voucher. The gift you give when you don’t know what else to give. I was so upset. I didn’t show it of course, but I was really hoping he’d give me something that showed that he knew me better, something that proved that he still loved me. It didn’t need to be expensive, just thoughtful. As the date of expiry loomed I started to wonder whether a weekend away with Fergus might actually be good for us, so I tried to rearrange my work shifts and organise Mum to stay over to surprise him, but a few days before the trip, the locum cancelled, and Iris stepped on a discarded syringe in the local park necessitating emergency surgery. So that put paid to that. This year on my birthday, Fergus bought me a hand-held vacuum cleaner because I’d mentioned that crumbs from the toaster always seemed to be on the kitchen counter. The kids’ gift was saying ‘happy birthday’ to me. And even then, that was only after I’d said, ‘It’s my birthday today.’ And Mum got me a bird feeder for the garden despite me never mentioning a liking for birds or indeed ever stepping into the garden for any reason other than to hang the washing on the line.


Every morning for the next week whenever I enter the doctor’s pantry, Robert hurries out of it, so in some ways, work is now becoming very much like being at home. Friday, five days later, is different though. Robert is waiting for me in the reception, and ushers me through to his office before I even have a chance to say hello to Pam or hang up my coat.


‘Is something wrong?’ I ask as he points at a chair I should evidently sit in.


‘Jessica,’ he begins with a formality I don’t recognise. ‘I have been contacted by the local heath authority about a desperate need for a senior GP in another practice, and asked if I would consider loaning one of my doctors out. I immediately thought of you.’


‘Me?’


‘Yes. We’re a little overstaffed here at the moment—’


‘No we’re not.’


‘Sorry?’


‘I said, no we’re not. If anything, the opposite is true. You want to get rid of me.’


‘Jessica, I—’


My blood pounds in my ears. ‘Robert, this is ridiculous, I am not moving to another surgery when I’ve been at this one for fifteen years. My patients know me, I know them, it takes years to build up relationships like the ones I have. I’m not doing it just because you’re a bit embarrassed about what happened.’


‘You’d be running the practice.’


‘What?’


‘It’s a small surgery, very small – only you, in fact, but you’d be in charge.’


‘Of me?’


‘What?’


‘I’d be in charge, of me?’


‘Well, you could put it like that, or you could look at it as the chance to get the experience of management.’


‘By managing myself.’


‘I don’t think you’re really approaching this with a growth mindset.’


I cross my arms across my chest. ‘Where is it?’ I ask sullenly.


‘It’s a little further than our normal secondment area.’


‘I’m not going south of the river, Robert, the commute would be a nightmare.’


Robert picks up a paper clip to fiddle with. ‘It’s a little further than that. It’s on the Isle of Forth in the English Channel. I’ve already put your name forward, so it’s more or less decided. And your family would go with you.’ His eyes soften. ‘I know you think that I’m only doing this because of what happened, or didn’t happen, between us, but I’m doing this as your friend. I think it’s what you and your family need. The initial loan period is only six months, while they advertise for a full-time replacement for their doctor. So do that and then come back here. It’s a second chance, Jessica. For all of you.’


I walk back to my consulting room in a daze, blood rushing in my ears. I must be able to turn this down. I’ll contact my union. Yes, that’s what I’ll do. I have rights. He can’t just try and kiss me then ship me off to a bloody island. I’ll sue for unfair dismissal, even though I’m not technically being dismissed. Harassment. Yes, I definitely feel harassed. A tiny voice tries to tell me that I may, just possibly, have given him confusing signals, but I bat it away. Even if that were true, it wouldn’t give him the right to banish me to the middle of the Channel to shut me up and save his blushes. How dare he!


I slump in my chair, not sure what to do first. Just out of interest, I lean forward and type ‘Isle of Forth’ into Google – not because I’m considering going, I’m just vaguely curious. It’s a tiny island halfway between England and France, just three miles by four, with seven hundred full-time inhabitants, more in summer. As I read, a strange feeling creeps over me, as though a virtual checklist I didn’t even know I had is being filled in. It has an Ofsted Outstanding state school, so no more exorbitant fees – tick; it is car-free, so there would be no potential for joyriding in Liam’s future – tick; plenty of pubs, but no mention of any private members clubs with perky hostesses – tick; the website also says there are plenty of pursuits for teenagers, like caving, orienteering and equestrian centres. That’s what Molly needs to sort her out: a horse! Teenage girls love horses!


I suddenly remember what I’d told Jackie about my family being like an ugly eighties pine dresser. Well, maybe that’s the London version of the Bays. The Isle of Forth version might be a beautiful duck egg blue with fancy knobs on it.


Fergus


‘Don’t say no,’ Jess starts.


‘No.’


‘Fergus, I’m serious.’


‘So am I. The very fact that you assumed I would say no, means that it’s in all likelihood something that I don’t want to do. So I’m saving you the energy of continuing a conversation, when we’re both already in agreement that it’s not going to happen,’ he says, arms folded, shield up.


Her move. She stays silent.


‘OK, fine, what is it?’ he asks, unable to stop himself.


‘I’ve been offered an incredible job, and I’d like to go for it.’


‘I didn’t know you were going for partner?’


‘I’m not. It’s not in my practice. It’s – well, it’s a bit further away.’


‘How much further away?’


‘The Isle of Forth.’ Jess moves slightly back, as though she’s anticipating the splutter of tea that is about to shower her . . .


‘Where the hell is the Isle of Forth?’ Fergus exclaims.


‘It’s in the English Channel. An hour from Guernsey. By boat.’


‘An island? With how many people on it?’


‘Seven hundred.’


‘What would I do?’


‘Well, I thought about that. If we rent out our house, that’s the mortgage covered. There’s an amazing school, and it’s free. The new job comes with a house, so we wouldn’t actually be spending that much, and so we could afford for you to start writing that book you’ve been talking about forever, and maybe you could do some freelance consulting. I know you’d miss your colleagues, but I’m sure you’d make some new friends.’


Work Dad.


‘OK. Let’s do it.’


‘I knew you’d say that.’ Jess slumps back in her chair. ‘You’re just so defeatist, and stuck in your ways, and you’re going to be sat in your nursing home all alone, thinking of this exciting life you could have had, but didn’t, because you’re just too bloody boring.’


‘OK, well first,’ Fergus says, ‘I wouldn’t be alone, you’d be there.’


‘No, I wouldn’t. I’m now married to a man with a shiny beard and a sense of adventure.’


‘You don’t even like beards.’


Jess looks momentarily repulsed for some reason Fergus can’t fathom. ‘You’re right,’ she shudders, ‘I don’t. What’s the second thing?’


‘The second thing is, you didn’t listen to me. I said, yes, let’s do it.’


‘Just like that?’ Jess says, sitting upright in her chair. ‘We’ll just forget about the life we’ve got here, uproot the kids, leave our very stable jobs, and just bugger off to an island in the middle of the Channel to eat mussels every day?’


Fergus furrows his brow in confusion, ‘I’m not sure I understand what’s going on.’


‘I didn’t bring this up for you to decide that we were going to do it, I thought we’d spend the evening talking about it, going through different options.’


Fergus’s head hurts. ‘You said it was an incredible job. I said that I’m up for it. Why do we now need to spend hours gassing when we could just make the decision now, and then watch TV for the rest of the evening? I go back to my original point: you waste far too much time talking and dancing round every single thing you do. Just make a decision, stick to it, and move on. Done.’


‘Just like that.’


‘Just like that.’


That’ll show Faye, he thought. Work Dad my arse.




Chapter 5


‘I am definitely not a Howard’


We wait for the kids in the living room. As soon as they clatter in through the front door amid a flurry of bag dropping and shoes being kicked off, Fergus tells them to come in and sit down on the sofa, which surprisingly, they both do without arguing about it. I wonder for a moment whether Fergus and I should stand or sit when we’re telling them. Standing will give the announcement some gravitas, make it seem like a done deal. Sitting makes us seem more accessible, more open to negotiation, which we absolutely are not. I’ve taken inspiration from Jackie’s consulting room and put a box of tissues on the coffee table, ready for the tsunami of teenage emotion that is about to engulf the room and everyone in it.


‘Is it Grandma Joy?’ Liam says. ‘Has she—’ He mimes slitting his own throat.


Horrified, I snap, ‘No! Jesus, Liam, it’s not that!’


Fergus steps in. ‘Look, the last few months have been pretty rubbish for all of us. Your Mum – ’ He adds ‘and me’ as an afterthought – ‘have been working way too much, and we haven’t been around as much as we should have been. Molly, you’ve had a few issues, and, Liam, you too. And we don’t think that living here, in London, is perhaps the best thing for us at the moment.’


I search the kids’ faces for clues as to how they are taking what Fergus is saying, but they are blank. I try peering into their earholes for hidden earphones and listen for the low buzz of pulsating music, which is the logical conclusion for their expressionless faces, but they are bizarrely clear.

OEBPS/Text/toc.xhtml


  By This Time Tomorrow



  



  



			Cover



			About the Author



			Title Page



			Imprint Page



			Dedication



			Contents



			Chapter 1



			Chapter 2



			Chapter 3



			Chapter 4



			Chapter 5



			Chapter 6



			Chapter 7



			Chapter 8



			Chapter 9



			Chapter 10



			Chapter 11



			Chapter 12



			Chapter 13



			Chapter 14



			Chapter 15



			Chapter 16



			Chapter 17



			Chapter 18



			Chapter 19



			Chapter 20



			Chapter 21



			Chapter 22



			Chapter 23



			Chapter 24



			Chapter 25



			Chapter 26



			Chapter 27



			Chapter 28



			Chapter 29



			Chapter 30



			Chapter 31



			Chapter 32



			Chapter 33



			Chapter 34



			Chapter 35



			Chapter 36



			Chapter 37



			Acknowledgments



			You Get That From Me



			Endmatter page 1



			Endmatter page 2











  



OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
CHARLOTTE BUTTERFIELD





OEBPS/Images/titlepg_2line_logo_zoom2.jpg
HODDER &
HODDER &





