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Rules


1. Do not fall in love


2. Stop thinking about men altogether


3. See as much of the world as possible


4. Save money for travelling instead of wasting it on magazines and tops


5. Stop pretending to like Prosecco; just drink wine instead


6. Keep going out, even when I don’t feel like it


7. Never miss doctors’ appointments


8. Tell no one else


9. Keep smiling




Chapter One


One more drink and the weekend will have to begin. Fifty-eight hours before my alarm goes off on Monday morning and the weekend is over.


If I were a doctor or a restaurant manager or a trapeze artist, weekends would not apply. Time would be evenly spread throughout the week. Small pieces of time between ward rounds or circus shows, I could handle. Huge chunks are much harder. Every Friday, whilst my colleagues switch off their computers early, tidy their desks and gather up their belongings, ready to shoot out the door like racehorses the moment Jane, our office manager, releases them, I curse the poor decision-making that led me to a nine-to-five in admin.


At least there are the after-work drinks to look forward to with Olivia at the pub across the road. But that’s all it is. A few drinks. Not a plan for the weekend, rather a tag-on to the week before we part, and Olivia’s real plans begin to unfurl.


When it’s her round, she’s good enough to buy us each a large white wine, but once we’ve drunk them, she’ll pull on her coat, kiss my cheeks and be gone.


I won’t ask her, I promise myself.


We sit side by side on our usual bench at the back of The Wishing Well, and she’s laughing as I tell her about the row I interrupted this morning between our senior partner Mr Lewis and Jane, who also happens to be his wife. My glass is on the table, but she keeps hers to her mouth, the rim of it brushing against her lips in between sips. She nods along in agreement with my prediction that the argument must have been about her insistence he take up a personal trainer again because I’m sure I heard him say, ‘six pack, my arse’, when I walked in, but all the time she’s working on her wine. My time with her is nearly up, but I won’t ask her to stay.


Instead, I force myself to ask about her plans. ‘Where’s he taking you tonight?’


She groans. ‘Bowling. Bloody bowling. I tell you, there’s no surer sign you’re getting too comfortable in a relationship than when your dates change from Michelin-star restaurants and hotels in the Lakes to bowling with his mates.’


‘Absolutely. You’re going straight there, are you?’ I look under the table at the leather trousers and stiletto boots Olivia changed into in the loo before we left the office. ‘You’re going to fit right in.’


‘Don’t. I’ve told him I’m there for the beer and nachos and nothing else. What a waste of a night.’


She’s not really annoyed. Maybe bowling’s not her thing, but Rick is, and I can’t believe she’s not looking forward to spending the night with him. She does this, making out Rick’s failed to please her or there are problems with their relationship, when we both know she adores him. Pretending otherwise is another blanket of kindness she likes to lay over me, like these Friday-night drinks, only this one is so thin and covered in moth holes, there’s no point it being there at all.


‘I don’t know; it might be fun. You should get going,’ I tell her, giving her permission to get up.


‘I should.’ Underneath heavy stuck-on lashes, she studies me. ‘What about you? Are you going to be OK? You can come along, if you like.’


‘Nice try. You’re on your own. Come on, I’ll walk out with you.’ I grab my parka and my bag, and Olivia and I file out past a group from the accountants’ office next to ours. I wave at a few people I’ve come to know from sharing the same Northern Quarter street over the years and turn towards the door. Olivia pulls me back.


‘You know, it’s not that busy in here tonight. Why don’t you sit at the bar and have another drink? I’m sure Alec will be pleased. Alec, you don’t mind Jess keeping you company for a bit, do you?’ she shouts to the barman.


‘I’d be delighted,’ he says, smiling briefly at me, showing just a hint of the gleaming white teeth Olivia and I have had countless discussions about; our latest thinking being that they are definitely veneers. ‘Are you off?’ he asks, turning to Olivia.


‘Oh, she’s got big plans tonight,’ I tell him. ‘Bowling.’


‘Sounds good,’ he says. I’m sure he means it.


‘It won’t be. But I can go now, knowing at least you two will be sitting here having fun.’


She thinks I don’t see her wink at Alec before she turns to me and leans in. ‘Love you,’ she whispers.


I shake my head before saying, ‘You too. Have a nice weekend.’


A wrinkle of worry blots her otherwise smooth face. ‘Are you sure you’re going to be OK?’


‘I’ll be fine. Now go.’


‘OK. Alec, get her another drink, will you?’ she says before kissing my cheek and leaving.


She’ll be pleased with her handiwork this evening. For two months, she’s been trying to push Alec and me together, ever since he started working in The Wishing Well, and she declared him the second-most handsome man she’d ever seen. If it weren’t for Rick beating him to the top spot, she’d have been after him herself. Instead, she went for another second best: setting him up with me. This is her finest work yet. Or it would be, if I were at all interested.


Alec’s section of the copper-topped bar is free from empty glasses, dry and polished. Further down the bar, near to where the crowd of accountants have gathered, the bar is strewn with the detritus of some serious drinking. But that’s not Alec’s domain. That belongs to the barman in a matching grey shirt to Alec’s, with sweat marks growing rapidly under the armpits like spilt ink.


‘How are things?’ he asks once he’s put another white wine down in front of me and has begun polishing the already gleaming beer taps to my left, his gaze on the job in hand instead of on me.


‘Fine. Don’t you need to help out your colleague? He looks like he’s floundering over there.’


‘Mike? Nah, he’s fine. Anyway, I couldn’t, even if I wanted to. You’ve got to keep to your section, otherwise the system fails and anarchy breaks out over who gets what share of the tips. You keep your own space and your own tip-glass. Rules are rules.’


I can’t imagine many of The Wishing Well’s customers thinking to tip. Tipping is reserved for restaurants and the odd swanky bar if you order a cocktail that has a sparkler in it or froths with liquid nitrogen, not a back-street boozer.


‘Who am I to argue with such a solid system? Any joy on the flat?’ I ask.


‘Lots of joy,’ he says, looking up at last. ‘I got the keys on Wednesday. I’ve moved in.’


‘That’s great. I’ve been wondering all week if you were in. Congratulations.’


His eyes widen a fraction like I’ve surprised him.


‘Thanks. It’s so nice to have my own space and not to be crammed in that damp house with three other barmen anymore.’


‘I can imagine. Actually, I can’t at all, but I’m still so pleased for you. When’s the flat-warming, then?’


‘Not happening. I fully intend to keep it as pristine as it is now. All the walls are white, you know. I can’t be inviting any old lush from the pub back to it.’


I hold my hands up. ‘Fair enough. Nothing worse than a lush round white walls.’


He laughs before turning away. He’s not able to keep my face as the focus of his attention for more than a few seconds tonight. Whilst he’s not looking, I run my fingers over my eyebrows, under each eye and around my mouth, in case something’s gone hideously wrong.


The ten-pound note I put down for my wine is still beside my coaster. I’m about to tell him when the pub door swings open and a group of lads come in, walking to the bar with such pace that there’s no doubt of their intent to get hammered tonight. Alec steps away from me, ready to serve them. I sit back in the stool and watch him set to work, ignoring the looks my way and the nudges a few of them give their mates to alert their attention to the lone woman at the bar.


I try to enjoy the wine, to squeeze out a final few moments of enjoyment before I leave. A thrum of music weaves in and out of the heavier beat of conversation, and I focus on following it until the lads get their drinks and Alec returns to me.


‘Hey, you forgot to take my money,’ I tell him. I try to place the note in his hand, my fingertips skimming his marzipan-smooth skin, but he recoils.


‘No, I didn’t.’


He’s managing to look straight at me now. Olivia’s right; beard aside, he really is incredibly handsome. But his looks aren’t his best asset. There’s an openness to his manner I’ve never come across in anyone else before. Every truth is imprinted on him. It’s startling, really, how easy it is to read him.


It’s how I know he’s getting ready to make a move. The flush in his cheeks, the glint in his eye, the slight movement of his lips as he tries and fails to find the words. It’s not been so long that I can’t remember what it’s like. The complicated tangle of panic and delight in the pit of my stomach hasn’t changed.


I sink it with wine.


Alec may be about to find his courage, but he won’t need it, and there’s certainly no need for any alteration to my normally sturdy constitution. He might be ready to try his luck, but he won’t be getting the chance.


It’s time to go home.




Chapter Two


It’s his weight I notice first – the warm pressure of a calf sprawled across both of mine. Still half asleep, I find myself enjoying the feeling and its gentle tug back into a past where I would often wake under a limb.


Glossy memories of long mornings spent dozing in a muddle of arms and legs emerge and I stretch out in them happily. Until I wake enough to remember whose body the calf belongs to and I’m flung forward into this moment, this bed.


Ever so slowly I start to wriggle out from under him, stopping every other second to make sure he doesn’t wake at the movement.


Jess, how could you? I berate myself once free.


Turning my head on the pillow, I can just make him out in the charcoal light. He’s on his back with his head turned away from me. The leg not tossed over mine stretches to the other corner of the bed, and, like a child, his arms are stretched out above his head. He lies in the middle, his body held in the memory-foam ditch he’s created for himself, whilst my bum hovers uncovered over the edge. Despite the company, he’s not relented an inch.


God, he’s selfish.


I let out a long gust of breath and pull another one deep into my lungs. Pleased to have found a bad thing about him, I begin to search for others. Might as well get a list going.


There’s the smell, for a start: stale and acidic. Good. That’ll be all the wine he sunk last night after closing, seeping back out through his mouth and his pores as he’s slept. OK, so it’s not like he was the only one knocking it back, but the smell, I’m certain, is all his.


It’s a shame he’s not snoring or making clicking noises in his throat or any other noise from the orchestra of gross sounds men are capable of creating in their deep sleep; I could have been repulsed quite easily. Instead, he’s absolutely silent. A little odd in itself, I suppose, but I can hardly dislike him for it.


In the gloom which the winter’s morning and his blackout blind have colluded to create, it’s hard to find anything else to fault without getting a closer look at him.


Most of his body is hidden under the duvet, which finishes high on his chest. Carefully, I shuffle up to him, hook the duvet with my finger and gently pull it down. He stirs at the movement, but it’s not enough to wake him. It does, however, make him turn his head on the pillow, his face landing inches from my own.


And there it is: the flaw of flaws. The reason I’d given Olivia time and time again for not finding him at all attract­ive. The beard. Not a bit of fuzz, but a full-on, can-be-measured-in-centimetres shock of black hair covering the bottom half of his face. I hate beards. Unless the man in question is a cast member of Game of Thrones or is without access to running water or a razor, there’s really no excuse for them.


I wince when I remember the hours I spent with my face enmeshed in that thing last night. When I press my fingertips to my chin, it tingles, and I know that when I look in the mirror I’ll find a beard-shaped patch of irritated, pink skin.


Still, lucky for me he has it, because, aside from that, there’s very little to dislike. A tumble of thick, black hair sprawls across his smooth forehead. Around his closed eyes, the skin is tight and untroubled. He has a narrow, straight nose with the slightest of points at the end and high, round cheekbones that begin to jut out from his slender face before being swallowed by the beard. His eyelids are closed, covering the stars of his face.


I run my index finger lightly over the tips of his hair, thinking about Olivia and what she’d say if she knew where I’ve woken up this morning. And not just Olivia; all of the girls in the admin pool at McAllister Lewis Glenn would have something to say about it. Since Alec started working at The Wishing Well, the department has skived off so much at lunchtime and returned filled with so many units of alcohol that if someone in HR did a chart, they’d find a direct correlation between Alec’s arrival and a fall in productivity in the firm.


With one exception. My productivity has been as average as it ever was, thank you very much. Three years ago, maybe I would have seen past the beard and lusted after him too, but not anymore. Now I’ve got my rules, and I don’t let myself fancy anyone. Apart from the odd Joe Wicks daydream, not thinking about men has helped streamline my life, to get rid of all the silliness and wasted energy. Or at least it had.


It’s OK, though. Somewhere amongst the bottle we shared after he’d called last orders, I must have looked into his eyes and experienced a moment of forgetfulness. It won’t happen again. I’ve got my list together, and I’m perfectly safe. No chance of love developing here.


A small laugh sneaks out my mouth at the ridiculousness of the idea.


‘What’s so funny?’


Before he opens his eyes, I quickly spin my body away from him and return to my edge of the bed, hoping I can feign sleep and he’ll think I’m one of those jolly people who laugh even when they’re dreaming.


It doesn’t work. He shuffles up next to me and leans right over, resting his hand on my hip as he does so. I open my eyes to find his are examining my face.


‘You know, Jess, waking up to the sound of you cracking up next to me isn’t the most reassuring way to start the day.’


‘Sorry.’


‘Come on, what is it?’


‘I was, er, I was thinking how much fun last night was.’


A grin pushes his cheekbones towards his eyes. ‘Yeah, it was. Not funny, as I remember, but certainly fun.’


Without any hesitation, he presses down on my hip to make me turn enough so he can kiss me. All traces of shyness from the night before wiped as he’s slept.


I’d like to let him. Every time he kissed me last night, he would look at me before our lips met with an expression on his honest face that made me feel like I was the only girl he would ever want to kiss from now on. I’d like to see that face one last time.


‘I should go,’ I say, rolling away from him and dropping my hands to the floor to retrieve my underwear. When I find it, I silently congratulate myself for following Mum’s advice of buying everything black so it always matches and never looks grubby. She always said you should give as much consideration to your underwear as the clothes you put over them, because it’s never a given when leaving the house in the morning that they won’t get seen before you get home again.


I grab the duvet off Alec and wrap it around my shoulders in a re-creation of my schoolgirl method of keeping a towel round me as I dressed after swimming so the other girls couldn’t see my bits.


The downside to preserving my dignity at this late stage is that it takes far too long to hook my bra back on whilst keeping the protective canopy of the duvet in place. I’m sure he’ll be smirking as he watches the show, but when I’m finally decent and turn back to check, I find he’s frowning. He tries to hide it with an arm stroke and a smile, but it’s too late.


How much did I tell him? What I do remember of last night was lustful and light and happy. Could there have been a point when I felt compelled to share more with him than my body?


From the way he looked at me, I must have told him something.


‘OK. Let’s get moving,’ he says, interrupting my alcohol-sodden memories.


He presses a button above his bedside table, and the blind begins to retract, revealing the most miserable of Manchester mornings.


‘Looks Baltic out there. I’ll give you a lift home, shall I?’


‘You don’t need to do that. I can get the Metro.’


‘You could, but if I remember correctly, you didn’t arrive at mine last night wearing much more than a dress and a pair of high heels. No, you’ll only end up getting soaked, you’ll come down with a horrible cold, and I’ll have to watch you shuffling to and from work next week looking dreadful. That’s just going to make me feel bad. You don’t want that, do you?’


‘Right, OK,’ I relent, because it is miserable out, and he makes a good point about my lack of attire. ‘But you can stop pouting like that, thinking it makes you look all cute and irresistible. It really doesn’t.’


‘Worked a charm last night,’ he counters with a wink.


‘Well, it won’t work again.’


‘That’s a shame. I thought last night was pretty amazing. If you’re not interested, though, guess I’ll have to find someone who is. Hey, don’t suppose you could put in a good word for me with Maureen?’


Poor Maureen is sixty-three, has four children and eight grandchildren and is by far the biggest wreck of all my co-workers when around Alec. Last week, after work, she dragged me to The Wishing Well for their cocktail night, and I had to go up to order all her drinks because she was terrified she’d accidentally end up asking him for a Penis Colada.


I launch a pillow at him, which lands, satisfyingly, over his arrogant face.


‘Right, that’s it.’ He lunges towards me, fingers outstretched in an attempt to tickle me.


In as haughty a manner as I can muster in my bra and knickers, I stand up and move out of his reach.


‘Wow. What a sight,’ he purrs.


‘Just get moving and give me this lift, will you?’ I bend down to grab my completely creased work dress from the floor and wriggle back into it.


‘OK, OK. But I’ll need some breakfast first. You want anything?’


‘Coffee would be good.’


‘Coffee isn’t food, Jess.’


‘It is in my world.’


‘Fine, I’ll put on a pot.’


He stretches his body rigid before springing out of bed, his nakedness as irrelevant to him as the hairs on his legs. He grabs a well-worn navy bathrobe from the back of his door and puts it on, tying it loosely so that most of his broad chest remains on show.


‘Instant is fine,’ I shout to him once he’s left the room.


‘It’s not in my world,’ he shouts back.


Now alone, I walk over to the full-length mirror he’s placed across from his bed to assess how dreadful I look.


I’m twenty-eight, but the ink-blue semi-circles underneath my eyes tell a different story. Without my make-up bag, there’s not much I can do about them, so I turn to the next most pressing problem: my dress, a maroon chiffon shift that can’t even get to lunchtime without starting to resemble crumpled toilet roll, let alone make it through a full working day, drinking session and night in a heap on the floor intact. I rub my hands over the front of it as fast as I can, hoping that, in lieu of an iron, the heat from the friction might rub out a few of the creases. When it becomes obvious it’s not going to make the slightest difference, I tug it down a few times and put my black tights back on, which at least eradicate the ugliness of the dress against my mottled legs.


A quick run-through of my hair, and I’ve done the best I can. It’s not like it matters how rough I look in front of Alec anyway, I remind myself before opening the door.


I hear him in the kitchen, rattling around to get my coffee ready, and decide to wait for him in the lounge. Aside from the black L-shaped sofa that dominates the room, there’s a half-empty bookcase and a small, cheap-looking wooden table in the corner. That’s it. I’m surprised he’s created somewhere so soulless, somewhere so at odds to how I thought he was. There are no pictures on the walls, no photo frames filled with groups of friends, not even a token feature wall to spruce the room up. The old me would be all over this, grilling him until I had a satisfactory answer as to why he lives somewhere so bland.


As it is, I remain silent when Alec comes in laden with cups and a stainless-steel cafetière. I expect he’ll sit down and move to join him at the table, but he retreats straight back into the kitchen, returning a few seconds later with a box of croissants and a jar of posh jam.


‘Croissants?’ I ask, taking a seat and helping myself to the coffee.


‘Yeah, I just happened to have some in. Would you like one?’


‘Alec, no one just has croissants in,’ I say, laughing.


‘I do. I make a point of it. Nothing more important than a good breakfast, young lady.’


He’s grinning as he sits. Underneath the cramped table his knees press into mine. He doesn’t move them away.


That’s when I know: this wasn’t a mistake for him.


‘Can you take me home now?’ I ask bluntly after a few sips of much-needed coffee.


There’s the tiniest pause before he abandons his breakfast and stands.


‘Sure. You had enough?’


‘More than enough.’


‘Let me get dressed, then, and I’ll take you.’


If he’s disappointed, he does a good job of hiding it. When he comes back in, looking far too pulled together in a grey wool jumper and dark jeans, he extends his hand to help me up from my chair, and in a deep, rumbling voice declares, ‘Your chariot awaits.’


It’s bitter outside, the kind of cold that burns your skin if you’re in it too long. His car is parked at the other corner of the sprawling development of new flats he lives in.


‘Here, put this on,’ he says, taking off his luxuriously thick wool coat and handing it to me.


Tempted as I am, I refuse. I’ve already accepted the lift. Accepting anything more would be leading him on.


Once we get to his car, we throw ourselves inside, and he turns the heater up as high as it can go. I gratefully press myself back into the seat as the first waves of warm air reach me. I watch the sleet dribble down my window, tracing its patterns with my finger as we wait for the car to defrost. Alec turns on the radio, flicking stations until he finds a countdown of the best Christmas hits of all time before setting off.


‘Go on then, thoughts? Who’s going to be number one? Surely, it’s got to be Mariah Carey.’


I focus more intently on following the icy beads of water as they’re thrust off their paths when the car speeds up.


‘Hello? Jess?’


‘I’m not really in the mood. Could we turn it off, please?’


‘Sure.’


Just as we get out of the city centre and are heading south on the ring road towards the suburbs, thick snow descends. It’s hard to see anything other than the tumult of heavy drops. Alec’s silence changes from one of awkwardness to one of necessity as he tries to navigate the car through them.


It’s only when he’s turned into my street that he tries to speak to me again.


‘Which one is yours?’


‘I’m at the bottom,’ I say, pointing to the end of a row of almost identical neat three-bedroomed semis, ‘but you can drop me here. I’ll be fine.’


He’s about to object but stops himself. ‘OK.’ He pulls over and waits for me to open my door. He’s not thought to stop the engine, and I’m grateful.


‘Thanks for the lift.’


‘No problem. Listen, I meant to say earlier, I don’t want you to think last night was only about sex. I’m aware I might have got a tad carried away after we first kissed, but I’d hate for you to think I saw last night, saw you, as a one-night stand. I’ll be at the bar tonight, if you want to come in to talk or whatever.’


‘Maybe,’ I reply, giving him a smile before jumping out. I didn’t tell him anything. Any worry he has is entirely of his own making. I let myself feel a smidge of pride for keeping my lips closed, if not my legs.


Drops of snow blotch my dress and melt down my neck. ‘Bye, then,’ I say cheerily.


‘Bye, then.’


I shut the door. His gaze moves from my face to the wing mirror, and his left hand grips the handbrake. I stand back on the pavement in case he makes an arse of setting off on the slippery road, but instead of pulling away, he changes his mind and opens the passenger window.


‘Look, I can try and swap my shift tonight, if you’d like.’


‘No, don’t do that. I’m tired and I’ve plans anyway.’


‘OK. I’ll see you soon.’


‘You will,’ I lie.


I stand in the snow, watching him drive away, letting myself imagine for a little while what it would be like to carry this on. But as soon as his car’s smoothly disappeared round the corner, I turn away, fold my arms around my body and shuffle through the snow to home.




Chapter Three


It’s silent when I let myself in, and the dining-room door is shut. I tiptoe down the hall past the lounge where the undecorated Christmas tree stands accusingly in the corner. I must ask Mum where she keeps the decorations and get them out this weekend. Last year we couldn’t have a tree; it was too much of a hazard. Now she’s less able to get about by herself, and there’s less of a risk of her stumbling into it, I thought it might be nice for her to see. On Thursday night I went to the monumental trouble of dragging the thing down from the loft and painstakingly slotting each branch into the plastic trunk before giving up, knowing I’d never be able to do such a good job as Mum. Her trees were always so perfect, I’m sure she used a ruler to measure the space between each carefully selected bauble.


I keep walking to get to the kitchen at the back of the house. As expected, I find Debs, bent over the black-marble island cradling a cup of tea.


‘Hi, sweet,’ she whispers in her Gallagher brothers’ Mancunian accent, giving me a wan smile before straightening up. ‘I was just thinking about you.’


I put my arms around her and kiss her on the cheek, noticing as I get closer the strands of hair that have erupted from the bun at the nape of her neck and the loose bronzing powder on her cheeks that has done nothing to stop her looking washed out.


‘Debs, I’m so sorry I didn’t tell you I was staying out. There were drinks after work, and one thing led to another. You know how it is with that lot. Everything OK?’


She considers her response. ‘Yeah, we’re doing all right.’


‘That’s good. And last night? How was she?’


‘Not too bad. She was restless again, didn’t manage more than three hours’ sleep all night, but she took all her medicines and was perfectly content. It means she’ll be tired today. Don’t expect you’ll see much of her until evening.’


‘It also means you’ll be absolutely knackered. Go on, you get some sleep. I’ll take over.’


We’ve only known Debs for six months, but in that time she’s come into our tiny family and stretched us out like we were a pair of tight-fitting jeans. She’s made herself fit, and I couldn’t be more grateful.


Debs isn’t the only carer we have; Mum’s needed day carers for over a year to allow me to keep working, but she’s the first we’ve hired ourselves, selected by us to be with Mum at night ever since her sleep became so erratic. She loves Mum, calls her ‘her dear friend’, and, as a mother of three, she treats me like I’m another one of her grown-up-but-still-troubling offspring.


After looking me up and down, she crosses her hands over her large bust and tuts. ‘There’s no way you can let your mum see you in that state. Go and have a kip, get sorted and I’ll stay on.’


‘Absolutely not. All I need is a quick shower and a day catching up on the soaps. By the time she’s awake, I’ll be right as rain. We can spend the evening watching films together in our pyjamas. It’ll be nice.’


‘You sure?’


‘Yes,’ I say, ignoring the part of me that wants to cling to her like a little child and beg her not to leave me alone for the rest of the weekend.


‘Right, then. I’ll get back. Got the grandkids this afternoon, God help me, so I’d best get the house sorted.’


‘Forget the house. Get some sleep, will you?’


‘Yeah, you’re right,’ she agrees with a long sigh. After putting her cup in the sink and straightening the tea towel hanging from the oven door, she picks up her bag.


‘See you Monday, love.’


She gets to the door before turning back.


‘Anyone special, was he?’ she asks, hopefully.


‘No, it was nothing like that. I stayed with a friend.’


‘Oh. There’s me thinking you’d come back from a night of hot sex.’


‘Debs!’ I’m mortified. Mum would never say such a thing.


‘Don’t look so offended. A bit of a fling would do you good.’


‘I’ve got a bit too much on my plate right now to be bothering about flings.’


I mean it to sound light-hearted, but the look she gives me is entirely full of pity.


‘I know you do. I’ll be back Monday, OK? Call me if you need me.’


Debs lets herself out after checking in on Mum one last time, and I spend the rest of the day in bed with the TV on. I try not to think at all about Alec and instead focus on the Coronation Street omnibus.


It’s dark by the time I hear Mum stirring. I rush down to her, knocking gently on the dining-room door before entering.


‘Hi, Mum. Good sleep? I’ll put the light on, shall I?’


I hover in the long moments of silence, willing myself not to fill them, waiting for her to answer for herself. Now her voice is fading, having people speak for her is something Mum can’t stand. Debs and I know we have to give her time to organise her thoughts and make words from them but most people don’t.


‘Yeah,’ she says eventually.


I press the switch and the golden chandelier lights up, casting shards of warm light over us.


I hate the dining room. It’s the only room downstairs that her bed can fit in and gives her enough privacy, but I wish she could be in another, cheerier room. When used in the way Mum intended, the dining room was elegant, with midnight-blue walls, a mahogany wooden floor and gold fixtures. When people came round and she lit the candles on the golden candelabra, it was a little bit magical. Now it’s depressing.


‘It’s been snowing out. Didn’t amount to much more than a spattering really, but the girls next door were still out making snowballs. Well, until the big one started screaming, and it turned out that the little one had thrown a handful of gravel in her face. Eloise dragged them inside before the big one had a chance to get her own back,’ I prattle on, hoping the thought of snow will cheer her, as I move her from her bed into her chair. Mum was always a child herself when it came to snow. When I was little, I’d be pulled out into the back garden at the first flurry. We’d do our best to have snowball fights with a thin spattering of snow, and, when there was enough, we’d build snow creatures. Never men. Snow teddy bears, snow dogs, snow aliens.


I grab my childhood flowery blanket from the bed and lay it over her legs. Mum is so thin these days her being cold is a constant worry. She’s gone from a snug-skirt, loose-cardigan, scarf-wearing size sixteen to a tracksuit-clad size eight.


When the weight first started to come off her, she’d joke about it, saying she could now eat a packet of Jaffa Cakes a day and still lose the pounds that years of Slimming World hadn’t been able to budge. Her silver lining, she called it.


Mum would never want to look the way she does tonight, though: elbows protruding out of her wasted arms, the faded skin on her face covering her skull like gauze. She hates the way her head constantly bobs because of the involuntary movement of her muscles. Chorea, as it’s officially called.


I kiss the top of her head and reach for her brush.


‘I thought I’d make us some soup, then we could have a movie night, if you like. Maybe Titanic?’


I tidy up her thin auburn hair, hair that not long ago was as thick and unruly as mine, and moisturise her face as I wait for her answer. No matter what time she wakes, I’ve learnt she still likes to follow the same morning routine she’s always had.


‘It sinks, you know,’ she whispers.


‘Bloody hell, Mum, you’ve gone and ruined it now,’ I say, bursting into laughter.


I pull in a chair from the kitchen. We have our tea and watch Titanic. Once it finishes – and I’ve recovered again from the ending – I check the time. It’s almost ten, but Mum’s nowhere near sleepy. I remember that Leo and Kate made another film together, and manage to find it on Netflix. After it ends, I declare that whilst Revolutionary Road isn’t a patch on Titanic, the chemistry is still there, and it’s a pretty decent film. Mum agrees.


She’s finally getting tired, so I move her back to the bed, cradling her as gently as I can, trying not to think about how light she is now, and I move to her chair to doze until she needs me again.


Unbidden images of Alec leap out of nowhere as I curl up. I’ve tried to shake him off all day, but he’s still here, turning up uninvited. I wonder what he’ll be doing now, who he’ll be with.


The bar will probably be winding down, and he’ll be chatting to his last customers. If he’s been unlucky, a bladdered group or two may have strayed from the busier streets of the trendy Northern Quarter and wound up in The Wishing Well. He’ll put on his most charming act to get them out and hope it’s enough. If he’s having no luck, he’ll have to resort to calling in the security guards from Drenched, the tiny cocktail bar on the corner of the opposite street.


He must be as tired as I am after last night, desperate to lock up and go home to his lumpy mattress and blackout blinds.


Unless he’s with someone.


He could be at the bar right now, sharing a drink with another woman he’s made feel special by letting them stay on when everyone else has had to go. He’s probably sharing the same hilarious stories he told me last night. They’ll be laughing together until there’s that same shifting moment when suddenly he stops and everything goes a little fuzzy. He’ll lean into that moment and the woman will find herself leaning in too, wanting nothing more than to meet his lips with hers.


Let them get on with it, I think, sick of how pathetic I’m being.


Whether he’s on his own feeling wounded by how rubbish I was this morning or working his way through a different woman each night, it makes no difference. Alec isn’t part of my life. Mum is.


I look over to her and smile. What I said to Debs earlier turned out to be true.


Today’s been fine, nice even.


We’re making this work. We don’t need anyone else. We’re fine as we are.




Chapter Four


Mum’s shouting slaps me awake.


The lamp next to her bed is always left on in case she needs anything during the night. Now it’s shining over her distress, making it painfully clear to see. She’s thrashing on the bed, her tear-covered face contorted in anger. I rush to her side, grabbing both her shoulders to still her before she hurts herself.


‘What is it? What do you need?’


I know she won’t answer. This worked up, it will be impossible for her to find her words. Instead of waiting, I grab the laminated sheet off the bedside table and thrust it in front of her.


‘What is it, Mum? Point to what you need.’


I take her hand in mine and direct it to the sheet I made up for her a few months ago. It’s covered with pictures of the things she’s most likely to want, so whenever she gets frustrated or angry like this, she has a way of showing her carers or me what the problem is.


She’s so upset that she won’t look at it at first and bats it away. After a few times of picking it up, placing it in front of her and directing her hand to it, she begins to look. Eventually, she spots the picture she wants to show me and is able to jab at it a few times with her finger.


The remote control. Mum likes to have it next to her bed so she can turn the TV on herself whenever she wants. I search for it on the table, under the bed, between her sheets, before spotting it on the TV stand. Shit. I must have put it there last night after we finished watching our films.


‘I’m so sorry. I’m so sorry,’ I tell her after placing it in her hand. But she has no need for it now; she’s in no state to focus on anything other than the mistake I made. She’s sobbing because of it. Huge waves of grief for the remote control, and for the lack of control she will have felt when it wasn’t where it should be, toss her body around the bed. All I can do is lie next to her and hold her in my arms until she wears herself out and falls asleep.


Once she’s still and snoring lightly, I unwrap myself from round her. The upset has made candyfloss of her hair; thin, tangled tufts sit in a wispy dome on the top of her head. After doing my best to smooth it down with my palms, I take the chance to get her tablets and some water from the kitchen, so I’m ready to give them to her as soon as she can take them.


The rest of the house is blissfully dark, and I leave it that way as I pad from the dining room to the sink. I fill Mum’s plastic cup and let the tap keep running so it flows over my hands, the icy nip of the water a welcome distraction.


Once I get back to the dining room and place the anti-psychotic and muscle-relaxant pills next to her bed in readiness, there are no distractions. Just Mum and the crushing reality of what the rest of her life is going to be like.


I lean against the doorframe, watching her. She always looks stronger when she sleeps; the chorea makes her blurry when she’s awake, whereas sleep solidifies her, brings her back together.


I hope she sleeps for hours, dreaming of a life that’s not this one for as long as she can.


As often happens in these moments of stillness, my mind flicks back to the day Huntington’s disease officially entered our lives.


Mum had been going to the neurology department for tests, having been referred by our GP after a series of falls. Without a full family history – Mum’s parents died in a crash when I was a toddler, and she never knew her grandparents; her mum and dad had fallen in love young and married without their families’ approval – the neurologists could only examine her symptoms. Symptoms, we realised when the doctors probed into her life, had been present for years, without us ever thinking about them as symptoms of anything. Irritability, clumsiness, a struggle to stay organised. Apart, they were easy to ignore. Taken together, they began to fit into a horrible jigsaw, revealing a picture we never wanted to see.


It took a few appointments for their suspicions to develop and a simple blood test to confirm it. The morning we came to get the results, we were shown into a small, vanilla-scented-candle office with magnolia walls and cheap, self-assembled furniture to be greeted by a senior neurologist we hadn’t met before. Dr Hoddert’s concern was even stronger than the cloying smell of that candle, and I can’t imagine she would have been expecting our calm reaction at all when she said the words:


‘You’ve tested positive for Huntington’s disease, Mrs Hyland, a neurodegenerative disorder.’


I wanted to launch a thousand questions at Dr Hoddert. What did that mean? What was going to happen to Mum? Was it fatal? But as soon as the first words came out, Mum squeezed my thigh, like she always did when she judged it best for me to keep my mouth closed. Trying to argue with a teacher after a bad parents’ evening report: squeeze of the thigh. Starting to flirt with the waiter in Turkey, who had been coming on to me all week despite his wedding ring: squeeze of the thigh. I sank back down into silence to let Mum take charge and do the talking. Only she didn’t. She nodded once at Dr Hoddert, before smiling and thanking her for getting to the bottom of it. A flicker of confusion pinched the skin in between Dr Hoddert’s eyebrows before she also smiled and, following Mum’s cue, turned back to the comfort of her computer to make a follow-up appointment for when we’d digested the diagnosis.


Mum’s diagnosis. There it was, finally. A puzzle solved, the bad guy revealed. We could move forward now. Into what, we had no clue, but the weight of uncertainty falling from us made us freer than we’d been for months.


We didn’t know anything about it. When the tests began, and it became clear there was something potentially seriously amiss, I’d made a promise to Mum to stay off Google, to resist the temptation to check her symptoms. The doctors would tell us what we needed to know, she’d said, and I was to put my trust in them, not the Internet.


My plan was to make the promise to her face before breaking it behind her back. Of course I was going to look. To think of the hours I’d spent searching the Internet for answers to ridiculous questions like best hangover cure and best hairstyles for unruly hair; now there was something I desperately needed to know, there was no way I was going to stay off.


Mum knew exactly what I’d be thinking. It’s why she sat me down and told me how important it was to her that I didn’t make things worse for her by coming up with my own theories, how she couldn’t stand the idea of me getting upset about what we didn’t know for sure and how much she needed me to stay positive because she was more frightened than she’d ever been. I promised I would do whatever she wanted and stuck to it.


So when I heard neurological disorder, I hadn’t a clue what it meant. I thought it didn’t sound too bad. Disorder wasn’t that frightening a word. Hey, at least it wasn’t cancer. That was where my fear belonged. I knew cancer, had seen it in action, whereas Huntington’s was a stranger. A stranger I presumed I’d much rather get to know.


It was only at the follow-up appointment that we really began to understand what Mum was facing. I left that appointment with my arms around Mum, my handbag crammed with the leaflets Dr Hoddert had given us about the support we’d inevitably come to need. Support we needed much sooner than we’d anticipated, as the disease began to develop and all of the symptoms we never really believed would show in Mum invaded her body one by one, leaving her as she is now.


I creep forward to her hospital bed with its sides up to place a kiss on her head before returning to the chair, folding myself up like a fossil to counteract the cold that’s spreading through the house now the heating’s off for the night and fishing out my phone from my pocket. Knowing exactly what I’m looking for, I open the browser and type in ‘Machu Picchu Travel Blogs’.


When Mum is awake, I’m all hers, but in the empty hours when she sleeps, it’s hard not to think about what comes after this, about what the rest of my life is going to be like once she’s gone. I’ve started making a list of what I want to do, and top of that list is to travel to South America.


Most of the links when they load up are coloured purple instead of blue; I’ve read them all before. Although I shouldn’t, I click onto my favourite blog, called ‘Finding Love in Peru’. It’s written by a couple, Andy and Dess, who fell in love when they met travelling and charts not only their travels but their growing relationship as they travel from one jaw-dropping site to another. It was written four years ago, and they never carried it on when they got back to England. They really should have done. I imagine I’m not their only reader left feeling short-changed by the abrupt ending. Did their love perish after Peru? Or are they still together, their relationship fuelled by the memories of their shared experiences? I did try to get some answers by finding them on Facebook, but neither of them accepted my friend request.


I reread the bit about them sharing their first kiss at dawn with Machu Picchu spread out below them and the sun rising on the tall mountain of Huayna Picchu before hitting the home button to make Andy, Dess and South America disappear from my screen. I throw the phone to the floor and close my eyes, cursing myself for doing it again.


If I were really preparing for my own trip, I’d be researching the best hiking boots to buy or reading up on the best tour operators in Peru, not losing myself in the story of two people I’ve never met, who really don’t include anywhere near enough detail on the practicalities of hiking through the Andes.


And if I were really preparing for my own trip, I wouldn’t be wasting my time finding out what it’s like to travel as a couple, because when I make my trip, I’ll be making it alone.


Unlike Andy and Dess and their confident belief that life is always going to be light and fun and easy, I know much more. I’ve seen suffering first-hand and it’s taught me a good lesson: you’ve got to prevent exposure to it where you can. Alongside this list of things I want to do with my life there are my rules. And the most important one of all is not to fall in love.




Chapter Five


Sunday mornings in the Hyland house ran to the same routine for nearly twenty-four years. Lie-in, fried breakfast, fresh air, roast. Occasionally, a guest would come over for the afternoon – one of Mum’s friends or a boy I liked enough to bring home – but mainly it was the two of us.


These were our favourite days. When I was a child, Sunday was our one day of calm in a week of precision planning to allow Mum to work enough hours at the optician’s and to make sure I was always where I should be and suitably looked after until she could get back to me. When I was an adult, that sense of calm never left. Sundays were a day to pause and enjoy each other before the bustle of a new week. I used to be the one to wake first. I’d hover over Mum, demanding she get up and make my breakfast, listening to her groaning under the duvet before she emerged, always with a smile and a kiss for me. From my teenage years onwards, the role reversed, and Mum would drag me out of bed with the smell of bacon wafting under my closed door.


This Sunday morning, it’s the pain of being curled up for too long that makes me stir. I pull myself out of the chair and get to work stretching the aches away, otherwise they’ll stay with me all day. The dining room is still in the half-darkness of early morning, and Mum is sleeping. It takes a strong sun to get past the navy velvet curtains, and this paltry morning light won’t push its way in for a few hours yet.


I retrieve my phone from the floor and leave Mum to it. Eight-thirty-two, my display tells me, an ungodly hour for a Sunday. But I’m not the only one awake. My phone vibrates with a new message:


Hey, Jess. Hope you don’t mind, but Olivia was in here last night and gave me your number. Meeting some friends this afternoon near you in The Rose. Was wondering if you fancied joining us. 1 p.m.? Let me know, Alec xx


I had been planning on going to bed for a few hours, but I hover on the bottom step of the stairs, far more awake than a fitful few hours of sleep should have left me. I go to the kitchen instead, automatically pulling the Cath Kidston mug Mum got me off the draining board and switching the kettle on.


My first instinct is an old one: delight. A boy I like has texted me. He wants to see me. I’ll get to be close to him again.


But I have to fight those instincts. I take a few measured breaths and change tack to anger.


What is Alec thinking? Yesterday I couldn’t have been clearer in saying that I wasn’t interested. So what is he doing texting me at eight-thirty in the morning to ask me out on a date?


And then there’s Olivia. If it wasn’t so early, I’d be straight on the phone demanding to know exactly what made her think she had the right to give my number out.


Unless Alec told her about our night together.


Great.


I’ve started to compose my sweary reply to Alec when the kettle clicks off. I put the phone down, choosing caffeine over him for now.


I sit at the small glass table in the bay window. It’s been snowing again overnight, transforming the familiar lines and angles of the garden into soft mounds and curves. The branches on trees buckle under the fluffy weight, and the dark, sagging sky threatens to drop even more.


It’s pleasant inside the cocoon of the kitchen. I slowly sip my coffee, staring at the Christmas-card-worthy view and imagining seeing that lustful expression in Alec’s eyes again as he cups my face with his hands.


Unable to ignore the tug of guilt for spending so long doing nothing when I’m meant to be caring for Mum, once my cup is empty, I go back to the dining room to check on her. From the other side of the door, I hear the familiar thrum of the TV.
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