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For mum and dad




One


That sandwich had definitely been a mistake.


Zoe pressed her hand to her clammy forehead and reached for her toothbrush. The pile of soft white towels by the marble sink mocked her with its fragrant perfection as she applied toothpaste and started to brush.


‘Come on, Zoe.’ Her dad knocked a brisk rhythm on the bathroom door. ‘Chin up.’ His voice was more a threat than an encouragement.


She spat and rinsed before straightening up and staring at herself in the mirror. Bad move. Even the over-zealous make-up artist hadn’t managed to disguise the craters of exhaustion beneath her eyes.


‘I’m coming, Dad.’ She suppressed the latest in her seemingly endless supply of yawns. She and the small hours had become very good friends of late. She felt sweat prickling all over her body and tried to loosen the lace that clung to her neck. The material had other ideas, and after a small tussle, she gave up and ran cold water over her wrists instead. At least the nausea was ebbing away now. Just the pounding headache and the panic to go.


She dried her hands and straightened up, watching as the cream silk folds of her dress swirled elegantly towards the ground. She was dressed like a bride. Her sweeping chignon was certainly ready to be the centre of attention.


Part of her even felt like a bride. Expectant. Lucky. 


It was the rest of her that was the problem. The persistent voice that kept asking whether she should even be here at all. Whether she and Jamie could ever really be happy after everything that had happened and everything that had been said. 


Her stomach cramped again and she ran across to the toilet and bent over it. This wasn’t quite the glamorous wedding build-up she’d been hoping for. She waited to see if there was anything left in her stomach. Apparently not. Small mercies. She stood up shakily and closed the seat.


More knocking. ‘Zoe. I need to go down now.’ 


She could hear his impatience. There was no room in the wedding schedule for crises of any kind. Every second of the day was accounted for. No deviations allowed.


She inhaled and walked over to open the bathroom door. She tried a smile. He grinned back, apparently convinced.


‘You’re OK, then. I knew I could rely on you.’ He looked her up and down, tall and imposing in his morning suit. His grey hair was waxed flat and his black shoes gleamed. ‘I always can.’


She nodded. ‘I’m fine. I just wanted to powder my nose.’ Her stomach growled ominously, and she had to fight down another wave of queasiness. As he looked at her she could see the pride in his blue eyes. He always saw the best version of her. That was all she had ever shown him.


‘Here you are, Zo.’ Her sister held out a glass of champagne.


‘Thanks, Lily.’


Maybe alcohol was the answer. Nothing else had worked so far. Not Rennies or deep breathing or listening to calming classical music. Zoe watched the bubbles pop and fizz right up to the rim as she closed her fingers round the stem. She took a cautious sip before putting the glass down on the dark oak coffee table. She exhaled slowly. She could do this.


Her dad smiled, and the pale scar on his chin curved upwards into a lopsided C. Northern Ireland, 1986. He could name the origin of every mark on his face and body from his many years of service. ‘Jamie’s a lucky man. I hope he knows that.’ His voice held a note of warning. Jamie sometimes joked that he would actually have to save Zoe from a burning building or an assassination attempt to ever be deemed worthy of her in her dad’s eyes.


‘Right. Time to go.’ He turned on his heel and marched towards the door. Then he stopped. Came back. Hugged Zoe so hard she could feel his heart beating against her ribs. The hug said he loved her. Said everything he never expressed in words.


He squeezed still closer. ‘Here’s to a wonderful day.’


Well, she hadn’t been sick for at least five minutes, so things were heading in the right direction.


‘Thanks, Dad.’ She nestled under his chin, remembering the way she and Lily had peered out of the windows of a succession of army quarters, waiting to see their dad the hero arriving home. Noses pressed to glass. Voices raised as they competed to spot him first. Then the sweet crush of that homecoming hug. 


He let her go, and she stood on tiptoe to kiss his cheek. ‘I’m sure today will be perfect. I can’t wait.’


She ignored her rapid pulse. The darkness whirling through her mind. People had been telling her for ages that you weren’t meant to actually enjoy your wedding day. Maybe every bride felt like this. Overwhelmed. Unsure.


Her dad patted her shoulder. ‘Time to get those ushers in order. I’ll see you downstairs in twenty minutes. Don’t be late.’ He walked to the door and opened it.


Zoe nearly stopped him. Nearly shared the worries gnawing away at her heart. But then she bit the words back. A lifetime of practice stood her in good stead. She was good at this. Good at keeping calm and carrying on.


Besides, she couldn’t exactly do much right now. The flowers, the catering, the venue, the guests – the thought of stopping this marital juggernaut in its tracks made her want to rush to the bathroom again, lock the door and start digging an escape tunnel to Australia.


‘We’ll be right on time, Dad.’ 


As the door swung shut behind him, both girls raised their hands in a mock salute. They looked at each other and smiled, remembering a childhood of having to be precisely on time for everything, from trips to museums to games of football in the garden.


Zoe moved towards the huge sash window. Her chest was so tight she was struggling to breathe. She needed air. She tried to pull the window open. It didn’t move. She tried again. The catch broke off and fell to the floor.


It really wasn’t her day.


She turned away and started fanning her face with her hand. The grips holding her hair in place were starting to bite. She massaged her temples with her fingers. ‘God, can you imagine what he’d do if we actually were late?’ 


‘I’d rather not.’ Lily shook her head vigorously, while fastening a silver pendant round her neck. 


‘Spoilsport.’ 


Zoe gulped as she thought of all the people waiting for her in the hotel conservatory downstairs. The guest list had grown and grown – from an original list of forty to the hundred and fifty people who would be milling around now. Her dad’s friends. Their friends. Waiting for action. Waiting for her.


‘Are you OK?’ Lily put a slender arm around her shoulders, and her silver nails gleamed in the sunlight. 


Zoe nodded. ‘I’m fine. It’s just that with Dad on full alert, it’s not the most relaxing atmosphere in the world.’ She tried to laugh but it came out as more of a shriek. Her whole body felt wired, tensed for a disaster that only she could see coming. She had jumped out of her skin earlier when Lily had slammed her suitcase shut unexpectedly, and the wedding photographer had long since given her up for a bad job and gone downstairs to take pictures of people who could actually smile.


Lily’s voice was quiet. ‘Are you sure that’s all it is? Dad stressing you out?’


Zoe sat down on the edge of the vast double bed, the purple bedspread crackling beneath her. ‘Yes. One of the ushers texted me earlier to say he’s genuinely terrified. He thinks Dad’s got an old army rifle stashed away in case any of them step out of line. I’m hardly going to be laughing giddily with all that tension going on, am I?’


This time Lily looked more convinced. ‘True.’ She slid a diamanté clip into her cropped blonde hair. ‘I just wanted to check. Because, you know, you and Jamie are so great together. I’d hate it if anything has ruined that. And recently you’ve seemed a bit … jumpy.’


Understatement of the century.


‘I know.’ Zoe’s heart gave a nervous flutter at the mention of her fiancé’s name. They hadn’t been great together over the past few weeks. Quite the opposite. 


She kept talking, as much to calm herself as to convince Lily. ‘I think we’ve just found the wedding build-up a bit difficult. Jamie asked me last week whether I’d like to elope somewhere nice and peaceful like the Middle East instead.’ She raised an eyebrow. ‘I think he was joking.’ 


Actually she hadn’t been entirely sure. And part of her had been extremely tempted to say yes. Instead she had panicked and changed the subject and things had spiralled until they were back at that night in May when he had found her in the darkness, staring at the flickering street light outside their living room. Feet tucked beneath her. Heart on the floor. 


Things were still so raw. At times it seemed the wedding preparations were the only thing keeping them talking, distracting attention from the silence thickening between them. She frowned, stretching her neck from side to side, trying to ease the tension in her muscles. This kind of thinking was why she never let herself sit still. 


Lily collapsed on to a majestic silver and purple armchair. The Carnegie Hotel really had gone all out on the design and furnishing of its honeymoon suite. The default setting was ‘overwhelming’. The chandelier on the ceiling looked like it could be made out of actual diamonds, and the floor was so huge that Zoe could have brought her trainers and got in a good few laps to pass the time. 


Lily looked at her thoughtfully. ‘I can’t blame Jamie for freaking out. His family seem so down to earth – this might all be a bit much for them.’ She stood up and walked to the window, opening it with embarrassing ease.


The thrum of traffic came from far below as London got ready for another muggy July Saturday. The sun was shining. Everything and everyone was on track for a perfect day.


Except Zoe.


She looked at the clock. Time was moving on. Her stomach twisted with panic. She tried to push away the doubts and questions that were her constant companions now. ‘You’re right – his family are pretty down to earth. His mum bakes cakes and delivers Meals on Wheels. She won a couple of hundred quid in a raffle a few months ago, and spent it on a new garden shed.’


Lily stared at her lap. Zoe knew the images that would be playing in her head. Snapshots of someone who wouldn’t be here today. A narrow face with mischievous brown eyes. A laughing mouth telling stories or ordering them to hurry up and get into the bath before they both turned ninety. A bright dress over leggings. Frayed flip-flops. Sunglasses tipped up above a thick fringe. Mum.


Lily sighed, and Zoe saw how rigid her pale shoulders were above the neckline of her green bridesmaid’s dress. She stood up and went over to put her arm round Lily’s shoulders. Her sister’s eyes remained downcast. Zoe kissed her on the cheek. ‘Thanks so much for being my bridesmaid today, Lil. I know it’s hard, after what happened with Gary.’ Lily’s eyes filled with tears, and Zoe cursed herself. She should never have mentioned the G word. Gary was an overbearing accountant who considered not farting during dinner to be the height of romance. Lily had dated him for eighteen months. 


Self-worth. Not her sister’s strong point.


Zoe reached out and wiped the lipstick smudge off Lily’s lower lip with a practised hand. ‘I’m so happy you’re here.’ 


Lily rallied. ‘I just want to enjoy myself. Sod Gary.’ She stood up decisively and reached for more champagne. 


Zoe was impressed. ‘Wow. You said his name without sobbing. That is progress.’ 


Her sister’s face trembled again.


Zoe caught her hand. ‘Too soon?’


‘Too soon. It’s only been a month.’


‘Sorry.’ Zoe reached out and hugged her sister. Their dresses creaked in protest and they separated rapidly.


Lily drained her glass. ‘Don’t worry about it. Besides, being your bridesmaid is my wedding present to you. God knows I can’t afford anything else.’


Zoe laughed. ‘You managed to get my dress done up – that’s present enough for me.’


Lily nodded. ‘True.’ A rare mischief coloured her face, lifting her eyes, her smile, her skin. Zoe wished she looked like that more often. ‘It’s all my gym training.’ Lily flexed a pale bicep the size of a comma.


She darted a sideways look at Zoe. ‘So, do you still think it was the right thing? Not to invite Mum? No last-minute regrets?’


Zoe stiffened. She had been dreaming about Mum a lot recently. Not about what had happened between them. Not about the anger that was keeping them apart. No. Sweeter dreams. Deceptive dreams. Zoe standing on a stool at her mum’s side, licking the spoon as they made chocolate cake together. Or her mum leaning over the bed at night, tickling Zoe’s tummy with her long red hair. Sleep tight, baby girl. Sleep tight.


Guilt needled her yet again as she wondered how the rift had grown so wide, and how much of it was her fault. She summoned all her strength and forced the thought away. She had done the right thing. Mum had given her no choice.


‘She wouldn’t have come anyway, Lil. We haven’t spoken for years, and we were never exactly the Gilmore Girls to start with.’ She stared her sister straight in the eye. ‘OK?’


‘OK.’ Lily nodded. ‘It just makes me sad that you two never see each other. Even after all this time. I know she said some pretty terrible things, but …’


‘Yes. She did.’ Zoe nodded, wishing she had simply told Lily the truth at the time. But now years of secrecy imprisoned her. ‘Look, Lil, now isn’t the time to talk about this.’ She got to her feet. ‘Shall we go down soon?’


‘Sure.’ Lily checked the time. ‘Five minutes.’


There was a knock at the door.


‘Shit. That’ll be Dad again. What the hell’s wrong now?’ Zoe’s skin was starting to itch. She just wanted to get down there and brazen it out. Push through the doubts. Ignore the jagged edges and snares of the past few weeks.


She opened the door.


‘Jamie!’ She instinctively slammed it shut again. 


‘Ouch.’ She heard a muffled groan on the other side.


She opened it again. ‘Shit. Are you OK?’


‘I think so.’ He prodded his face tentatively. ‘If I’m very lucky, my nose might just about manage to pull through.’


She reached out and touched his cheek, smelling the cinnamon tang of his aftershave. ‘Oh God, I’m sorry. I just …’


‘Panicked?’ He nodded. ‘I know. I’m not meant to see you before we meet downstairs. But as you’re someone who seems to actively despise superstition, I didn’t think you’d mind. By the way, may I just say you look HOT.’ 


She met his eyes, and as ever, his presence lifted her, turning the world from drab to neon. A little part of her started to hope.


He leant forward and kissed her. ‘Oh my God, I can’t wait to get you back up here later. Look at that bed. It’s so—’


She heard a discreet click as Lily disappeared into the bathroom.


His cheeks turned pink.


‘Awkward. Didn’t see her over there. Which isn’t surprising, seeing as this room is bigger than our entire flat.’ He walked around admiringly.


‘Jamie, I …’ She felt her face flush as words blocked on her tongue. Seeing him here, in the bright light of their wedding day, with his purple waistcoat and excited eyes, she felt the gap between them widen. He was ready for happy-ever-after. She didn’t even know if she deserved it.


She looked down at her engagement ring. The diamond shone as he took her hand. ‘Look, Zo, I’m really sorry to surprise you like this.’ His green eyes met hers and she saw only conviction. ‘Things have been so shit between us recently. And I didn’t want to just … see you. Down there in front of everyone. Without saying sorry.’


‘Sorry for what?’ 


‘For everything.’ Anxiety clouded his face. ‘Sorry for being such a dick. For trying to make you talk about it all the time when you didn’t want to. I just didn’t know how to feel – I wanted an explanation, you know? A reason.’ 


She nodded. ‘I know.’


He shifted from foot to foot. ‘So I jabbered on like an idiot, talking about how stressed you were – making it sound like what happened was your fault. It’s no wonder we kept fighting all the time.’ He ran a hand through his spiky blond hair. ‘I didn’t know what I was saying. And I would never blame you. You know that, don’t you?’


‘It’s OK.’ Zoe examined the purple swirls on the thick carpet, running over them with the tip of her satin shoe.


‘No, it’s not.’ He took her hands in his. ‘I saw your face that night, remember? I’ve never seen you look like that before. So defeated.’ 


She had no words to answer him. Only memories from long ago. Tears. Breaths. Hours spent curled on her side waiting for it to be over. 


She swayed, and Jamie put a finger under her chin and gently raised it.


‘Talk to me, Zoe.’


She stared at him and tried to put the words into an order in her head. Words that could make him see how confused she was. How unmoored. How there was so much she hadn’t told him.


She was just opening her mouth when he ran the tip of his finger down her cheek.


The warmth of it stopped her in her tracks.


‘I’m OK, Jamie.’ She kissed him. ‘Nothing to worry about.’ She glanced at the clock on the wall. ‘You have to get downstairs.’


‘But I want to stay here and tell you how beautiful you are. And how proud I am to be with you. And—’


She pulled back. ‘Shouldn’t you be saving all this for your speech?’


‘I’ve got more than enough to say. Don’t you worry.’ He smiled. ‘Like the way you always remember to buy loo roll. That’s my grand finale.’ 


He stole another kiss.


‘Wow, that’ll have them whooping in the aisles.’ She stepped free and reached for her champagne, downing the entire glass in one quick gulp. She was used to being able to banish doubt. And today she would do so again.


‘Jamie, you need to go.’


‘First let me just do this. Because I’m mad about you.’ He lifted her high in the air and whirled her around, and despite herself, she laughed.


‘Watch out! I’m not sure my dress can take any more surprises.’


He put her down and peered at her approvingly. ‘How the hell do I undo it, anyway?’


She felt her cheeks burn as she ran her fingers around the satin-covered hooks that tapered down her lower back. ‘I have absolutely no idea.’


He reached for her again, and panic knifed her as the urge to confess returned. Then Lily came out of the bathroom. ‘Time to go, sis.’


‘OK.’ Zoe nodded, inwardly relieved. In another second she would have told him. And there would be no coming back from that.


‘I love you.’ His eyes still searched her face.


He knew something was wrong. He was too used to seeing her coping. Never thrown. Never put off her stride. Whereas today she was unravelling, right there in the engagement ring that had cost him two months’ wages. 


‘Enjoy the ceremony, Jamie.’ Lily leant forward to kiss his cheek. ‘See you on the other side.’


‘If I make it that far.’ Jamie grimaced. ‘I think your dad may do away with me for daring to abandon my post just before the ceremony.’


‘No he won’t.’ Zoe shook her head. ‘It would ruin the table plans.’ 


Lily grinned. ‘You made a joke! Great. You must be feeling better.’


‘Better?’ Jamie paused again. ‘I knew there was something wrong.’


‘Just go!’ Zoe held the door open for him. 


‘I love you.’ His voice was still audible as she shut it behind him. 


Zoe took another deep breath. She was doing the right thing. She was. This was Jamie. The man with the slow smile who had captivated her four years ago when he ambled over to mend her work PC. The man who always had time to stand and stare. Who appreciated the little things. Frost on a leaf. Marbled clouds in the sky. The sunlight on her face in the morning.


Those were the things that mattered. Not the last few weeks.


Lily handed Zoe her bouquet.


‘So what’s he given you this time?’ She gently flicked a speck of dust off Zoe’s forearm. ‘Yet more perfect jewellery? More hand-painted pictures of your favourite view or the place you met?’ She sighed. ‘He really does do his best to make all the rest of the men in the world appear to be complete and utter losers.’


‘He just wanted to talk to me.’ Zoe’s jaw was so tense it felt like her teeth might crack. ‘We’ve had a few …’ She stopped. No point going into it now. Not with ‘Here Comes the Bride’ starting in five minutes.


Lily blinked. ‘A few what?’


‘Doesn’t matter.’ Zoe shook her head.


‘Zoe?’ 


Lily’s voice seemed very far away. Zoe poured more champagne, hoping it would seal the hole that was opening in her heart. She downed it in one.


Lily looked at her, concerned.


‘Zoe?’ she said again.


Zoe stared at her, poised to speak. At last. But then she swallowed the words down just as she always did, burying them deep, safe where no one could see.


‘It doesn’t matter.’


‘Are you sure?’


‘Yes.’ Zoe nodded. ‘Look, just humour me. I’m the bride. It’s my day. OK?’


‘OK.’ Lily shrugged. ‘Time to go.’


‘Yes.’ Zoe put her hand on the doorknob. This was her last chance. She could go downstairs, or she could listen to the voice in her head telling her that she wasn’t going to get away with this. That she wasn’t the woman Jamie deserved. 


It took them both a second to realise that Lily’s phone was ringing. Lily leant over and looked at the screen. She frowned. ‘It’s just Mags. I’ll leave it. It can’t be important.’


Zoe reached for the phone.


‘Let’s answer.’ 


‘No, Zo. We have to—’


Too late. Zoe had swiped to accept the call.


Mags. Their mum’s best friend. Zoe could still remember her dark hair blocking out the sun as she bent to dab on calamine when Zoe had fallen off her bike into the nettle patch. 


Lily frowned at Zoe as she spoke. ‘Mags? Hello? Now’s not a great time, we’re about to—’


Zoe leant closer to listen to the voice at the other end of the line.


Lily’s voice was low. ‘What?’ A line appeared between her eyebrows and she put the phone on speaker. 


Mags’s voice crackled into the padded luxury of the room. A voice from another world. ‘It’s Gina.’


‘What’s happened?’


‘She’s …’


Fear flared in Zoe’s heart. Fear that after all this time, all these years of being apart, she was never going to get a chance to see her mum’s face again. 


Mags sounded hurried. ‘I’m sorry, I can’t really explain on the phone. She’s asking for Zoe, but I didn’t have her number, so—’


Zoe’s heart jolted. ‘I’m here, Mags.’


‘Thank God. She wants you to help her.’


‘Are you sure?’


‘Yes.’ Mags’s voice was definite. Clear. ‘You need to come. Right now. You need to come and get her out of here.’




Married quarters, Queensbury Barracks, Wiltshire


Birthday present: you don’t care about presents, you


just love the wrapping paper


Favourite music: ‘Twinkle, Twinkle’ 


15th June, 1985


Darling Zo-bear,


So. You made it to one. Thank God for that. There were times when I wondered if you would. 


Right from the beginning, nothing’s gone according to plan. The birth wasn’t exactly the cheesecloth-and-tea-light scenario I’d imagined. I thought Alistair would be holding my hand and looking manly and helping me breathe through the INSANE pain, but – of course – he was away on exercise when you decided to arrive, so he had to leg it here in the back of a truck and only arrived the day after I first got to hold you in my arms. I wasn’t even due for another month, and I was about thirty minutes away from giving birth in the loo at work when my poor nervous manager Roger offered to drive me to the hospital in his ancient Ford Fiesta. We made it just as your head was starting to appear, and the first words you heard were ‘Bugger me’ as he fell to the floor in a dead faint.


So, not the most glamorous start. But I didn’t care. Because there you were. You had two eyes and ten toes and red fuzz all over your head, and you were perfect. Just perfect. It was only the two of us for ages, as Alistair was sent away so much. God, I missed him – I hate the endless cycle of sending parcels/writing letters/hoping it’s not me who gets the dreaded visit about the sniper or the injury – but with you here it was so much better. We were happy, the two of us. Well, the four of us if you count my boobs, which were pretty much all you were interested in at the beginning. For the first few weeks it was total chaos. No shipshape and Alistair fashion (your daddy is a fan of rearranging the contents of the fridge into very straight lines. I know. We’ll train him). Instead, it was all muslins and nappies and Wagon Wheels and Heinz ravioli and peas every day for my tea. The beige army paint was peeling off the living room walls, but so what? I didn’t give a flying one about anything except you.


My mum visited occasionally – whenever she could get away from the hectic demands of having her hair done every other bloody day – and told me I wasn’t changing your nappies properly, or that you were too small or too fussy or too red in the face. Sod her. I dutifully clicked the camera shutter the one time she held you per visit, inwardly cheering you on if you chose that moment to belch in her face. When she left, I just cuddled you closer, flicked two fingers at her back and locked the door behind her. Good riddance.


When you hit three months, Alistair was based here for a while. He couldn’t believe how amazing you were. You’d curl up on his chest and sleep all the sleep you’d so valiantly resisted when you were alone with me. You’d clasp his big thumb in yours, calloused from weeks spent stripping rifles or crouching in bushes or whatever mad shit he gets up to leading his boys. You’d gaze up at him, and whatever was in your eyes, he couldn’t get enough. He wanted to smother you in kisses. To lift you high in the air. To dandle you in the sunlight in our crappy strip of a garden as the trucks rumbled down the road outside.


I spent hours watching him with you. It made me love both of you more. Sometimes I’d stare at you and him and my heart would hurt with how much you meant to me. Like when you squeeze all the water out of a sponge and all that’s left is your fist aching and the gristle scratching your fingers. I love you both that much. That hard. My family.


At night, Alistair was less helpful. Or rather, he was better at sleeping than I am. You would hiccup and scream and grimace the night away, your arms gesturing wildly at me like an actor doing a really over-the-top audition for a TV soap. He slept on. I still bloody woke up even on the miracle nights when you actually kept your eyes closed till 5. I had to check you were still breathing. Still with us. In the mornings I looked about five hundred years old. You both looked adorable. Your daddy chucked you under the chin and went off to work to tell all his mates how angelic his daughter was. I had yet another Nescafe� and got on with the day.


Once, I took you into my old office at the travel agency. No. I don’t know why either. My boobs leaked, I had porridge in my hair and all my old colleagues looked at me like I was from Mars as you screamed your way through our ‘lovely afternoon out’. At one point I was breastfeeding in the back office when poor Roger came in. As if he hadn’t seen enough of me already. He looked like he’d swallowed a printer cartridge. I got the giggles and then you puked on the photocopier. Don’t think I’ll be going back there again.


But I won’t miss them – they might say Alistair’s too serious for me, but I know they’re all just jealous. It was me he picked that night. Me he wanted to dance with to the mind-numbing strains of that terrible wedding band as they murdered every hit ABBA has ever had. I remember their faces – Mel and Tiff and the rest – green with envy. There I was in Alistair’s arms, looking up at those cheekbones and that thick dark hair and thanking the Lord that for once I was about to kiss a man whose idea of whisking me off my feet wasn’t just force-feeding me a pint of cider. His hands were on my back. His body was close to mine. The world was in its proper place.


That hasn’t changed. I love him so much. And he loves me – it’s there in every glance and every embrace. He calls me his queen of chaos, smiling indulgently as I leave a trail of clothes and shoes and make-up brushes around our bedroom. He is besotted with us both. His girls. He loves it when you smile at him and pull up against his hands and toddle forward towards whichever toy you want. He loves making sandcastles or constructing elaborate banana towers for your breakfast. You are his golden girl and those Sunday afternoons when we’re all just being ourselves in the garden are golden times. They’re so short. So sweet. He’s deploying next week. Northern Ireland again. Four and a half months. It’s a long time. So many weeks of people wanting to kill him and only barbed wire and guns to hold them back.


It terrifies me. But at least I have you. Beautiful, beautiful you. You smile and gurgle and grin. We have a routine now. Feeding (you). Sleeping (you). Throwing things around (you). Pointing at things (you). Cleaning, cooking, wiping, soothing, washing, clearing, picking up (me). Falling asleep on the sofa at half eight with a beer in my hand (me).


Sometimes, when you finally close your eyes, I stand in your room, unable to tear myself away. I listen to the hush of your breath, see your tiny hands opening and closing as you dream, and I think of how far we’ve come. I breathe you in, savouring every last piece of you. I can’t get enough.


Before you, I didn’t really like babies. I’d hold them for a minute and then claim I needed the loo and pass them on. But now? I’m hungry for you. I do everything I can for you. I wrap you up warm. I brush your teeny teeth. I file your nails when you’re sleeping so you can’t scratch your face. And you reward me. You do. You blink at me with those wonderful catlike eyes, and you smile, and I can see that your heart is full of me. I can’t wait for the day when you will say ‘Mum’. When you will say ‘I love you’.


God knows, I love you too.


Happy first birthday.


Mum x




Two


Zoe couldn’t believe what she had done.


She stared out of the window of the cab, ignoring the curious glances of the driver as the London traffic refused to help her speed to her mum’s side. She examined the wheels of the bus next to them as they stopped at yet more red lights, before raising her eyes and seeing that they were just across the road from a church. It was 2 p.m. Prime wedding timing. Sure enough, the bells were ringing out in joyful celebration of a marriage that presumably would actually go ahead. 


Zoe couldn’t tear her eyes from the scene, watching the smartly dressed men in morning dress laughing together on the wide stone steps. Women in frocks and fascinators clutched minuscule bags as they made their way to the entrance in elegant high heels.


She fingered the heavy folds of her dress. Her friends were waiting for her right now. Her dad. Jamie. She had let him down. She had let everyone down. For years she had tried to run from this feeling, yet here it was again. Shame.


Mercifully the cab pulled away just as the bride’s long white car drew up alongside the church. Zoe’s heart ached as she thought of the music she and Jamie had chosen together back in April for her walk down the aisle. A Debussy prelude. They had sat together in their tiny kitchen, listening to the intricate swell of the piano, and she had known with her whole heart how much she wanted to marry him. She had smiled at him and held his hand, and they had both stared into a future that felt like it belonged only to them.


Then it had all changed. And when the call had come today, an inexplicable instinct had told her she needed to leave. It had all seemed to add up. All those dreams of her mum. All the fights with Jamie. The seething sense of uncertainty. Mags’s voice had felt like a sign. But sitting here now, that moment of conviction had well and truly disappeared. All that was left was shock and disbelief. She should have explained to Jamie what she had been feeling, and why. Why she was running.


Lily would already have told them all. The expression in her sister’s eyes when Zoe had left the hotel room would stay with her for ever. Her gentle sister, looking at her with absolute dismay. Zoe couldn’t blame her. Especially when Lily was the one who had to tell Dad that the wedding was off. Lily had even offered to go and help Mum herself. She had clung to Zoe’s arm and said that getting married was the most important thing – that Zoe had to stay.


But Zoe hadn’t listened. In that one moment, there had been clarity as opposed to doubt. She knew what she had to do. Mum needed her help.


Now it seemed a moment of madness. And yet something wouldn’t let her turn back. She drummed her fingers on her thigh, then reached over and turned her phone off before settling back in her seat. Her almighty hair didn’t want to play ball, and instead devoted itself to impaling her on the headrest.


‘You all right, love?’ The cabbie caught her eye in the mirror.


‘I’m fine.’ She untangled herself and pointedly stared out of the window, folding her arms to discourage further conversation. She would have enough explaining to do later. No need to start now.


Soon they were moving more quickly, and the central London sheen was off the streets. She could see a newsagent’s with half its sign hanging off, a mattress leaning against a wall, a dog rubbing itself against a battered postbox. A group of sun-reddened men sauntered along with cans of beer in their hands. The breeze on her face was hot and sticky. She thought back to the scented luxury of the suite she had been in only thirty minutes before. It already felt part of a different life.


And then she saw her.


She leant forward and asked the driver to stop, and he drew to a halt next to the spot where Mags was leaning against a railing. It had been so long since they had seen each other, and yet she looked exactly the same. Still in jeans and Adidas with short dark hair and that triangular gold pendant around her neck. 


‘Zoe!’ She was already talking as Zoe paid the driver with her emergency twenty and opened the door to try to get out of the cab. It wasn’t an easy manoeuvre, given the dress situation. She swung her legs round and staggered on to the pavement. Mags put her hand to her mouth. ‘Oh my God. I didn’t realise it was your …’


Her words petered out as she surveyed Zoe’s outfit. A small puppy with straggly fur came up and surveyed it too. He started to raise his hind leg, until Zoe gave him her hardest stare and he wisely chose to run away.


Mags’s mouth was hanging open. ‘You got married today?’


‘Not yet, no.’ Zoe closed the cab door.


‘What?’


‘It doesn’t matter.’ 


Mags frowned. ‘And you didn’t even invite Gina to your wedding?’


Now really wasn’t the time to get into this.


‘No. I didn’t. Now let’s get inside.’ She started to pull Mags along, conscious of the stares and nudges from passers-by. 


‘But …’ Mags was tapping her hand repetitively against her jeans and chewing frantically on a piece of gum that periodically appeared between her teeth. This was not the Mags that Zoe remembered. She had always been calm, lying back in a deckchair or a sofa with a glass of wine in her hand. Nothing wound her up. She hadn’t even batted an eyelid when her son Johnny had accidentally set fire to the kitchen. Now she was disrupted. Jerky. Her speech was staccato, each word fighting to be the first out of her mouth.


‘Oh God, this is such a nightmare.’ She put her hand to her forehead and came to a halt. Zoe reluctantly stopped too, as a piercing wolf whistle came from across the street. 


Zoe focused on Mags. ‘Just tell me what happened.’


‘Gina got a bit confused, and—’


‘Well she’s not a child, is she? Surely she can look after herself?’ 


Mags shook her head. ‘God, it really has been a long time since you saw her, hasn’t it?’ She planted her hands on her hips. 


‘So?’


Mags continued. ‘We were having coffee together and then she headed to Sainsbury’s, while I did a couple of errands. Then by the time I got there the police had come and she was shouting at them to get off her – that she hadn’t done anything – and then they arrested her and bundled her in the back of a van.’ Her mouth worked and Zoe could see tears forming. ‘They handcuffed her, Zoe.’ The lines in her forehead bit deep. ‘I mean, Gina. For God’s sake. For all her gob, there’s no way she’d ever hurt anybody.’ 


Zoe swallowed. ‘What had she done?’


‘They said she’d stolen some food. The store detective caught her as she went out, and called the police in.’


‘Are you kidding me? That’s why she’s here?’ Zoe looked around, just to check the world was still turning and this wasn’t some kind of incredibly vivid pre-wedding nightmare.


No such luck.


Right. So this was real. Bloody Mum. So much for the call being a sign. Mags had made it sound like she was in real need, but all the time she’d just got a bit peckish in Sainsbury’s and hadn’t bothered to pay. ‘Has this happened before, Mags?’


‘God, no!’ Mags looked so horrified that Zoe believed her. ‘I know it’s been a while, but surely you know your mum a bit better than that?’


Zoe knew her mum was capable of anything.


However, she was here now. Might as well get on with it.


‘How is she, anyway?’ Zoe heard a flapping noise as they started to climb the wide steps towards the big brown building. She looked down to see that a crisp packet had attached itself to the tip of her shoe. She waved her foot around a couple of times, and then tried to reach down to pull it off. Her dress continued its campaign of quiet sabotage and refused to let her get further than waist height. As she straightened up again, she heard a siren screeching behind her.


‘I don’t know. They won’t let me in.’ Mags kept pace with her as Zoe did her best to sprint up the steps. Despite everything, the thought of her mum behind bars made her nauseous. She passed a woman who smelt strongly of bins and came to brown double doors with ‘Kennington Police Station’ stamped across them in intimidatingly large letters. She gulped and then tilted her chin high as she pushed through. She knew she was the right person to get her mum out. And she was in the mood for a fight.


As the doors banged shut behind them, Zoe was moving so fast, she bumped into a huge wall of a man with an improbably tiny rucksack over his right shoulder. It reminded her of the one Jamie wore to go running, and she had to rapidly block an image of him waiting for her next to the stand of flowers in the conservatory.


She needed to focus.


‘Excuse me, excuse me.’ She edged round the man only to see that there was a queue. She cursed under her breath. A sunny Saturday in central London. Tourists out admiring the sights. Of course the crime rate was soaring.


She had to get to the front. 


She turned to Mags. ‘Look, why don’t you sit down over there? I’m sure they’ll let me through, and you might as well make yourself comfortable while you wait.’


‘I’m not sure they will.’ Mags hovered as if there was more to say. ‘I think you might need to—’


‘It’ll be fine.’ Zoe cut the conversation off by turning back to stare at the tiny rucksack. She heard the squeak of Mags’s trainers as she turned and went to sit down. Good. Zoe wasn’t in the mood for talking. She looked at the rucksack again. A tiny thread was hanging from the corner and she had to fight back an urge to pull it off. 


She was twitching with adrenalin.


‘Excuse me.’ She tapped the man on the shoulder. He didn’t turn round. 


‘Excuse …’ She noticed the white cords of his earphones and reached up and pulled one out of his ear. ‘Hello. I was just—’


‘What the FUCK do you think you’re doing?’ He moved quite fast for such a big man. And his eyes were really terrifying, now she could see them.


Shit. 


Oh well. It wasn’t as if she had anything to lose. And at least she had his attention now.


‘Look, my mum’s in a cell back there.’ She indicated the ‘Custody Suite’ sign on the double doors in the corner. ‘I really need to get to the front, so I was wondering if …’ His expression was not exactly encouraging, but she had to carry on. ‘I was hoping I could go in front of you?’


‘Fuck off.’ He turned round, and she could see the ripple of muscle along his back as he tucked the earphones back into his ears.


‘Right.’ She looked at the black marks on the lino and wondered how to persuade him. She felt a beat of hope as he turned round again.


He ran a meaty hand over his sparse brown beard as he spoke. ‘And you look like a total dick in that dress.’


Excellent. Rage pulsed through Zoe as he turned his back again. She looked at the clock on the wall. She should be going into the reception now, the wedding ring snug on her finger. But instead she was trapped here with this charmer and a room full of people who clearly thought she was a little overdressed.


She turned to the woman behind her, hoping for sympathy. Instead she was treated to ten minutes of pouting and loud complaints about the person who had crashed into the woman’s car. After five minutes, Zoe established that said person was in fact a bollard. After seven she had worked out that the woman herself was responsible for the impact. 


The final straw was when the woman was re-enacting the collision in such dramatic detail that she stood on Zoe’s dress, resulting in the kind of ripping sound that strikes fear into women the world over. Zoe looked behind her to see that her expensive marital underwear was now being shared with all the occupants of the police station, including the drunk teenager leaning against a far wall, who had his head on one side in open-mouthed admiration.


She was just trying to work out how to pull her dress together when – of course – she reached the front of the queue. She grasped the material with one hand while attempting to look authoritative. 


‘Hello.’ She tried her most charming smile. 


The policeman behind the glass looked entirely unimpressed. 


‘Yes?’ He stared at her with eyes that had definitely seen it all. ‘What do you want?’


She felt the hole in her dress gape open again and desperately pulled it together. The policeman brushed one of the black epaulettes on his shoulders, and Zoe saw a cloud of white specks fall towards the floor.


His voice was gruff. ‘Is it a husband you’re after, love?’


‘No.’ She drew herself up in an attempt at dignity. ‘I’m looking for my mum. Gina Whittaker. She’s been taken through for questioning, apparently.’


‘Oh yeah?’ He tapped on his keyboard. ‘And what’s she wearing? A ball gown?’


He found his own joke hilarious and burst into wheezy laughter that appeared to last several lifetimes. Zoe fought back her impatience as a man with a shaved head and tattoos right up to his eyeballs grunted on the bench by her side.


‘Look, can you just let me through, please?’


As she waited, she looked over her shoulder and surveyed the room again. In the corner, she saw a woman muttering determinedly about resisting the system, holding up two bandaged wrists defiantly as her grey hair fell around her pinched face. Two men leant against a wall, discussing Sheffield Wednesday’s current form and whether the manager was an idiot or a genius. A man with disorderly blond hair moaned incessantly about bureaucracy as he filled in a long white form that was resting on his knee. It wasn’t surprising that the policeman in front of her was desperate for amusement of any kind. She would be too.


The policeman was tapping on a tired-looking keyboard and peering at the screen.


‘Gina …?’ He looked at her enquiringly.


‘Gina Whittaker.’ Zoe had a growing urge to scream, and the smell of the man beside her wasn’t helping. 


‘She’s not listed on here.’ He drummed ponderous fingers on his chin. 


‘She must be. She was arrested earlier this afternoon.’ 


‘Wasn’t she at your bash, then?’ He was visibly surprised.


‘No.’ She knew she sounded defensive. She was too used to missing out on those seminal mother–daughter experiences she kept reading about in magazines. Spas. Shopping trips. Getting ready for the wedding together. That look of joy and understanding between them as they emerged together to the applause of the entire family. 


They had never been like that. The last shopping experience they had shared was buying Tampax when she was thirteen. Her mum had been exhausted as usual, so their time together during this rite of passage had consisted of her mum throwing the box into the shopping basket and then asking her if she wanted fish fingers or chicken nuggets for tea.


She must concentrate. She leant towards the glass. ‘I need to see her.’


The man tapped on his keyboard again. With one finger.


She was never going to get to her mum.


It was so clammy in here, her palms were sweating. ‘Have you found her yet?’


She thought she could hear the computer groaning.


‘Yep. Got her.’ He nodded.


Zoe’s stomach tightened. ‘And?’


‘She’s being questioned at the moment.’


‘And can I see her?’


He frowned. ‘Who did you say you were?’


‘Her daughter.’


‘Oh. Yes. Of course.’ He looked at her suspiciously and she snapped.


‘Look, it’s my bloody wedding day. Do you think I’m faking a relationship with her for the sheer bloody fun of it? Do you really think I wanted to mosey down to a police station just at the moment I’m supposed to be saying “I do”?’


‘OK, love.’ He looked utterly unconcerned. She was probably a kitten compared to most of the people he saw in here. ‘Don’t get your tiara in a twist.’


Zoe was seething with frustration. ‘Can I see my mum, please?’


‘Well, here’s the thing.’


‘What?’


‘No, you can’t see her. You need to wait here until she’s been questioned and they’ve decided what to do with her.’ He looked behind her. ‘Next.’


Sod that. ‘But I need to see her.’


Any amusement on his face had long since gone. ‘You can’t. Solicitors only.’ 


Her heart leapt. ‘I am a solicitor.’


‘Really?’ He raised an eyebrow. ‘Show me your ID.’


Damn. Even if she had been a solicitor, there was no way she would have chosen to squeeze her ID into her tiny satin bag.


She tried to bluff it out. ‘I don’t have it with me.’


He shook his head. ‘Nice try. Next.’


Behind the double doors, Zoe could hear a dull banging. Then shouting and swearing.


Her mum was in there. Probably scared. And all alone.


She tried again. ‘Please? You don’t understand, I have to—’


‘No.’


‘But—’


‘No! Now move, please.’


Her whole body drooped as she realised she wasn’t going to win. She turned and went over to sit next to Mags on one of the plastic benches that ran around the edge of the room. Her train was brilliantly designed to pick up every single fleck of dust and grime on the floor. There were plenty to choose from. The teenager eyed her suggestively as she went past, and she resolutely clasped the material that was falling apart behind her. 


He grunted. ‘Can I have your number, darling?’


Oh GOD.


As she sat down, Mags’s hand was warm on her arm. ‘You did your best. We’ll just have to wait it out.’ She delved into the bag looped over her shoulder. ‘Do you want this?’ She brought out a safety pin.


‘Yes please.’ Zoe swallowed her embarrassment and shifted forward as Mags pinned the dress in place. She needed to get through that door. She wasn’t used to failing, and this was twice in one day. It brought back those awful summer days from long ago. The slam of metal into her body. The words she’d tried so hard to forget but which had been stamped across her dreams for weeks. His words. Every morning they had taunted her on the tube as she headed to the office. Every evening they had been her soundtrack as she ran home. 


Here in this sterile pit of a room, her wedding felt unreal. But those words rang true.


The minutes ticked by as Zoe and Mags sat side by side. Zoe’s knee was constantly jiggling, as she had endless visions of her mum being ruthlessly interrogated by evil officers with Tasers or truncheons. Mags got two teas and a Crunchie from the machine. Zoe couldn’t touch them. 


And then, just when Zoe was going to combust, the door to the custody suite opened and there she was. Mum. Zoe’s heart flooded with long-forgotten memories. Seeing that face at the school gate when all she wanted was home. Reaching for that hand and genuinely believing it could make everything better.


Her mum’s head was bowed, and the same red hair hung down her back. The familiar brown eyes gleamed. The tiny scar still ran along her lip where next door’s dog had attacked her when Zoe was three. Seeing her face dissolved the present and took Zoe back to childhood dens and scribbles stuck to the fridge and wonky biscuits baked on rainy afternoons. 
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