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Prologue
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Oxford Street, London


Nancy clutched her bag of caramelised nuts and gazed out at the lights dancing between the buildings on either side of Oxford Street, glittering in the dark sky like gold and silver stars, while hundreds of thousands of people hurried along the pavements beneath them. They were very high up on the bus, and she was glad they weren’t down in the middle of the crowds. Everyone moved so fast, rushing into the shops, pushing and shoving. They’d nearly lost Joel at the bus stop, and Daddy had shouted and said something that had made Mummy shout too.


She glanced over to her big brother to check he was still there. He was. Joel was waving at the crowds like he was the Queen, just like he did when they went on the bus at home in Bristol. He was practising, he said, for when he was famous.


Nancy and Mummy were on one front seat on the top deck of the big red bus while Joel and Daddy were squashed onto the other side. Joel was perched on the edge of his seat, waving and pretending to fall off every time the bus went round a corner.


Nancy thought Joel was being funny, but Daddy didn’t. Even though they were on their way to see Santa, the highlight of what had been one magical thing after another, Daddy was in a bad mood. He’d been in a bad mood since they’d arrived.


‘That policeman’s waving back at me!’ Joel announced in delight. ‘Look! The policeman’s waving!’


Daddy grabbed Joel’s arm. ‘Stop that, Joel! This isn’t the time or the place to be acting up.’ He glared at Mummy over Joel’s bobble hat. His eyes were red, and not kind. ‘Bloody Oxford Circus. At Christmas. Madness.’


‘It’s fun!’ Mummy hugged Nancy. ‘You’ll remember your trip to see Santa Claus forever, won’t you, Fancy Nancy?’


She nodded, unable to stop looking at Daddy’s cross face. When he was cross, he didn’t look like his normal self, and it made her feel strange inside, as if he was someone she didn’t know. Now he pressed his lips tight together, then got out his phone.


Nancy was gripped by a sudden panic. What if Santa thought Daddy was cross because she and Joel had been naughty? What if he thought they didn’t deserve any presents? Her tummy felt churny.


Mummy leaned over and lifted the earflap of her hat to whisper in her ear. ‘Don’t forget, you’ve still got one more wish!’


Nancy’s favourite book was about a magic cat who granted wishes. Her second favourite book was about a little girl and her mummy seeing the sights of London. Mummy had brought a special cat that she kept in her squashy handbag, and said that she and Joel could have one wish each for every one of the things they saw from the London book. So far, they’d seen Big Ben, the big wheel, and ten black taxis.


‘Up to three wishes a day,’ Daddy had interrupted, but Nancy didn’t need to be told not to be greedy. She knew from the cat book that if you were greedy or selfish with your wishes, bad things happened. You had to be very careful.


‘Oh my God I’m going to faaaaaaalll!’ yelled Joel, dramatically.


‘Joel!’ Daddy yanked him back by his hood. ‘Behave, or we’ll skip Hamleys and go straight home.’


Nancy’s panic increased. Santa knew they were coming – Mummy had confirmed it. If they didn’t arrive because Joel had been naughty, what would he think?


Mummy leaned over and pulled Joel onto their seat, sliding Nancy onto her knee to make room. She put her arms around them both but Nancy couldn’t enjoy the cuddle when Daddy was glaring at Mummy from the other side of the bus. Would he tell Santa? Was that why he’d got his phone out? Was he sending Santa a text? She felt sick.


‘Settle down, Joel. You’ve got one more wish too,’ said Mummy. ‘What’s it going to be?’


‘I wish … I wish …’ Joel’s voice was too loud, and people were looking round at them. ‘I WISH …’


Nancy wanted to say, ‘Be quiet, Joel’, but her head felt jumbled up.


‘Joel!’ It was Daddy’s scariest voice, the quiet hissy one.


Mummy put her hand gently over Joel’s mouth, but she leaned over and kissed him on the bobble of his hat. Nancy saw, to her panic, that Mummy’s eyes were shiny wet, and when she blinked her lashes made dark smears. Maybe she was worried about Santa too.


I wish Daddy would go away somewhere so me and Joel and Mummy could go see Santa on our own, thought Nancy, and immediately a dark feeling spread over her, that she’d done something very wrong.


Before she could take it back and wish for something kinder, the bus shuddered and stopped, and people started to stand up, blocking the aisle with their damp coats and shopping bags, shuffling impatiently towards the stairs. The bus felt unfriendly all of a sudden, and not as much fun.


Nancy’s stomach flipped over.


‘Regent Street!’ announced Daddy and stood up, bending his head so as not to hit it on the low roof. Nancy turned to see the people in the seat behind had stood up, and the people behind them, and when she turned back, Daddy’s dark blue coat had vanished. He’d gone! Just a wall of blank-faced strangers in front of her, and the dark, sparkly sky on the other side of the window behind her.


‘Quick, quick, you two,’ said Mummy, picking up her bag, and Joel’s bag, and Nancy’s Union Jack backpack, but Nancy was frozen to the seat.


It was already happening! Daddy had gone! What if the bus started moving before they could get off? They might never find him! She’d wished for him to go away, and it was happening!


‘Come on, Nancy!’ Mummy stretched out her hand, but Nancy pushed past, her legs wanting to run so hard she was scared they’d go without her, running off down the bus leaving her body behind.


‘Nancy!’ Mummy was calling, but Nancy wriggled through the passengers, not listening to them shouting and grumbling at her. All she could think about was Daddy, finding Daddy, hanging onto his hand and stopping him disappearing. She hadn’t meant it! She hadn’t really meant it! He could tell Santa what he liked as long as the scary crowds didn’t eat him up.


He wasn’t at the bottom of the stairs. He wasn’t by the door. He’d gone. Nancy pushed past the people standing by the yellow poles and jumped off the deck of the bus onto the crowded pavement. She could smell toasted nuts and cinnamon and Christmas but all she could taste in her mouth was the nasty taste of sick that she’d had when she and Joel had flu.


Big gulping sobs burst out of her chest.


London wasn’t magical at all. It was scary. Everything was loud and strange. Shops were hot, then freezing cold. The food was different. And Daddy didn’t look like Daddy here. Mummy seemed different too. They didn’t talk, they got cross about things they never got cross about at home. Nancy wished wished wished she could be back in Bristol, in their house at the end of the street, with the green fireplace and the black cat next door. She wanted to feel her Daddy’s hand holding hers, Mummy holding the other, so much she wanted to cry. But she’d had her three wishes. There were none left to fix this.


Then she saw him standing in a shop doorway, checking his phone.


Relief shocked her. Had she wished him back? Could she do that now? Was London listening to her wishes? It made her feel wobbly, the thought too big to fit inside her head.


‘Daddy!’ she sobbed, and ran towards him. A bike on the pavement swerved, the rider swore, Nancy barely noticed.


He looked up, just as she launched herself at his legs and staggered under the force of her grip.


‘Careful, Nancy,’ he said, and his voice was so familiar that Nancy blanked out everything else. Everything apart from the smell of his coat, and the feel of his arms around her.


‘Don’t go, Daddy,’ she cried. ‘Don’t go!’


‘I won’t, Nancy,’ he said, but his voice sounded very far away.




Chapter one
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As Patrick opened his notebook of issues to raise in mediation, Caitlin dug her fingernails into her palms and tried to remember where it was she’d read that it was always the little things you fall in love with that make you want to stab your partner to death with a fork in the end.


Patrick was still handsome, with his strong cheekbones and thick brown hair that grew faster than hers; he was still energetic and annoyingly refreshed-looking for someone apparently racked with distress at being separated from his wife and kids. (Possibly because of the extra sleep he was getting, Caitlin thought, waspishly.) He still smelled of coffee and aftershave, still politely opened the bloody door to their mediation session for her, was still wearing the jellybean cufflinks Joel and Nancy had given him for Christmas, but all that was obliterated by his relentless, tedious, enraging control freakery, which she’d initially mistaken for old-fashioned gallantry.


Divorce and separation, Caitlin decided, brought out the worst in control freaks. Even more so than marriage.


‘Just to recap on the allowances?’ Patrick tapped a page with his pen. ‘I’m not sure these figures my wi—’ His face froze for a split second, revealing a sudden flash of vulnerability, then it was gone, bustled away with some facts. ‘These figures Caitlin’s produced seem off. I’ve looked at the weekly food bills, for instance, and they just don’t add up.’ He paused. ‘Literally.’


Caitlin stared at the cactus on the mediator’s desk. Patrick had loved referring to her as his wife; he used to smile goofily as he said it, as if he couldn’t quite believe his luck. That was Patrick though, her knight in shining armour, the only driver to stop behind her lifeless Renault on the windswept hard shoulder of the M25, six years ago now. She’d been hyperventilating with panic with a huge-eyed Joel strapped in his seat behind her as the motorway traffic zoomed past, shaking their little car, while her phone refused to find signal. Patrick had knocked on the window, and she should have been scared, but something in his face was so honest, so openly concerned for a woman stranded with a young boy, that Caitlin had sensed deep inside that she was safe. Patrick walked to the emergency call box in the pouring rain (he had appropriate wet-weather gear; she didn’t), and waited with them till help arrived. Awkwardly at first, but when the AA van’s headlights broke the cocooning darkness, she’d found herself slipping her hand into Patrick’s, silently thanking him, and he hadn’t let it go.


And then, of course, after a few thoughtful dates had turned into a charmingly courtly relationship, he’d gone on to save Caitlin in all sorts of other ways. She’d let things get into a mess. The house, her finances, her life. But nothing was too annoying for Patrick to smooth out. Nothing was too broken in their little house that he couldn’t sit down and fix it. He hated disorder, hated unfairness, did his own PPI claim forms, rescued spiders from the bath with his bare hands. A modern knight. Caitlin – with her fatherless child, and her ‘wasted’ degree, and her totally depleted cupboard of self-esteem – was overjoyed to be rescued.


But that same methodical calmness felt like water torture now their marriage was broken to the point where even Patrick had given up on it. As he carried on speaking, Caitlin boggled at his ability to separate all the causes and faults into piles, ready for assessment by the mediator, in the same way he laid out the components of their first IKEA wardrobe so not a screw or washer would be lost. A set of final straws here, a stack of rational sums there. Nice and neat, and final, no sticky emotion messing up the conclusion.


And that was the difference between the two of them, Caitlin reflected, as Patrick moved his laser-beam attention to tax credits. She’d approached their separation like she used to tackle an IKEA wardrobe before they’d met: i.e., no careful consultation of expert instructions, just rushing straight into the task in hand, followed by self-inflicted pain, frustration, and then tears. Tears, and wine, and hours reading online separation guides that might as well have been written in Swedish. Worst of all was that guilty ache that, through her own carelessness, she’d managed to lose the tiny, precious Allen key to Patrick’s heart.


Once, Patrick had thought she was perfect. Now he could barely look her in the eye, and the happy, supportive, safe relationship she’d longed for all her life was in bits.


Caitlin sank back into the plastic chair. Maybe she and Patrick were just too different to work, long-term. Even now, while Patrick and the mediator were talking, she couldn’t stop part of her brain rejoicing that finally she could stack the dishwasher as she saw fit, or dye a blonde streak into her hair without getting the ‘oh, really?’ eyebrow. She’d cope. She’d coped before. The real problem was how to stop it shattering the lives of the two bewildered bystanders in the middle of the drama, neither of whom deserved to be dragged into their parents’ mess.


Joel and Nancy’s anxious faces cut through Caitlin’s secret idea for a very discreet tattoo, and she flinched. But it was better for them, surely, not to be trapped between two squabbling adults?


‘We don’t need to finalise any financial agreements in this first session,’ said Andrea the mediator. Her voice was pleasant, but her expression made it clear that she wasn’t going to waste any of their allotted hour on point-scoring. ‘Top priority is working out arrangements regarding the children. And we’re talking about …’ She glanced down at her notes. ‘Joel, who I see is ten, and Nancy, who is four.’


‘Four and a half next month,’ said Caitlin. ‘Five on September the tenth.’ She smiled at Andrea; she looked like a mum – she understood that this was really the only part of the mediation that mattered. Not money. Not who got the car. ‘I can’t believe she’s going to be starting school in September! My little pickle.’


‘Our little pickle,’ Patrick pointed out, and Caitlin crossed her legs to stop herself reacting. Yes, she should have said our. Patrick always tripped her up like that, seeing hurt where she hadn’t meant any. But: she was the one who fed the kids, understood their funny, ever-evolving language, anticipated their tears, their tiredness, their smiles, their hunger. She was the one whose life revolved around their sleep, their nits, their endless questions, the moods that roared from love to frustration, their constantly reaching hands. Patrick always laughed drily and said he was just the one who paid for them. Which, neatly, made them both feel bad.


‘I want to share parenting,’ Patrick added. ‘It’s important to me to maintain as much contact as possible.’


Caitlin couldn’t stop herself shooting him some side-eye at that. Patrick worked so hard he barely saw them even before the break-up. She fought down the urge to ask Patrick to name any three of Nancy’s favourite teddies, knowing he couldn’t. He didn’t even know she ranked them. In an order that changed weekly.


‘What?’ Patrick turned to her, and raised his eyebrows; Caitlin noticed fresh flecks of silver in his dark sideburns. ‘Are you saying you don’t want that too? For the children to see both of us?’


‘Of course not!’ God, he was annoying. ‘Why on earth would I be saying that?’


Patrick’s silent accusation hung in the air. It was uncharacteristically mean of him. He doesn’t even like me any more, thought Caitlin, miserably. That’s what happens when you get put on a pedestal – there’ll always be a point where you fall off.


‘It’s good that you want to share responsibility.’ Andrea picked up a pen to make notes. ‘What are the current living arrangements? Caitlin, you’re still in the family home in Bristol?’


She nodded. ‘Yes, it’s my house.’


‘Now who’s making a point?’ Patrick shot back. ‘It’s our house.’


Caitlin refused to rise to that. ‘It was my gran’s house, she left it to me in her will. I’ve lived there since Joel was born. Patrick moved in when we got married, and he left in January. When he got his new job.’


‘It’s not a new job, it’s the same job in a different place,’ said Patrick.


Andrea jotted something down on her pad. ‘And where are you living now, Patrick?’


Ha! Go on, thought Caitlin. Tell her.


There was a short pause while Patrick framed his answer in the best possible light. ‘I’m currently looking for a property – I was moved up to Newcastle by my company at the beginning of this year.’


Five Monday mornings ago. It occurred to Caitlin that it was Valentine’s Day soon, and something in her chest caved in. Always at least a dozen roses, and some sweet, thoughtful notes hidden in her coat pockets, or tucked in her purse. Not this year. Never again.


‘Three hundred miles away,’ she said instead, to fill the aching gap. ‘You think it’s reasonable for Joel and Nancy to do a six-hundred-mile round trip every week?’


‘What? And you think it’s reasonable to refuse to move with your husband when he gets a chance to improve the whole family’s situation, because you like your sitting room?’ He said it in that ‘I am at the end of my considerable patience’ tone that made Caitlin clench her fists.


She turned to him on her chair, so he could see how pissed off she was, in her eyes if not in her words. ‘Since we’re deciding what’s reasonable, no, I don’t think it’s reasonable to apply for a job at the other end of the country, without even telling your family.’


‘I didn’t apply for it! I was sent there by head office – it’s part of my responsibility!’ Patrick threw his hands up. ‘What was I supposed to do? Tell them I can’t go because my wife cares more about her original fireplace than me? That’s not how these things work, Caitlin. You don’t always get a choice.’


Caitlin bit her lip. It wasn’t just about the fireplace, he knew that. And yet it was. That fireplace was where her shattered world had been put back together by her gran when everything fell apart after university; where she’d nursed both her children, and sat with Patrick watching him gaze into Nancy’s sleeping face, shell-shocked by the force of his own love. The coal fire burning in the grate made her feel secure and happy. Like Patrick used to. And no, she hadn’t wanted to leave it. It wasn’t the reason, but it was the final straw. A symbolic straw.


She turned back to Andrea, determined to stay dignified.


‘Not having a mortgage makes a significant difference to us financially. The kids have their own rooms. Joel’s at a great school, which Nancy’ll be starting in September, and there’s a playground next door. And it’s near my job, because I have a job too, even though it doesn’t pay as much as Patrick’s and …’ Caitlin made herself say the real truth since Patrick seemed to refuse to hear it. ‘I didn’t feel our relationship would survive the move. We were barely talking. I didn’t want to uproot the kids only to have to bring them back again.’


Patrick fixed her with his clear, straight-into-her-head look. The one that made her want to babble anything, just to get him to stop … looking. ‘Is that the only reason you didn’t want to leave Bristol? Be honest, Caitlin.’


Caitlin stared at him, baffled. ‘I honestly don’t know what you’re talking about.’


This wasn’t the first time Patrick had said something like that, but he wouldn’t explain what he was getting at. She’d tried, but he’d stonewalled her, as if she should know. OK, so things had been rocky for a while. What sleep-deprived, over-worked, under-sexed parents don’t get irritated and snappy with each other? But somewhere along the line, ‘rocky’ had solidified into stony silence. The love hadn’t vanished completely: at the start of December they’d managed a night out for Caitlin’s birthday, and it was as if they both remembered why they’d fallen in love in the first place. She squeezed into her spotty circle skirt, Patrick came home early from work, and for the first time in months, he slipped his hand into hers as they walked into town. Caitlin caught sight of herself in a shop window, dark corkscrew curls and scarlet lips, an hourglass bombshell out on a date with a good-looking man, and her heart had lifted as if it was attached to a million balloons. In the pub, after a few ciders and her Comedy Store-worthy re-enactment of Joel’s school play, Patrick had laughed the way he used to. He looked a decade younger, happier. They’d walked home slowly, ignoring the babysitter’s calls, and Caitlin had pulled him close under a streetlight and kissed him. Thank God, she’d thought with relief, as his hand reached for her waist inside her winter jacket, it’s going to be fine.


But the following week had been horrible. She’d been late back from her weekly Zumba class, which always made Patrick twitchy, and that in turn made Caitlin defensive – he worried about her being out alone on dark nights, but she hated feeling ‘monitored’. Joel picked up nits; the tumble drier broke down, out of warranty because she’d forgotten to register it. Then Patrick’s manager phoned about the job. They’d disagreed. First politely, then – with Joel and Nancy out of earshot in bed – the discussion had got a bit heated. By the time she and Patrick had taken the kids to London for their Christmas surprise, they’d both said too much, yet not enough. Worse than squabbling, there’d been silence. A brick wall of resentment on both sides. When Patrick brought it up again, Caitlin realised he hadn’t listened to a single reason she’d given him – or else he didn’t care.


And then, after New Year, Patrick announced he had to make a decision and Caitlin, caught between Nancy’s tantrum and Joel’s bookbag, more or less told him to put his job first, since he would anyway. He was still giving her that baleful ‘you’ve done something’ look, but Caitlin genuinely didn’t know what she’d done. Other than not be the ideal woman Patrick had always wanted to believe she was.


Shame flooded her.


‘Caitlin?’ Andrea prompted her. ‘You look as if you want to say something. About the shared parenting?’


She tried to focus on what was important now. ‘I don’t want Joel and Nancy to feel this is their fault – we don’t want them to be affected any more than they have to be. Joel’s … Well, Joel has no memory of his biological father because he’s never been in his life …’ She trailed off, because even after ten years she still hadn’t found an ideal way of explaining it.


It was Patrick who leaped in. ‘Joel’s called me Dad since he was four. I hope he considers me his father. As far as I’m concerned I’ve always loved him and Nancy exactly the same. Exactly the same.’


‘Of course you have.’ In her mind’s eye, Caitlin saw the moment on the roaring motorway when Patrick had lifted a wailing Joel out of his car seat into the recovery vehicle, and Joel’s tears had dried instantly. She’d known, right then. Joel had too. Here was a good man, and she wasn’t on her own any more. And yet he’d changed his mind. Not about Joel, or Nancy, but about her. About them.


‘It’s clear you’re both very committed to their happiness.’ Andrea’s tone was conciliatory. ‘That’s a great start. So, let’s find a middle ground for these weekends. Are there grandparents who might enjoy hosting contact?’


‘Sadly, no – my father died when I was very young, and my mother is in a care home.’ The vulnerable Patrick vanished; he was managerial again. Caitlin reached for her cold coffee and wished it were a glass of wine.


I’m going to have a really cold, really good glass of wine when I get home, she thought. Her mouth watered at the idea of it. Once Joel had gone to bed. Now Patrick wasn’t around to sigh disapprovingly at the bottle.


‘Caitlin?’


‘My parents are the other way, in North London.’


‘OK.’ Andrea turned back to Patrick. ‘Any other relatives? Aunts, uncles? Godparents, perhaps? Family friends?’


Caitlin was surprised to hear Patrick clear his throat. ‘I was about to suggest my sister,’ he said. ‘She lives in Longhampton – that’s not too far to travel for the weekend. About seventy miles.’


‘Eva?’ It came out more dramatically than Caitlin meant it to, but even so. Eva?


‘Yes, Eva.’ Patrick sounded surprised. ‘Why react like that?’


‘I’m reacting like that because the poor woman’s just been widowed!’ Patrick could be incredibly dense about other people’s emotional needs. ‘Do you honestly think sending Joel and Nancy to stay with a woman who’s still grieving is appropriate for any of us?’


‘It’s two years since Mick died,’ said Patrick, reasonably. ‘And she’s not the sort of woman to spend the rest of her life wearing black and refusing to go out.’


‘How would we know? We never see her.’ Two years, though. Ouch. The last time they’d seen Eva was at Mick’s funeral. Caitlin had genuinely meant to call her sister-in-law more regularly, but months sped past with playdates and shopping and basic family admin, and Eva was often away on holiday. Even then, she wasn’t someone Caitlin could easily pick up the phone and chat to. Eva was everything she wasn’t. She’d run her own company. She knew celebrities. She had two dogs and no family, and that seemed to suit her fine. Caitlin never knew what to talk to Eva about, so their conversations always seemed to end up being polite explorations of the weather.


And that amazing house. Even now, Caitlin felt grubby thinking about it. ‘And it’s not as if Eva’s exactly set up for children, is it? Her house is all white. White sofas, white carpets, white … everything.’


And glass. Glass as far as the eye could see, without a single smear. Beautiful, but not exactly fun for two exuberant kids.


‘I don’t see what her carpets have to do with anything.’ Patrick shook his head as if she was being irrational. ‘She’s their aunt. She’s their family. I’m sure she’ll want to help us out.’


Caitlin seized on that. ‘Have you even asked her?’


Patrick’s expression flickered. ‘Yes.’


‘No, you haven’t.’


Andrea stepped in. ‘Ah well, we shouldn’t make firm arrangements until we’re happy that they stand a chance of working.’


‘My sister is being very supportive in what’s a painful time for everyone,’ said Patrick, and Caitlin knew he was making it up as he went along, because he could draft meaningless management responses like this in his sleep. She’d be surprised if he’d even spoken to Eva since the Christmas duty call.


Another thought nipped at her imagination. ‘What about Eva’s dogs?’


‘What about them?’ Patrick turned in his chair.


‘If they’re not used to children, they might be territorial. You read terrible things about dogs that aren’t used to children suddenly turning nasty. Even nice ones.’ A Jack Russell fitting that exact description had taken a small but painful lump out of Caitlin’s own calf as a child. It had left her very vigilant around supposedly placid dogs. The thought of Joel trying to rope Eva’s unwilling pets into some improvised musical, or Nancy trying to cuddle them too hard, like she squeezed her rows of soft toys … She felt a chill across her skin.


‘What kind of dogs does your sister have?’ Andrea asked Patrick, calmly.


‘Pugs. They’re a pair of fat pugs, for God’s sake, not rabid Rottweilers. They’re more likely to be scared of Joel sitting on them than anything else.’


‘Why do you always minimise my concerns?’ Caitlin demanded.


‘I don’t! I just don’t understand why you fixate on the irrelevant concerns and let big ones go. What’s the problem with the kids being at Eva’s?’ Again, the look. The accusing, hurt look.


She shook her head, mute with defeat. There wasn’t a reason. Apart from, I don’t want you to take my children away from me.


Patrick’s mouth was a tight line. ‘Anyway, you get the weekend off. Isn’t that what you wanted? You’re always complaining about how you have no time to be yourself. No space. Make up your mind.’


Oh, now I remember why we’re separating, thought Caitlin, balling her fists. Now I remember.


Andrea pushed a box of tissues across the desk and Caitlin realised she must look tearful. ‘Maybe you could visit with the children on your own, before the first contact weekend? It would normalise the situation for Joel and Nancy, and you could put your own mind at rest about any further arrangements you need to put in place.’


‘I should be there too,’ said Patrick.


‘Of course.’ Andrea looked weary now. How exhausting, thought Caitlin, having to listen to couples squabbling like toddlers over the biggest bit of cake, hour after hour after bloody hour. ‘It’s vital the visit is a positive, encouraging experience for Nancy and Joel.’


‘Can you be happy with that?’ He turned, an eyebrow raised. This was how all conversations with Patrick seemed to end up. Like being dragged along under a train you originally wanted to get on. When had he changed? She wondered. Would this new man lift a wailing toddler from a broken-down car? Would he bring a first date present of jump-leads, oil, emergency triangle, as well as tulips?


Andrea was eyeing her. Caitlin steeled herself. Eva might not even say yes. She probably wouldn’t want Joel and Nancy running riot in her pristine white-carpeted house. She might not even be living there. She might have gone to wherever that other holiday home of Mick’s was – Provence, or San Tropez. Somewhere linen-suity, where everyone drank gin and tonic and knew Cliff Richard.


‘Fine,’ she said. ‘Call Eva and see if she’s got a weekend free for us to visit.’


‘I’ll ring her this afternoon,’ said Patrick. ‘Then we can move things on.’


‘Great!’ Andrea sounded relieved. ‘So we’ve got a positive to take away from today’s session. Well done, both of you.’


‘Do we have time to deal with some of those points I raised about monthly budgets?’ asked Patrick. ‘While I’m here?’


Caitlin glanced up at the clock. There were only five minutes left. It felt like they’d been in there hours.


‘No,’ said Andrea, firmly. ‘Let’s stop while we’re ahead.’




Chapter two
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For all his mining roots and soap-and-water attitude to grooming, Michael Quinn – Hollywood actor, television star, famous Yorkshireman – had loved his clothes. Eva stood in front of the wardrobe that ran the length of Mick’s custom-built dressing room, raised a hand to slide the door back, then let it fall. She knew what was inside, and she knew what she had to do. She just couldn’t bear to do it.


Disposing of Mick’s personal belongings was a task she’d been putting off for months. When the wooden hangers moved and a trace of his familiar cologne drifted out, for a second Eva imagined he was behind her, that he’d just been in another room all this time. Mick’s clothes were him, his life laid out in colourful chapters: the casual cords and country shirts she’d bought nearest the front, then the designer jackets from the celebrity years before they were married, then at the back, a glimpse of the paisley silks and velvets of two lifetimes ago, when Mick had staggered out of 3 a.m. Soho lock-ins while she’d been … well, a baby. Eva had started with those clothes, since they didn’t mean anything to her, but the pockets were full of questions she’d never have the answer to: loose change, matchbooks from a jazz club, scraps of paper with 071 London numbers, faded taxi receipts. Eva’s heart twisted inside her chest, knowing she’d never be able to ask where the club had been, who he’d seen there; whose number this was, whose business card. Seven years hadn’t been long enough to scratch the surface of decades’ worth of anecdotes; it tormented Eva that total strangers had memories from Mick’s life she’d never even know about.


She rested her forehead against the wardrobe door and inhaled his smell. Not a glorious second-chance life together then, as they’d both hoped. Just a short, happy interlude. Eva no longer woke up crying, and now went days without feeling bereft, but this final task brought what she’d lost rushing back. Who else was going to do it, though? For all that fame he’d enjoyed, Mick had no other family, just two ex-wives and a son he hadn’t seen in ten years. This was her home, with or without him, and the last thing Mick had told her, the last thing he’d told anyone before he closed those mischievous blue eyes, pale like faded denim, was, Don’t stop living because I’ve gone, my darling.


Easy for him to say that.


Eva raised her head to psych herself up, and was startled by the middle-aged woman she saw in the mirrored door. Mick preferred her ‘natural’, and she’d been baby-faced enough to get away without much make-up ten years ago, but suddenly, since her last birthday, she’d started avoiding mirrors. She looked tired. She felt tired too. Eva squinted critically. Heartbreak had sharpened her slim face into angles, hollowing her cheekbones, emphasising her long nose. She could see white threads in her brown hair, a frown line like her dad’s between her eyes. Her eyes, at least, were still OK. Like the sea, Mick had always said, very changeable – sometimes Mediterranean blue-green, sometimes a colder North Sea grey, when she was annoyed.


Eva pulled her fringe to one side, then the other, to see if it helped. It hid the frown line, but made her look disconcertingly like her mum.


Claws skittered on the wooden stairs, and from the quick tippety-tapping Eva knew that it was Bumble, the boy pug, hunting her down. The pugs had been asleep in the kitchen, resting after their morning stroll down the lane behind the house. Bee, his fatter, peachier, bossier sister, would be asleep until lunchtime, but Bumble needed to monitor his remaining human. It was nice to feel needed, but being the sole focus of canine adoration made Eva feel inwardly claustrophobic.


‘Hello, Bumble,’ she said without turning round.


The little pug slid to a halt by the wardrobe, sat down with a plop and a huff, and regarded her with the quizzical wrinkles he’d had since he was a puppy. Bee didn’t suffer from the same perma-anxiety; she was confident in her loveability. That was how Eva instructed people to tell the two nearly identical fawn pugs apart: ‘Does it look worried? Bumble. Is it trying to get on your knee? Bee.’


Eva removed two hideous white Miami Vice jackets from the rails – some Longhampton teenagers would be making quite an entrance to this year’s prom, thanks to Mick – and slipped her hand into the pockets to check for rogue memories. Nothing. Good.


‘What do you reckon?’ she said, folding the jackets up. ‘Do you think we should give Mick’s wedding suit to the charity shop where we met?’ Eva never called Mick ‘Daddy’ to the dogs, although he’d jovially referred to her as ‘Mum’. ‘Would that be a nice ironic twist? I don’t think I’m likely to meet another celeb in there. Although you never know.’


Bumble’s wrinkles unfolded into a smile at the sound of her voice and his pink tongue lolled. He loved being spoken to. So did Bee. Mick had used the willing pugs as his own ventriloquist’s dummies, and since he’d died, their world had fallen abruptly silent. For weeks after the funeral, Bumble and, more touchingly, independent Bee had searched for him, their floppy ears twitching for the voice they’d got so used to hearing all the time. Eva couldn’t bear their confusion, tilting their soft heads to pick up her voice, as if they’d gone deaf without knowing.


‘Maybe we’ll just start with the clothes I don’t remember,’ she said, conscious of the silence where Mick would have provided Bumble with a lugubrious opinion, and she stuffed two silk dress shirts in with the suits. And a cummerbund, two red bow ties and a silk scarf.


It came so naturally to Mick, as an actor, that sometimes Eva forgot the dogs couldn’t actually talk. Bumble had a camp Northern whine that veered into an Alan Bennett impression at times; Bee spoke like a sitcom Brummie housewife who’d won the Pools. It was Mick’s doggy improv at one of their Christmas parties that had landed him the voice-over for Barney the Baker, the mischievous Black Country pieman – his last job that had earned Mick more than his entire LA career in repeat fees alone. ‘It’s all down to moi,’ Bee often ‘told’ visitors. ‘Oi am Daddy’s pension provider, ow yes.’


Eva stood motionless, holding a paisley dinner jacket. The last time he’d worn it he’d won a BAFTA, for Best Children’s Entertainment series. ‘I owe everything to two pugs and an IT goddess in flat shoes,’ he’d said, and blown Eva, sitting at their star-studded table, a winky kiss. The jacket still bore a smudge of candlewax from the club afterwards, and the memory exploded inside her like a camera flash, vivid, and now a bit surreal.


Bumble let out a groan and sank onto the rug, his eyes still watching her face.


‘Sorry, Bumble,’ she said, more to let him hear her voice than anything, and felt foolish. ‘I don’t like it being so quiet either.’


Without Mick’s raucous laugh, his sporadic singing, his ever-changing moods, his daily ‘Eva? Eeeeva?’ yells, it felt empty. The wood absorbed every noise, sucking it in and flattening the air. She tried to talk to the dogs as much as Mick had, but without the voices. Really, the three of them were in the same boat: masterless and a bit lost in their own house.


She pushed two more hideous waistcoats into the charity bag. Eva didn’t know the Mick who’d chosen them. Maybe Cheryl, or Una had bought them. ‘I know it’s boring with just me,’ she added.


The phone rang in the bedroom next door, and the pug’s ears twitched hopefully. Only three people ever rang Eva’s landline. Roger, Mick’s best friend and solicitor of many years; Kim, his agent who persisted in trying to get Eva to do interviews about Life With Michael Quinn, even now; or her friend Anna, who managed the bookshop in town, and was the kindest person Eva had met, in a town where even the nurses at the vet’s had sent a sympathy card to the pugs. Since Christmas Anna had been waging a gentle ‘time to start living again’ campaign. Some days Eva was more receptive to it than others.


The ringing stopped, then started again. Eva sighed, and went through into the master bedroom, Bumble at her heels. The phone was on Mick’s side of the bed nearest the door, his silver bowl of cufflinks still next to it; another thing she couldn’t bear to move.


Her shoulders tightened as she picked up the receiver.


‘Hello?’ No name, no number – privacy rules. The nightmarish days after Mick’s death, when the phone had rung constantly with reporters and ‘friends’ she barely knew, had made Eva even cagier than before.


The voice on the other end wasn’t one she was expecting.


‘Eva, it’s Patrick.’


‘Paddy! Hello!’ Eva couldn’t hide her surprise; her brother hadn’t called her in weeks. But then she hadn’t called him either. ‘Are you ringing from the car?’


‘Yes, of course.’ Patrick usually called her from his car; he was the national sales manager for a chain of pet supermarkets and spent his life speeding from one end of the country to the other in order to troubleshoot guinea-pig-related problems. On the rare occasions he rang his sister, usually a duty call about their mother who lived in her own twilight world in a nursing home near where they’d grown up in Berkshire, it felt to Eva as if it was a strategy to make two junctions of a motorway more time-efficient. ‘I’m just on my way home.’


‘Wouldn’t it be better if you called me when you got there? So you can concentrate on our conversation, rather than the M40?’


‘I’m not on the M40, I’m on the M1. And anyway, I’m not …’ He paused. ‘I’m not going back to Bristol.’


‘What?’ Eva had been wandering around the bedroom, but something in his voice made her sink down at the dressing-table stool. Bumble slumped too, on anxiety alert. ‘Is everything all right?’


‘Not really. Caitlin and I have split up. I’m moving up to Newcastle. Well, strictly speaking, I have moved up to Newcastle.’


‘What? When did this happen?’ Eva stood up, then sat down again, shocked.


‘Just after New Year. A few weeks ago.’


‘Oh God. I’m so sorry. What came first, the job or the split?’


Patrick sighed. ‘The job. Well, no. The job caused the split but it had been coming for a while. Basically, the northern sales manager walked out, and I’ve got to handle her region till they find a replacement, on top of my own workload. I couldn’t do it from Bristol, so head office offered to relocate me, plus a big bonus if I can get the area to hit target. To be honest, I thought it was a great opportunity for us. New house, more money, fresh start – something we could do together. But Cait flat out refused to consider moving, and we argued, and … stuff came out. Neither of us has been happy. Like I say, the final nail.’


Eva was lost for words. None of this made sense. She’d always thought Patrick was the marrying-for-life type. And he adored Caitlin. His wedding speech, in which he sweetly thanked his new wife for turning his dull life from black and white into colour, starting with his new red socks, made everyone at the reception cry. ‘I thought you two were blissfully happy?’


‘Apparently not. Apparently, Caitlin was …’ He sounded wounded. ‘Look, I don’t want to talk about it. What’s done’s done. The main thing is we’re trying to make this as civilised as possible.’


Which meant there was something. Poor Patrick, thought Eva, shocked. Well, poor Caitlin, really. Poor everyone.


Eva had never quite understood how her cautious, logical brother had ended up with a livewire like Caitlin, in her DMs and her purple tights and her ribbons that trailed after her like a jellyfish. Privately, Eva thought that Nancy, aged four, wore more adult ensembles than her mother, not that she ever said that out loud. Which wasn’t to say Eva didn’t like Caitlin: the few times Eva had met her, she’d been warm and friendly, and funny in a slightly exhausting kind of way – and Patrick had loved her. Patrick made decisions carefully and was rarely wrong, so there must have been something about Caitlin’s spontaneous sparkiness that clicked in his soul.


But that was love. It hit you when you least expected, with the people you least expected. She of all people was proof of that.


Eva raked a hand through her hair. ‘I don’t know what to say, Paddy. I’m sorry. Why didn’t you tell me sooner?’


‘You’ve had your own problems. I wasn’t going to add to them.’


‘This isn’t a problem. This is … you.’ The trouble was, they weren’t close, she and Patrick. Their family dynamic had never been particularly touchy-feely, even though Eva had looked after Patrick a lot during their childhood. Months could go past without her setting eyes on her brother, despite him living relatively close. It didn’t seem to matter. They spoke on the phone, if Patrick had a junction he needed to fill. ‘How are the children taking it?’


‘We’ve told them that I’ve got a job up north and I’ll be working away for a while.’


‘And they’re fine with that?’ she asked, incredulously.


‘I doubt they notice I’ve gone.’ There was a splinter of heartbreak in his voice. ‘Caitlin’s probably pleased she can get them into bed earlier instead of waiting up for me.’


‘Oh, Paddy,’ she said. ‘I’m so sorry. Are you sure it’s …’


‘Yes. Don’t. It’s over.’ And he let out a sigh that shocked Eva out of the platitude she’d been about to offer. It was a shapeless grief she recognised. Too much despair to fit into old words.


In the silence, Eva heard Patrick’s sat nav directing him across the next junction, a bossy female voice taking charge. For a second she felt intensely sorry for him, being ordered from one work crisis to the next by a disembodied voice. But then Patrick liked a timetable. He’d always made to-do lists, even as a small boy. He got it from their mother, who in turn, had her need to be efficient honed by their dad’s rigid domestic order requirements.


‘So what happens next?’ Practicality was what Patrick needed, not sympathy. ‘Have you discussed when you’ll be seeing the children?’


‘Yeah, that’s the thing. I need to ask a favour.’


‘Anything. Do you have a good lawyer? Roger doesn’t handle divorces, but I’m sure he knows a really great …’


‘No! We’re trying to keep lawyers out of it.’ Patrick sounded almost affronted. ‘We’ve got a mediator helping us in the short term. I want to see the kids as much as I can, but apparently my new place is too far to travel for weekend contact. So I wondered if I could bring Nancy and Joel to yours for our visits?’


She frowned. ‘To Longhampton?’


‘Yes. Longhampton. Unless you’ve got a secret property portfolio you didn’t tell me about?’


He was trying to be funny but Eva wasn’t prepared for the recoil she felt: she’d been expecting a request to pay for the solicitor, or maybe even a loan for a house deposit: Patrick worked hard but didn’t earn a huge amount. But this … Other people in Mick’s house.


Not just other people, either – children. Baby voices, unpredictable balls of energy in her home, shattering the calm routine she and the pugs had got into. The idea of change made Eva’s stomach knot. Joel and Nancy were family, with the same blood and quirks and features (well, she corrected herself, Nancy was, not that that mattered), but she didn’t really know them, and they didn’t really know her, and the whole ‘divorced dad’ experience would be frosted with their unhappiness and Patrick’s unhappiness, and her own unhappiness.


No no no no no.


Bumble looked up at her from the rug, his anxiety doubled by the sudden waves of tension coming off Eva.


‘It’d only be every other weekend,’ Patrick went on. ‘It’d give you a chance to get to know them better.’ He added the last in a cheerful voice that made Eva glare at the phone. Was there an implication there that she should have got to know them before? It wasn’t like she hadn’t sent regular birthday, Christmas and holiday presents, all guided by the internet since neither Patrick nor Caitlin ever gave her any clues about what they liked.


‘And for them to get to know you better too,’ he added, a beat too late.


‘What did Caitlin say about this?’ she asked, mildly.


‘Caitlin thinks it’s a great idea. You’re their aunt. And it’s a beautiful house, lovely garden, plenty of space to run around.’


‘Patrick, you don’t know what this house is like, you’ve barely been here. It could be full of ceremonial knives for all you know.’ Eva tried to keep her tone light. Parents had a way of making her feel hypersensitive to the dangers of her unchildproofed home: hot tea, carelessly placed bags, swear words. Even the time she’d given Mick’s great-godson her bunch of keys to play with, the toddler’s mother had giggled nervously, and removed them from his grip ‘before he hurt himself’.


Patrick, though, seemed unconcerned. ‘I didn’t notice any knives last time we came.’


‘Didn’t you? They were on the glass coffee table. By Mick’s air rifle.’


‘Ha ha. Very droll.’


Eva moved a photo of Mick’s parents from one side of the antique dressing table to the other, and wrestled with the stubborn resistance pushing up inside her. She didn’t like the sensation, but at the same time, she couldn’t stop it.


Then she caught another glimpse of herself in the mirror. Her whole face was rigid with refusal, like their dad’s. The familiarity of it made Eva feel cold.


‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘If this is going to help sort things out, then I’d be happy to have you. Have you got any dates yet?’


The relief in Patrick’s voice was palpable. ‘Caitlin was hoping we could all come round one weekend, as a trial run. Maybe the weekend after next? Whenever you can fit us in.’ He paused. ‘I appreciate this, Eva. I … really miss them.’


Eva’s heart caught at the hesitation: Patrick would never have said any of this if they were in the same room – it’d be far too emotional.


‘So, how was Monaco?’ He sounded quite cheerful now he’d got the main business sorted.


‘Monaco?’ Eva had to think quickly: she’d got out of Christmas at the Reardons by pretending she’d been invited to stay with Mick’s old friends in Monaco. She’d told Mick’s old friends that she was going to stay with Patrick. Eva didn’t want to be a sad widowed ghost of Christmases past, or a strange auntie crashing the jolly family present-fest. In the end, she, Bumble and Bee spent Christmas Day watching archaeology documentaries and drinking Baileys. It wasn’t that bad.


‘It was very nice, thanks.’ It was true. Monaco was very nice. She’d loved it, the last three times she’d been.


I probably won’t go to Monaco again now, she thought, and felt a bit weird, as if she’d never actually been at all. Quite a lot of her married memories were starting to feel like that: as if they’d happened to someone else.


‘You could have come to us, you know,’ said Patrick. ‘We don’t do cocktails before dinner but you were still welcome.’


Bumble rolled over onto his back, his flawless tummy offered up for love, and Eva leaned over to stroke it. ‘Patrick, it sounds as if you had quite enough going on this Christmas without me there too.’


‘Fair enough. But we were thinking of you.’


‘Thanks.’


‘And the kids loved their presents.’


‘Great!’ Eva tried to remember what she’d sent them, but was shrewd enough to know that Patrick had forgotten too.


The line beeped, indicating a call waiting, and Patrick snapped into work mode.


‘Eva, that’s the Sunderland store,’ he said. ‘I’m going to have to go. Sorry. I’m working stupid hours trying to sort out the mess Jenny Scholes left.’


‘More stupid than usual?’


‘Stupid even for me.’ He sounded tired. ‘But I don’t have a choice. You know what it’s like. When your boss is making decisions based on numbers, and you’re the one dealing with the people.’


‘You’ll make time to talk properly soon, though?’ she said. ‘We need to catch up before this … visit.’ Even though Eva was squeamish about prising personal information out of her brother, this time it was unavoidable – she needed to know why he and Caitlin had split, whose fault it was, what was really behind it …


Do I need to know that, though? This was as bad as the ‘fans’ Kim kept telling her wanted to know about her marriage. You were allowed to keep some things private.


‘Sure. I’ll text you when I know dates,’ Patrick was saying. ‘It’ll probably be a Saturday.’


‘Give me enough warning, so I can get all the ceremonial knives put into storage, and you’ll have to let me know what I need to …’


But Patrick was talking over her, as if she was another office call. ‘Sorry, Eva, I’ve got to go – thanks a million for this. I’ll be in touch. Cheers, bye.’


‘… get in for Joel and Nancy,’ Eva finished, to thin air.


Upside down on the sheepskin rug, Bumble gazed at her as if he was reading something ominous in her expression. He rolled back onto his side, and sat up, his liquid brown eyes pleading to fulfil his sole task in life. To be her companion. To follow her around. To love her.


What have I just done? thought Eva, twisting her fingers in the phone cord. Something had shifted. The weeks had been sliding by, one into the other until whole months had vanished, but now suddenly, the air was static with something else. A definite date stabbed into the peaceful monotony that shrouded her life like dust sheets. A date when things would change, tipping her into the next phase of her life: disruption, challenge, new voices, the broken edges of someone else’s marriage.


She looked at the phone, uncertainly. Should she call Caitlin, tell her she knew, and she was sorry? Maybe she’d be glad of an ear?


Eva hesitated. Or would that put her in the same bracket as the women who’d written to her, via Kim, to tell her that they were sorry for her loss – well-meaning old dears who’d nevertheless managed to make Eva want to scream that they didn’t know her, or Mick, or what their marriage had been like, much less how empty her life was now. If Caitlin had wanted to confide in her, surely she’d have called first? And what would she say? What if Caitlin was pleased about the separation? What if Patrick had done something unforgivable? Or Caitlin had?


Eva’s skin crawled at the awkwardness of that conversation.


I’ll wait till I hear again from Patrick, she thought, and put the phone back in its cradle.




Chapter three
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‘We’re going to be late!’ Joel yelled from the foot of the stairs. ‘Late! Late! Late! Late! Late! Late! Late!’


He had taken to singing his lates in rising arpeggios like an opera singer warming up. He was quite capable of going through his entire range, if the irritation factor got Caitlin moving faster. It usually did. Lisa and Steve next door also seemed to get out of the house more quickly these days, if the sound of their slamming door was anything to go by.


‘Stop singing. And we’re not going to be late!’ Upstairs in the bathroom Caitlin stepped around her gyrating daughter, and rubbed a clear space in the steamy mirror with her sleeve. She aimed the mascara at the piggy dots where until recently her eyes had been. It was hard to be accurate with make-up when a four-year-old was insisting on grooving round the bathroom as if possessed by Jamiroquai. ‘I need to put some make-up on.’


‘Why?’ Nancy paused, her finger pointing in the air.


‘Because I’m leaving this house, and I don’t want people to know what I really look like.’


There was a pause, while Nancy processed this, then Joel started another ‘Late! Late! Late!’ a semitone higher than before. It was loud enough to be heard over the Scissor Sisters, Nancy’s current morning-music of choice.


‘Mummy? Why don’t you want people to know what you look like?’ asked Nancy. She had stopped dancing, temporarily, and was watching Caitlin with undisguised interest. The concentration in her blue eyes reminded Caitlin of Patrick. Nancy had huge eyes, round and otherworldly, like a pixie’s. It had to be his genes: Caitlin knew she wasn’t capable of passing on concentration that intense.


‘Because I don’t want them to know I spend my nights fighting crime in Bristol as Spiderwoman. Which is why I look so knackered.’ She pulled a fish face, and swept blusher where her cheekbones were supposed to be. So much for the heartbreak diet.


‘You’re beautiful, Mummy.’


‘Thank you, darling.’


‘You have hair like … like a big black sheep.’


‘Um, thanks.’ Caitlin abandoned the blusher and inspected the spot that had started rising under the surface of the skin on her nose, in a place it’d be impossible to squeeze. For God’s sake. Spots at thirty-two. It wasn’t fair.


That was what stress did for her instead of the more useful weight loss. Spots and eyebags, both even more obvious when you were paler than the average Goth. Conscious of the time ticking by, Caitlin dabbed as much concealer over the spot as she could, then swiped the rest over the purple circles under her eyes. Once upon a time, she’d genuinely considered a career in art – maybe trompe l’oeil painting, or set design. Now, repairing her knackered face was as close as she got to wielding a brush. Between looking after the kids and spending all hours on the internet trying to work out what she was going to do next, Caitlin had forgotten what a good night’s sleep felt like, much less what you did with glitter.


‘Mum! Dad’s timetable says we should have left the house twelve minutes ago!’ Joel bellowed up the stairs.


‘Well, we’re not going on Dad’s timetable, are we?’ Caitlin yelled back.


‘Why not?’


‘Because Dad isn’t here to implement it.’


‘Why not?’


‘Because he’s …’ Caitlin stopped herself, and shoved her make-up back in the tatty bag she’d had since college. Lisa and Steve didn’t need to hear all this. The walls, despite being Victorian and solid, were not soundproof. She went out onto the landing and peered down the stairs.


Joel was swinging on the bottom newel, already in his school coat, buttoned around his neck like a cape, with his bookbag over his shoulder.


‘Because Dad’s working up in Newcastle on a special job,’ she said, less loudly. ‘And since he doesn’t have to drop you at school to be in work for a certain time, we don’t have to go exactly by the timetable.’


‘But we’re always late,’ Joel protested. ‘I don’t want to be late, we’re starting Romans this morning.’


‘We’re not going to be late. I promise.’


Caitlin turned back into the bathroom, where Nancy was looking at her oddly.


‘You OK, Fancy Nancy?’ she asked.


‘When’s Daddy coming back from Newcastle?’ Nancy’s heart-shaped face was very still, and her eyes bored into Caitlin’s soul.


Caitlin felt cold. She’d been dreading this moment. Caitlin had hoped that Nancy, like Joel, would just go with it. But Nancy wasn’t like that. She was more like Patrick.


‘He doesn’t know yet,’ she said lightly, as if it wasn’t a big deal. She and Patrick had decided not to tell the kids until they knew themselves what was happening. ‘He’s got an important job to do, and because he’s so good at it, he needs to be there a lot. Have you had breakfast yet? And are you finished getting dressed?’


‘No.’ Nancy had started to dress herself while Caitlin was dealing with Joel’s half-finished homework. She’d chosen woolly tights like Caitlin’s, but had topped them with a tutu made of pink net flower petals and her Christmas jumper, with a fluffy snowman on the front. Eyes like Daddy, thought Caitlin, fashion sense like Mummy.


It was already quarter past eight. Where did the mornings go? Not that she was going to crack and use Patrick’s morning timetable. It was laminated and held on the fridge with a magnet – another of his ‘helpful’ parenting gestures that her mother Lynne thought was marvellous, but which Caitlin didn’t find as useful as Patrick actually being there to make the porridge and find the PE kit.


‘We need to get a move on.’ Caitlin leaned towards the stairs. ‘Joel? Put some toast in the toaster for Nancy, please.’ She made an ‘arms up’ gesture to Nancy who obediently obliged. Underneath the snowman sweater was the Frozen T-shirt Patrick had bought for her in London, on the first day of their Christmas trip: the brief moment when everything had been going swimmingly, and the Reardon family was full of the festive spirit.


Princess Elsa smiled up from Nancy’s chest and Caitlin’s heart clenched. Nancy wore the T-shirt every day under everything. Caitlin suspected it was her way of keeping Patrick in the house. She often wanted to sleep in it, even though she had Frozen pyjamas. Now the children were both crawling into her bed at night, filling the space Patrick had left, Caitlin knew Nancy sometimes pulled it on, secretly, and the extra warmth of the little bodies curled up with her was offset by the chill in her heart when the T-shirt silently reminded her what was missing.


‘Isn’t it time this went in the wash?’ she asked.


Nancy shook her head. ‘Want to wear it.’


‘Maybe Daddy can find you another in Newcastle?’


Nancy fixed Caitlin with the gaze that Caitlin’s mother Lynne called her ‘been here before’ look. It freaked them all out. ‘It won’t be the same. This is my Christmas one.’


‘Cat? Caaaat!’ Joel shrieked into the garden, underneath the bathroom window, in a voice so piercing Caitlin could almost see the clouds of imaginary birds taking off from the trees in shock.


She leaned out of the window and bellowed, ‘Oi, Joel! Quietly!’ then turned back to Nancy. It was twenty past eight now. ‘OK, fine. But this is an inside skirt. How about your tartan skirt today?’


‘Don’t want to wear the kilt.’ Nancy twirled on one toe and the net floated up. ‘The kilt doesn’t do this.’


‘You can’t wear it to nursery.’ Caitlin admired Nancy’s determination, but it tested her every single day. Sometimes she felt as if she was being trained by a much higher, more evolved mind, in the body of a small and preternaturally articulate girl. ‘It’s March,’ she argued, pointing at the window and the still-sullen morning sky. ‘Fairy clothes are too cold for March. You need your kilt!’


Nancy folded her arms, and Caitlin struggled to keep her expression patient. This was so unlike Nancy. Normally she was ready to leave way before Joel – she loved nursery, and chattered about it all the way there, all the way home, all the way up to bedtime. This morning she seemed to be delaying on purpose.


Where did this fit into Patrick’s timetable? Caitlin wondered, waspishly. Oh no. It didn’t. Patrick didn’t put up with any ‘faffing about’ with clothes; on the days he’d been in charge (Monday, and Saturday), he put the kids’ outfits out on the bed the night before and didn’t brook any discussion about what was worn. Caitlin often braced herself for the screams of debate from under her warm duvet, but they never came. Weirdly enough.


‘Come on, Nancy,’ Caitlin heard herself begging. ‘Please. I don’t want us to be late for Joel’s school. We need to go. Kilt, now.’


‘No.’ The small chin lifted.


Then Caitlin had a brainwave. There was a book about this. Nancy could usually be talked round by whatever happened in a book; if it was in a book, then it was the gospel truth. ‘What would the little girl with the cold blue toes do? She’d put on her warm clothes, wouldn’t she?’ She smiled encouragingly. ‘To turn her toes pink again?’


Nancy’s chin dropped a notch and Caitlin saw her eyes engage, then slide sideways. ‘No,’ she said, in a smaller, babyish voice.


‘What?’ This had never happened before. ‘Oh, come on. You don’t want your toes to turn blue like Betty’s, do you? It happened in the book – it might happen in real life!’


Nancy’s eyes darkened but before she could answer, the sound of thundering footsteps rattled the wooden staircase, and Joel burst through the door with a plate of toast.


‘Hurry up,’ he urged, shoving the toast towards Nancy. He’d buttered it lavishly and applied a thick layer of Nutella, Nancy’s favourite. There was also a thick layer of Nutella around his own mouth. Caitlin ignored that and focused instead on how well Joel took care of his little sister. He’d always looked after her, but since Patrick had moved out, she’d noticed it even more. Checking Nancy’s laces, taking her hand when they got near a road. It made Caitlin feel so proud, as if maybe the first four years of Joel’s life, when she’d been bringing him up on her own, hadn’t been quite the disaster her mother liked to imply.


Nancy was sitting cross-legged on the loo like a sulky elf.


‘You can’t wear that skirt, Nancy,’ Joel pointed out, matter-of-factly. ‘It’s freezing outside. There’s all frost on the garden, and we’ve got to walk to school.’ He let out a dramatic sigh towards Caitlin. ‘Why can’t we go in the car?’


‘Because everything’s so near,’ said Caitlin, breezily. ‘That’s the beauty of this house! That’s why Granny Joan loved it. It’s convenient. There’s a new word.’


Granny Joan had actually loved it because when she’d bought it, in 1983, it was all she could afford as a middle-aged widow without much cash, but back then Clifton Village hadn’t been quite what it was now.


‘Did Granny Joan go to my school?’ Joel leaned on the door frame and helped himself to a slice of toast. Clearly he didn’t mind being late, if there was Nutella.


‘No, she went to school in London,’ said Caitlin. ‘In Highgate.’


‘When? In Victorian times?’


While they were speaking, Nancy did a final twirl, grabbing a slice of toast from the plate as she passed, and skipped out of the bathroom.


‘No! In …’ Caitlin did some rapid maths. Her grandmother had died seven years ago, aged eighty-two, after a very merry widowhood; she’d been the only one of the family not to clutch their pearls in horror when Caitlin had gone to Glastonbury the summer she graduated from university and returned, unwittingly, already on the road to her new life as a single mum. ‘Much worse happened in the sixties,’ she’d told Caitlin, clearing the spare room for her and her hastily acquired collection of second-hand baby gear. ‘It’s as if your mother’s generation think we found them under gooseberry bushes.’


‘When?’ Joel raised his eyebrows. Granny Joan was a mixture of Florence Nightingale, Emmeline Pankhurst and any other historical figure to him, depending on what they were doing at school.


‘She went to school in London during the war,’ said Caitlin.


‘The Boer War?’


‘No. The Second one. With the air raids. And the rationing.’


‘So why did you live here with Granny Joan, and not actual Granny and Grandad?’


‘Because Granny was … um, she was working, and she couldn’t give me the help I needed with you as a baby, and Granny Joan could.’ Caitlin had told Joel this story so many times, but he liked hearing it; she occasionally reminded herself that she could start dropping in details as he got old enough to appreciate the subtle nuances of moving in with your grandmother while your own mother ‘came to terms with the situation’, packing your belongings into the nearly-new VW Polo you’d been given for getting straight As at A-level, complete with Happy Ad in the local paper. No Happy Ad for her subsequent new arrival. Or even for her History of Art degree, which had been where it all went wrong, apparently. Because doing Engineering or Modern Languages stopped you getting pregnant by accident.


‘And then Granny Joan gave you the house when she died. On her deathbed!’ Joel loved a gory detail. ‘So we could live in it.’


Caitlin stroked his hair. Despite the spikes it was still puppy-soft: the last bit of Joel’s babyhood she was clinging on to.


‘Exactly. She wanted us to be happy in her house. And then I met Dad, and then he came to live here with us, and then Nancy came along.’


‘And now it’s just you and me again,’ he went on. ‘And Nancy.’ He tried to smile, but Caitlin could see he was dragging the corners of his mouth upwards. The ‘see it at the back of the hall’ smile they taught them in the school drama group – he was doing it to make her feel better. Her throat went dry, and she caught his small hands in hers. They were ink-stained, from his homework attempts.


‘Joel …’


She gazed into his worried face. I should tell him, she thought. I should just rip off the plaster and say, ‘Dad’s never coming back’, but how? How do you do that? And anyway, she reasoned, Patrick needs to be here when we do that. He’s the one who started all this.


Caitlin struggled to tell either of her kids anything bad, from the genuine lifespan of goldfish to plane crashes, and this was way beyond her. The books made parental separation sound simple to explain to children, but not when they were your children, your own eyes looking out of perfect, hopeful faces. She wanted to say, ‘I’m so sorry, it was our fault, not yours’, but she knew that wasn’t what they’d hear, and something in her shrank from revealing her failure to two little souls who needed to believe Mummy and Daddy were strong enough to protect them from everything bad in the world.


Granny Joan, I wish you were here, she thought, gripping Joel’s hands, trying not to let her fear show. Joan didn’t see failures, she merely shrugged at the way life sometimes took you down an unexpected path. Joan was the only one who didn’t talk about Caitlin ‘starting again’, because she was the only one who, frankly, didn’t see why she needed to. Caitlin missed her granny, never more than now. The thought of leaving her, and her house … Too much.


Joel reached out and touched her lips, where they too were now forced upwards in an unconvincingly bright smile.


‘Don’t be sad, Mummy,’ he whispered, and it took every ounce of Caitlin’s self-control not to cry. He’d stopped calling her Mummy before Christmas as part of his new ten-year-old ‘maturity’, but since their trip to London, he’d started again. She forced the smile upwards.


What would Joan say? Look for the positives. And there were positives to single-parenting. She could make her own rules. She didn’t have to wrangle with Patrick over discipline. They were free to have Nutella for breakfast, lunch and tea if they wanted. She had another chance to find happiness. And that could only be good for her children, right?


‘Well?’


Nancy had appeared at the bathroom door, hands on hips, now wearing her red kilt. And another Christmas jumper over the top.


‘I’m ready to go,’ she announced, in an accusing tone. ‘Are you ready, Mummy?’


Caitlin checked her watch: she’d only started wearing one since Patrick moved out. It was half past eight. They were going to be late, even though the school was just down the road.
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