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Prologue


I was eleven years old the first time I saw him but I still knew straight away. It was something about the darkness of his eyes and the way his face scrunched up when he smiled. I didn’t tell him, of course. That wasn’t how it worked, I understood that even then. I had to wait for him to realise. Two years it took. Though it felt more like an eternity to me. Still, it was worth the wait. I knew it then and I know it now. Nineteen years, ten months and twenty-one days later.





PART ONE




One


MEL


Saturday, 27 March 2010


According to Wikipedia, it was Aesop who came up with that line about familiarity breeding contempt. Which kind of vindicates my belief that Greek philosophers are, on the whole, rather overrated. I have known Adam for two-thirds of my life now. Admittedly, that’s only a dot backwards on the great history timeline of things towards Aesop’s era in 600 BC. But the fact remains that for me it is a struggle to remember life BA (as I tend to think of the years before I met Adam). There is a blurry childhood involving a one-eyed teddy bear, under-the-knee socks and grazed knees, blackberry-picking along the canal bank, a less than perfect ponytail and sticking my tongue out at my older brother Martin, who was always the apple of Mum’s eye. And then there is the day I started high school and met Adam. That is when life as I know it really began.


We have barely gone a few weeks without seeing each other since that point. Yet far from make me look at him with a mixture of irritation and loathing, that familiarity has bred something deeper, stronger and altogether more wonderful than I ever thought possible. Don’t get me wrong, Adam is not perfect. He’s a man, for goodness sake. And this is a marriage, not a fairy tale. There are, inevitably, a few things about him that cause me to roll my eyes and make the odd sigh or tut every now and again; he snores (though only when lying on his left side), appears to have a pathological fear of baths (I should point out in his defence that he does shower), refuses to go anywhere near a tapas restaurant (something to do with not being able to get one big plate of what you want to eat and having to go home and make cheese on toast afterwards because you’re still hungry) and is prone to going off on a bit of a rant if anyone expresses even the merest hint of admiration for either Margaret Thatcher or Tony Blair (perhaps the most excusable of his foibles).


But that is as bad as it gets. A handful of silly little things that bug me. Nothing even approaching the foothills of contempt. Instead, I have all the lovely things that familiarity brings: knowing that he understands when to back off and give me space and when to throw his arms around me and give me a hug; the fact that we can be comfortably silent together because sometimes we just know and we don’t need to say; the reassurance that if I have a headache he knows the exact spot on my shoulder where the knot causing it is and how to massage it away. And the fact that I know, as he sits opposite me at a rather swanky restaurant in Sowerby Bridge, top button of his shirt undone, brushing back the bit of dark brown hair which has always got in his eyes for as long as I have known him, exactly how he will respond to what I am about to say.


‘Just in case you were thinking of planning anything, I don’t really want a big fuss. You know, about the anniversary thing. I think we should keep it low key.’


On 6 May we will have been married ten years and, as we got married exactly ten years after Adam asked me out, it will also mark twenty years of us being together. That makes me feel happy and incredibly fortunate. It does not, however, make me want to throw a party.


A hint of a smile creeps on to Adam’s face, confirming that this whole conversation we are about to have is already fully scripted. We both know our lines and each other’s lines. But we are going to run through it all anyway so we can test how well we have learnt them.


‘Oh, why’s that, then?’ he says. I was right. Word perfect, in fact. He knows exactly why, of course, but he is not going to let me get away without offering some kind of explanation.


I take a sip of my Rioja (I prefer white, but it is his birthday today so it is my turn to compromise. We are experienced enough parents to know you do not drink a bottle of wine each when your four-year-old daughter will be jumping on your bed at 6 a.m. the next morning.)


‘Well, it’s not like ten years is a big anniversary, is it?’ I say.


‘So you mean the tin can I’ve got you will be fine?’


I grin and pull a face at him. I know he hasn’t got me a tin can. He is good at presents. Always has been. Partly because he knows me so well and partly because he likes getting surprises so he has to work really hard to think of something I won’t have thought of.


‘Maybe for our silver wedding we can have a big do but there’s no need this year, is there? I know it’s a bit different for us because of the twenty-year thing but people don’t really celebrate the anniversary of when they started going out together, do they? At least not in public. And anyway, twenty years together makes us seem really old and my family will forget that we’re not and will buy us commemorative plates and stuff like that and you can’t really give them to Oxfam, not if they’ve got a personal inscription, which they will. Mum would expect to see theirs hung up somewhere and she’ll be offended if you put it in the toilet, you know she doesn’t get your sense of humour. Besides which, I have bad memories of having to go to my aunt and uncle’s silver wedding anniversary party under duress and being forced to do the birdie dance while my friends were enjoying Ghostbusters at the cinema, so really, I guess what I’m trying to say is, if you were thinking of planning some big do, I just don’t want to go there.’


Adam is smiling some more.


‘Oh, piss off, you,’ I say.


‘What? I haven’t said anything.’


‘No but you’ve sat there grinning at me while I’ve said all that stuff which you knew already.’


‘I didn’t know I was going to have to wait until our silver wedding to get a party. Jeez, you know how to keep a guy keen, don’t you?’


‘Don’t count on the party then,’ I say, picking up one of the tortilla chips which I can vaguely recall appearing at some point during my little spiel. ‘I’m not promising we’ll have one then, only that I’ll consider it. Although obviously not in a depressing church hall somewhere with the Virgin Mary looking down on us or some dingy community centre which smells of wee and still has sand from the toddler group on the floor. And wherever it is, please, please, do not hire some naff DJ who says things like “now, one for the laydeez out there”, we’ll just use the compilation tapes we did for our wedding.’


‘Right,’ says Adam, still smiling. ‘I’ll be sure to remember all of that. Although I should point out that as the iPod has been invented since our wedding, compilation tapes are now obsolete.’


‘See, you’re already making me feel old. Imagine what we’ll feel like by our silver anniversary when Maya finds out that our wedding photos are on negatives, not a hard drive.’


‘So you’re already worrying about what she’ll think when she’s nineteen?’


‘Not worrying, just saying.’


‘Are you actually going to eat that at any point?’ asks Adam, nodding towards the tortilla chip which is still poised between my thumb and forefinger.


‘Possibly, but only when I’m sure that you’re clear about what I’ve said.’


‘Fear not, I have been left in no doubt about what you’ve said, although I’m also well aware that it has nothing to do with the real reason you don’t want a party.’


I watch Adam expertly use two tortilla chips to shovel a pile of guacamole on to a third before devouring the whole ensemble and selecting two new tortilla chip shovels. He even manages to look sexy as he does it; if I did it I’d probably manage to spill the whole thing down my top. I don’t know what age other people grow out of spilling everything but for some reason I haven’t got there yet.


‘So come on then, please enlighten me,’ I say, deciding I might as well ask for the theory as he is clearly going to tell me anyway.


‘It’s obvious, isn’t it? You think that if we pull so much as one celebratory party popper, he, or she, I know you’re unsure about the gender of whoever it is that decides these things, will decide that we’ve had far too long an innings and will send down a plague on our house and seven years’ bad luck to all who live in it.’


I finally eat the tortilla chip in my hand in order to give me time to think of a suitably robust denial. I eat three more while I think a little longer.


‘You make me sound like some kind of crackpot,’ I say, having failed to think of anything which Adam won’t see through.


‘You are. A loveable one, though,’ says Adam, reaching over to squeeze my hand.


‘I simply don’t think we should tempt fate by making a big song and dance about it, that’s all. You know what happens to those Oscar winners who use their speech to publicly pledge their undying love to their husbands. The next week they have to release a statement that it’s all over because he’s run off with some party hostess.’


‘I guess you’ve got a point, the waitress tonight is kind of cute.’


I smile at him and shake my head. He can get away with it because I don’t have an ounce of insecurity about our relationship. Not because I think I’m such a great catch that he’d never leave me but simply because we are Mel and Adam. If we were available in the supermarket you would not be able to buy us singly, only in a pack of two. We are probably at the top of all our friends’ ‘Least Likely To Split Up’ list (I’m presuming everyone else has one of those too, even if they don’t actually write it down). So it’s not that I fear Adam running off with anyone. It’s that somewhere along the line I figure I am owed a huge great dollop of something bad. Adam says it himself, I have lived a charmed life; the first boy I fell in love with fell in love with me and we have stayed in love ever since, I have never even had my heart broken. How many people can say that? We have a gorgeous, happy, healthy daughter who, apart from being obsessed with dinosaurs, seems reasonably well-adjusted, we live in our dream home, a converted schoolhouse in Cragg Vale, a couple of miles from here, with views across possibly the most beautiful valley in West Yorkshire, I have a great job lecturing in child development at Bradford University, my parents are still together and although I wouldn’t go as far as to say they are blissfully happy, they seem content enough to stick it out. All four of my grandparents are still alive, living in sheltered housing, in reasonably good health and in full possession of their marbles, none of my close family or friends have ever died, had cancer or been stricken with an incurable disease. Indeed, Adam jokes that the worst thing that ever happened to me was when my pet hamster died. It’s not true, of course, but then he doesn’t know about the worst thing. Only one other person does. And as Adam doesn’t know I can see why he would think that. Why most people would think that. Because what is undeniably true is that my life appears to be borderline perfect. But because of what I did I obviously don’t deserve that. Hence my conclusion that it is only a matter of time before someone will shout on a loudhailer, ‘Come in, Mel Taylor, your time is up,’ and something the equivalent of being shat on by the world’s biggest seagull will occur.


‘I just think we should leave well alone and have a quiet celebration for the two of us rather than publicly rub our happiness in other people’s faces.’


‘For someone with a psychology degree,’ says Adam, ‘you really are completely round the bend.’


My enchiladas arrive. And Adam’s jambalaya. We don’t do that couple thing of sampling each other’s food in restaurants. Mainly because it is skin-crawlingly gross but also because we hardly ever fancy what the other one is having.


‘Well, if that’s what you want,’ continues Adam with a shrug as he picks up his fork. ‘As long as you don’t complain when we spend our anniversary at home watching some crappy programme about a B-list celebrity who wants to fly his kite in the most inaccessible places in the world and have TV licence payers foot the bill for it.’


‘You sound like my mother. Anyway, I shan’t complain. I’ll simply turn it off and put some music on to dance to.’


‘Not your flamenco stuff again.’ I go to a class once a week with my friend Louise. It is an opportunity to don a swirly long skirt and stomp around in clompy shoes like you are a little kid dressing up in your mother’s clothes and consequently it is very good for the soul.


‘No, I was thinking of something a bit slower.’


‘Hey,’ says Adam, ‘something for the laydeez.’


‘Enough,’ I say, laughing as I shake my head. ‘You really are old enough now to know better.’


It is gone eleven by the time we get home. We shut the car doors as quietly as possible. Instinctively, I pull my coat across me, though it is unusually mild for March, especially a Yorkshire March, and hurry up the steps to the big wooden front door like a teenager trying to dash back to beat a curfew.


‘At what age roughly do you think you’ll stop worrying about what your mother will say?’ whispers Adam.


‘Probably around about the same time you stop taking the piss out of me.’


‘It’s hardly like we’re still at school and rolling in at two in the morning, is it?’


‘No, but I said we’d be back by eleven and you know full well that if you give her even the slightest reason to go off on one, she will do. Besides, she looked like she had a bee in her bonnet when they arrived and in case it’s anything to do with us I don’t want to make it any worse.’


I jiggle the key in the lock and open the door. I love the entrance to our house: a huge dependable door behind which is a wood-panelled hallway with a flight of stone steps rising steeply in one corner (utterly impractical for a toddler and the cause of more ‘shit, I’ve left the stairgate open’ moments than I care to remember). I knew it was right for us the second I first stepped inside. I should have said to the estate agent at the end of the tour, ‘Actually, you had me at “this is the hallway”.’


All is quiet inside. We go through to the lounge where my father is sitting in the armchair doing that one eye open, one eye closed thing he is so good at, and my mother, who is dressed in a jumper with a cardigan over her shoulders and a scarf twirled around her neck in a not very subtle way of suggesting that our house is too cold, is leafing through a copy of People’s Friend (she brings them with her when babysitting, they are not our choice of coffee-table material). She looks up at me with a ‘so what time do you call this?’ expression. I am about to launch into a long-winded denial when I remember that I am thirty-three years old.


‘Hi, sorry we’re late,’ I say. ‘They took forever with the desserts. How’s Maya been?’


‘Took ages to go off as usual but we’ve not heard owt from her since,’ says Dad, opening the other eye and smiling. He should be used for sofa adverts, his face screams ‘comfy’ at you. He also has an Alistair Darling thing going on; his hair and most of his beard are white but his eyebrows remain resolutely dark. When they finally succumb and go white he will make the most amazing Father Christmas. I have already told the local toyshop that I know a Santa-in-waiting.


‘So what made-up story did she get you to do?’ I ask.


‘Something about a T-rex getting his foot stuck on a train track and having to be rescued by a giant purple butterfly.’


I nod. While to outsiders it would sound like a bad LSD trip, it all makes perfect sense to me; Maya’s favourite things are dinosaurs, butterflies and the colour purple, and my father, who is retired but runs a model railway museum in Halifax, always manages to get some sort of train reference into his made-up stories.


‘So, what did you have for dessert?’ asks Mum, as if oblivious to the fact that the conversation has moved on from there.


‘I had bitter chocolate torte,’ says Adam, ‘and Mel went for the blueberry cheesecake.’ Mum raises her eyebrows and nods slowly, managing to suggest that she is either disappointed in our choices or the dessert menu itself.


‘Well, I’m glad I brought me magazines,’ she says. ‘Nowt worth watching on TV as usual. Certainly nowt to take me mind off bad news.’


Dad looks up with a start from his armchair and gives Mum a look.


‘Well, I’ve got to tell them sometime, haven’t I?’ she says.


‘Tell us what?’ I ask, my stomach tightening.


‘I didn’t want to mention it earlier because I didn’t want to spoil your evening.’


‘Just tell us, please,’ I say.


‘Bill’s left Sylvia for some woman at work. A cleaner, not even one of secretaries.’


The knot in my stomach releases. Sylvia is Mum’s friend from the surgery. The two of them do for GPs’ receptionists what Sweeny Todd did for barbers. I see her occasionally at Mum’s house and bump into her every now and then at the Co-op. She is a terrible gossip and impossible to get away from once she’s started. I feel sorry for her, of course, as I would feel sorry for any woman who is left by their husband. But the very idea that imparting this news earlier would have spoilt Adam’s birthday demonstrates how much Mum has lost the plot. I glance up at Adam who is clearly trying to resist the temptation to comment on the notion that Bill’s actions would somehow have been more honourable had he run off with a woman of greater social standing.


‘Oh dear. That’s a shame,’ I say. ‘Must have been a terrible shock for her. It’s not long since their silver wedding, is it?’ Sylvia and Bill were late starters, both living at home in the same road until their aged parents died and they realised it was lonely being on their own.


‘Three months,’ snorts Mum. ‘Then he tips twenty-five years of marriage down drain just like that. I can’t understand how anyone could do that to Sylvia, can you?’


‘No, dear,’ says Dad, obviously deciding it is politic to agree with her although I suspect he can understand exactly why Bill did it. And that somewhere he has a sheet of paper on which is a tally of the years he and Mum have been married. A tally which is heading towards fifty. Mum sighs and starts gathering her copies of People’s Friend together.


‘You know worst thing about it?’ she says. ‘All that effort Sylvia put into that lovely trifle she made for silver wedding party. Such a waste.’


‘I suppose,’ says Adam as we lie in bed together later, his arm around me as I nestle into the comfortable place my body seems to have worn away in his over the years, ‘I now need to add “trifle” to your list of silver wedding party no-nos.’


I let the laugh I suppressed at the time finally escape. Adam is laughing so much his chest is shaking.


‘The thing is,’ I say, ‘we haven’t heard Bill’s side in this. Maybe he doesn’t like trifle. Maybe he told Sylvia so the day they met and she never took any notice, kept on making it, determined to force her trifle-making talents on him. And then to spite him by making one for their silver wedding party, well, you can see how that could have been the final straw.’


Adam grins down at me, his hand stroking my arm. ‘I bet his new woman doesn’t do trifle,’ he says. ‘I bet she whizzes up Angel Delight for him. Chocolate, butterscotch, any flavour he wants. Come to think of it, I haven’t had Angel Delight since I was a kid. How come you never make it for me?’


I look up at him, smiling. ‘Tell you what. I’ll get some in especially for our anniversary.’


‘Oh, Mel,’ he says, starting to kiss my shoulders. ‘You sure know how to turn a man on. Go on, talk Angel Delight flavours to me …’


‘You either shut up now,’ I say, digging him in the ribs, ‘or I turn out the light.’


‘OK,’ he says. ‘I’ll just lie here quietly and fantasise about you being covered in it.’


I try to kiss him to stop him talking but I can’t do it for laughing.


‘Right,’ I say, rolling over on top of him. ‘If you won’t shut up I’ll have to make you.’ Adam raises his eyebrows. A few minutes later he is suitably distracted and finally rendered speechless. That’s the other great thing about familiarity. The control panel is the same as it’s always been. So you don’t have to waste time getting to grips with the instruction manual.


I lie there in the darkness much later, my body still pressed against Adam as he sleeps. Feeling his chest rise and fall, listening to his breath, unable to move even an inch away from him, lest I might somehow break the spell.


‘Happy Birthday,’ I whisper, giving him a final kiss goodnight. And trying not to worry about what else, apart from trifle, could destroy a marriage so easily.




Two


ADAM


I pull off the narrow, undulating road and park in the lay-by as usual. Far behind me in the distance lies Manchester, where I work. Cragg Vale is just the other side of the hills. But I am not going home right now. I am stopping off on the top of the world. I see this same view every week. A palette of green, brown, grey, white and blue, framed by my windscreen. But still it has the ability to shake the day out of me when I notice how the light is subtly different, catching some rocky outcrop I have never noticed before. Some places are so beautiful they can still do that to you, however many times you visit. This is one of them.


I take the printed invitation from the envelope in my holdall and read it again while I wait. As surprise anniversary parties go, I think it’s going to be a good one. The venue, of course, is the key. Scaitcliffe Hall is where we got married, a country house hotel on the edge of Todmorden and as far removed from a damp community centre smelling of wee as you could wish to imagine. It was all organised months ago. Even then, the weekend after our anniversary was already booked for a wedding so it had to be the Saturday before. The buffet menu has been finalised, a Commitments tribute band booked (if I tell Mel she’ll probably worry that they’ll split up before the gig – life imitating art and all that). By the time Mel came out with the ‘not wanting a big fuss’ line, there was no going back. Not that it would have made any difference if she’d told me before I’d booked everything. I have always known she wouldn’t like the idea, always known the old stuff about tempting fate would come tumbling out. She’s been the same for as long as I can remember. It was her who got cold feet about the wedding. Not about whether I was ‘the one’ (Mel is not prone to changing her mind or doubting the strength of her feelings) but about whether getting married would somehow spoil things and we would end up cursing the day we put on a big, public show of our love. The fact that nothing of the sort has happened, that we are, if anything, happier now than we have ever been, does not appear to have shaken her belief in the theory. I would never tell Mel this but sometimes it’s a bit like living in one of those weather house barometer things. The sun is shining down on us, I come out, dressed appropriately in shades, T-shirt and shorts, and Mel is cowering in the other doorway, resolutely holding her umbrella up – just in case.


It’s the only thing I wish I could change about her – and that’s saying something when you consider how long we’ve been together. I long for her to be able to chill out and enjoy our life together without always looking skywards for the big black cloud that must be heading our way. It’s weird really because I’m the one who should be paranoid. When you work as a journalist for ten years, dealing with a succession of murders, tragic accidents and life-threatening diseases, it tends to warp your view of life. I have interviewed enough people who have said ‘I never thought it would happen to me’ to know that ‘it’ can happen to absolutely anyone at any time. But apart from having a thing about not travelling on the end carriages of trains (I’ve done two inquests into train crashes and in both cases the only people who died were sitting at the front and back of the train), I don’t spend my life in fear of ‘it’ happening. If anything, seeing things happen to other people has made me more determined to go out there and live life to the full, to appreciate what I’ve got and bloody well enjoy it.


That’s why I want an anniversary party. Ten years of marriage is worth celebrating. So is twenty years of being together. A hell of a lot of people never make that. And it’s not like we’ve clawed our way there, crossing off the years as we go, staying together for the sake of the kids and barely able to have a civil conversation. I love her. I absolutely do. I’ve had the best twenty years imaginable and I can’t wait for the next twenty. And the twenty after that. And I actually do want to shout it from the rooftops, to say, ‘Hey, look at me and my gorgeous wife and daughter, what a lucky bastard I am’ (though not while Maya is in earshot, obviously). There, that’s it; my audition for a Richard Curtis romantic comedy over with. I shall revert to stereotype now by being a pig-headed Yorkshire git with an inability to express my emotions. Or perhaps audition for a part in Iron Man 3.


Steve swings into the lay-by in his 4×4 and parks next to me. We are well aware that the whole thing looks a bit dodgy and have long been expecting someone to tip off the police about the strange behaviour of the two guys who meet up at the highest point of the road across the moor at 6 p.m. every Thursday from April to the end of September (we have to switch to Sunday mornings for the darker months). The disappointingly boring truth is that there are no brown envelopes exchanged, no illicit acts taking place; it’s simply the best place for us to meet up for our run.


I put the invitation back in the envelope, open the door and get out.


‘How’s tricks?’ says Steve, as he steps out of the car resplendent in his white polo shirt and shorts. He is the only man I know who would dare to go fell-running looking like he’s dressed for tennis. And a sad tosser for not only turning up spotless but bothering to iron his running kit too. His whole appearance screams ‘Ha, I haven’t got children’ at you.


‘Good, thanks,’ I say, handing him the envelope.


‘What’s this?’


‘The usual procedure is to open it and see.’


Steve rolls his eyes and does as instructed. I watch him reading, a slight frown forming across his brow.


‘Does Mel know about this?’


‘No, hence the mention of it being a surprise anniversary party and request that no one blabs to her.’


‘It’s a nice idea, mate. Or rather it would be if she didn’t hate surprises.’


I suspected he was going to be like this. If Steve is ever on Mastermind his specialist subject will be ‘knowing best’.


‘She hates the idea of surprises. Not the actual surprise itself.’


‘Right, so she’s totally up for a big bash, is she?’


‘No, but people don’t always know what’s good for them, do they?’


‘Well, I hope for your sake you know what you’re doing.’


I manage to resist the temptation to knee Steve in the groin. For a best mate he can be a real pain in the arse sometimes. Of course he gets away with it because we’ve been best mates since the age of eleven. We have far too much dirt on each other to ever contemplate falling out. But the thing that really riles me is when he pretends to know Mel better than me. He’s the only person apart from her family who has known Mel longer than me. He went to the same primary school as her. And, boy, does he like to remind me of the fact.


‘She’s my wife, Steve. I think I’ve got her sussed by now.’


Steve shrugs, opens the car door and tosses the invite on to the front seat.


‘So are you coming then?’ I ask.


‘Yeah,’ he says, locking the door and putting the keys in his belt pouch. ‘Let’s get going so we’re not finishing in the dark.’


‘No, I mean to the party,’ I say, breaking into a jog beside him. ‘Are you and Louise going to come?’ There is a moment of hesitation. Maybe he is searching for a get-out clause.


‘Yeah, of course. Unless you need Louise for babysitting duties?’ For someone who is not child friendly, the hopeful note in his voice is decidedly unexpected.


‘No, don’t be daft. Mel wouldn’t want her to miss the fun. Anyway, there’s no way on earth I’ll be able to keep Maya away once she knows there’s a party going on.’


‘You’re going to tell her?’


‘No choice. I’m buying a new party dress for her and I’ll need to make sure it fits. And as Maya’s interrogation skills are second only to her mother’s, I guess she’ll get it out of me at that point. I won’t tell her until the day before, though. There’s a very slim chance she can keep a secret for twenty-four hours.’


‘So what are you going to say to Mel?’


‘I don’t know, I’ll think of something.’


‘We could invite you out for a meal, if you like. Throw her off the scent a bit.’


‘Yeah, that would be great. Thanks, mate.’ He still thinks I’m mad, I know that. But I also know I can always count on his support.


We both run on in silence. I love it up here. Bleak, windswept, rugged. Away from it all. It’s like playing God for a while, looking down on the rest of the world below. Feeling a little bit smug that you’re in a better place than any of them. I love picking my way along the dirt tracks, across the rocks, through the mud. Mel says I must have been a goat in a previous life. But that’s probably because she still has to hold my hand for the stepping stones across the river near our home. As far as I’m concerned this is the only way to run. I’ve never been able to understand those people who go jogging alongside dual carriageways. You may as well just go on a treadmill at the gym and have someone pump exhaust fumes at you and shine headlights in your eyes.


‘So what are you doing for your anniversary?’ I ask Steve. He and Louise married almost two years after us. They met through us. Louise was Mel’s best friend at uni. She’s lovely, Louise. Far too good for Steve really.


‘I expect I’ll get a Chinese on the way home from work. Maybe even rent a DVD, something girly that she’ll like.’


‘You old romantic, you. You sure know how to push the boat out.’


‘Well, eight years is not such a big deal, is it? I’ll give her some flowers too.’


‘What, from the petrol station?’


‘They’re a damn sight cheaper.’


‘And that’s what you want to say, is it? I love you to the value of three pounds ninety-nine?’


Steve puts a spurt on, pulls in front of me and makes a not particularly friendly gesture at me behind his back.


‘I imagine it’s your charm Louise fell for,’ I call after him.


‘Yep, that and my devilishly good looks and formidable intellect.’ Steve works in IT. Sometimes it shows.


The gap between us opens up a little. It doesn’t bother me. Steve has a long stride on him whereas I’m built for stamina, not speed. I’ll still get back to the lay-by before him. I always do. He never says anything but I know it bothers him. Just an occasional glint of resentment in his eyes.


I look up at the sky unfolding its dusk colours. Hear the sound of my breath blown back to me by the wind. Feel the mud splattering up my legs. This is running. This is being alive.


One of the best things about working at a museum is that the whole place takes a while to come round in the mornings – a bit like myself. When I worked on the news desk at the Yorkshire Post in Leeds I was often slapped around the face with something big the moment I walked through the door. It was like being in a car that goes from 0–60mph in one second flat. Great when you’re young and get off on that sort of stuff but there comes a time when you want a smoother, more comfortable ride. I guess that’s when you know you need to get out. That and the fact that you can no longer be bothered to rewrite less than perfect copy by trainee reporters because you simply want to get home to see your daughter before she reluctantly succumbs to sleep.


So a year ago I did just that. I got out. Applied for a job as Communications Manager at Manchester Natural History Museum. Selling out, the other hacks called it. Crossing over to ‘the other side’. And sure I miss the banter and the thrill of a breaking story. But I haven’t regretted the decision once since. Especially not when I arrive in the morning and walk through the eerily quiet exhibition halls, always noticing something new, a little detail I’ve somehow missed before. I swear things move around in the night. Maybe it’s a bit like Night at the Museum. The minute we all decamp, the exhibits wake up and have adventures of their own. Then in the morning, as they hear the first of us come in, they hastily resume their positions. Only sometimes not in exactly the right place. Maybe we could do a stakeout one night. Maya would love that. Waiting for the dinosaurs to come alive.


I love how different it is without the people. A sleeping world waiting to be discovered by probing eyes, keen ears and inquisitive hands (we’re very interactive, none of that locked glass cases and stuffy formality here). In an hour’s time this hall will be heaving. The Easter holidays are always busy, especially when it’s chucking it down outside like it is today. Come to think of it, Manchester ought to be the museum capital of the world, guaranteed museum weather all year round. Legoland has just opened its new Discovery Centre a few miles down the road. All indoors, of course. We’re not too bothered about the competition, though. There are plenty of bored, wet children to go round.


‘Morning, all,’ I say as I sit down at my desk in the communications department. Department is, perhaps, a rather grand word for what it is. A small but airy room, tucked away at the back of the building. ‘All’ is also somewhat of an exaggeration. I am addressing Chris, the senior press officer, and Hannah, a trainee press officer, who are the only people in my charge.


‘Hi,’ says Hannah breezily as she looks up and smiles. She is fresh out of university and oozes confidence in a way I can’t remember doing when I was her age.


‘Morning,’ grunts Chris, pulling open a drawer and taking a couple of Jacobs cream crackers from the packet he keeps there. Mercifully, the Wensleydale cheese which used to accompany it went home after I had a ‘quiet word’ with him about the smell. But if he has any hope in hell of pulling Hannah (which, frankly, I don’t think he does) he needs to ditch the whole Wallace and Gromit thing. Men who wear tank tops and nibble dry crackers in a hamster-like fashion do not usually appeal to members of the opposite sex. Well, only ones like Wendolene. And Hannah is most definitely no Wendolene.


‘I’ve had a play-around with the kids’ page on the website like you suggested,’ says Hannah, leaning back on her chair. ‘Do you want to take a look?’


‘Sure,’ I say, strolling round to her side of the desk and positioning myself carefully so as to leave as much distance as possible between us while still being able to read the words on the screen. I am walking a tightrope between not wanting to give her, or anyone else, the wrong idea but at the same time not appearing rude or aloof. I have, of course, noticed Hannah. Every male in the building has noticed Hannah. Willowy young women with swishy ash-blonde hair and a penchant for red stilettos are few and far between in this place. More than a few of the guys have privately suggested that was why I took her on in the first place. I have, of course, explained that as she was head and shoulders above the other candidates, I didn’t have any choice in the matter. They have winked at me and tapped their nose. As if saying, ‘Hey, you don’t have to pretend with me.’ But whereas the rest of them either drool silently or make clumsy attempts to chat her up, I’m her boss. Her married boss. Her very happily married boss, actually. It’s not as if I even want anything to happen between us. Simply that I’m aware she’s an attractive young woman who sits next to me in our very small department and I still haven’t quite worked out how to handle that. Even if I did think it would be OK to flirt with her (which I don’t), I wouldn’t be able to do it because in some weird evolutionary development, my ‘flirting with women other than my wife’ device appears to have withered, died and fallen off due to underuse. All I have is a chat-up line, devised while trying to idle some time away in a particularly boring management meeting. This is it. ‘So, Hannah, have you got any sisters?’ It’s OK, I didn’t actually say it out loud, only in my head. While it may amuse me in quieter moments during the day, I am well aware that she is probably too young to get the Woody Allen reference. In which case I would come across as some sad old git who deserves a slap. At last year’s staff Christmas party (before Hannah joined us), Chris was overheard saying, ‘So, Julie, what’s it like working on the front desk?’ to one of our receptionists. In all likelihood, my line would come across as no better than that. So I keep it to myself and do the platonically friendly older boss who maintains a dignified distance thing instead.


‘That’s great, Hannah,’ I say, taking a look at what she’s put together on screen. She’s arranged the kids’ feedback comments as speech bubbles coming out of the dinosaurs. ‘Far better than I could have done. Brilliant, thanks.’ She smiles and nods at me before quickly looking down again. I feel a bit like a teacher whose attractive star pupil is slightly embarrassed by my praise. I can hear Chris seething in the corner. He can’t even seethe silently. I can see the thought bubbles coming out of his head. Read the exact words on them. None of which would be appropriate as content for the children’s web page.


‘Is it today your wife’s bringing your kid in?’ Chris asks, looking up at me as I return to my seat. He has no interest in Maya and Mel’s visit whatsoever. It is simply marginally more subtle than saying, ‘I’d like to remind both you and Hannah that you’re married with a child.’ All pretty pathetic, really. It’s not as if I try to hide my marital status, I have a photo of Mel and Maya on my screensaver, for Christ’s sake. And unlike some men who work here, my wedding ring has been on permanent display since Hannah’s arrival.


‘Yeah, they’ll be in at lunchtime,’ I reply, throwing Chris a suitable look in exchange for his fake interest.


‘Your daughter’s so lucky,’ says Hannah. ‘I would have loved to have had a dad who worked in a place like this when I was her age.’


Chris is looking rather smug now that my status as a married father has been reiterated several times.


‘What does your father do, Hannah?’ he asks. I shake my head. Clearly his chat-up lines are no better when he’s stone cold sober.


‘He’s dead, actually,’ she replies. I watch Chris die a painful, lingering death himself. I can’t help thinking he would have been better off using my line about her sisters. Even if she has never heard of Woody Allen.


‘Daddy, can we go and see the dinosaurs first?’ Maya hollers as she breaks away from Mel and comes charging towards me across the foyer. If I’d ever hoped my daughter would be a demure, softly spoken, shy little thing, I’d have been disappointed. Fortunately, what I wanted is what I got. A loud, excitable, unguided missile who positively fizzes with the joy and wonder of being four years old and having the whole world to discover. Maya explodes into my arms, instantly unleashing a wave of love, pride and the desire to metamorphose into a fire-breathing dragon in order to protect her from all the bad stuff out here.


‘Hello, sweetheart,’ I say, lifting her up into my arms to give her a proper cuddle. I am promptly covered in a mass of wild light-brown hair with streaks of gold running through it. When I brush it she sometimes tells me to be careful not to brush the gold out. I don’t dare tell her that it will all disappear one day and she will have dark hair like mine and Mel’s. She will no doubt still look gorgeous. But I know I will always see her with her hair like this.


Mel arrives at our side. Her hair is tied back, apart from those two long bits at the side which frame her face. It is good Maya is here. Sometimes, without her, I would lose track of where we are in our lives and think I was looking at the fifteen-year-old Mel again. And feeling suitably chuffed that I got to go out with the prettiest girl in our year.


I lean across and kiss Mel.


‘I take it she’s a tad excited,’ I say, nodding at Maya.


Mel smiles. ‘Next time I think we’ll come with you in the morning. Then I won’t have five thousand “Is it time for the dinosaurs yet?” before ten thirty.’


‘Dinosaurs? Oh, we haven’t got any dinosaurs here.’


‘Yes you have,’ squeals Maya, screwing up her nose and grinning at me. ‘Can we go and see Monty first?’ Monty is our Tyrannosaurus rex. We ran a competition for the kids to come up with a name for him. We fixed it, actually, because the first name we drew out of the hat was Barney. And whilst I’m usually in favour of playing things by the rules, I have a violent desire to retch every time I hear Barney the purple dinosaur sing the ‘I Love You, You Love Me’ song in that dreadful American accent. So I put the postcard straight back in the sack and picked another. There, the truth is out. Bit of luck it wasn’t a Blue Peter competition otherwise I’d be out of a job now and there would be stories in the Daily Mail about anti-American leanings at the BBC.


‘Come on then,’ I say to Maya as she wriggles in my arms. ‘Let’s go and see Monty.’


It is only as I put Maya down and we begin walking hand in hand down the corridor towards the prehistoric hall that I notice Hannah coming towards us. She has her trench coat on and her handbag with her. I guess she is going to lunch. She smiles when she sees us and then quickly looks down at her feet. For a second I am not sure whether to say anything then realise it would be ridiculously rude just to walk straight past her.


‘Hannah, this is my wife Mel. Mel, Hannah, our new press officer.’


‘Pleased to meet you,’ says Hannah, holding out her hand.


‘And you,’ says Mel. ‘You have my complete sympathies for having to put up with Adam all day.’


‘Oh, he’s been a real help.’


‘Well, I’m glad to hear it.’ Everybody smiles slightly awkwardly. Maya is staring at Hannah’s shoes.


‘Look, she’s got Dorothy shoes on. They’re very red and pointy, aren’t they?’ she says to me. I smile and shake my head.


‘And this is our daughter, Maya. Who as you may have noticed is not backwards in coming forwards.’


‘Pleased to meet you, Maya,’ says Hannah, bending down to shake her hand. ‘They are a bit like Dorothy’s shoes, aren’t they? I don’t think they have magic powers though. They just rub my heels, to be honest.’


‘You should put some plasters on,’ says Maya. ‘That’s what Mummy does with her new shoes.’


‘Thanks for the tip,’ smiles Hannah, waving to Maya as she goes.


‘Come on,’ says Maya, giving my hand a tug. ‘Monty will be wondering where I am.’


‘She seems nice,’ says Mel, as we are dragged along the corridor by Maya.


‘She is. Unfortunately for her Chris thinks so too.’


‘No way,’ says Mel, shaking her head. ‘The phrase “out of his league” springs to mind.’


When we arrive in the exhibition hall there is already a crowd of children gazing up in awe at Monty. I lift Maya on to my shoulders and, as requested, start pointing out all the different parts of the skeleton, even though she has heard it all dozens of times before.


‘Why have you only got one Monty?’ asks Maya after a while.


‘I guess he didn’t have any brothers or sisters,’ I reply.


‘Just like me, then. Is he lonely?’


I look up. Her face is serious for once.


‘No, love. He’s not lonely. Just very, very special.’


I wait until Mel and I are lying in bed later before saying anything. I try to think of a subtle way of raising the issue, although I know it doesn’t really matter how the conversation starts because I’m pretty sure about how it will end. I stroke Mel’s hair. It has the same fine, flyaway texture as Maya’s. Without the gold bits, of course.


‘Did you hear what Maya said earlier, about Monty being lonely?’


‘It doesn’t mean to say she is.’


‘So why did she say it?’


Mel shrugs. ‘Maybe she just meant because he’s the only T-rex. She could have meant anything.’


‘I try to imagine what it’d look like, sometimes. If we had another baby, I mean. Whether it would be a mini Maya or look completely different.’


Mel doesn’t answer. Her face is turned away from me. I stroke her hair some more.


‘All I want to make sure is that we don’t regret it some day. Not having another baby, I mean.’


I can almost feel Mel’s skin prickle. She pulls away from me slightly. When she finally speaks there is an unfamiliar snappish tone to her voice.


‘Have you forgotten about the sleepless nights? The colic, the teething? The strain of me taking a couple of years off work?’


‘You chose to do that. You said you wanted to.’


‘I know I did. And I don’t regret if for a moment. But it doesn’t mean to say I’d want to do it again.’


‘I’ll ask if I can have a sabbatical. We’ll do a year off each.’


Mel gazes up at the ceiling and shakes her head. ‘You’d go stir crazy here all the time.’


‘We’d go out and about like you and Maya did.’


‘I can’t quite see you at the parent and toddler yoga class.’


‘Swimming then, I’d take them swimming. And just for walks and stuff.’


Mel turns to look at me. It’s like someone has turned down the brightness control on her face.


‘I’m sorry, love. The answer’s still the same. I just want to enjoy Maya.’


‘She’ll be at school by then.’


‘Even more reason not to go back to the land of sleep deprivation and cracked nipples. And I haven’t even mentioned the birth.’


I go to say something and stop myself. Nothing they said in the NCT classes had prepared me for watching the person I love most in the world go through the excruciating pain of childbirth and not being able to do anything to help. Sure, I tried to be supportive and say the right things and not complain about the fact that her fingernails had actually drawn blood in my palms. But really, what good was I? All I kept thinking was, I did this to her. I persuaded her to try for a baby and then got her pregnant before the ink on the agreement was dry (metaphorically speaking at least, we didn’t actually put it in writing). And although the second Maya had been born we were both in floods of tears, mine were actually for Mel, were sheer relief that she’d been put out of her pain, that I didn’t have to watch her suffer any more.


‘I’m sorry,’ I say, pulling her to me. ‘I know you had a really rough time. It’s just when I see Maya—’


‘You can’t help thinking how lucky we are to have her,’ says Mel, finishing my sentence, though not in the way I’d planned. That is what this is all about, of course, Mel’s hang-up about nothing this good lasting forever. I’m not going to push her on it, though. This one has to be her decision. If I ever do get to see her in labour again, I need to know that she isn’t going through it just to please me.


We lie there for a while, neither of us saying anything, before Mel finally pipes up.


‘Maybe we can get her a pet instead.’


I start laughing.


‘What?’ she says.


‘I like the way you got from a new baby to a goldfish in one swift leap.’


‘Not a goldfish,’ says Mel. ‘Maya’s seen Finding Nemo too many times. She’d probably try to free it by pinging it into the sink.’


‘Well, what do you suggest?’


‘Maybe a rat. They’re supposed to be really good pets.’


I burst out laughing again.


‘What’s wrong with that?’


‘Nothing,’ I say. ‘I’m just imagining her trying to dress it up as Angelina Ballerina.’


‘OK, so it would be a cross-dressing rat.’


‘Fine, one condition, mind.’ Mel sighs and raises her eyebrows expectantly. ‘Don’t ever let me catch you playing her that Michael Jackson song. You know, “Ben”, the one about the rat.’


‘OK, deal. Can I go to sleep now?’


I nod and kiss her before turning out the light. Trying to erase the picture I have in my head of Maya playing with the new baby we’re not going to have. It’s hard, though. Especially when all I get instead is the sound of Michael Jackson singing ‘Ben’.




Three


MEL


‘I hope I’ve done the right thing, inviting them round on their anniversary.’


‘You always do the right thing,’ says Adam, squeezing my shoulder as he walks past. His hands are still wet from washing up. I now have a large wet handprint on my top.


‘Unlike you.’ I grin.


‘I’m a man, I’m genetically programmed to screw up at least once a day.’


‘It’s a bit embarrassing though, isn’t?’


‘What, being a man?’


‘No. Having to invite Steve and Louise round for an anniversary meal because he wasn’t planning to take her anywhere.’


‘We didn’t have to invite them. You chose to.’


‘Only because you told me that he was being a tight git and planning to get a takeout.’


‘So if this all goes horribly wrong, it’s going to go down as my fault, is it?’


I smile at Adam. There are times when he knows me too well. I suppose you could say I am meddling. I am not a meddler by nature. I wasn’t one of those girls who were forever trying to fix up people at school, or the sort of woman who tried to get my single friends to go out with my boyfriend’s single friends. Although weirdly, that is kind of how Steve and Louise got together. Not through me purposefully trying to fix them up but simply because they kept getting thrown together at our social gatherings. To be honest, I didn’t think it would work. Sure, there was an obvious physical attraction – they’re both good-looking people. But I always thought Steve was a bit intense for Louise, too prone to take the piss out of people, not nearly as gentle as her. She fell for him big time, though. It was Steve who dragged his feet over marriage; Louise would have said yes within a year of them getting together, she told me that once.


It is lovely, having a ready-made foursome. So much nicer than having to put up with each other’s friends’ spouses who we don’t really know or get on with. And it means I can do this, invite them over without it seeming like an obvious attempt to hide the fact that Steve hadn’t planned to take her out for their anniversary. At least I hope it’s not obvious.


Maya charges into the kitchen dressed in her dinosaur pyjamas and a purple tiara. She is a walking contradiction. Or rather a running one.


‘Slow down, missy,’ I say, managing to grab her just before she careers headlong into the Rayburn. ‘What have I told you about running in here?’


‘Don’t. Run outside like Daddy does.’ She sidles up to Adam and hugs his legs. As much as I hate all those stereotypes, if someone came along and stamped ‘Daddy’s girl’ on her forehead, I couldn’t disagree. I watch as Adam bends down and blows a raspberry on her cheek. It is moments like these, moments when the sheer enormity of their love for each other threatens to overwhelm me, that I start to crumble. Start to wonder if I am being despicably selfish by not agreeing to try for another baby. I know how much Adam wants it, though he is good enough to hide the true extent of it from me. And I know that Maya would make a fantastic big sister and that in lots of ways it would be good for her to have to think about someone else’s needs. But at the same time I still remember how difficult the pregnancy was last time. How it brought all the pain to the surface. Pain I still couldn’t share with Adam. Pain I have had to work so hard at burying deep inside me again ever since. Besides which, I can’t get past the idea that it is wrong to wish for anything more than I already have. That somehow it would be pushing my luck just a little too far.


‘When is Loo-eeze going to get here?’ Maya pronounces her name like it is some kind of over-the-counter diarrhoea remedy. Fortunately Louise finds it amusing.


‘Any minute,’ I say. ‘But remember, it’s bedtime as soon as you’ve said hello to them, OK?’


Maya nods although I know she will deny any knowledge of this conversation when the time comes. The one thing she hates more than anything else in the entire world is the idea that she may be missing out on something.


Adam checks the moussaka. We both enjoy cooking but have learnt through experience that we don’t work well together in the kitchen. He treats recipes as a starting point whereas I never stray from them. So we have come to a working arrangement; he does the main course, I am in charge of the starter and dessert. That way, we are out of each other’s hair and if his experimental cuisine bites the dust (as has been known on a couple of occasions) our guests will at least have two reliable courses to fall back on. To be fair, his experimenting mostly leads to dishes people rave about to the extent that my creations are merely the bookends to his meal. I don’t mind, though. If you take the risk, you deserve the credit when it works. And Adam does at least hold his hand up when it all goes pear-shaped.


A loud knock at the door sends Maya into the higher stratosphere of excitement. Louise is almost knocked off her feet as Maya rushes up to her.


‘Happy annibirthday and Mummy says I can have a pet rat.’


‘Thank you, sweetie,’ says Louise, bending to give her a hug. ‘A rat, eh? Aren’t you the lucky one?’


‘It’ll take up a bit less space than a dinosaur,’ I explain.


‘Mummy, you can’t get dinosaurs now. They were only in the old days.’


‘Like when I was a lad,’ says Adam.


Maya frowns. ‘Even you’re not that old, Daddy. They were before cavemen.’


‘Oh, we had cavemen when I was a kid,’ says Adam. ‘Where do you think Steve lived when I met him?’


Maya shoots Steve an inquisitive look. She has seen a couple of clips of The Flintstones and I suppose if Fred was put on a diet and stretched he might bear a passing resemblance to Steve.


‘Your daddy’s winding you up, love.’ Steve grins. ‘It’s actually your grandad who was a caveman.’


‘Hey, he’s got a point,’ says Adam. ‘Remember that time I called for Mel and Tom answered the door and said, “Shintin”.’


Three of us laugh, Louise and Maya look puzzled.


‘Sorry,’ says Adam to Louise. ‘I keep forgetting you still need a translator sometimes. “She isn’t in”, they’d probably have said in your neck of the woods.’


‘Oh, in Warwickshire they’d phone first to check,’ says Steve. ‘No one just pops round.’ Steve and Adam laugh again. Louise doesn’t appear particularly amused.


‘They were only joking about the cavemen,’ I say, seeing Maya still looking perplexed, ‘and a rat will make a lot better pet than a dinosaur ever would.’ Maya’s face brightens.


‘I’ll let you stroke it if you like,’ she says to Louise.


‘I’d love to,’ says Louise. ‘Though maybe you’d better keep it in its cage for a bit until it gets used to me.’


‘Nice get-out,’ I whisper as I take Louise’s coat. She is looking stunning in a soft pink jersey dress and a purple shrug. But then Louise is one of those people who, being tall, slim and a C-cup, looks good in absolutely anything. As someone who has to loiter with intent around the petite section in Next, I can only imagine what that feels like.


‘Come on then, Maya, time for bed,’ I say.


‘Ohhhh.’


‘I’ll tell you a good bedtime story if you’re quick,’ says Adam.


‘One about a rat, a dinosaur and a butterfly?’


‘The very one I had in mind.’


Maya does her goodnights as if she may never see Louise and Steve again, before disappearing upstairs with Adam.


‘Anyway, happy anniversary, you two.’ I kiss Louise and Steve in turn. The mixture of perfume and aftershave is momentarily overwhelming. It’s odd to be reminded how well-groomed people are when they don’t have children.


‘And thank you for this,’ says Louise, waving her arm around the kitchen. ‘By far the best restaurant in the Calder Valley.’


‘We don’t know what Adam’s cooking yet,’ chips in Steve. He smiles at me as he says it. I resist the temptation to point out that if he wasn’t such a cheapskate we wouldn’t have had to do it. Steve and Louise sit down on opposite sides of the oak table while I get the halloumi sizzling. I love having a big dining kitchen like this. It is absolutely the heart of the house. All warm and busy and sociable. Whenever we go to my parents’ place I am reminded how rude it seems to abandon your guests in a soulless dining room smelling of potpourri while you go off to savour the warmth and altogether more enticing smells in the kitchen.


Adam returns five minutes later, just as I am dishing up. Maya can still be heard chattering away to herself on the baby monitor.


‘Come on,’ says Adam. ‘No one thought she was actually going to go straight to sleep, did they?’


‘It’s a shame they don’t come with an off button,’ says Steve. Louise throws him a look. It is only then I realise they haven’t said anything to each other while I’ve been cooking.


‘So, do you two want us to make ourselves scarce and leave you to a romantic anniversary meal?’ asks Adam. There is an awkward silence, broken finally by Steve.
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