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Chapter 1



Grace Sayers sat on the park bench, clutching her paper cup close to her chin for warmth. She was watching the small coffee van parked across from her, enjoying the dramatic puffs of steam as the coffee machine exhaled, the smooth gliding of steel on perfectly fitted steel as the man slotted the filter into place, the sound of metal tapping on wood as he loosened the ground beans.


A woman about her daughter’s age was chatting to the man making coffee. They were both laughing as she shook chocolate sprinkles onto the top of her drink and the wind swept them onto his counter. Near the woman’s feet, a small boy was pushing a toy train along the tarmac while simultaneously sucking on a carton of juice. Grace watched as he temporarily removed the straw from his mouth to emit a loud ‘choo choo’, then reinserted it and sucked until his face and the carton both puckered up, concave.


The noise was too familiar, and it gave Grace a sharp pang, as if the paper straw were stabbing into her. She didn’t think she’d let any sound escape, but the woman turned to look at her, so she must have done.


Not wanting to be seen as a silly old lady, Grace made a coughing sound to compensate. ‘Coffee went down the wrong way,’ she explained, with a theatrical tap to her chest. Her words must have been swept away by the wind, because the woman turned back to the truck and the sprinkles and the smiling man, and Grace realised, with embarrassment, that she was talking to the air.


The woman had brown hair, swept back into a bun in a style that Grace’s daughter used to wear before she got sick of her long hair and cut it all off. Grace would never forget the time she’d come into her teenage daughter’s room to see her hair sitting on the desk like a small rabbit, while Amelia stared at her defiantly, still clutching the scissors. Years of brushing that hair, teasing out the tangles, for it all to go like that, not even cut straight. Grace had wanted to cry, to mourn those silky curls, but Jonathan had told her to relax. It was Amelia’s hair, he’d said, to do with as she pleased. And if she’d made a mistake, it would grow back. Worse things could happen.


He was right, of course he was. Grace didn’t want to be someone who tried to control what her daughter did with her hair. She’d been a feminist in the seventies, for goodness’ sake, or at least she thought she had.


These days, she made a point of complimenting her daughter on her still short hair, whatever it looked like, every time she saw her. Which wasn’t often enough.


Grace felt the urge to phone Amelia bubble up inside her like the froth on her cappuccino. She suppressed the desire, putting her hand to her own hair, usually neat but today dishevelled by the wind. She had to be careful with Amelia. Even as a baby, she’d been easily angered, her little face puckering up with rage if she dropped her dummy or her nappy was inadvertently fastened too tightly. And then, after it happened, things had become even more fragile.


But she wouldn’t think about that now. Grace took a sip of her coffee, swallowing it carefully in case life followed lies and it really did go down the wrong way. Amelia didn’t like to be disturbed during the day, not when she was working. I’ll call you, she’d said, sounding irritated, the last time Grace had tried to contact her. When I have time.


That was five days ago now, though Grace had promised herself she wouldn’t be counting. Amelia was busy, that was all. Grace pulled her phone from her bag. No calls. She tucked it back in again. She knew what it was like to be busy at work, with children, with life. It had been years since she’d felt like that, the type of busy that made her feel important and stressed and hurried and efficient, all at once.


The kind that meant she missed things right in front of her nose.


Grace bit her lip and turned her attention to the boy. The carton was now completely flat, sucked of all air and juice, and he was pulling on the hem of his mother’s coat. ‘Pop it in the bin if you’re done,’ the woman said, barely glancing his way.


There were no cars in the park, of course, but it didn’t mean that bikes, scooters and the occasional large dog didn’t charge along, and Grace watched nervously as the boy ran, without looking, across the path to the bin that sat next to her bench. Scraped knees, bloody noses, cut elbows came to her mind.


The right kind of inflictions for childhood, the kind that could be mended with antiseptic, plasters and kisses.


She tried to catch the child’s eye and smile, but he was reaching to the bin, carton in one hand, train in the other, absorbed in his task. It was too high for him, and he had to stand on tiptoes, his arm raised like a crane as he released the carton to join the rest of the rubbish.


‘Nice train you’ve got there,’ ventured Grace. He was a cherubic little thing, maybe three years old, with just a few smudges of what must have been his breakfast still clinging to his chin. The remnants of a dippy egg, perhaps, or maybe dried yoghurt. Hard to tell. Grace wished she had a napkin to give him a good wipe, but of course she couldn’t, even if she did. She was just a stranger in the park.


‘The train goes very fast,’ the boy informed her, rather sternly. ‘The wheels go round and round.’


‘That will be the pull-back mechanism,’ said Grace. ‘Inside the chassis.’


He frowned at that news, then dragged the train backwards along the concrete path, several times, rather roughly. He released it and it travelled forward a few centimetres before coming to a rather pitiful halt.


‘Broken!’ he exclaimed. Grace looked at him, then the train. He was right on the brink of tears. She hesitated. It really wasn’t any of her business. But then again . . .


‘Here,’ she said, holding out her hand. ‘Perhaps I can take a look?’ The boy stared at her, suspicion clouding his features. ‘The internal coil spring is probably jammed. I’ll fish out my tweezers . . .’ Grace located them in her handbag and held them up for the boy’s inspection.


The tweezers clearly endorsed her credentials in the boy’s mind, and he handed her the train.


‘There we are,’ said Grace. ‘Look, that bit of the chassis is misshapen. It really isn’t a very good design. If it were me, I’d have built in a better suspension system. Right, I’ll pull this out here . . . There you go.’


She passed the boy the train and he snatched it back, pressing it to his lips.


‘Oops, I’ve dropped the tweezers,’ said Grace, squinting at the paving. ‘Can you pass them up to me, please?’


But the boy only had eyes for his train. He pulled back the toy and shrieked with delight when it went charging off along the path. He chased after it like a dog with a ball.


Grace sighed and creakily crouched down to pick up her tweezers. They were her favourite pair, just right for adjusting miniature fishplates. She grabbed them and then took a little moment near the ground, steeling herself to get up again. Gravity seemed to have a much stronger hold on her since she’d passed seventy. She put her hand to the ground to steady herself, then noticed that her coat was trailing in a puddle, soaking up the dirty water.


‘Bother,’ she said, her voice coming out rather more loudly than she’d expected.


‘Oh my goodness, you poor dear.’ Grace looked up to see the boy’s mother descending on her. ‘You’ve had a bit of a fall.’ She felt arms around her shoulders. ‘Stefan, can you help me get her up?’


‘No, really, I’m quite capable . . .’ began Grace, feeling horribly embarrassed.


‘Must be an awful shock,’ said the boy’s mother. To Grace’s dismay, she found the coffee man’s hands in her armpits, heaving her back to her feet with a rather bigger grunt than really seemed necessary.


She took a moment to regain her balance, then let the full horror of the humiliation sink in. ‘Thank you,’ she said politely to Stefan, who to his credit slunk back to his van with a gentle nod of acknowledgement.


‘There you go,’ said the woman. She smiled at Grace. ‘Maybe you’d better have a sit.’


‘I’m fine,’ said Grace.


‘Of course you are. It’s lucky I was here.’


‘Not really,’ said Grace, feeling flustered at being manhandled. ‘I didn’t fall.’


‘Oh my goodness,’ said the woman. ‘You slipped on Felix’s train, did you? I told him to keep it close, that it can be such a hazard for the elderly, but he just does what he wants. Boys will be boys, won’t they?’


‘I hardly think his gender has anything to do with it,’ said Grace. ‘A girl could just as easily—’


‘Let me buy you one of Stefan’s muffins,’ said the woman. ‘To apologise.’


‘No, really . . .’


‘Oh my goodness, is that the time? Felix, we’re late for our mother and toddler yoga class. Come along.’ She pressed a coin into Grace’s hand. ‘For your muffin,’ she said.


‘I can afford my own muffin,’ exclaimed Grace.


‘Yes, of course, but with the price of heating, it must be so hard.’ The woman smiled benevolently. ‘You just never know what people have to deal with, do you?’


‘No,’ replied Grace, as she supposed that was true. No one ever did know, not really.


The woman hurried off, Felix in tow. He looked back to Grace, and she thought she saw the words thank you forming on his lips, before he turned around and ran after his mother, the train flying through the air at the end of his outstretched arm.


‘So, a stranger gave you a pound for a muffin?’ Ava’s voice was loud, echoing around the toy museum, and several members of the Merrington Miniature Club looked up from their tiny chalet kits, paintbrushes paused mid-stroke. ‘I bet that wasn’t enough, not at Stefan’s coffee van.’


‘No,’ said Grace. ‘It wouldn’t even buy one of those vegan bars that inexplicably taste of leather.’


‘Those are great for your digestion,’ said Ava. She paused. ‘Did she think you were homeless?’


‘What? No,’ exclaimed Grace, wishing she hadn’t said anything about the morning’s incident. ‘Of course not.’ She paused. ‘She just thought I’d fallen over her son’s toy train.’


‘So she gave you a pound?’ queried Samir.


‘That’s hardly recompense,’ said Ava. ‘You could have sued her.’


‘But I didn’t fall,’ insisted Grace. ‘I was picking up my tweezers.’


‘Is that what you were wearing?’ asked Ava. ‘You should let me take you shopping.’ Grace watched as Ava cast a judgemental eye over her comfy M&S elasticated-waist trousers with a warm cardigan over the top. It hardly looked as though she were on the breadline, thought Grace, even if she did have a little mud on her coat and her hair was in disarray from the wind. The cardie was cashmere blend, for goodness’ sake. Though when she looked back at her friend’s rather more colourful and much less comfortable home-embellished sequin-encrusted ensemble, she did feel rather drab. Perhaps some people could still convincingly pull off sparkles past the age of seventy. She wasn’t sure she was one of them.


‘I don’t think you look homeless at all,’ contributed Toby. ‘You look very nice.’


Ava tutted at him. ‘Trust you to stick up for her,’ she said. ‘In your corduroy.’


Toby looked at his corduroy trousers as if he hadn’t noticed them before. Then his eyes went back to the chalet he was trying to decorate. ‘I do like your snow recipe, Grace,’ he said. ‘But my consistency doesn’t seem quite right.’


Grace looked over. ‘Yours is a bit too thin,’ she said. ‘You need to add more plaster-of-Paris shavings. If it gets too thick, add more talcum powder. The paste, two parts glue to one part water, should hold it all together.’


‘To think I’ve been buying snow ready-made online for all these years,’ said Samir. ‘And it still doesn’t come out as nicely as this.’


‘You should manufacture this snow,’ suggested Toby. ‘I’d stock it.’


‘It’s nothing really,’ said Grace, though she was flushing with pleasure. ‘You just need the right ingredients, in the correct quantities. A little like baking a cake. Or fusing an alloy.’


Grace settled back into the task at hand. She’d joined the club almost four years ago, when she found herself alone again, and it had quickly become the highlight of her week. The toy museum closed early, the children shooed out to be replaced by the motley assortment of OAPs she could see surrounding her now. Toby was the founder and organiser of the club, using kits from his shop, and they took it in turns to make the tea and provide the biscuits. The museum gave them the hall, and in return they paid a small hire fee and donated some of their best creations to the displays.


Some of the members, like herself and Toby, were genuine enthusiasts with working model railways at home. Others, she suspected from the crookedness of their constructions, were here out of boredom, loneliness perhaps. Ava came because she was determined to find a boyfriend to liven up her sunset years, but the endeavour had been disappointing to her so far, as she’d whispered to Grace rather too loudly over a cup of tea and a Jammie Dodger the first time they’d met.


‘I was thinking,’ said Toby, ‘of installing a ski lift in my alpine section.’ He looked at Grace for approval.


‘I was thinking the same,’ she replied.


He smiled at her. ‘I’ve ordered rather a nice kit into my shop,’ he said. ‘Perhaps you’d like to come and see? Something similar might work for you.’ He paused a moment. ‘I could even help instal it, if you’d like? I’d love to see your models.’


‘Is that what they call it now?’ smirked Ava, never one to miss an innuendo, even if it did come from a retired septuagenarian sporting elbow patches and with Rich Tea biscuit crumbs in his greying beard.


‘I’m going to build the lift myself, I think,’ replied Grace, pretending she hadn’t heard Ava. ‘The pulley system shouldn’t be too hard to replicate, and then I could construct the lifts with wire loops.’


‘That’s ambitious,’ said Toby.


Ava stifled a yawn. ‘Yes, yes, Grace is a genius. Now, I’m too young for all this stairlift chat. How’s your lovely granddaughter?’ she asked. ‘Did she like those clothes I made for her?’


‘She loved them,’ replied Grace, though she’d received no acknowledgement at all. The outfit had been rather more sparkly than anything she’d ever seen Charlotte wear, but Grace had been touched when Ava made it for her, and so she had packed it up, sent the parcel, and hoped that it would be well received.


She glanced around the museum, uncomfortable with her lie, and noticed Hector staring at her. He was a large, extremely old teddy bear that sat in one of the glass cases. He inspected her disapprovingly from his one remaining eye and Grace imagined the horror he must cause to the poor children who visited the place. She went back to her snow. It was fine and white and it made her wish for Christmas, even though the last one had been rather lonely. Perhaps if she added more glue, she could fashion a tiny snowman.


She’d done some rather lovely decorations for Christmas in her diorama, not bothering to decorate the real house. It would have just been for her sake, as Amelia and her family had gone skiing. ‘You don’t mind, Mum, do you?’ her daughter had said, clearly expecting her to say it was fine. ‘It’s just with Tom’s business, my job and Charlotte’s school, it’s the only time we can go.’


‘But it’s Christmas,’ Grace objected, feeling like a petulant child.


‘It’s just a day like any other,’ Amelia replied. ‘We’ll celebrate together once we’re back. You know how much travel we missed in the pandemic.’


‘OK,’ Grace had replied. It wasn’t just travel that had been sacrificed in the pandemic. It was time with her daughter and granddaughter too. She knew they had to stay away for all those months to keep her safe, but regular visits had never really resumed in the same way. It was such a minor complaint, after everything that had happened, that she hadn’t said anything. ‘Do what’s best for you,’ she conceded instead. ‘Of course you need a holiday.’


‘Like I said, we’ll celebrate properly once we’re back,’ Amelia had replied, a concession to the sadness in Grace’s voice. ‘It will be even better. You can buy the presents in the sales.’


Except when they were back, they became busy, and now a month had passed and she’d eventually packed up their presents and sent them in the post. Next year perhaps she’d invite them earlier in December, maybe even November, before they got busy. Now, when would the shops start selling turkey?


Grace stopped herself. It was only February, and she was planning Christmas already! When had life become quite so devoid of events to look forward to? Perhaps she should book a holiday. For a moment, her thoughts were filled with sunny cafés and walks on the beach, before practical concerns at what to pack and travelling alone and whether she’d be able to lift her suitcase took over and she sighed with imagined exhaustion.


‘My snow!’ exclaimed Ava, as a cloud of talcum powder rose from her chalet. ‘I hadn’t mixed in the glue yet. You’ve sent it everywhere. Breathe on your own chalet!’


‘Sorry,’ said Grace, but she caught Toby’s eye and they smiled at each other. Ava was coated in a white talcumy shroud.


‘It looks like dandruff,’ she declared, brushing it off her lap in disgust. She grinned. ‘Do you dare me to sprinkle some on Samir’s shoulder?’


‘No!’ exclaimed Grace, looking at poor Samir, his remaining length of unnaturally black hair pasted carefully across his forehead as he frowned through his glasses at the skiing figure he was attempting to paint.


‘Spoilsport,’ laughed Ava, putting down her chalet and stretching. ‘I’m done for today. Who fancies the early-bird special at Luigi’s? If you smile at him, he throws in a glass of red.’


‘I’m not sure he’d do that for me,’ said Toby. ‘But yes, I’d love to.’


‘Grace?’


‘Maybe next time.’


‘That’s what you always say.’ Ava stood up. ‘Samir?’ He ignored her, so she walked around to his good ear and waved at him. ‘LUIGI’S?’ she shouted.


‘YES,’ replied Samir. ‘AND THERE’S NO NEED TO SHOUT. I’M NOT DEAF.’


Ava mimed speaking at him, and he frowned, fiddling with his hearing aid.


‘You’re awful,’ said Grace, trying not to giggle.


‘He likes the attention,’ replied Ava, with a smile. ‘And remember what I said about shopping. I’m here to be your stylist any time you need. De-hoboing you would be a treat. Now, you’re sure you won’t come with us?’


‘I’ve got to get back,’ said Grace. ‘Amelia might call.’
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Chapter 2



Bins had been Charlotte’s downfall today. She watched as her mother stabbed a fork into a sausage from the frying pan and waved it at her. ‘I’m sorry, but they were all out of the veggie ones at the little Tesco’s, so I had to get pork.’


‘But you lied,’ ventured Charlotte, holding the empty packet that she’d found in the bin.


‘You said they were plant-based.’


‘I’m sorry,’ said Amelia, sitting down next to her. ‘That was wrong of me, especially after you’ve been a vegetarian for three days.’


‘Four,’ corrected Charlotte.


‘Of course.’ Her mother smiled at her. ‘The fourth day makes all the difference. But seeing as how your dad was meant to be home by now and making dinner so I could catch up with work, could you eat it just this once?’ Charlotte could hear a pleading tone in her voice, a hint of despair. ‘The pig isn’t coming back to life now, in any case, so perhaps you could bend your principles just this once, for me?’


Charlotte allowed the sausage onto her plate, but the sight of it, with juice oozing from the holes where her mother had pronged it, made her feel sick. Maybe she could eat her mash and peas without looking at it, then smuggle it into the bin later.


The bin. That’s where she should have left that slip of paper.


But no.


She’d fished it out while trying to confirm her sausage suspicions earlier and had carelessly left it on the counter, where her mother had found it. It had meant nothing to Charlotte, something official from the bank, numbers on a page. But her mum had turned whiter than the paper it was printed on when she had seen it.


The phone rang. Amelia looked at it and sighed. ‘It’s your grandmother,’ she said. ‘I told her I’d call when I had time. This is all I need.’ She looked at Charlotte. ‘Do you want to talk to her?’ Charlotte shook her head. They both sat and looked at the phone, which continued to ring with a guilty insistence.


They heard a familiar rattle at the door, the jangle of keys, and thankfully the phone stopped ringing. ‘Dad’s home,’ said Charlotte. Sometimes the return of her father put her mother in a good mood. She had the feeling that today might not be one of those days.


‘About time,’ said Amelia, glancing at the kitchen clock as he came through the door. Charlotte heard the way she greeted him, her voice much more brittle than usual.


Charlotte reached out to hug him, feeling his stubble graze her cheek. He smelled a little stale and beery, and she braced herself for an argument.


‘How’s your day been, kiddo?’


‘She’s eleven years old,’ said Amelia, frowning at her husband. ‘Not really a kid. And where have you been?’


‘She’ll always be my princess, won’t you, sweetie?’ he replied, ignoring the question.


Charlotte nodded and hoped her dad wouldn’t get too near to her mother.


But Amelia was already sniffing the air. ‘Have you . . .?’


‘Just one beer,’ her dad replied. ‘You can’t build a business without a couple of drinks with suppliers.’


‘But it was your turn to make dinner,’ said Amelia. ‘We agreed this morning, remember? I have to get that fundraising plan finished for tomorrow.’


‘Sorry,’ said her dad. ‘I forgot.’


‘Anything else you forgot to mention?’ Charlotte watched her mother’s hand hovering over the paper she’d pulled from the bin.


‘If there is, I’ve forgotten it,’ he replied, with a wink at Charlotte.


Charlotte turned her attention to her dinner, trying to tune out what she knew was coming. She took a forkful of mashed potato and popped it into her mouth, then proceeded to prong peas with her fork, sending several flying onto the table. She watched one roll to a stop right by her mother’s hand. Luckily for the pea, her mother didn’t notice.


‘After dinner, maybe you can go to your room, Charley,’ said Amelia. ‘There are a few things I need to discuss with your father.’


‘That sounds ominous,’ said her dad with a laugh. He was misjudging the situation, making light of this. Charlotte closed her eyes, bracing herself for an argument.


Her mother brought her hand down to the table with a thump. Charlotte opened her eyes and watched as the pea ricocheted up in response, then landed and rolled to the edge. It paused for a minute as if in indecision, then toppled over.


Amelia didn’t say anything, and they all looked at one another. Charlotte heard the kitchen clock tick.


‘Your mother clearly has something she wants to say to me,’ said her dad, his voice still light, but strained now at the edges like fraying fabric. ‘Maybe if you’re not going to eat your sausage, princess, go and do your homework.’


‘She’s going to eat her sausage.’


‘I’m not,’ said Charlotte. ‘I’m vegetarian.’ She sat and looked at her mother.


‘Fine,’ Amelia replied. ‘I’ll eat the damn sausage.’ She stabbed it with her fork and took an aggressive bite. Charlotte seized her opportunity and escaped to her room, muttering something about homework.


Grace sat at her kitchen table, staring at her phone.


Still no call from Amelia.


She looked at the time. Seven thirty in the evening.. That was a good time to call, it must be. Or would they be eating?


She thought for a moment of a family meal, her daughter, son-in-law and granddaughter sitting around the table, chatting about their day. What harm could it do to call? She felt a little thrill of excitement and picked up the phone to dial.


Dial.


That wasn’t what it was any more. No spinning the rotary dial with your index finger. That had seemed simple at the time, but she still remembered the joy she’d felt when she’d bought her first phone with the innovation of pressable buttons. Buttons on phones had been relatively short-lived, though. She missed them; the satisfaction of a quick, firm press. Perhaps a rewarding clicking sound. Now it was simply a silent tap to the screen and the phone knew what you wanted.


Easier. Quicker. Progress.


She focused on the screen, listening to the hopeful tone of the phone calling out to her family. Maybe they’d put her on speaker, perhaps even on video, propping her up on the pepper shaker, like they had on her birthday in lockdown. It had felt like they were all eating together.


Her hopes faded as the phone rang out. She watched it for a moment to see if her daughter rang right back. Maybe she’d been in the middle of cooking something elaborate. No, that wasn’t like Amelia. More likely she was still at work, or trying to fry a sausage while dialling into a conference call. Grace felt a flash of pride, as she often did when she thought about her daughter. Head of marketing for a major cancer research charity. Of course she was busy. What she did mattered.


No call came back.


Grace tried not to be disappointed. Dinner. That was what she needed. She opened her fridge and peered in. Half a block of cheddar, two eggs and a packet of greying ham looked back at her.


Caring about food had been an interlude in the later years of her life. After she’d retired, she’d turned her skills to cooking for herself and her husband Jonathan. To her surprise, she found she rather enjoyed it. Combining the ingredients and applying heat, watching the consistencies change and the flavours develop was rather a satisfying way to spend her time. Jonathan, for all his progressiveness, liked his food traditional, and Grace had indulged him with pies and potatoes in all their forms.


But then towards the end, he hadn’t been able to eat much. She’d made him soups and spoon-fed them to him, lukewarm and bland.


Once he’d gone, it seemed such a waste to cook and clean just for herself, and gradually her repertoire had faded to sandwiches, supplemented by the occasional piece of fruit. She still couldn’t bring herself to eat soup.


It hadn’t always been like that. Grace thought back to the seventies, to a hurried lunch eaten in the Concorde canteen, devoured quickly so she could get back to building her engines. Some of the men lingered over lunch, chatting about football or girls or whatever it was they were into. Grace rarely joined in; the men found her something of an oddity. A woman who, at the time, didn’t want to settle down and have a family. ‘There’s no point you working so hard,’ she remembered one of them saying. ‘You’ll have to give it up when you have kids.’


‘No I won’t,’ she’d replied, to their amusement.


‘Feel sorry for your husband then,’ he’d said.


Grace found herself hoping that Amelia never had to listen to comments like that. She couldn’t imagine her daughter putting up with it, and felt another moment of pride.


Pride was quickly overshadowed by hunger. Ham sandwich, cheese sandwich or egg sandwich? She debated the merits of each in her mind. She went to the bread bin but found the loaf cultivating light bluey-green spots. It was a struggle to get through even the smallest loaf each week on her own; her appetite wasn’t what it was. She wondered for a moment if the ducks in the park would like it, then remembered the sign that told her the ducks should only be fed oats, and grapes cut in two. Even they had gone health-mad, it seemed. She tossed the loaf into the compost bin and bent down to get a pan from the cupboard. Omelette it was.


Grace sat at the table, eating her omelette alone. After years of trying – and often failing – to get home from work in time to eat as a family, it was mealtimes when she missed them all the most. She should have gone to the restaurant tonight with her friends. Maybe next time she would.


For now, she put the TV on for company. Then she turned it off again when it was the beginning of that terrible teen show that would be rotting the minds of the youth of today. She wondered whether Charlotte liked it. She had always seemed a curious, introspective sort of girl. Not like her mother. Much more like . . .


Grace stopped her train of thought and finished her omelette, then found herself yawning. She didn’t miss everything about being young, but she did miss the deep slumbers of her twenties. Now she was lucky to get a couple of hours at a time, light sleep that led to tired days and frequent naps that overtook her at inconvenient moments. Back in the seventies, as she’d drifted off in her single bed, she’d have been thinking about the day’s challenge. The optimal angle for a turbine, the velocity of a rotor blade. Not whether she’d annoyed her daughter or got the texture of the snow wrong on her chalet.


Her chalet.


She put her dishes in the sink and carefully lifted the small structure she’d made earlier, carrying it with her as she left her kitchen and walked through the garden to her shed. She heard the neighbour’s dog barking, the sound dancing on the breeze like a sycamore seed. She took out her key and slotted it into the lock.


As she opened the door, she felt the memory of the lonely meal slip away from her.


Now she was home.


Charlotte sat in her room, wondering what to do. She would even quite like some more homework, just to distract her from the argument she could hear in the kitchen. But she’d mastered her fourteen times table, completed a short story she’d written about elephants and packed her school bag for Monday. She’d turned on the second half of Love Shack, the show she knew all her friends would be talking about, but she found it boring and couldn’t bring herself to focus on it. Leaving it on in the background, she got out a dog-eared copy of Five on a Treasure Island that she pretended she’d grown out of and opened it at her favourite section about Timmy the dog. She could still hear the fighting, but now it was muffled through the door, giving her scope to imagine what the quieter words might be.


It had been happening more and more recently, an evening in her room so her parents could swear freely at each other. Six months ago, her mother had taken on a promotion at work, and her parents had sat her down and explained that her mum would be busy but would still make time for her, and her dad would come home early more often instead.


But he hadn’t. He’d been as busy with his business as ever, and Charlotte had watched as the bags under her mother’s eyes darkened, her mood following suit.


And whatever was on that paper would be adding more fuel to the fire. Charlotte wished again that she’d put it back in the bin where it belonged.


She felt that, under the circumstances, she would be justified to ask again for a puppy – it seemed all the more essential now that she was so often alone, though somehow she wasn’t sure that her parents would see it that way.


Not alone, she reminded herself, putting down the book to peer into the tank that sat on her desk. One stick insect peered back at her. The other ignored her, nonchalantly munching on a wilting privet leaf.


Her parents’ argument was reaching a climax and Charlotte could make out more of the words.


Unforgivable. That was her mother, who had told her she should always forgive people if they apologised nicely.


Then her father, a full sentence, shrill and panicked. Not everyone thinks I’m such a loser.


Well, you are. Her mother again.


It’s the people who care about you even when you screw up. They’re who matter.


And what’s that supposed to mean? I don’t matter because you’ve been lying? And God knows what else?


Charlotte opened the window and leaned out. The evening air was fresh and she took a deep breath, enjoying the feeling of it cooling her lungs. She caught the song of a city blackbird, floating on the breeze. Then she heard the front door slamming. It seemed the whole house shook.


This was new. She hadn’t known one of her parents to actually leave the house before. Usually they’d argue, slam some cupboard doors, and perhaps there’d be some tears, but they both stayed put. There was silence now, and Charlotte wondered which of her parents had left. If it was her mum, she might venture out in search of the pot of chocolate mousse she’d seen in the fridge. But if it wasn’t? Not a risk worth taking, not after she hadn’t eaten her sausage.


She shut her window and looked back to her stick insects. One was waving his slender leg in the air as if dancing. The other was determinedly scaling the glass of the tank to the very top, perhaps searching for the freshest leaves. Charlotte would pick some new privet for them tomorrow.


It was nothing to worry about, she decided, turning back to her book. Her parents would make up. They always did.
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Chapter 3



Amelia sat at the kitchen table. Days had come and gone, bringing fresh revelations and whispered arguments. She couldn’t quite believe he’d done this to them. Not Tom. He’d always been so open, so willing to talk about everything. It was refreshing; just what she needed after years with her mother. That was why she’d fallen for him, in the beginning. Well, that and his eyes, deep and blue as the ocean, like her father’s.


Her promotion had put extra pressure on him, she knew it had. But he’d been so sweet about it. She’d told him she felt selfish, guilty for prioritising her career while Charlotte was still at school. He’d laughed, and told her that he couldn’t think of anyone else who would feel bad for wanting to spend more time raising funds for a cancer charity.


‘I don’t want to be like my mother,’ she’d said. ‘All career and no time for my daughter. I can’t have Charlotte feeling abandoned.’


‘You’re nothing like your mother,’ he’d reassured her, words she always wanted to hear. ‘Plus you have me. We’re a partnership.’


It hadn’t felt like a partnership, not for a long time. His words had proved hollow; he was so often out late, claiming to be busy with work. Now she realised it was because his business must have been spiralling out of control. But he could have talked to her still, surely? She knew she could be a little abrupt at times, and that he could be a bit of a coward, and that when they were tired, which was often, they would argue. But they were Tom and Amelia. Amelia and Tom. They loved each other.


Or at least they used to.


‘You really want to do this?’ he asked.


She felt anger rise at that question. As if this situation was her fault, her decision. ‘No,’ she said. ‘I don’t want to do this. I didn’t want any of this. But I didn’t get a choice, did I?’


He nodded. ‘I know,’ he said. ‘I’m sorry.’


She felt herself softening as she looked into his eyes, and for a moment she wished she could just forgive him. But she couldn’t. It wasn’t so much the money he’d taken from their joint accounts. The debts he’d built up in both their names. Not even the secret remortgages that meant they’d lose their home. It was the lies. The deceit. He’d been doing this for years, it seemed, to hide the losses from his business.


And he hadn’t confided in her. Not once. She felt so foolish, missing it as she had. Perhaps that was why he’d been so keen for her to take the promotion. Not because he cared for her well-being, but because he needed the extra money.


The thought made her feel sick, and she pushed it away and tried to speak in an even tone.


‘We need to sell this house,’ she said. ‘That’s not me talking, that’s the bank.’ She paused. ‘I can’t trust you. Not any more. It’s best if we find separate places to live. For a while, at least, while we work out what to do.’


‘Yes, but I . . .’ He stopped. Amelia wondered if he was going to tell her he loved her. He hadn’t said that in a long time. ‘OK,’ he said, instead.


‘OK,’ repeated Amelia, trying not to feel disappointed. ‘Charlotte’s been at her after-school club, but she’ll be home any minute. We’ll tell her then.’ She paused, wishing there was a way her daughter didn’t have to suffer in all this. But she had to be honest. She owed Charlotte the truth.


‘How much will you tell her?’ he asked.


Amelia looked at him, seeing his concern. ‘Enough so that she understands,’ she said. She tried to smile at him, but from the expression on his face, she could tell she hadn’t quite succeeded. ‘You’re her father,’ she said. ‘She needs to know that you’ve made a mistake but that you still love her.’


‘Of course I do,’ he said. Amelia looked at him, waiting again for him to add that he loved her too.


He didn’t.


Amelia stirred the jar of tomato sauce into the vegetarian mince she was frying. It sizzled reassuringly, but remained an unappetising grey colour that made her think she was doing something wrong.


She knew what she was doing wrong. She was putting off the conversation that she knew they had to have. Enough.


‘Charlotte, Tom, come in here, please,’ she said.


‘Just a minute, I’ve almost finished my homework,’ said Charlotte, flooding Amelia with love for her conscientious daughter.


Tom came into the kitchen and pulled a beer from the fridge. Amelia gave him a look, but let it slide. She could do with a drink herself.


Charlotte emerged and peered into the frying pan. ‘It’s meatfree,’ said Amelia, holding up the packet as evidence.


‘Thanks,’ said Charlotte. Amelia watched as Charlotte looked from her father to her mother. ‘You’re both home early,’ she said, her voice suspicious. ‘And you’re making my favourite dinner.’


‘Please sit down,’ said Amelia. ‘We need to tell you something.’ She took a deep breath, and looked at Tom. He was concentrating on his beer can as if the ingredients list was fascinating.


‘What is it?’ asked Charlotte. ‘Is it about the puppy?’


Amelia felt her heart break a little more than it had already. ‘No,’ she said. ‘It’s about your father and me. And you. And what we’re going to need to do next.’


‘Come on, let’s ring Grandma.’


Charlotte looked with surprise at her mother; it wasn’t often she made a suggestion like that. But here they were, sitting in their almost empty house, wondering what to do without the television. Not even three weeks had passed since Charlotte had found that letter, but her life had since been turned upside down and packed away. Some stuff was in storage, but the televisions and computer had been taken by a burly man with tattoos. Charlotte’s mother had sent her to her room when he arrived. She and the stick insects had listened to the man whistling as he took their possessions, Charlotte’s world crumbling while the insects munched on privet leaves.


‘How come you get to keep your phone?’ Charlotte asked. ‘And I don’t?’


‘We’re cutting back on luxuries and your contract is up,’ said her mother. ‘Like I explained. And mine is for work. I need it.’


‘I need mine too,’ said Charlotte. ‘My friends . . .’


‘You can still meet up,’ said her mother. ‘We won’t move far.’


‘Then why can’t I stay at school?’


Amelia sighed. ‘There was an issue with the fees,’ she said. ‘Your dad . . . made a mistake. We’ve been over this.’


‘But I don’t understand.’ Charlotte looked around the house. It seemed bigger, dustier now it was empty, with lighter patches on the walls where their pictures had been, and rectangular areas of brightness on the carpets where the furniture had sat. She’d lived in this house for as long as she could remember, and the thought of leaving it made tears push at the edges of her eyes.


Her mum put an arm around her. ‘I know it’s hard,’ she said. ‘But you need to be brave.’


‘It would be easier to be brave if I had a phone.’


‘I didn’t have a mobile phone at your age,’ said Amelia, squeezing her a little tighter. ‘And somehow I managed to survive.’


‘I miss Dad,’ said Charlotte. Her father would have let her keep her phone. She knew he would. ‘When can I see him?’


‘I told you,’ her mother said. ‘He’s got lots of work to do, so he’s living somewhere else for a while.’


‘Don’t you love him any more?’ Charlotte couldn’t work it out. Her dad had messed up something with money, and her mum was angry. Charlotte was angry too; she didn’t want to leave her house and certainly not her school, full as it was of kids she’d known most of her life. But she loved her dad. Wherever they were going, he should go too.


‘It’s complicated,’ said her mother. ‘We need some time apart.’


‘How long?’ Charlotte ran her finger along a line on the wall where a wedding picture of her parents had once hung, the two of them laughing at something that they’d never been able to explain to her. ‘Will he still be able to help me with my maths homework?’


‘I’m better at maths than your dad,’ said Amelia. ‘I’ll help you.’


‘I know, but—’


‘Come on,’ said her mother, picking up her phone. ‘Let’s call Grandma.’


‘I don’t want to. She smells funny.’


‘You can’t smell her on the phone. Besides, there’s nothing else to do.’ Her mum smiled, a glimpse of amusement in her face. ‘And you have to thank her for those rather fetching clothes she sent. Frankly, I can’t believe the tattoo man left them behind.’


In spite of themselves, Charlotte and her mum both giggled, a crack in the tension. The clothes had surprised, baffled and then amused them, the sequins glistening through a mountain of misery. ‘You talk to her first,’ said her mother. ‘Then I’ll go in with our news. It’s about time we told her.’ She shrugged. ‘She never did like your father. She’ll probably say I told you so.’


‘He didn’t mean to,’ said Charlotte, still hoping for a reconciliation.


Her mother’s jaw set, the bone flickering dangerously at the bottom of her cheek.


‘Yes. Well. Now’s the time for her to dig up the family millions.’


‘Family millions?’


‘Here’s hoping.’


It took Grace a moment to realise what the sound was as she blinked her eyes open. She hadn’t meant to fall asleep at all, but here she was, half-eaten cheese sandwich in hand, eyes closed, dribbling on her armchair. When had she grown so old?


She didn’t have time to think about it.


The phone.


She pushed herself out of her chair and hurried to her handbag, nearly falling over the dining table. She righted herself, muttered a quick warning to no one in particular to be more careful, and rummaged around in the bag, where her phone, despite its screen being lit, managed to evade her fingers.


Finally, she found it and answered.


Her granddaughter.


Grace smiled so hard she could barely speak, but of course Charlotte didn’t know she was smiling, and the conversation dried up awkwardly. Her smile faded and she asked about the clothes, and thought she heard a small snort amid the thank you, which again ended in silence. Grace found that she’d started to prattle that she’d almost fallen over the table and how at seventy-two you needed to be careful about things like that because hips snap so easily as bone density is reduced and once you have a broken hip you’ll be in a home and so often it’s the beginning of the end and you don’t leave the home until you’re in a box.


She finally managed to stop herself talking, shaking her head. What eleven-year-old wanted to hear about that? Even Grace didn’t want to hear about it. Ava would have told her to shut up as soon as she’d said the word ‘hip’.


Silence.


More silence.


‘Mum wants to talk to you,’ said Charlotte finally, and Grace felt a flood of regret mingled with relief that the ordeal of the conversation was over. Amelia took the phone and told Grace sternly to wait while she went into a different room. Grace wondered what she had to say to her that Charlotte couldn’t hear. Was Grace in trouble with her daughter?


No.


Her eyes found the wedding photo of Amelia and Tom that sat on her mantelpiece. She always wondered what they were laughing about in that photo, but no one was laughing now. She listened in disbelief. Amelia had looked gorgeous that day, all silks and lace and vintage-style flowers, whatever that meant. Grace remembered the ordeal of shopping for her own mother-of-the-bride outfit. Ava would have been helpful back then, but instead she’d had Amelia, popping out on her lunch break to inspect Grace’s selections while busily taking work calls on her phone. They’d eventually agreed on a sky-blue linen dress with matching jacket to conceal the loose skin on her arms. It had wrinkled as soon as she sat down and she had spent the day wishing for an iron, but Jonathan had said she looked beautiful.


‘All your money?’ she repeated, not sure that she was understanding.


‘Apparently he used the house as collateral to borrow for his business,’ said Amelia, in her matter-of-fact way. ‘He’d been losing money for some time,’ she added. ‘And covering it up by dipping into our accounts and borrowing at exorbitant rates all over the place. Then lying about it.’


Grace had never liked the husband her daughter had chosen; all overpriced flowers and fast cars that made her stomach turn and gallant kisses on her cheek that smelt of fancy aftershave. Jonathan had never felt the need to conceal his natural scent, and he drove in a way befitting the precious cargo in their family Volvo.


She clamped her mouth shut to avoid an I told you so creeping out. That was the last thing her daughter needed.


But what was the first thing?


Grace listened for the subtext of what Amelia was saying.


Money.


She needed money.


‘I have some savings,’ she said. ‘You must take them.’


‘That’s very generous,’ her daughter replied. ‘But it wouldn’t be enough.’


‘We could remortgage my house?’


‘I can’t ask you for that.’


You could ask me for anything and I would give it to you, thought Grace. But it sounded rather sentimental and dramatic, so she didn’t say it.


‘Where will you all live?’ she asked, getting back to practical grounds.


‘Tom has gone already,’ said Amelia. ‘I don’t know where he’s staying, but it won’t be with us, not for the moment. I’ll find an Airbnb,’ she added, leaving Grace mystified.


‘Of course,’ said Grace. ‘Airbnb,’ she repeated. It sounded like a floating hotel, but that couldn’t be right. She looked back at the wedding photo. Her daughter’s marriage over. Amelia looked so happy in that photo. Grace bit her lip. Losing a partner; there was very little that was worse. He wasn’t dead, but still. It would be awful. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said, feeling the words horribly inadequate.


There must be something that would help.


She thought for a moment. Amelia needed to save money. And she’d be looking after Charlotte alone.


An idea started to form in Grace’s mind.


Amelia needed somewhere to live.


And here Grace was, living somewhere.


Amelia could work from anywhere; the pandemic had proven that. And Grace’s house was commutable to London too, just about, if needed. The nice little school Amelia had attended was still there and flourishing, a short walk from the house. Grace had two spare bedrooms, languishing unused, and here was her daughter, talking about sky hotels and mountains of debt.


‘Come home,’ she said.


A tut down the phone. ‘That’s what I’m saying. The house is being repossessed. We don’t have a home any more.’ Amelia was speaking more loudly now, and slowly, as if she was starting to doubt Grace’s marbles.


‘I mean my home,’ said Grace, more assertively now the idea had taken hold. ‘Our home. You and Charlotte should come and stay with me.’ She paused, almost hearing the horror pouring down the phone. ‘Just till you’re back on your feet,’ she said, to make it sound more palatable. ‘Renting is money down the toilet,’ she added. That was what Jonathan would have said, Jonathan who had always got along with her daughter so much better than she had. She paused again. ‘Please.’ No, that was wrong, it sounded desperate, like she’d be following Amelia about, begging her for attention. ‘Just an idea,’ she said, trying to sound casual. ‘I’m barely at home anyway,’ she lied. ‘It’s very busy, being retired. I almost missed your call.’


A pause.


‘It’s not the worst idea,’ said Amelia.


Isn’t it? thought Grace.


No. It wasn’t.


She prattled on about the practicalities, schools and rooms and towels and meals, but she already knew that she’d won.


Her daughter was coming home, her granddaughter too, and without her son-in-law, it seemed.


They’d share meals, share a house, get to know each other again.


Grace stopped talking, sinking into her armchair as the potential for disaster set in.


What on earth had she done?
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Chapter 4



‘Does your daughter have a BO problem?’ Ava, looking rather too sparkly for the John Lewis bathroom department, was frowning at her.


‘No,’ replied Grace, wishing she hadn’t brought Ava along as she tried to decide between Egyptian and ultra-soft cotton. ‘Of course not.’


‘So she’s not going to be showering four times a day?’


‘No,’ said Grace.


‘Then why all the towels?’


Grace looked at the mountains of towels in front of her and decided on Egyptian cotton. ‘It’s nice to have plenty of fresh towels, don’t you think? And I thought we could all use our own colour. I’ll take the old ones, which are green. Amelia’s favourite colour is blue,’ she said, remembering vividly the summer when Amelia refused to eat anything that wasn’t blue. Food dye had been Jonathan’s friend for those months. She smiled to herself, thinking that she would stock up, perhaps cook a blue meal. Would Amelia remember, or would she think her mother had finally lost the plot?


‘Only you could grin like that at a towel,’ said Ava. ‘Wait till you see the toilet brushes.’


‘What colour towels do you think Charlotte would like?’ Grace picked up a yellow that reminded her of butter, then put it back again. Perhaps something more neutral would be better. Safer.


‘She’d probably rather have some make-up,’ said Ava. ‘Let’s go to cosmetics.’


‘She’s too young for make-up,’ said Grace.


‘No one is too young for make-up,’ replied Ava. ‘And girls these days. They are much older than we were at that age.’


‘That doesn’t even make sense,’ said Grace, though she knew what her friend meant. Would Charlotte have a boyfriend? Surely not.


She should get some nice toiletries, though. She’d used most of her talcum powder to make snow. She had a vague feeling that powders were out of fashion anyway. No, she’d get some pots of moisturiser for her guests, in an assortment of flavours so they could pick their favourites. Perhaps even some nice soaps, the ones shaped like fruit.


‘Everyone likes fruit-shaped soap, don’t they?’ she said.


‘You’re going doolally,’ said Ava, pleasantly. ‘And everyone uses shower gel these days. Let’s go look at the clothes. You’ll need some new outfits so you don’t embarrass your cool granddaughter.’


Grace put down the towel. She hadn’t thought of that. In her plans to ensure she had plenty of sheets and towels and soaps, she’d not considered whether she might be an embarrassment.


But she would be.


Of course she would.


Charlotte wouldn’t want her to meet her friends, not her frumpy old grandmother who couldn’t even decide which colour towels to buy. A stranger had given her money for a muffin, for goodness’ sake. She glanced down at her coat, the mud from the puddle staring back at her accusingly. She still hadn’t taken it to the dry cleaner’s.


‘God, I didn’t mean it like that,’ said Ava, looking at her in concern. ‘I was only joking. I’m sorry. You look lovely.’


Grace picked up the towel again. ‘I like the purple,’ she said, her voice a little wobbly.


‘Great choice,’ said Ava. ‘Reminds me of the Pope.’


‘What do you know about the Pope?’ teased Grace, trying to get the light-hearted feeling back to their excursion.


‘I know he likes purple,’ replied Ava. She nudged Grace affectionately. ‘And don’t worry,’ she said. ‘I’m here to be the surrogate cool aunt if you need one.’


‘Great-aunt,’ corrected Grace, though she was touched.


‘Aunt,’ replied Ava firmly. ‘Now, cosmetics?’


‘Homeware,’ said Grace. ‘I need to buy new plates. And saucepans. And a big roasting dish.’ She smiled. ‘I’m going to make a roast dinner for when they arrive,’ she said. ‘All the trimmings.’ She used to make a roast dinner on Sundays. Back when Jonathan was alive, Amelia and Charlotte and Tom would come over and stuff themselves. But after Jonathan died, Amelia had said she didn’t want her mother to go to all the effort. Then the pandemic began, and visits stopped. She was already looking forward to the smell of chicken warming her kitchen again.


‘You’re such a dinosaur,’ said Ava. ‘What’s wrong with Deliveroo?’


Grace looked at her, puzzled. ‘Deliver-who?’


‘Never mind,’ said Ava with a chuckle. ‘And I don’t think you need to worry about Charlotte being cool,’ she added, giving her a gentle push to show she didn’t mean any harm. ‘She’s got your genes. She’ll be geeky and awkward. And fabulous.’


Charlotte knew the stick insects didn’t like their tank to be moved. She was as gentle as she could be picking it up, but still, their world was shaken in a way they couldn’t understand. Sure, in the wild, the trees in which they lived would blow in the breeze, perhaps there would even be a monsoon in their native India. But nothing as devastating as this. Nothing.


‘Charlotte, come on,’ her mum called up.


Charlotte hugged the tank close to her chest as she turned around to take a last look at her bedroom. It didn’t look like it was hers any more; the posters, mainly a selection of rainforest animals to make the insects feel at home, had all been taken down, each leaving four little Blu Tack ghosts. Her bed was gone, her books packed. All that remained was the view from the window, the cherry tree still bare, although she knew it would be just a few weeks until it became covered in buds and then erupted into flower. If she opened her window, the petals would float in like confetti.
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