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For Tim. Again. For ever.





CHAPTER ONE



April 2015


Jeff


Jeff pelted up the ramp towards Piccadilly station, dodging round all the people dragging suitcases or pushing buggies. He couldn’t miss this train. He couldn’t. His heart hammered in his chest, a pain there, so it hurt to breathe. He ran in through the automatic doors and up to the bank of electronic departure boards, forcing his eyes to slow down, to concentrate. London? London? London Euston?There! 10.35. Platform 7. On time. Shit! His eyes flew to the clock at the base of the screens. 10.32. No! It said on the website the doors closed two minutes before departure. He turned and raced to the gate. He could see the train, but the platform was empty.


If he missed it now . . . The thought made him feel sick. No interview, no hope of a fresh start. And he’d be sanctioned.


No money.


He reached the first carriage, hit the door-release button.


He could hear his mum going on about it: ‘Missed the train. Honestly, Jeff, I sometimes despair, I really do.’ His gran, disappointed but trying to hide it. Maybe she’d understand, make him feel all right about it. More than his mum ever would.


If he hadn’t had to go back for his phone, if he hadn’t had to charge it in the first place, he’d have been all right. But he’d missed the bus and the next one was late. He’d done a survey once when he was getting the bus for a week-long skills course the Job Centre had forced him to take. In the morning it was late four times. Eighty per cent of the time. Jeff had emailed the company, pointing this out. He got a reply eventually saying his feedback was valued and they were continually striving to improve their service.


The train made a noise, a whirring sigh. Jeff jabbed the button again and the door opened. He climbed on with shaking legs. He was sweating now. Brilliant. He’d turn up stinking and that’d be a great first impression. ‘What about the Manchester lad?’ they’d say.


‘The one with the BO? I don’t think so, do you?’


He’d used half a can of his stepdad’s deodorant. 48 hours, it said, bio active ultra. What did that even mean?


Jeff felt in his coat pocket for his ticket and seat reservation. They weren’t there. He felt the blood drain from his face. He went through each pocket in turn. An announcement came over the PA: ‘Any passengers not intending to travel with us today . . .’


For a moment his vision blurred in panic. He felt the waves rising, the shivering, clenching in his head, in his guts. No. Not this. Not now. Calm, he told himself. Just calm down.


He went through every pocket again. Phone. Key. Lighter. They’d kick him off. Oh, God. They’d make him get off at the next station and that’d be the end of it. Baccy, papers. Phone. Oh, shit! Relief drenched him as he opened his phone case and pulled the tickets out. Tucked in there, along with the tenner Nana had given him. ‘It probably won’t buy you more than a butty and a brew,’ she said, ‘but there you are.’


Jeff took off his specs to read the reservation: B22. He glanced around. This was coach A.


The train began to move as he made his way through the coach. Other people were taking their seats. There was a putrid smell near the toilet. He was still out of breath. In coach B a family of four were blocking the aisle with enough gear to stock a car-boot sale. The woman, who was holding a baby, smiled and said, ‘Sorry,’ as the bloke loaded stuff into the luggage area. The little kid with them was asking a ton of questions and not waiting for any answers.


Finally they were done. ‘Come on,’ the dad said, ‘Nineteen, twenty, twenty-three, twenty-four.’


Jeff followed them. He was boiling. He’d shed a layer, soon as. He scanned the numbers on the edges of the seats. Everything was unfamiliar. He’d not done many long train journeys: no need. And no money.


Ahead, the family found their seats and started a debate about who would sit where.


‘You sit where I tell you to, Eddie,’ the dad said to the little kid.


And the little kid said, ‘But I want to look out.’


Jeff counted off the numbers, passed a guy on his own in 15, and on the other side, in 17, a middle-aged woman on the phone, and behind her was Jeff’s seat: 22. By the window. Facing backwards. With a girl in it. A woman. A mass of shiny black curly hair, dark skin, pink lipstick, lots of makeup. Wearing a black-and-white-checked skirt and jacket, little ankle boots.


‘That’s my seat,’ Jeff said.


She looked up. ‘Sorry?’


‘You’re in my seat.’ Jeff held up his ticket. ‘B twenty-two.’


‘The reservations aren’t working,’ she said.


‘What?’ Jeff said.


She pointed a manicured finger at a small LED panel above the window, which was showing blank. ‘The reservations are off.’


‘That’s still my seat,’ he said.


‘You can sit there.’ She nodded to the vacant seat beside her.


‘It might be reserved,’ Jeff said.


‘I don’t see anyone,’ she said.


‘They could get on at Stockport,’ Jeff said. ‘And if they’ve got a reservation and I’m sitting in their seat then they’ve every right to ask me to move. Like I’m asking you.’


‘Are you serious?’ she said.


Jeff didn’t reply. He felt the heat creep up his neck and into his face. He unzipped his parka and stuffed it up on the luggage rack.


‘Right then,’ she huffed. She made a show of putting her magazine and water into a bag that was the size of a trunk, metal studs and rivets on it, like some piece of medieval furniture, then slammed up the tray table and climbed into the aisle.


‘Thanks,’ Jeff said to his neighbour. Though he didn’t know why. Wasn’t that she’d been particularly helpful. The opposite in fact.


The little boy began to snivel. ‘I want the window.’


‘You won’t get anything if you make that noise,’ his mum said.


Jeff sat in the seat, which was still warm. He felt pervy thinking that. Why had he even noticed it? He opened the tray table and set his phone down. He took off his specs and rubbed them on his shirt.


She sat down next to him, spent some time rummaging in her bag – you’d need a headlamp and a map to find anything in there – pulled out the magazine and water again. And her own phone.


Jeff closed his eyes. His back was stiff as a plank, his jaw tight. Calm. Calm.


He could smell her perfume. Or shampoo or something. It was sweet, like honey, but with some spice in too. Like those things his nana stuck in oranges at Christmas. Began with a C . . . or an L? He opened his phone, launched the browser, typed in orange Christmas spice. Picked a link, ignoring the ones that were obviously cakes, tapped on the picture. Cloves, they were. And the thing was called a pomander. It reminded Jeff of the ebony mace in The Elder Scrolls V: Skyrim, a nifty piece of kit. Whatever the girl was wearing, it was a nice smell, not too strong. His mum wore perfume by the bucketful, powerful enough to choke any person inhaling the fumes. A walking chemical weapon.


Did he smell? Jeff leant down towards his phone as though he was examining something close without the zoom and sniffed as near as he could get, without looking like a total tit, to his right armpit. He caught the greeny smell of his stepdad Sean’s deodorant and, thankfully, nothing worse. He couldn’t sniff his left side without drawing attention. Maybe later. He could go to the bog and do it. Mind you, with the reek in there . . .


He wanted a smoke. Two hours, eight minutes, the journey was. No chance till then. If he’d not forgotten his phone, he’d have got the earlier 86 and would have had time for a rollie on the walk between Piccadilly Gardens and the station. That was if the earlier 86 had come on time. But if was still like it had been in November then he would have had only a one-in-five chance of its being on time. Two hours and counting.


The kid across the way was still scriking, and Jeff felt like telling the dad to just swap seats and shut him up. Kids love looking out of the window. The twins always wanted to sit at the front upstairs on the bus or by the windows in the car. Quite often Jeff would end up in the middle, a sister either side, knees up to his chin, blocking the sight line from the rear-view mirror, to keep the peace. They weren’t much bother, the twins. Happy most of the time in each other’s company, only occasionally bugging Jeff to play on the Wii with them or to let them have a go on one of his role-play games. They had their own made-up language, which Jeff thought was totally cool and drove his mother demented. Not that there was far to drive her. Maybe demented wasn’t quite right. ‘A drama queen,’ Nana said to him on the quiet. ‘Don’t let it get to you, lad, she always was a drama queen. Centre of her own universe. She can’t help it.’


The announcement came that they were pulling into Stockport and Jeff sat up straighter, watching.


‘Waiting to see me get kicked out?’ the girl said. Woman.


He didn’t know if she expected an answer.


‘That you?’ She nodded to his left hand, the tattoo. JEFF. Letter on each finger, blurry ink, a muddy blue colour. He’d done it himself when he was seventeen and in a bad way. If he was ever dead rich he’d have it removed. His mum had gone ape when she’d seen it. Totally ape. Sean had had to calm her down. She’d wanted to take Jeff to A and E, convinced he’d get blood poisoning. Went on about it so much he’d begun to feel queasy.


Jeff gave a nod, turned his hand over to hide it.


‘In case you forget?’ she said. Like he hadn’t heard that before. ‘Short for Jeffrey, is it?’


‘Just Jeff,’ Jeff said.


She gave a little grunt. Not impressed.


Her lips were full, a darker outline round the edge. Her teeth really white. He wondered if she bleached them, had them done at the dentist, maybe. Jeff’s were stained a bit, from the smokes, but they cleaned up all right when he had a scale and polish.


‘What’s yours, then?’ Jeff said, before she could go on.


A man in a long black coat and a white scarf, carrying a leather laptop bag, stopped beside them and said to her, ‘I think that’s my seat.’


Jeff felt disappointed. Which was stupid.


‘The reservations aren’t working,’ she said, ‘so no one knows what’s reserved and what isn’t.’


‘Well, I know this is my seat,’ the bloke said, ‘because it’s printed here on my coupon. C twenty-one. So you’ll have to move.’


‘This is B twenty-one, mate,’ she said crisply. ‘You want to get yourself into the next coach before someone nicks your place.’


‘Oh, good God,’ the man said, as though it was her fault he’d got it wrong, and he swept off with his laptop bag banging the seats.


‘Knob,’ she muttered. Then, ‘Do you have to do that?’ she rounded on Jeff, startling him. ‘With the leg. We won’t get there any faster.’


He never noticed when he was doing it. Jiggling, his mum called it. Like biting his nails. Where did she get off on telling a complete stranger what to do? Jeff put his heel hard on the floor. Looked out of the window.


‘It’s Holly,’ she said.


‘What?’


‘My name. It’s Holly.’


‘Figures,’ Jeff said, glancing at her. ‘Prickly as hell.’


Her eyes went even larger than they already were and her mouth hung open.


Jeff swallowed. Bad move, he thought. What were you thinking, dickhead?


Then she laughed, a big hoot of a laugh, loud enough to stop the kid crying for a minute. Jeff felt himself start to smile and his cheeks glow warm again.


‘You cheeky sod,’ Holly said, through her laughter, her eyes dancing.


Jeff felt the knot in his stomach loosen. He’d got the train. He hadn’t missed it. He hadn’t lost his ticket. There was no delay. All he had to do now was sit tight and go over his practice interview questions.


It’s all going to be all right, he thought.


Holly shook her head and picked up her magazine, her chuckle dying away.


He got out his headphones and opened his phone, launched Grand Theft Auto to see if he could complete his final mission. It’s going to be all right. There was practically no chance he’d get the apprenticeship but it was a start. Yeah, he could live with that.





 


 


 



Caroline



‘Tickets from Manchester and Stockport, please.’


Caroline got hers out. She was pretty sure they wouldn’t let her transfer it but she’d ask all the same. The inspector got closer. He checked the young man across the aisle, who was lucky enough to have a forward-facing seat, then turned to her.


‘I missed the ten-fifteen,’ she said.


‘Sorry, not transferable. Advance tickets are only valid for the exact service stipulated,’ the man said.


‘A single, then,’ she said. She’d no idea what it would cost, buying at the last minute like this.


‘One hundred and nineteen pounds,’ the man said.


Her heart dropped. She’d have to put it on her credit card. She had thought about cancelling the trip when she realized she’d probably miss the ten-fifteen, her taxi stuck in roadworks then delayed by a diversion. But she had been looking forward to this weekend away, away from her mother, away from the kids, from the endless grind of crises and caring, work and worry, ever since last summer when her friend Gail had said she was planning a trip over from the States and would Caroline like to catch up while she was here? God, would she!


The last family holiday, to Crete, had been a shambles. Paddy and Amelia had reached an age when they regarded time spent with their parents as little short of torture. They had refused to go on trips and had complained about the rooms, about the heat, about the food. Even the beach had been ruined by an invasion of jellyfish, and the resort was full of elderly people and young families with no other teenagers in sight.


One night they had spent a fortune on steaks at a restaurant only to have Paddy claim his was like leather. Back at their rental apartment, Trevor had cracked open a beer and gone out onto the veranda. Caroline felt hot and bloated: she was going through the menopause and it was bloody horrible. She’d been to the loo and come back to find Paddy and Amelia microwaving pizza. ‘For Christ’s sake,’ she’d said, ‘I just shelled out a hundred and twenty euros and now you’re eating more junk.’


‘It was crap,’ Amelia had said, ‘just like this place is crap.’


‘The whole holiday is crap,’ Paddy said. ‘Why did we have to come?’


‘Your dad and I wanted a break, and all you’ve done is moan and complain and act like spoilt brats the whole time,’ Caroline had said. ‘You selfish little shits.’


Paddy had flinched but recovered quickly, Amelia had smirked, as if she’d won some victory, and Caroline had felt wretched. She’d tried to rein in her rage. ‘I’m sorry. I just think if you could please make an effort . . .’


‘You forced us to come,’ Amelia said. ‘It was a stupid idea. Why should we pretend we’re enjoying it when it’s so rubbish? Like totally sad.’


‘Do what you want, then.’ Caroline flung out an arm towards the pizza box. ‘But at least clear up after yourselves.’ Tears stinging her eyes, she’d pulled open the fridge door and got out a bottle of white wine, poured a large glass and taken it outside.


‘Trouble in Paradise?’ Trevor said.


‘They’re driving me up the wall,’ Caroline said.


‘I got the gist.’


‘You could have put in a word of support.’


‘Would it have helped?’


She’d sighed, looking across the garden, with its coarse grass and spiky shrubs spotlit by solar-powered lamps, to the darkness of the sea beyond. ‘Maybe not the situation, but at least it’d have been two against two.’


He had taken her hand, squeezed it. He was so even-tempered, Trevor, almost passive, a detachment that felt like a luxury she would never have. She sometimes felt she worried for both of them. She understood that the trauma and drama of his job as a paramedic gave him a different perspective, and he never suffered the angst that the kids drummed up in her.


‘Were you ever that horrible?’ she asked.


‘No, meek as a lamb, I was.’


Moths and flies danced around the orbs of light among the plants.


‘We shouldn’t have brought them, but if we’d left them at home . . .’ She shuddered. ‘Let’s go into town tomorrow, just you and me, pretend we’re on our own.’


‘Good idea.’


Her resentment had lingered for the rest of the holiday.


Now Caroline passed the inspector her credit card and he put it into the machine.


Her phone rang again and she glanced at the display: Mum. And let it ring. She needed to concentrate on paying for her ticket; her mother would ring back. Her mother always rang back. It was hard, these days, to concentrate on several things at once. They didn’t tell you that about the change of life, or not as often as they told you about hot flushes and mood swings. Your thoughts could become mushy and muddled; there was a new forgetfulness.


The man asked her to check the amount and enter her PIN. She’d even forgotten that last week. Couldn’t recall if it was 4140 or 4104. Today she got it right and waited for the tickets to print.


There was a child crying and a man remonstrating with him. Someone else was laughing.


Caroline’s phone went again. Mum. ‘Hello, Mum.’


‘Are you there?’


‘Yes,’ Caroline said.


‘Where are you?’


‘I’m at home,’ Caroline said.


‘I can’t see you.’


‘I don’t live at your house,’ Caroline said.


‘Who is this?’ her mother said.


‘It’s me, Caroline.’


‘What do you want?’


Caroline took a breath. ‘I’ll see you soon, OK? Bye now.’


There had been no worrying background noises at her mother’s end of the line, nothing to suggest she’d gone walkabout. That was what Caroline feared most, more than the prospect of the crumpets burning and starting a fire in the kitchen. Worse than a fall down the steps was the prospect of her mum wandering in traffic. There were large printed notices on the inside of the back door and the front door, saying, STAY IN THE HOUSE. VISITORS COMING.


The carers went in four times a day, to get her up and dress her, make breakfast and supervise her taking her medication, to do lunch, then tea and more medication, and then bedtime – which could be at any point between six and eight thirty.


Their appearance each time was a complete and utter surprise to Phyllis.


Caroline’s phone rang. Mum. ‘Hello, Mum.’


‘Is that you, Caroline?’


‘Yes, Mum, hello.’


‘It’s me,’ her mum said.


Caroline closed her eyes. ‘Hello,’ she said again.


‘I wanted to ring you.’


‘Yes,’ Caroline said.


There was a long silence then, ‘Is your father there?’


Not for the past twelve years. ‘He’s out,’ Caroline said.


‘Where’s he gone?’


‘To work. He’ll be home later.’


‘Can you tell him to bring some buttons? For tea.’


‘Buttons. Will do. Bye for now.’


It’s like the Talking Heads song, Caroline had emailed Gail at Christmas. I keep thinking, how did I get here? What happened? Where did it all go?


Don’t beat yourself up, Gail had replied. You’ve got two lovely kids – even if they are the devil incarnate ATM – a good man, a job you love. It could have been worse.


And it could be a whole lot better, Caroline thought. Ah, well, things would change again. Maybe in ten years’ time, with the kids through university all independent and adult. Her mother . . . Well, she wouldn’t dwell on that. But maybe then she and Trevor could see a bit more of the world, fulfil some of their dreams. Visit Cuba and Mexico.


She had imagined herself moving to South America after graduation, making use of her Spanish degree. She and Gail setting up something together: a language school or a holiday retreat where people could study and relax, or an exchange programme. The specifics were never clear. Then Gail had met Ethan, headed off to the States for a road trip with him and stayed.


Caroline had had to pay rent and bills so she’d taken a teaching job in a high school. Trevor had asked her out and, after a few months, moved in with her. One year, in the summer holidays, they’d made it to India, the next Thailand, before taking out a mortgage on their first home. Then the kids had come along.


She got out her Kindle. The weekend stretched ahead. She and Gail would drink too much and talk themselves hoarse, telling each other things they would never share with anyone else, not even their husbands. They’d complain and gossip and reminisce. For a whole forty-eight hours she would be Caroline. Not someone’s mother, or someone’s daughter, not someone’s carer or wife or teacher. Just Caroline. Herself.





 


 


 



Naz



Naz checked up on the stock as the catering manager put the float into the till. Naz had spilt some coffee on his uniform jacket on the journey up. He had rubbed at it with cold water but the stain had spread.


He took off his name badge and pinned it over the mark. It was a bit low on the jacket but better than before. Red wasn’t a good colour for a uniform. When he opened his own restaurant, he’d have to think about that, what colour the uniforms should be. Most places it’d be black, innit. Black with a white shirt or those black tunics with the stand-up collars. But maybe the uniforms should go with the type of food. Naz wanted to do fusion, Indian and Western mix.


‘Curry and chips?’ his mum said, when he was explaining it one time. ‘They already have that at the chippy.’ She didn’t get it. But she’d see, when he had a nice swanky place with thick white tablecloths and locally sourced ingredients.


‘Halal, will it be?’ That had been his big sister, winding him up.


‘It’s not going to be a curry house,’ he said. ‘It’s going to be top rate, Michelin.’


His sister had choked on her food. She’d found it all hilarious. They always had to poke fun. Like when he’d got this job, which had taken for ever. He’d passed his catering HNC and applied to half the kitchens in Manchester, Stockport and Trafford, but got no offers. Meanwhile he’d helped out in the family shop. Then he’d finally got an interview. And they’d offered him the job. Full-time. No zero-hours malarkey. Solid.


‘Train presentation assistant,’ he’d announced to the whole family over tea.


‘Which is what in plain English?’ his dad grouched.


‘Be pleased for him,’ his mum said.


‘I am, or I would be if I had a clue what he’s actually doing.’


Naz wanted to stop the bickering before it started. ‘Keeping things in order,’ he said. ‘Making sure everything is tidy and where it should be.’


‘He’s the cleaner!’ His sister had clapped her hands. Everyone laughed.


His mother stopped giggling, wiped her eyes, then patted his hand. ‘Well done. A job is a job and we’re pleased for you, aren’t we?’ She’d stared at his dad.


Naz had helped himself to more dhal and rice.


‘It’s a rung on the ladder,’ his dad had said.


‘That’s right,’ his mum agreed.


‘He clean the windows too?’ his sister said. Naz ignored her.


‘And a wage,’ his mum said.


Naz had grinned.


‘Oi, Naz!’ the catering manager said now. Naz jumped – she’d a screechy voice. ‘Chop-chop.’


‘All ready.’ Naz gathered up his bags.


‘What’s your badge down there for?’ the catering manager said.


‘A spill, innit.’


The catering manager pulled a face. ‘Right. Time to feed the poor and huddled masses.’


She said that every time. Naz had no idea why or what it really meant. He waited while she made the announcement that the on-board shop was now open and listed all the things they sold.


If the restaurant went well, though, he might get his own TV show. Like Reza Mahammad on the Asian Food Channel. He ran the Star of India in London; he was the chef and the owner.


Maybe Naz could do cookbooks and merchandise, too. A range of sauces or ready meals. A YouTube channel.


It happened, didn’t it, the rags-to-riches stuff? Like a cousin of his mum’s had started off with a market stall selling shoes and now he ran a whole supermarket chain in Pakistan.


Naz looked at his badge again. He wondered if he should swap it back. Or take his jacket off altogether. His shirt was clean.


‘Earth to Naz,’ said the catering manager.


‘I’m going,’ Naz said.


The train took a bend fast and the cans and bottles rattled in their shelves.


He’d need a name. He still liked Dawood’s or Dawood’s Dining. Or maybe Naz D’s for the more street end. Same when you got people like Dynamo doing the magic on the streets, just an ordinary kid. Wouldn’t work for the Cordon Bleu crowd. Maybe two ranges: high-end and a street-food spin-off. He smiled. He liked that idea. He really did. But would it confuse people?


He stepped into the next carriage and spoke clearly: ‘Any rubbish, any empties or waste, thank you?’





 


 


 



Meg



Someone shrieked with laughter and Boss began barking. ‘Quiet!’ Meg yanked his lead, signalled him to lie down


‘Boss.’ Diana added her own reproach, still fussing about taking off her jacket and scarf. ‘Can you?’ She couldn’t reach the overhead luggage rack.


Diana had been short to start with, Meg thought, but age was shrinking her – in one direction anyway. Meg gritted her teeth, nudged Boss out of the way and edged across the seat. She paused before levering herself into a standing position.


‘Sorry,’ Diana sighed, ‘it’s just—’


‘It’s fine,’ Meg said. But anyone with a tin ear would have heard the exasperation in her voice. She shoved the clothing up with her right hand, ignoring the needle of pain in her shoulder.


‘You’re not taking yours off?’ Diana said.


‘Plainly,’ Meg said.


Diana blinked.


‘Come on, sit down,’ Meg said. ‘Tickets.’ She nodded to the inspector coming their way. He stopped to check the group of businesswomen at the table opposite them, all fancy haircuts and dark suits. Clones, Meg thought. She’d never worn a suit in her life.


Diana sat down with a thump, more than filling the aisle seat. Boss wriggled between their feet, finding some space.


‘Who’s this, then?’ the inspector said. ‘Hello, hello.’


Boss looked up, tongue out, eyes full of canine adoration. Tart, thought Meg.


‘I’d a Springer Spaniel before, lovely dog,’ the man said. ‘You taking her to see the sights?’


‘Him,’ Meg said.


‘Him,’ the man said. ‘Good boy.’


Meg felt Boss’s tail thud on her foot. She bit her tongue.


‘Walking holiday,’ Diana said, ‘the South Downs Way. We’re starting in Winchester, then walking to Brighton. We’ll have a couple of days at the seaside.’ She passed him their tickets.


‘So how far’s that, then?’


‘Sixty-five miles,’ Diana said.


‘You must be fitter than I am.’ He stamped the tickets and handed them back.


Boss panted, looking up at the inspector as though he was the Second Coming.


Meg stroked the dog’s head.


‘We’ve done the Pennine Way but not all in one go,’ Diana said. ‘And before that Offa’s Dyke and the Santiago Way in Spain – it’s like a pilgrimage.’


Meg cleared her throat. She’d talk to anyone, Diana would. Prattle on about this and that. And people warmed to her. The weekly shop, the trip to the library took for ever, Diana’s sociability making up for Meg’s lack of it. Not that Meg went that often, begging off time in the studio at the back, I just wanted to . . . I was thinking of . . . The beginnings of any excuse and Diana would chime in, ‘You stay. I’m perfectly happy going on my own.’ But Diana wouldn’t really be on her own: she’d be out and about with the great and the good of Buxton. Never mind that Diana had to drive in there every day for work as it was: five days a week, forty-odd weeks a year for at least twenty-five years, working in the procurement department of the High Peak Borough Council. Procurement. Just the word made Meg want to stick pins in her eyes.


‘We both use walking poles now,’ Diana was saying. ‘It helps with the knees.’


Will I manage? Meg wondered. She was getting breathless more and more often, weaker too. The guides rated the route as moderate. It was too late to back out now. And the holiday had been a making-up present after the most God-awful row. Diana in tears and Meg telling her to fuck off, that she was sick of being nagged, sick of Diana, her interfering and meddling, sick of the sight of her.


Of course, Meg had been pissed. She should have left the cottage before it had got to that point, gone out to the studio as soon as she felt the anger flickering inside her.


She had slept on the sofa that night, Diana in their bed above. Meg had been frozen, even with a log burner going, the sleeping bag and blankets. Cold and shivery and, as her anger had cooled, flames to ash and cinders, the shame had come, congealing thick, like grease.


She had lain on her back, staring at the old beams, the drab white plaster between them, listening to the night sounds, the wind snapping at the roof and the cry of a fox. Close to dawn, she heard crows and sheep from the farm next door. Boss got out of his bed in the kitchen, his claws clacking on the stone flags.


Meg had fed the stove and let Boss out, then made some tea for Diana and taken it up. The bedroom was icy, the heating only just coming on.


‘Hello,’ Diana said, her tone flat. She hoisted herself into a sitting position, tugged the pillow up behind her back.


‘Tea?’ Meg said.


‘Thanks.’


Meg passed Diana her cup. There was a drilling pain between her eyes and her stomach was roiling.


‘Are you not having any?’ Diana said.


‘I’ll put some coffee on.’


Silence fell, apart from the birds outside, and a cow lowing.


‘I’m sorry,’ Meg said.


‘It’s just—’ Diana said.


‘I know,’ Meg said. ‘I’m a stupid bitch, Diana. You should know that by now.’


Diana gave a weak smile. Meg was not forgiven yet.


‘What would you like to do?’ Meg said. ‘A break? Christmas in Venice? Berlin?’


‘I don’t want to put Boss in kennels again,’ Diana said. ‘He hates it. I hate it.’


‘Something here, then,’ Meg said. She really didn’t care. Would’ve worked fifty-two weeks a year if she could, quite happy with the solitude. Which was how yesterday evening’s row had started: ‘We don’t do anything together,’ had been Diana’s complaint. ‘I’m just like your bloody housekeeper, except you don’t pay me.’


‘There’s always the coastal path,’ Diana said, and sipped her tea, ‘the south-east.’


‘That’d be good,’ Meg said.


‘If we wait until the spring, take a week.’


‘Great.’ Meg caught Diana’s free hand and leant in to kiss her cheek, holding her breath as she felt the bile rise in her throat. ‘You book a holiday week,’ she had said, drawing back. ‘We’ll take it from there.’


‘You’ve still got charcoal on your face.’ Diana smiled, her eyes almost disappearing as her plump cheeks rose.


Meg had moved to look in the mirror. It was old, tarnished, a piece she’d salvaged when they’d moved in. She rubbed at the black smudges on her chin and cheekbone. I look like a hawk, she thought, hooded eyes, nose sharp and hooked, face gaunt. Her white hair stuck up at all angles. She had been a brunette most of her life. Now she was seventy, it was like looking at a negative of herself, only with more wrinkles. Haggard. Her eyes were still blue, bloodshot this morning but not rheumy. Small mercies. Oh, who cares? she had thought. Vanity was such a waste of energy but it had always been there. A looker, her dad had called her. A real looker.


‘I hope the weather stays good for you,’ the ticket man said now, as he moved away. Boss turned round twice, bumping Meg’s legs, then sank to the floor.


‘What a nice man,’ Diana said, and shifted in her seat, her thigh warm against Meg’s.


Meg grunted.


Behind them a child was wailing. Meg considered turning off her hearing aid. She leant her head against the window and gazed at the land they were passing. Flat, the Cheshire plain. Rich farmland. Cows, crops and hedgerows, ponds and wide fields, some strung with pylons.


It would be good to see the sea, to walk the chalk hills. She thought she’d manage one way or another, and when they came home, she’d have to find a way to tell Diana the truth.
 


 


 


 



Nick

 ‘Shall we stop the train?’ Lisa said. ‘Shall we all get off and not go to London?’


Oh, good God, woman, Nick thought. We discussed this. Don’t make threats, or promises, that you can’t follow through on.


‘No,’ Eddie sobbed.


‘Well, if you don’t stop crying . . .’ Lisa said. ‘Evie’s not crying, is she?’


Because she’s asleep, you daft cow.


Eddie flung himself away from Nick, leaning his head on the armrest by the aisle, his shoulders jumping with each sob.


Nick looked up at the ceiling. He had known it would be a disaster. He’d suggested that if they had to go to the wedding . . .


‘She’s my sister, Nick. Of course we have to go.’


. . . at the very least they leave the kids with someone but, oh, no, the kids were welcomed, insisted on even. Who in their right minds wanted uncontrollable toddlers ruining their special day? But Lisa wouldn’t listen to reason and here they were. Forty-eight hours of tantrums and hassle, all playing out in public. There was a pause in Eddie’s weeping: had he fallen asleep? Nick opened his eyes.


Oh, for fuck’s sake. The coloured girl opposite was playing peek-a-boo, hiding her face behind her hands, then parting them. ‘Boo!’


Eddie laughed.


‘Right,’ Nick said. ‘You’ve stopped crying, so you can sit by the window now.’ He lifted Eddie, ignoring the fresh objection, ‘I want to play’, shuffled himself to the left and put his son down in the window seat.


‘Good boy,’ Lisa said.


Eddie looked bewildered, obviously unsure whether he’d won or not.


Nick didn’t acknowledge the coloured girl. He’d already seen more than enough: flashy clothes, slathered in makeup. Lips that size, why would anyone want to draw attention to them by daubing them with lipstick?


He was going to vote UKIP in May. No question. The rest of them were all in it to line their own pockets, kowtowing to Europe. Eddie’s nursery celebrated Chinese New Year. What was that all about? They’d do Ramadan too, and probably even the Jewish thing, Passover or whatever. English culture was being totally swamped. You celebrate St George’s Day and you were as likely to be called a racist as a patriot.


Like all that mess with Clarkson. Best show on the telly, sold all over the world. A great British export with 350 million viewers. The man excels at what he does, but the loony lefties who’ve taken over the BBC play the political-correctness card at the first opportunity.


‘Dad, a tractor,’ Eddie said.


‘Yes,’ Nick replied.


‘I want to go on a tractor again.’


‘We will,’ Lisa said. ‘In the summer we’ll go to the farm again.’


Nigel Farage talked common sense, and he was honest. His opinions might not suit everyone, not the bleeding hearts and the immigrants, but someone had to stand up to Brussels. Someone had to say, ‘Enough is enough. If you want to come here, you contribute, no freeloaders, you integrate, you speak English, you don’t take jobs from British workers.’ Nick would ban the veil, like they had in France. The state of them, men in pyjamas, the women in floaty trousers and sandals. Sandals – even in the snow. If you used the word ‘Paki’, you got called a racist. It was just an abbreviation, like calling a Mancunian a ‘Manc’.


‘I’m hungry,’ Eddie said.


‘Can you get the sandwiches?’ Lisa said to Nick.


He checked his watch. ‘It’s only eleven.’


‘I’m a bit peckish, too,’ she said.


Nick stood up and walked down the aisle. Someone had put a case on top of their holdall. He had to lift that down. Lisa should have told him to bring the holdall down to the seats – it would fit in the overhead rack.


Nick wasn’t a racist, he was a realist. These mosques were breeding grounds for terrorists and the security services didn’t have a clue. Let them go to Syria, any that wants to, that’s what he’d do. Give up their citizenship if they were so keen on Sharia law and all that.


Back at the table, Eddie had moved into the outside seat and was pulling faces at the coloured girl. She was pulling them back, tongue poking out, thumbs in her ears, fingers waggling. And Lisa was just sitting there, not doing anything about it. Encouraging it.


‘Budge up,’ Nick said to Eddie.


‘I’m playing.’


‘You’re hungry, and your dinner’s here. Now move,’ Nick said.


He put the bag on the table and Lisa began to unpack it. Crisps, cheese and tomato rolls. She sorted Eddie out and gave Nick his, sat back and smiled.


‘Horses.’ Eddie jabbed his finger on the window. ‘Horses.’


‘Don’t talk with your mouth full,’ Nick said.


‘Yours is full,’ Eddie said, spraying wet crumbs over the table.


Nick swallowed quickly and was about to reply when Lisa said, ‘Just eat your dinner. Then you can have a choccy bar and do some colouring-in.’


Nick checked his watch. Eleven ten. He felt the hours stretch out ahead, the whole of today, this evening, then the wedding, the meal, the evening do. Another night. The journey home. The utter bloody pointlessness of it all.


They were alongside a canal. Nick saw a road bridge ahead, a car heading up it. He imagined himself in the car, on his own, driving away. Leaving all this: the messy table, the kids, Lisa and the baggage. Just heading off.


Work was OK. He would still show up, or find an equivalent job somewhere else, a small town say, a market town. Somewhere with traditions to be proud of. He’d join the local cricket team, do some off-road biking, quad bike even.


He crammed the rest of the sandwich into his mouth; no taste to it. He’d a craving for something hot and salty and filling, steak and kidney pie or sausage and chips. The things that Lisa refused to cook, or only as a special treat since the doctor had warned him about his cholesterol level.


‘Apple?’ Lisa said, holding one up. Nick shook his head, leant back against the seat. Closed his eyes.


‘Daddy’s going to sleep,’ Eddie crowed.


Nick clenched his jaw. Kept his eyes shut. He heard Lisa tell Eddie to shush and eat up his Wispa. He listened to the clatter of the wheels on the tracks and tried to shut out everything else. To forget everything else. To escape into the clack-clack-clatter and the rocking of the train. And the blessed darkness.
 


 


 


 



Rhona

 Rhona had nearly rung in sick, but she knew if she did that Felicity would pounce on it as evidence of her lack of commitment, her failure to reach her personal targets as set out in her last performance review. She’d be all over her like a rash.


‘You don’t mind sitting backwards?’ Felicity said, not so much a question as an instruction.


Rhona shrugged, ‘No problem.’ She noticed that Felicity hadn’t asked Agata if she’d sit backwards.


Rhona had taken time off recently when Maisie had chickenpox. And when she’d returned, Felicity had given two of Rhona’s biggest clients to Agata, the Polish girl.


‘The best way to ensure continuity of service,’ Felicity said, when Rhona had queried it. And Felicity gave that smile, a wide beam, eyes flashing. Like an attack dog just before it strikes. Daring Rhona to be awkward, to protest.


Rhona didn’t dare confide in Agata. Agata was smart, ambitious and as good as Rhona, if not better, at what she did, and the way Felicity worked was to isolate individuals for either favour or censure. Divide and rule. As line manager, she kept each of the team in her orbit and encouraged them to come to her and her alone, with questions or concerns. Rhona saw all of this, knew all of this – even understood the irony that the recruitment agency was itself riven by poor staff relations – but could think of no way out. Not until she’d secured another position, in Manchester or nearby. But that would mean a reference from Felicity and she could imagine how mealy-mouthed she would be.

OEBPS/images/cover.jpg





