

[image: Illustration]





Also by Angela Chadwick


XX










UNGRATEFUL


ANGELA CHADWICK


[image: image]









DIALOGUE BOOKS


First published in Great Britain in 2022 by Dialogue Books


Copyright © Angela Chadwick 2022


The moral right of the author has been asserted.


All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


All rights reserved.


No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.


ISBN 978-0-349-70227-8


Dialogue Books
An imprint of
Little, Brown Book Group
Carmelite House
50 Victoria Embankment
London EC4Y 0DZ


An Hachette UK Company
www.hachette.co.uk


www.littlebrown.co.uk









For Mick, in loving memory









Contents


Chapter 1


Chapter 2


Chapter 3


Chapter 4


Chapter 5


Chapter 6


Chapter 7


Chapter 8


Chapter 9


Chapter 10


Chapter 11


Chapter 12


Chapter 13


Chapter 14


Chapter 15


Chapter 16


Chapter 17


Chapter 18


Chapter 19


Chapter 20


Chapter 21


Chapter 22


Chapter 23


Chapter 24


Chapter 25


Chapter 26


Chapter 27


Chapter 28


Chapter 29


Chapter 30


Chapter 31


Chapter 32


Chapter 33


Chapter 34


Chapter 35


Chapter 36


Chapter 37


Chapter 38


Chapter 39


Chapter 40


Chapter 41


Chapter 42


Chapter 43


Chapter 44


Chapter 45


Epilogue


Acknowledgements










Chapter 1



Catherine Brandon made her way through what must usually be a sports hall, past teenagers hunching their shoulders as parents interrogated university staff. There was a smell of rubber, of feet, that seemed at odds with the corporate banners and tidy piles of brochures laid out for the open day. Could her lack of A-levels be put aside? A no would be a sign, proof her new ambition was misguided. She could already feel the disappointment of it, a toxic residue gathering in her bones. Do not give up, she instructed herself, you’ll never do the things you want with your life if you continue being this weak.


‘Cat?’


She turned and saw a man wearing jeans and a blazer leaning against the history stand she’d been looking for. His eyes locked on hers and she felt a jolt of recognition. Daniel. In the twenty years since she’d last seen him, he’d broadened out across the shoulders and a short crop had replaced the tentative dreadlocks of his teenage years, but his face still radiated intelligence and interest in the world. She wasn’t sure who initiated the hug, but in an instant her chin was resting on his shoulder, his arms were around her.


He broke away first, smiling broadly. ‘You look fantastic! What are you doing with yourself these days?’


Cat swallowed. ‘Don’t laugh, but I’m here to look at courses.’


‘Undergraduate courses? You can’t mean . . . ’


She gave him a sad smile. She’d missed the A-level exams she was supposed to do well in. Hadn’t been able to take her place at Warwick University. Hadn’t made anything of herself.


‘Oh,’ said Daniel.


Cat braved a look at his face and saw him recalibrating his idea of her. Up until now he probably imagined something so very different. Maybe she was on the ground in Yemen, coordinating food shipments. Or perhaps he pictured her in a suit, preparing policy documents for a think tank. At college, they’d constructed countless grandiose versions of the future, and lying next to him on his single bed, she’d been able to picture everything he described, shivering with anticipation as she dared to believe she might one day become someone important.


She would have done anything to reverse the last few moments, to walk out of this echoing sports hall and let those better Catherines remain intact in his mind.


‘What about you? What are you doing here?’ she asked.


‘Touting courses. I run the history programmes, but they’re determined to make a salesman of me. All I seem to do at the moment is hang around answering parents’ questions. Hey, have you got time for a coffee?’


Cat was tempted to make her excuses and leave. She was going to be a disappointment – she could already anticipate the embarrassed quality that would appear in his eyes and the swell of mortification she’d feel in response. But this was Daniel. She didn’t believe in concepts as trite as fate, but if anyone could help her understand the unsettling feelings that seemed to be overrunning her just lately, the flashes of anger that reminded her of her father, it would be Daniel.


The chatter of parents clutching their free coffees filled the university canteen. It was a vast space with large windows overlooking a busy Portsmouth street, the tables were littered with torn sugar packets and disposable cups, with napkins and crumbs. Cat felt a twinge of empathy for the waitress, rushing around with a blue cloth and bin bag, whispering hasty apologies as she tried to stay on top of the mess.


As Daniel went to order, Cat thought back to their time at sixth-form college on the outskirts of the city. She’d been drawn to him from their very first history class and after a fortnight they’d gone to the pub together and ended up kissing. Like her, Daniel was from a poor, single-parent family. But unlike her, he’d been wholly unembarrassed about his background, often referencing it when lessons touched on class or social unrest. His confidence had been a revelation, encouraging Cat to want more, to believe it possible that council-estate kids could remake themselves into anything they wanted.


Such an insignificant thing she’d been, before Daniel. She’d grown up in Petersfield, a small town half an hour down the railway line from Portsmouth, where she still lived now. People went on about how pretty it was, nestled in the South Downs. But she’d never perceived the beauty. A memory of junior school, so vivid that she could recall the exact shade of golden light pouring through the classroom window, came to her. Outside, there had been a few small shrubs alive with sparrows, jostling and cheeping; tumbling down into the flower beds to flutter their wings in the dirt.


The mascot of the local football team, a man in a chemical-blue puppy costume, had been due to visit and there was to be a photo for the local paper. The headmaster had made everyone not wearing the correct uniform stand up and trudge back to their classrooms before the end of assembly. Cat had been singled out because she didn’t have shoes, only plimsolls, so she and Becky Milner, plus a smattering of children from other classes, had to walk back through the empty corridors, while behind them the remainder of the school had chattered with excitement at a grown man pretending to be a puppy.


The thing that really stuck was just how angry Cat’s teacher, Miss Jones, had been to see her arriving back. ‘Uniform? Of all the petty . . . ’ She’d stopped herself, given the girls a smile. But it had been clear to Cat that her teacher felt the injustice more keenly than she did. It should have felt good, but Miss Jones’s adult anger somehow deepened Cat’s shame. For the first time, she recognised the difference between solidarity and pity. At just eight – a vulnerable, incorrectly dressed eight – Cat had been made to understand that she didn’t quite belong.


Daniel placed two cardboard cups down on the table and took the seat opposite her. ‘So, what are you planning on studying? Don’t tell me history – that would be surreal.’


Cat nodded. ‘Yeah. It was always going to be history. I still can’t get over you being a lecturer. I was expecting someone in tweed.’


‘I’d love having you in my seminar groups.’


‘I’d stand out though, right? I mean, I’m old enough to be the kids’ mum.’


‘Barely. Not that it matters in the slightest.’


‘Would I even be let in without A-levels?’


‘You weren’t able to resit them?’ Daniel frowned.


Cat shook her head and looked away. Daniel reached out and laid a hand on her forearm. The sensation of his skin against hers was overpowering, awakening memories that had lain dormant in the cells of her body. How she’d missed him. And now he was here, at the very moment she’d decided to remake herself.


‘You must have had a tough time of it,’ Daniel said. ‘God, I feel so guilty that I didn’t get in touch and see how you were doing.’


Cat looked at him, suddenly tired of trying to be glib. ‘It’s never too late, right? I could educate myself, do something with my life?’


Daniel removed his hand from her arm and smiled. ‘Of course you can. Our admissions approach is pretty subjective, especially where mature students are concerned. You had a solid reason for not sitting your A-levels and you mustn’t be shy about getting the violins out. Just write a killer personal statement talking about how you’ve developed your interest in the subject. Talk about the reading you’ve done – drop in a few titles, nothing too mainstream, and you should be fine.’


Cat took a deep breath. She knew she’d be able to write a compelling statement. In her twenties, she’d found the reading lists for Oxford’s history modules and ordered several of the books from her local library. As she’d sat next to her mother’s bed, or made the painfully slow bus and train journeys to and from hospital, she’d immersed herself in the very same texts Daniel would have been reading.


‘What made you decide to do this now?’ Daniel asked. ‘I mean, it’s pretty brave revisiting the idea of uni after so many years.’


Cat sipped the coffee – it was nowhere near strong enough for her taste. ‘I’ve been telling myself – ever since college really – that I’d sort myself out. Mum’s recovery took four years. There was no one else to help, so I kind of put everything on hold. Then I got together with this guy, and he gave me a comfortable life. I can’t tell you what it felt like, to not have to worry about bills or damp for the first time.’


‘Comfortable is a big deal for people like us.’ The way Daniel looked at her sent a soothing warmth through Cat’s middle.


‘This is going to sound really silly, but I had an epiphany a couple of weeks back. I was flicking through the paper, reading about government cuts to libraries and I found myself getting furious. It felt personal. I remember all the afternoons I spent in the library as a girl, staying warm, doing my homework in the quiet.’ She folded her hands in her lap, afraid she might start trembling. ‘I want to be the kind of person that does shit. Someone who influences things. But I know I need to educate myself if I want to be taken seriously.’


‘It’s not too late.’ Daniel’s eyes were suddenly serious. ‘I think it’s admirable, actually.’


Cat felt strangely close to tears. ‘I didn’t imagine it, did I? I was doing well at college. If it hadn’t been for the accident, I definitely would have gone to uni?’


‘Absolutely.’


‘Because sometimes I tell myself I was deluded all along. That it was only ever a dream and my dad was right, I was just some small-town tart with ideas above her station.’


Daniel shook his head. ‘Christ, if I’m honest, I envied you. The way you’d read something once and know it inside out. I had to study for hours and hours to even come close to keeping up with you.’


Cat tucked a few stray hairs behind her ear. ‘Cheers, that’s really good to hear. Now, tell me all about you.’


Daniel looked at her and something indefinable passed through his eyes. Was it regret? There was definitely something hesitant there and it made Cat ache to see it. Had he thought about her occasionally, in the two decades that had passed?


‘I did my master’s and PhD, then kind of fell into lecturing. Came back to Portsmouth five years ago to take on the dubious privilege of being the only Black academic in the humanities department. Married a nurse, Elizabeth, and we have three-year-old twins.’


‘Congratulations,’ Cat said. There was a bitter edge to her tone, even though she hadn’t meant to sound that way at all. She was just surprised. What he was describing was so far removed from the international-statesman ambitions he’d harboured when they were younger.


Daniel smiled and drew up his shoulders, as though suddenly self-conscious. It was as though they were both remembering that twenty years ago he’d left her. Daniel had moved on with his life, gone to university like they planned, and Cat had been forced to stay behind. The air between them became charged as they regarded one another without speaking.


‘Right then,’ Daniel said at last. ‘I’d better get back to my stand, before the marketing department snitches on me for disappearing. Can I look forward to receiving an application from you?’


Cat gathered up their empty cups and placed her empty sugar packets inside. ‘Definitely. Now I know that you’ll be one of my teachers, I’m more determined than ever.’










Chapter 2



When James first met Cat, he’d not long started his new job as web manager at Stewart & Wright, an old English clothing firm known for shockingly priced coats and bags. A couple of the guys had offered to show him the town’s nightlife and he’d accepted with relief and gratitude; he was new to the area and keen to establish a social circle.


They gave him directions to a bar named Martin’s, where they said they’d meet him at eight on the Friday night. He’d been ridiculously pleased. His decision to move to Petersfield had been made quickly after his break-up with Amy, the girlfriend of his university days. His parents had bought a place in one of the nearby villages after his father’s retirement, and it just so happened that there was a suitable job going in the town.


At ten to eight, he found the estate agent’s his friends had described and located the somewhat shabby entrance to the bar at the side of the building. The stairwell stank of cigarettes, which struck him as unusual – indoor smoking had recently been banned and he’d become accustomed to the odour’s absence.


Upstairs, he made his way along a faded carpet to the bar. Several faces looked up at once. A bald man, with a tattoo of a tarantula on his neck, quickly whipped the cigarette he’d been smoking behind his back as the murmur of conversation ceased.


James’s face became hot. He felt scrutinised as he positioned himself on a bar stool, aware that, at five foot two, he was a great deal shorter than the other men and that they were right now observing this fact.


‘What can I get you?’ The woman behind the bar had a cloud of long, dark hair and smooth olive skin. She seemed too good-looking, too young, to be working in such a place, yet appeared entirely undaunted by the rather rough-looking men surrounding her.


‘Um, what bottled beers do you have?’ He was aware of a couple of men sniggering to his right.


The barmaid turned to glare at them and there was instant silence. ‘Bud or Beck’s,’ she said, beaming at James.


‘Ah, make it a bottle of Beck’s then. And one for yourself.’ He tried a confident smile. He’d never bought a drink for a bartender before, but it felt as though maybe this was the kind of thing you ought to do in a smaller town. He wanted to feel at home in this quiet community, to exchange friendly waves and smiles on the street, raise his children in a place where the parks were free of needles.


Across the bar, a white-haired man lit a cigarette with an insolent stare. James sipped his drink nervously. There was an unkemptness to most of the clientele that made him feel self-conscious about his gelled hair and crisply ironed shirt. He looked at his phone. No messages. He hoped the guys would be here soon. The other fellows were still watching him and this felt like the kind of place where fights could break out.


It got to eight fifteen. Still no sign of his colleagues. He wondered whether it was too early to text and decided it was; they might think he was uptight. He’d give them until half past. They’d surely be here by then.


‘You’re not from here,’ a guy on his left ventured.


‘No,’ James turned to face the man. ‘I’ve just started working at Stewart & Wright.’ Another nervous sip from his bottle.


‘Tommy works at Wright’s, don’t you, Tommy?’


The man with the neck tattoo looked him up and down. ‘Don’t know your face. One of the office lot?’


James nodded. He realised he was running his fingers over the acne scars on his cheek and quickly put his hand down on the bar. ‘I manage the website.’


‘What you doing here, then?’


‘Keep it friendly, gents.’ It was the barmaid. She gave James a kindly smile with just a little pity in it. ‘Another drink?’


James nodded with relief, watching her bend down to retrieve the bottle from the fridge. She had the tiniest little bottom, and James felt himself flush as he caught the man called Tommy’s eye.


Just then, his phone rang and he was greeted by a burst of laughter. ‘All right, James, having a lovely time at Martin’s? Sorry, mate, it was Tim’s idea to send you there. Bloody mean trick if you ask me, but we couldn’t resist it. We’re in the wine bar over the road. Next one’s on me.’


James let out a relieved laugh. He wasn’t even angry at the prank that had been played on him, he just wanted to leave. Thank goodness this wasn’t where his colleagues spent their weekends.


As he rose from his bar stool, he noticed the barmaid observing him. She was standing perfectly straight and there was something defiant in the set of her mouth. Surely, she hadn’t heard the laughter at the other end of the phone? She placed a new beer bottle in front of him and fixed him with a stare. A challenge.


James swallowed. The wine bar was calling. He could already imagine what kind of place it might be: music, wooden floors, younger, prettier people. But the woman’s gaze had such power. All at once, he perceived the snobbery and judgement he’d brought to this place and felt a flicker of shame. He sat back down.


If he was honest, James rather enjoyed the surprised reactions whenever he referenced the fact that his partner was a barmaid. He knew he was perceived as bland, on top of being short and nothing much to look at. His colleagues and university friends most likely imagined he’d end up with some mousy type who worked in marketing – attractive, well-spoken – someone whose name you’d keep forgetting. There was a feral beauty to Cat that discomfited everyone.


Ahead of her Friday evening shift, she was eating a donor kebab as they sat on the sofa watching the news, the stink of it was working its way across James’ taste buds as he tried to enjoy his own meal of pasta and tuna. She wasn’t bothering to use a plate, had simply spread the paper across her knees, dropping fat-sodden strips of meat into her mouth, fingers coated with grease. Amazing how she managed to stay so slender when she paid such disregard to her diet. That waist, those narrow little hips – if she told you she was twenty-five, you’d believe her, even though she was going to be forty the following summer.


On the television, a journalist was interviewing a tearful man outside the shell of a tower block that had burned down a few years back. It was obscene, actually, how the woman persisted in holding the microphone in front of his face, even though the poor fellow could barely get his words out. James looked away and with a jolt noticed Cat observing him. ‘Those poor people,’ he offered.


Cat tore off a piece of pitta bread and scooped up a mess of oily salad. She wasn’t wearing make-up and her dark brown hair was tied back into a scruffy ponytail. ‘The government hasn’t done anything to help the people who lost their homes,’ she said, as she chewed. ‘And the managers who shafted the residents with their cost-cutting are still going about their business without a care in the world. It’s sickening.’


James took a sip of water before braving another mouthful of pasta. Cat had always been passionate about current affairs, but in recent months it was though a dial had been turned up, as though she was taking each item so very personally.


The next story was about Brexit, which didn’t bode well. And sure enough, Cat continued to seethe at the television. ‘There are a hundred different ways to leave the EU, but there’s only a single way to remain. What were they thinking, boiling it down to a simple yes or no vote?’


‘It certainly is a mess,’ James ventured.


She looked at him, forehead creased with impatience, then popped the last slither of meat into her mouth, screwed up the paper and stood. A couple of strands of cabbage fluttered to the carpet, but James pretended not to notice.


‘I forgot to mention,’ she said. ‘I went to Portsmouth University’s open day today.’


He looked at her, strangely piqued: he had no idea she’d been considering such things. A whim, no doubt, but surely the kind of thing that warranted discussion first.


She moved the balled-up kebab paper from one hand to the other. ‘I should have gone back to education years ago, I’m still not sure why I didn’t. I’ve spent too long observing when I should be acting.’


James exhaled slowly. He wasn’t quite sure what the connection was, between the notion of her going to university and the idea of her acting, whatever that meant. He was careful to maintain a smile as he asked: ‘You’re thinking of enrolling? As a mature student?’


‘Yeah. I mean, it’s been bothering me for years, the fact that I didn’t get to go first time around.’


James placed his tray on the seat next to him and switched the television off. They’d had this conversation before, back when she was nearing thirty. She’d been insistent and argumentative for a good week or so, her neck flushing red with anger any time James tried to raise a practical concern. But, in the end, she’d given up on the idea, as he’d known she would.


He smiled carefully. ‘Wouldn’t it be strange for you, sitting in lectures with a bunch of eighteen-year-olds?’


Her breath caught. ‘I’m trying not to focus on that.’


James stood up, stroked her cheek with the back of his knuckle. ‘I just can’t see it benefiting you. Take it from me – uni is all about the nights out, it’s a way of delaying getting a job.’


Cat sighed, her eyebrows drawn together. ‘Maybe that’s the case for some people. But I’m serious about wanting to educate myself. It’s important to me, James. I need to prove I can do it.’


‘But, Cat, I don’t understand. We’re comfortable. We’re fortunate enough to be able to enjoy the nice things in life. I don’t quite—’


‘I haven’t earned any of this for myself.’ Her voice was cold, her face slammed shut.


James felt a stab of fear. He’d always prided himself on the life he offered Cat – her bar money was hers to spend as she pleased, and she normally frittered it away on books and cigarettes. There had never been any talk of rent or contributing to the bills. But increasingly he couldn’t help thinking that she didn’t value the things he provided as much as she ought to. ‘Cat—’


She rested a hand on his shoulder. ‘I’m going to do this, James. You might not be able to understand, but I owe it to myself to try to be the person I might have been without the accident.’


He placed his hand over hers. ‘Cat, I want to support you, I do. But this is absurd. Take it from me – university won’t be anything like you imagine. You’ll be frustrated, annoyed at the time and money you’re wasting.’


She inspected his face and James felt a wave of nausea. Her eyes were moist, yet there was something so determined, so final, in her expression. She opened her mouth, about to speak.


Suddenly, James realised: she’d leave him if he turned it into a simple choice. He wasn’t sure how he knew, but his mind raced ahead, seeing her turn away in his mind’s eye, watching her gather up her things into a rucksack. He couldn’t let her speak, couldn’t let her make a fool of him. He pulled her towards him and kissed her on the mouth. She seemed taken aback, almost losing her balance.


‘Okay, you know best,’ he said at last. He was slightly short of breath and hoped Cat attributed this to the kiss rather than his rising panic. Already, he could feel a tight little kernel of resentment in his core – he was endlessly generous, gave her a life that most women would envy. Yet for a moment he’d glimpsed how easily she might walk away.










Chapter 3



On the afternoon of her interview, Cat waited on a plastic bench in the university’s reception area. It was a high-ceilinged space in a Georgian building just off Guildhall Square. She could hear the rumble of trains passing every few minutes and felt that same fizz of excitement she used to experience heading into Portsmouth as a teenager. Maybe it wasn’t London, or New York, but to Cat, Portsmouth shared the illumination of these places, possessed of a low hum of importance that seemed to resonate in her chest.


She’d bought a sober black jacket specially for the interview, pairing it with a red summer dress that James had given her for her birthday. It was a little short and she found herself tugging at the hem, conscious of how much thigh was on display. Already, she was desperate for a cigarette.


There were a scattering of other applicants waiting – a boy in a suit flanked by his parents, a pink-haired girl with heavy foundation and dramatic eyeliner. Periodically, a lecturer would stride in and call out a name from a clipboard and everyone would look up in startled unison.


‘Catherine Brandon?’ she heard Daniel call.


She was careful to project composure as she stood.


Daniel was wearing the same T-shirt and blazer combination from the open day and was giving her a wry smile. ‘Since we’re old friends, how about we ditch the formalities and get a drink?’ he whispered.


‘What a good idea,’ Cat said. Had Daniel specifically arranged it so that he would be her interviewer? It didn’t feel like a coincidence, and this made her slightly uneasy, as though she was somehow cheating by accepting this special treatment.


He led her into the Students’ Union bar – a vast, airy space on the top floor of a white, glass-fronted building. There were only a handful of other customers, and the booth Daniel led Cat to felt wonderfully private. She reminded herself once again that she was here as an applicant, someone who hadn’t yet been given a place. Yet she felt a flare of possibility. Daniel’s vibrancy had such a revelatory impact when she was younger; who better to mentor her as she took her life along a different path? The idea of him being her teacher felt simultaneously wonderful and absurd.


‘So, is Malibu still your tipple of choice? My treat,’ Daniel said.


‘At an interview?’


He raised an eyebrow. ‘I’m having one, for the nostalgia factor. Might even make it a double.’


‘Go on then. I haven’t had a Malibu for years, but for old times’ sake. Malibu and Coke. Why not? It’ll be like we’re still seventeen, hanging out in The Centurion.’ As soon as she said it, Cat felt her face get hot. The Centurion was the pub they’d go to after class. Intense conversations would lead to frantic kissing, their hands slipping inside each other’s jeans beneath the table.


When Daniel put her drink in front of her, his grin told her he was recalling such moments too. She had to look away. This was an interview for goodness’ sake. Her job this afternoon was to convince him she was good enough to study alongside a bunch of eighteen-year-olds.


‘So, what do you need to ask me?’


‘Oh, don’t worry about that. Your application was excellent. But since our admissions policy demands we haul you in, I thought we may as well catch up before the start of term.’


Cat felt a surge of happiness as she sipped her sickly-sweet drink. The start of term. She was in, she’d really done it. She looked at Daniel and realised he had no idea what he’d just given her, how her very idea of herself had changed in an instant. This was a return to the trajectory her life was always meant to take. She didn’t have to be the stagnant, dependent creature she’d come to despise. She exhaled, determined not to be shrill, but rather to muster the cool intelligence of her seventeen-year-old self, the woman Daniel had once loved.


‘Sounds good. You know I’m still kind of shocked at you being back in Portsmouth. I assumed you’d base yourself in London, or maybe, I don’t know, Jakarta.’


‘Jakarta?’


‘We were going to be global citizens, remember? Changing the world.’


He threw his head back and chuckled. ‘Didn’t we have grand ideas of ourselves?’


Cat couldn’t bring herself to laugh. ‘We meant it though.’


The mirth left Daniel’s face. ‘As careers go, lecturing isn’t so bad. I mean, it’s flexible, I can be hands-on with the kids. It’s comfortable.’


Cat took another sip. Despite working in a bar, she rarely drank and could feel her inhibitions peeling back. ‘Comfortable has been my downfall,’ she said. ‘James – the man I’m with – comes from money. When we met, he had this three-bedroom house on a nice estate that he lived in all by himself. He was only in his twenties and he owned his own home. I couldn’t get my head around it. He had the best of everything, and he was willing to let me share it.’


‘You still together now?’


Cat nodded. She felt disloyal, speaking of James. But Daniel was perhaps the only person who could understand how strange it had felt, entering a world of memory-foam mattresses and solid oak cabinets. Even now, when she was alone in the house, she’d have the uncanny feeling that she was an intruder, moving silently, guarding against discovery. ‘I thought it would make me happy,’ she said.


They were silent for a moment.


‘And what does this James think, about you going to university?’ Daniel asked.


Cat drained her glass. ‘He’s not taking it seriously. It’s like he thinks I’m some bored housewife looking for a hobby. I’ve tried explaining just how it feels, looking back over the last twenty years and being appalled at how little I’ve done. I could have contributed instead of being a passive bystander.’


Daniel smiled. ‘I think you’re being rather hard on yourself.’


‘No, not at all. It’s like – do you remember in college when we studied Weimar Germany? We couldn’t get over how obvious it all seemed, the move towards fascism. We were practically shouting at our textbooks.’ Cat looked down at the table. ‘Sorry. James always says I sound unhinged when I talk like this.’


‘Never apologise,’ Daniel said, ‘but, you realise that university isn’t the only route to a fulfilling career, right? I mean, your application was fantastic; there was so much passion there. And that’s great, if you want to study a degree because you love the subject, I’m all for that. But you don’t need a degree to change your life. And you can be an activist without any qualifications at all.’


‘Says the dude who graduated from Oxford.’


Daniel gave a quiet laugh, turning his glass around in his hand. She remembered how it felt, the power and self-belief that emanated from him – she used to feel soaked in it, invincible, alive to the excitement of her own future.


Cat felt her smile fracturing. ‘I do know that. But maybe you don’t understand what an important credential a degree is. It tells people you aren’t stupid. It tells them you deserve opportunities. After Mum’s accident, I thought I’d find some low-paid office job and work my way up. But I barely got any interviews, they wanted graduates; even for reception jobs.’


Daniel bit his lip, then looked away, gathering up their empty glasses. He seemed almost shy with her. ‘Let me get another round in.’


The bar had a balcony for smokers, so while Daniel went up to the counter, Cat nipped outside for a quick fag. Her heart was pounding at how much she’d revealed. It felt natural to confide in Daniel, but he wasn’t the boy she’d known; she had to keep reminding herself that this older man was a stranger.


He joined her outside, proffering a replenished glass. ‘You cannot seriously still smoke? Not now you’re a grown-up.’


‘You can take the girl out of the council estate . . . ’


Daniel looked at her curiously. ‘You’re still letting it define you, aren’t you?’


Cat dragged on her cigarette, ready to defend herself. She hadn’t clawed her way up and out like he had. She was still hovering above the muck, James’s kindness the only thing holding her aloft.


He patted her arm. ‘Hey, I’m not attacking you. I just find it interesting. Intellectually you’re the equal of anyone I met at Oxford—’


‘Mum’s accident—’


‘I can’t believe there wasn’t more of a safety net. What a burden to put on an eighteen-year-old.’


Cat smiled as she extinguished her cigarette and led them both inside. Although grateful for his understanding, she’d started to sound self-pitying and berated herself; this kind of wallowing and excuse-making had to stop. ‘So why lecturing?’ she asked as they returned to their booth. ‘I imagined you doing something a little louder, I suppose. I half expected you to pop up during the Brexit referendum – maybe the outcome would have been different if you’d worked on the campaign.’


Daniel laughed. ‘You’re blaming me for Brexit, now?’


‘No, I just—’


‘I thought I’d become a researcher, one of those public-intellectual types. My PhD was on the US civil rights movement and I planned to write the definitive history – something accessible to a popular readership. Maybe I still will, but these days I’ve realised how important it is to have balance. Like you were saying – comfortable means a lot to people like us, and pushing yourself upwards can feel exhausting. I mean, I’ve got years to write my books, but my kids will only be little the once.’


Cat looked at him. His eyes had become clouded and she thought she detected something like regret lurking within. It made her feel less alone, but at the same time deeply sad. Daniel was supposed to be living the life they’d fantasised about, he was supposed to be successful for the both of them. ‘Being comfortable has turned me into an onlooker,’ she said. ‘I’m sick of it. I want to be the kind of person who shapes things, rather than just moaning about them. I don’t care if it’s exhausting.’


Daniel grinned and clinked glasses with her. To Cat’s surprise, he suggested another drink, and then another after that. She was aware of her phone flashing with messages – James, no doubt – but she was happy to stay and reminisce for as long as Daniel wanted. They howled with laughter remembering the time Rachel, their politics teacher, delivered a whole class with her skirt tucked in her knickers. They talked of how worthy they’d felt at signing up to work at a soup kitchen on Christmas day, then both admitted they’d not done anything like it since.


After they’d finished their fourth drinks, Daniel offered to show her around. They’d already taken three hours and the corridors of the history department were deserted, lights off. Cat felt a shiver of excitement: she’d soon be walking these corridors as a student, her mind swelling with new ideas. She’d done it. She was finally going to university.


They walked through an empty lecture theatre and a couple of seminar rooms, then headed over to Daniel’s office. It was a small room with two desks crammed inside, each facing a wall. The only light came from a tiny skylight window.


‘I share with a World War Two enthusiast,’ Daniel said. ‘This one’s mine.’ He gestured to the messier of the two desks. Books were piled high either side of the computer screen. There were pages of notes, in that slanted, scruffy hand that evoked countless memories. Those times in the library, his whole body hunched over the pen as he rushed to capture a thought on the page. Their teacher’s eyes widening as he handed in twelve pages of handwritten essay.


She was aware of how close they were to one another in the small room. Daniel cast his eyes downwards. A few seconds ago, he’d been mirthful with drink, but now he appeared in the grip of something strange and powerful.


She reached out and placed a hand on his arm. ‘What’s wrong?’


‘Nothing. Or, well, it’s just been so nice, I guess. I remember how much you used to spur me on. You were exactly the person I needed to meet when I was sixteen – I don’t think I appreciated it enough at the time.’


She kissed him. She hadn’t made a conscious decision to do it, her body simply acted, responding to the pull of remembered feelings. It was as though she were reaching out to that past Daniel, trying to hold the dreadlocked boy of her memories here in this room with her. His lips were warm as they moved against hers for a few precious seconds.


Daniel broke away, jerking his head back awkwardly. He looked startled, and for a moment his face became unfamiliar.


Cat felt a sudden chill. She’d just kissed someone’s husband. She’d kissed someone who was going to be her teacher. How could she have been so impulsive? He’d probably ask her to leave, rescind her offer of a place.


She stared at him, incapable of saying anything as she waited to be ejected. He turned and placed his hand on the door handle. Cat swallowed. Everything ruined through a second of stupidity, just as she’d begun to perceive how good reconnecting with him was going to be. But then the lock clicked and he was kissing her. His hands were on her hips, sliding up her waist. They collapsed onto a narrow slither of rough grey carpet, a tangle of greedy hands and devouring kisses.


When he entered her, the years fell away. She became the girl he’d loved, the girl who believed she could do anything. Cat cried out, and Daniel placed his finger against her lips. He smiled as they locked eyes and it felt to Cat as though they were both recognising the inevitability of this moment, of finding their way back to one another.


His body was stockier than it used to be, there was more of him to explore with her hands. The hair on his chest was new and he smelled different, a more grown-up aftershave, a lingering tang of detergent. But when he fucked her, it felt exactly as it did before. As though each thrust was adding to an inner store of happiness.


Afterwards, he reached for the box of tissues on his desk, passing her a couple, and the two of them lay still for a moment, catching their breath. This was like before too, an intrinsic comfortableness. No need to speak. No need for Cat to rush to cover herself. She felt calmer than she had in years and strangely rejuvenated.


‘That was . . . I didn’t plan . . . ’ Daniel’s voice was choked with emotion. He manoeuvred himself up off the floor, reaching for his jeans.


Cat stood too. She’d come here, knowing that today might mark an ending, that she might be told no. But everything had changed. She and Daniel had reconnected, they’d found one another again and she was feeling the same breathless optimism of before. He was giving her a place, she was going to university. She’d remake herself, snatching at the life she wanted, dismissing any limitations that were put in front of her. She knew she could do it.


Daniel squeezed her hand. ‘I’ve never done anything like this before. I hope you don’t think less of me.’


Cat gave him a gentle kiss on the lips and, with a fingertip, brushed the beads of sweat from his forehead. She was happy. Happy in her blood and in her bones. Happy with each beat of her heart, with each in-breath, with each out-breath. There was no thought for what might come next. There wasn’t even any guilt over James, at least not yet.


The two years she’d spent with Daniel were the very happiest of her life and she was revelling in the wondrous feeling that her connection with him had somehow endured. She pictured the two of them here in this office a few months from now. Perhaps he’d be going through an essay she’d been working on, suggesting some additional reading, or helping steer her towards a new idea. A warmth spread through her belly as she imagined him leaning in for a kiss, whispering, I can’t stop thinking about you.


Enough, she told herself. He was married. What happened here today might just be a one-off, a tribute to their shared past that would cause him endless guilt. That was okay. She would study, get her degree and start doing things that actually made her feel proud. She’d shrug off the wasted years, obliterate the passive, dependent creature she’d allow herself to become. When she looked back on her life, this would be the defining moment. This would be the real beginning.










Chapter 4



From a box in the attic, Laura retrieved a simple black dress. She used to team it with stilettos and a waist-slimming jacket, back when her weeks had been filled with client meetings and presentations. She went to the box marked ‘shoes’ and took out a pair of pink kitten heels. Fun and flirty, she’d worn them for drinks with the girls a few times. For a moment, she remembered how it used to feel, being the Laura of her old life. She’d been confident, proud, not only of how she had looked, but of how she could build a rapport with just about anyone. Recognising this nostalgic turn of her thoughts, she summoned the image of the young man lying on the road, the asphalt glowing with the reflected headlights of cars forced to brake. He’d been curled in a foetal position and could have been sleeping, were it not for the unatural tilt of his neck.


She’d made a series of promises to herself in the weeks that followed – her atonement pledges. Careless moments of pride would always need to be countered with the vision of the courier’s broken body. No exceptions. She’d make sure that every single day contained a moment of suffering, a reminder of the pain she’d caused.


Driving made her chest tighten and her legs tremble, but she’d forced herself to resume doing it as soon as she was released from prison, concentrating hard as sweat gathered at her forehead. Her favourite food had been pizza, so she’d stopped eating it, going hungry those days it was served in the prison canteen. She’d not touched a drop of alcohol. Not spent a penny on new clothes; after all, the old Laura had accumulated enough to last a lifetime.


A small voice told her that such gestures were meaningless, but this inner speaker was the part of herself Laura hated most. The part of her that, if unchecked, would quickly ensure she slid back to her previous self: a glossy, tittering girl-woman, too absorbed in the shallow pleasures of her own life to consider the consequences of her actions.


Laura’s father had once been an accountant. There’d been a big house, private school, riding lessons. But when she was fifteen, he’d been accused of financial misconduct and within a month she and her sisters had been bundled off to the town’s comprehensive, moving into a semi that was pointedly in her mother’s name.


These days, her father ran a so-called private members club, which functioned as the town’s dive bar. It was situated above an estate agent’s and Laura was breathing heavily by the time she reached the top of the stairs.


Her father was sat on a bar stool next to Catherine, a girl Laura had known at the comprehensive, and the two of them were deep in conversation, both puffing on cigarettes as she approached. Her father nodded at everything Catherine said, leaning in conspiratorially. Laura felt a pang of envy. Since her arrest, he’d developed a new way of talking to her, the verbal equivalent of hands raised in surrender, an ultra-defensiveness that always made her feel as though she’d been shrieking at him.


‘Ah, Laura, welcome to my humble establishment. You’ve turned yourself out very nicely,’ her father said. He was wearing a suit and tie, his belly straining at the waistband of his trousers. He wore his glasses around his neck, secured by thick, black string.


Catherine gave her an appraising glance as she took a long drag from her cigarette. She was beautiful, Laura realised with a jolt of surprise. At school, Catherine had been a scrawny, shrinking thing, even though she’d been in the top set for just about everything. But scrawny had transformed into strikingly slender, and her dark eyes had an arresting confidence.


Laura bit her lip. She’d not kept on top of her highlights since prison. She’d vowed to stop being the shallow person of her old life, yet even as she reminded herself of this, she couldn’t help feeling shame at what Catherine must be seeing. Permanent frown lines and dull skin, paired with thinning hair and a slack tummy. She was rapidly approaching the invisibility of middle age, which was just fine, until you saw the shock of the descent register on someone else’s face.


Within the first half-hour, Laura’s kitten heels were pinching her toes and chafing the backs of her feet. The club started to fill with people, which meant her father thankfully hid the ashtrays away and pretended to uphold the smoking ban. By that point, her eyes were already stinging, and she could feel the stench settling into her hair.


‘You’re making it too frothy. Tilt the glass.’ Cat – as Catherine was known at the club – towered over Laura as she inducted her into the art of pint pulling. It was harder than it looked. Already, her dress was spattered with beer. She made a mental note to wear something machine-washable next time. Lager slopped over her fingers as she placed the glass down on the counter and she heard Cat give an irritated sigh.


‘Take one for yourself, darling,’ said the cheerful man she was serving.


‘Oh, I’m good, thanks.’


Another of Cat’s annoyed exhalations. ‘I always accept. You don’t have to have a drink, you can just take the money and put it in the tip jar.’


Laura swallowed her embarrassment and turned to Cat with an appeasing smile. ‘I must admit, I couldn’t quite picture you here, working with my dad. You had this whole child-prodigy thing going on at school, I thought you’d be a writer or a businesswoman or something.’


‘Nothing wrong with bar work.’


‘No, of course—’


Cat’s eyes hardened. ‘I had to be Mum’s carer for four years. Kind of shat on my plans.’


Laura swallowed. A long-forgotten memory surfaced, hearing a scandalised account of Cat’s mother staggering around drunk and getting hit by a car. ‘Goodness! You had to look after her? When you were so young?’


Cat’s lip twitched. ‘Had to wipe her arse and everything.’


‘But now – I mean, like you said, there’s nothing wrong with bar work – but how can you afford to live around here? There’s no way I’m going to be able to rent a flat on these wages.’


Cat fixed her with a cold stare and Laura realised she’d been rude.


‘I wasn’t trying to—’


One of the regulars held his empty glass aloft and silently, Cat turned to pour a fresh pint of Guinness. Laura found it difficult to take her eyes off her; the outline of her body was so perfect, her hair a silken cloud that invited touch. It suddenly felt so important that Cat should like her.


‘Bloody hell. Cheer up, love.’ Cat’s father was standing at the bar, roll of twenties in his hand. He was wearing a white shirt to show off his deep tan, the outline of his tattoos visible through the fabric. ‘Couple of Stellas and a wine for Ri.’


Cat made an effort to smile as she poured the drinks.


Her father gestured to Robbie, one of his sons by his second wife, who’d wandered over to the fruit machines. ‘We’re celebrating tonight. He’s got another little one on the way.’


‘Congrats, Terry,’ said one of the old duffers propping up the bar. There was a short interlude of cheering. A few backslaps.


Beaming, Cat’s father addressed her. ‘When’s it your turn, then? The old biological clock must be ticking away.’


Cat wrinkled her nose. ‘I’ve opted not to contribute to the global population crisis.’


He narrowed his eyes. ‘I’ve got my suspicions about you. Always had you down as one of them lesbians.’


The others at the bar were all rapt attention and guffaws. For some reason, Terry was a kind of idol to the regulars.


Cat needed a quick retort, perhaps something withering about Robbie and his lack of aspiration. But, instead, she was assailed by a sharp flutter of competitiveness. ‘I’m actually going to be starting uni.’ She placed the full pint glasses on the bar. ‘This September. Degree in history.’


Her father grunted, peeling away one of the twenties and handing it over.


Cat felt hot with indignation. Let him fuck off to the fruit machines. He hadn’t cared when she was a teenager and her future had been snatched away, so it was ridiculous to expect him to care now. She should have kept her mouth shut, avoided handing him this chance to withhold his interest.


Terry’s arrival was shortly followed by the stumbling presence of Cat’s mother. They’d divorced when Cat was nine, but in all essential ways, Bernice remained wedded to Terry. At weekends, she was a tragic figure, following him from pub to pub, eagerly anticipating those moments – only occurring once every couple of years – when he’d take her home and shag her, either for old times’ sake or just to show everyone he still could.


Her mother always donned the shortest of skirts for these nights out, the scars on her legs concealed with tights, or, as tonight, with a pair of black suede boots that went halfway up her thighs. They were in the midst of a heatwave and Cat was uncomfortably hot even in shorts and flip-flops.


‘Hello, love. How you doing?’ Even as she addressed her daughter, Bernice was scanning the room, looking for Terry. Her eyes were shining, indicating a state of tipsiness that would soon be followed by cackling laughter and a wobbling, lurching walk. This was how Fridays went.


It was a busy shift and the club was sweaty and airless, punters shouting to one another across the tables. It wasn’t until after the flurry of last orders that Cat felt able to take a break. Tucked away in the kitchen, she stood beside the open window and sparked up a fag.


She’d been upset when Martin had told her Laura was returning home and would be working a few shifts until she got back on her feet. Cat couldn’t help thinking back to school and how very tired she’d become of her loner status and the adversarial relationship she’d had with her classmates. They passed judgement on her for the dilapidated state of her uniform, for her inability to fund school trips, and she’d affected to scorn them in return.


Laura’s arrival halfway through year ten had offered a glimmer of promise. A chance to start again, become someone else. As she smoked, Cat picked over a memory from GCSE English class, when Laura had been shedding silent tears over a returned essay for which she’d received a C minus. Her hair had been tied back in a neat plait, and from her blazer pocket she’d produced a little packet of tissues, no doubt placed there by a loving mum.


Cat had been kind. She’d talked Laura through the basics of essay planning, drawing a quick spider diagram of the points she might like to make, then exploring the links between them, finding a logical order, suggesting quotes that might back up her arguments. It was an easy, formulaic process, but Laura seemed to find it revelatory. Cat remembered the pitiful little nod she’d given as she’d wiped her eyes. How she’d appeared almost awestruck as she asked Cat whether she could keep the bit of paper with the diagram.


It had given Cat a happy feeling, having helped in this way. Here Cat was, acting like the kind of friend you saw in Australian soaps. But when Mr Paulson told them to get into pairs for an activity, Laura had turned to Louise Vickers, sitting on her other side, and asked: ‘Can I go with you?’ And once again Cat had been the only person left without a partner.


I’m not being horrible or anything, but Catherine smells, doesn’t she? Cat would never forgive Laura for that comment, whispered to Louise in a later lesson. She hadn’t meant for Cat to hear, and that somehow made it all the more humiliating. It wasn’t an attack, it was simply an observation. A truth. By that stage, Laura was a well-established part of the popular tribe, featuring girls with ironed shirts, clean hair and beautifully organised pencil cases. They always looked so open and friendly, but when it had come to preserving their place in a group, they could be downright cunty.


Cat could feel the sting of the remark, even now. How casually it had been made, how free from interest in who Cat was, in why she often smelled. The world of broken boilers and no hot water, coveting the last slither of soap and trying to stretch out a single sanitary towel across the whole school day – these things were most likely alien to Laura, even now. It was fitting that Laura should end up here, pulling pints. Yet something about her abject manner prevented Cat from revelling in her downfall, even though she wanted to. Laura had killed someone. What must it be like, living with that guilt? How strange it must be returning to Petersfield, to her father’s bar, after a glittering life in London.


The kitchen door opened and Roger, one of the regulars, called through. ‘Sorry, love, but your mum’s taken a tumble down the stairs.’


Cat stubbed out her fag and headed for the staircase. She had to shove past the gawpers – her customers really did love nothing better than witnessing someone else’s humiliation.


Her mother was in the downstairs hallway, leaning against the woodchip wallpaper. She’d laddered her tights and her hair was dishevelled.


‘Are you okay? Is anything broken?’ Cat asked.


Bernice shook her head. ‘I’m fine. Just a clumsy idiot.’


Cat looked up at the crowd forming on the stairs. At least her father had already left and wasn’t around to make spiteful comments. ‘All right, the rest of you, you can fuck off now. Nothing to see here.’


‘Is she all right? Are you all right?’ It was Laura, fighting her way through the dispersing crowd.


‘She’s fine. Just a bit unsteady on her feet.’


Laura placed a hand on Bernice’s arm. The gesture felt showy somehow.


Cat picked her up mother’s shoulder bag – a cheap and nasty thing, the imitation patent leather crumbling away like old paint – and checked inside. Fags, purse and keys were all present. ‘Do you think you can walk?’


‘Yes. Yes, I’m fine. I’m so sorry. My leg gave out. I really ought to run through my physio exercises more often.’ Bernice took her bag from Cat and started shuffling towards the door. ‘I’ll be off now. Good night, love.’


Cat patted her mother’s arm. ‘Text me when you’re home safely.’ She turned to Laura. ‘Shift isn’t finished yet. We’ve got clearing up to do.’


Her face burned as she climbed the stairs. Why did her mother have to make a spectacle on Laura’s very first night? She wished she didn’t care. But all Laura’s preconceptions about Cat’s family had probably just been confirmed. She decided to have another fag in the kitchen before pitching in with the clear-up. Martin kept bustling in and out, loading up the dishwasher, bagging up rubbish and making a performance of being busy. But Cat pretended not to notice. Let his daughter earn her keep, since he’d felt the need to give her a job.


When she was done with her cigarette, Cat filled up two crates with empty beer bottles and headed back downstairs to the yard. The bar had mostly cleared out, just one or two persistent old duffers nursing the dregs of their pints, but when she stepped outside, she heard Laura’s voice. ‘Don’t give yourself a hard time. It’s normal to have an emotional response to the person you love being with someone else.’


‘It’s been thirty years,’ Cat’s mother replied. ‘And yet every day I wake up and it’s like he’s only just gone through the door.’


They were perched on empty kegs. Laura’s head was tilted to one side and she was nodding slowly, with feigned thoughtfulness.


Bernice was the first to spot Cat. She quickly stood up.


Laura stood too. ‘We were just—’


Cat stacked the crates in the corner of the yard. ‘Your dad’s huffing and puffing over being left to clear up,’ she said.


‘Okay, I better go up then,’ Laura replied. ‘It was really nice chatting with you, Bernice.’


When they were alone, Cat turned to her mother.


‘I—’ Bernice tugged at the hem of her skirt.


‘Don’t.’


‘I just—’


In spite of everything, Cat felt a pang of tenderness. Her father’s newest wife – his third – had been parading around earlier that evening, and poor Bernice had to watch the two of them tonguing one another like teenagers. Cat pulled her cigarettes from the back pocket of her jeans and handed one to her mother, lighting it for her and taking a seat on a keg. ‘I know. But Dad is a shit who doesn’t deserve you mooning over him.’
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