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Chapter 1

Today will be uneventful. I am determined of it. Because, until I kiss her goodbye, my eighteen-year-old daughter’s big adventure hasn’t yet started, the situation is under control and nothing will go wrong. Not on my watch.

‘Why are we so early?’ Frankie asks.

‘We’re not,’ I reply. ‘We’re on time. There is a difference.’

Punctuality has never been one of her defining features. But I refused to risk any drama this morning, so bustled her out of the house exactly when we were supposed to leave. If she’s forgotten anything now, she will have to buy it when she gets to France.

I click on the indicator and turn towards the station, as something occurs to me. 

‘Did you move that rape alarm to the front pocket of your rucksack? I read somewhere that they’re not allowed in hand luggage.’ I say this in a casual tone, to hide how much I’ve been dreading this day, when she leaves home to travel around Europe, despite my certainty that it’s only minutes since she was crawling around in nappies.

‘Yeah, I think so.’

‘So is your Air Tag on the small bag?’

‘Yep.’

‘And you’ve checked that the location is switched on in your mobile settings?’

She exhales and turns to me. ‘Mum, seriously. Is this really necessary? You’ve spent years telling me you went Interrailing round Europe before anyone even invented the iPhone. Why do I need more tracking devices than James Bond?’

‘You might thank me one day,’ I reply, standing my ground.

‘I’m sure I will,’ she concedes. ‘Although not for that stupid whistle you want me to wear round my neck . . .’

‘What’s wrong with the whistle? It could be very handy.’

‘Yes – for all those times when I want to run an impromptu PE lesson.’

I let out a little laugh, which is followed by an urgent need to cry. The defiant look in my daughter’s eyes softens into something else, which I fear might be pity.

‘It’s only six months,’ she says.

‘I know!’ I smile, breezily. ‘And for the record, I’m really happy you’re doing this.’

This is true. At least partly. After finishing her A levels, Frankie had been working in a care home to save money. She said she enjoyed it for the most part – and when I picked her up after her shifts, she’d regale me with stories about her beloved residents. But they were constantly understaffed, the hours were unsociable and there are obvious issues with becoming as friendly as she was with her ninety-something-year-old charges – she was heartbroken whenever the worst happened. 

The point is, she’s earned this adventure. I want it for her. Or at least, I want to want it for her. And I know my role here is to stand at the sidelines, cheering her on as she has the time of her life, even if I’m left at home quietly having a nervous breakdown. 

Because her leaving isn’t temporary, not really.

Although Frankie will return to the UK at the end of August, she’ll head to Birmingham almost immediately afterwards to start a degree in Performing Arts. All of this leaves me grappling with the unassailable reality that I am now classed as an ‘empty nester’. And how can I possibly be old enough for that?
I googled that term the other day – you know, just to torture myself. The images it threw up were of women who looked old enough for a Stannah stairlift. I might regularly have to remind myself that the new millennium didn’t happen roughly a decade ago and that the cool kids are no longer listening to Radiohead, but things haven’t quite come to that.

‘You have nothing to worry about, Mum,’ Frankie continues, clearly not buying my reassurances. ‘I’m a grown woman. I know what I’m doing.’ 

I don’t contradict her, but there’s mistake number one right there. She thinks she knows what she’s doing because she’s eighteen years old. It’s only when you get to my age – forty-seven – that you realise you know absolutely nothing and never have. Still, having brought my daughter up to be a good little feminist, I am in no position to complain when she considers herself independent and capable. But there is one last thing I do need to get off my chest.

‘Will you promise me that you won’t ever, under any circumstances, try hitchhiking?’ 

Much as I love my daughter, she has form for acting before she thinks. My worst nightmare is that she’ll run out of money one day and be tempted to recreate the opening scene of every horror B movie by jumping in with some random lorry driver. 

‘We have already had this conversation,’ she points out. ‘Not everyone in the world is out to get us, Mum.’

‘Well, that’s true. But some are – and you don’t know which is which. Promise me.’

She turns to me and smiles sweetly. ‘Cross my heart.’

I find a spot in a multistorey car park next to the station, and we get out. I open the boot and haul out her rucksack, before helping her to hoist it onto her back.

‘What are you going to do with yourself when I’m gone?’ she asks, as we head towards the station.


‘Oh . . . who knows. I’m sure I’ll keep busy.’

‘I don’t mean work,’ she says, with a note of disdain. ‘I mean something interesting. You must have put some thought into it.’

I have not had time for thought. But I can’t imagine myself being at a loose end, no matter what the circumstances. Like most women of my generation, I don’t have the capacity to be idle. You’d never catch me reclining on a chaise longue, G&T in hand in the middle of the afternoon – though, come to think of it, maybe I’ve been doing life all wrong.

I do have interests outside Frankie and my job, as a senior buyer for a national chain of homeware and fashion stores.

I work out at the gym regularly. Occasionally, I’ll babysit for my brother. I have also been dating, though I use the term in its loosest sense. Still, it’s hard to deny that this probably is what’s been happening between Gavin and me on Friday nights lately.

If Frankie’s departure leaves me with any spare time, then I have plenty to fill it with – the kind of jobs I’ve promised myself for years I’ll get round to one day. Such as organising my drawers like the women on Instagram with their cleaning hacks, or pre-preparing nutritious salads in mason jars every Sunday, or rubbing lemon-scented essential oils on my sofas. Maybe I’ll take up Gavin’s offer to start ­training with him more often at Pure Fitness. It’s certainly possible that I have actual abs hiding somewhere underneath those squidgy bits.

I’ve only got as far as listing the salads when Frankie stifles a yawn. I turn to her, with an offended frown.

‘Sorry!’ she laughs. ‘It just doesn’t sound hugely fascinating, you must admit.’

‘Just because I don’t plan to go paragliding every weekend,’ I reply, as the doors to the station open and something occurs to me. ‘You’re not planning on going paragliding, are you?’


But by now she’s marching across the concourse, looking every inch the student backpacker in frayed jeans, DMs and a faded hoodie that is unlikely to smell of my fabric conditioner for much longer.

She is a head-turner, my daughter, long-legged and beautiful by anyone’s definition. Though she is light-skinned, she has her dad’s Afro hair, which – after a decade of battling with straighteners – she now wears natural, like when she was a little girl. It was a conscious decision to embrace her mixed-race heritage, and it looks gorgeous in my view. Not that any teenage daughter cares about her mother’s opinion on near enough anything as far as I can tell.

‘Will you text me as soon as you get to France?’ I ask.

‘Of course,’ she says soothingly, like she’s reassuring an anxious five-year-old on her first day of school. 

‘Thanks, love,’ I say, in the full knowledge that it’s never going to happen.

Milly is waiting for us on the station platform. Frankie’s best friend is almost a foot shorter than she is, with a severe, brown bob that reminds me of the hair on a Lego figure. Flanked by both parents, she is dressed like a Cub Scout Akela, compass attached to her straps, sturdy walking boots and a rucksack so big it threatens to tip her over. 

‘Hello, Mrs Lawrence.’ 

I have tried to persuade Milly to call me Jules, to no avail. Even when she overindulged in Krispy Kremes at a sleepover once – and I found myself rubbing her back while she retched into a toilet bowl – she still managed to croak, ‘Sorry Mrs Lawrence. I hope I didn’t ruin your shoes . . .’ 

Being off her face on doughnuts is about as wild as it gets for Milly. That is my glimmer of hope – the only thing that will allow me to sleep for the next six months. If nothing else, I know I can count on Frankie’s cautious, sensible friend to keep her on the straight and narrow.


We wait on the platform, chatting until the train to ­London pulls in. From there, the girls will take the Eurostar to Paris and spend their first night in a pre-booked hostel whose ­TripAdvisor reviews I have studied extensively. As the doors open, an audible whimper escapes from Milly’s mother’s throat. Frankie throws me a look that renews my determination not to be that woman.

‘This is it then,’ I say, brightly. Frankie steps forward and takes a deep breath. ‘Your dad would’ve been so proud of you,’ I whisper.

At that, she seems to swallow something stuck in her throat and a glaze begins to form on her eyes. Then she coughs and smiles and opens her arms wide. 

‘Come on then. Bring it in,’ she says. 

I fold myself into her embrace and squeeze, as she pats me on the shoulder, like I’m the child, not her, something she did even when she was tiny. I have a sudden memory of those hugs she’d give me before parties or camping trips, when she’d tell me how much she was going to miss me, before promptly disappearing without a second glance. 

Which is near enough what happens now.

‘One last thing,’ I say, as she steps onto the train. She turns to look at me. ‘Have the time of your life, all right?’

She blows me a kiss and waves.

‘Love you, Mum!’ she calls out, before stepping inside.

My head is like a pinball machine on the drive home, indefinable worries ricocheting from side to side. I’ve always been an overthinker, but perimenopause has brought levels of anxiety which were never going to be improved by Frankie’s announcement that she was planning this trip. The thought punches me in the gut. 

She’s really gone. 

Tears prick my eyes as the stiff upper lip I’ve maintained for most of the morning dissolves. For a few indulgent moments, I consider going all in and pulling over to find ABBA’s ‘Slipping Through My Fingers’ on Spotify. But my schedule is tight and I’m due in a video meeting in half an hour, which barely leaves enough time to get home, splash my face with water and find a filter fuzzy enough to hide my swollen eyes.

I live in a long, curving road in a conservation area of Roebury, a few miles from the centre of Manchester. It’s flanked by huge trees and old houses, though ours is relatively new, built in the 1930s, and nothing like as big as some of the others.

It’s a nice enough place, especially on a day like today, when it’s crisp and chilly but a bright sun shines high in a cobalt sky. It’s also not far from the house where I grew up – 
though I haven’t lived in Roebury my whole life. I spent ­fifteen blissful years in London and only returned the year Ed and I got married, when he was promoted. Frankie had just turned four and we needed to settle before she started primary school. I remember the estate agent at the time banging on about the open-plan kitchen, original features and tennis club right next door.

‘Do you play?’ he’d asked.

‘Not if I can help it,’ I replied, which made him chuckle. I didn’t bother going into the fact that my last brush with the sport could still induce full body chills and, consequently, the ‘delightful view’ from the master bedroom window at the back of the house – six well-maintained courts overlooked by woodland and an attractive clubhouse – left me cold. 

Besides, that view comes with a price. 

In summer, parking – already at a premium around here – is hellish, when opposition players arrive for league fixtures every evening. My driveway was not built for big, modern cars and the gateposts are so narrow that if someone leaves their vehicle opposite, I struggle to get in or out. I discovered this shortly after moving in when I was blocked in overnight by a marquee firm van emblazoned with the words, ‘Satisfaction With Every Erection’. 

Thankfully, things have improved since I wrote a ­letter to the club chairman, who arranged for yellow lines to be painted on the road. It was a small victory, but not one I’m proud of. I hate the idea that this is the start of a slow descent into the ‘Not In My Backyard’ brigade. I feel no affinity with the kind of person who starts petty petitions about pedestrianisation or phones the local paper about the colour of wheely bins. I think of myself as cosmopolitan and easy-going, not some pearl-clutching curtain-twitcher who gets their knickers in a twist over issues such as parking. But what can I say? Living next to that club has changed me.

In every other way, I love where I live, though that’s partly due to the time and energy I’ve spent unleashing my creativity on the house. I love playing with bold patterns and eclectic wallpapers, surprising details and colour. Over the years, I’ve treated myself to the odd luxury item, but there’s also a whole load of flea market finds – botanical prints from antique books or ceramics picked up on holiday in Italy, France or New York. Of course, with Frankie around, it’s not exactly stayed in pristine order . . .

As I enter the house, I step over the suede boots she kicked off in the hall, after making a last-minute decision to leave them behind. Her jacket is flung over the banister and there’s a smoothie holder dribbling blended banana and almond milk onto the side table. I close the door and pause for a moment. 

The silence nearly breaks my eardrums. 

I tell myself to snap out of this and throw my keys on the table. Which is when I spot something that makes the backs of my knees unhinge. Frankie’s passport.






Chapter 2

The first thing I tell Frankie on the phone is that she mustn’t panic, as if I am not almost radioactive with stress myself. I won’t repeat the expletives that splutter from her mouth like a backfiring lawn mower; suffice it to say that I hope she is not sitting near anyone of delicate sensibilities. Still, I take the same approach as with all domestic disasters that have befallen us over the years and mentally flick through a Rolodex of possible solutions, plump for the least-worst option and set about making it work. Somehow. 

The plan I come up with involves Frankie and Milly jumping off at the next station, while I cancel my Zoom, bomb it down the motorway and deliver the passport in time for them to catch the next available London train. This should only put them an hour or so behind and let them still just about make it to their Eurostar booking. If not, they’ll have to blow the budget for the first two weeks on a same-day ticket. But I’m not going to let that happen. Sweat prickles on my brow. This will be fine.

I leap into the car, pull up my boss’s number on my phone and throw the gearstick into reverse. I press call as I yank off the handbrake, glance in the wing mirrors and start to back down the drive. 

‘Angus Whittingstall’s office,’ says his secretary as she answers, at the precise moment when I get a proper look in the rear-view mirror.

‘Fuck!’ 

‘Pardon?’


I slam on my brake. ‘Carole! Sorry.’

I swivel in my seat to look through the back window, in the hope that my eyes might be deceiving me. But no. Someone really has chosen now to park on the yellow lines and block me in. A bolt of anxiety shears down my centre. 

‘Carole, it’s Jules. I’m due to meet Angus at one o’clock but something’s come up. I’m going to be late.’

‘Nothing serious I hope?’ she asks, concerned.

‘No. I mean . . . yes.’

‘Is someone ill? The wait in A&E is enormous at the moment.’

‘No, it’s not—’

‘There’s a lady I do Zumba with who sat in a waiting room for hours with her husband last week. Bad chest. They were there most of the day, before being sent away with a packet of paracetamol and some Vicks VapoRub. Can you believe that? Still, he did play golf the next day so it can’t have been that bad.’

‘Carole, I’m sorry. Can we just rearrange the meeting?’

‘Of course! Let me just have a peek at Angus’s diary.’

‘Could I phone you later to rearrange?’

‘Better to sort it now. I’m going on my lunch soon.’

The next few moments are punctuated with the tip tap of Carole’s nails on her keyboard. My palpitations begin to roll like a snare drum.

‘Carole, I—’

‘February 28th at 3pm?’

‘Great!’ 

‘Oh no.’

‘What?’

‘That’s the volunteer community clean-up day.’

‘Right.’

‘You should have it in your diary already. I put you down for plastics. I still haven’t decided who I’m giving the poo bags to yet. I’m torn between Nigel in accounts and Gillian in—’

We’re interrupted by a call from Frankie’s number. I mutter an apology to Carole and cut her off. 

‘Just wondering how long you’re likely to be?’ my daughter asks.

‘I have no idea,’ I sigh. ‘I’m going as fast as I can.’

‘Could you give us a rough estimate? Only, I thought we could go to Pizza Express but Milly isn’t sure we’ve got time?’

I try not to sound too exasperated, aware that this is already far from the touching farewell I was hoping for.

‘Frankie, I don’t know. I’ll have a better idea if you let me get off this phone and on the road.’

‘Haven’t you even left?’ 

‘I’m trying to!’

‘All right!’ she huffs, as we end the call and I leap out, striding across the road to the dark blue saloon that’s causing the problem. My nerves are now so frayed that my hair is almost standing on end and I feel a surge of annoyance at the anonymous Hyundai-driving wanker responsible for this. Parking might be at a premium around here, but how selfish do you have to be to abandon your car without a thought about who you might be inconveniencing? 

I peer in through the window and spot a fuzzy yellow ball on the passenger seat. 

I might have known.

I march to the entrance of the tennis club, imagining the type of person who might be responsible for this. I’ve met their kind at the school gates, the ones who swing a top-of-the-range 4x4 – because it’s always a top-of-the-range 4x4 – onto the no-parking zone, leaving kids, strollers and crossing guards to dive for cover. I’d simmer with disapproval with the other parents, but never went as far as challenging anyone. I’ve never had the time to be a vigilante, let alone the guts. But today’s different. Today, I have the guts, the inclination and a genuine emergency to contend with.

I go to push open the metal gate, but it’s locked and, as I’m not a member, I’ve never been given the key code. I rattle it a couple of times, to no avail. Then I see someone through the netting: a guy, alone on one of the middle courts, next to a tub of tennis balls. He is about to serve, his arm stretched high. I clear my throat as his body begins to unfurl.

‘EXCUSE ME!’ 

When the ball catapults into the net, he turns to look in my direction, as if it was my fault.

He is tall and lean, dressed in dark sportswear, the sleeves of his tracksuit top pushed up muscular forearms. He’s wearing a beanie and sunglasses and has a clipped salt-and-pepper beard. I can see enough of his physique to recognise that he’s attractive, if you like that sort of thing. I, however, am immune to hotness. It’s one of my superpowers. 

So when I address him, it’s with the same air of authority that I’ve always secretly admired in the receptionist of our GP surgery, who accepts zero bullshit and probably took part in the Spanish Inquisition in a previous life. 

‘Do you drive a Hyundai?’ I ask.

‘I’m sorry?’ he says, cupping a hand to his ear.

‘A HYUNDAI,’ I repeat. ‘There’s one blocking me in. Is it yours?’

He shakes his head, apologetically. ‘Not me I’m afraid.’

‘Urgh,’ I mutter to myself, before remembering the tennis ball on the front seat. ‘Is anyone else here? Apart from you, I mean?’ 

He starts walking in my direction. ‘Just me. Is there anything I can do to help?’

But it’s not a knight in shining armour that I need right now, not unless it’s one who drives a tow-truck.


‘I need to find the owner of that,’ I say, pointing at the offending vehicle. ‘Honestly, people like that shouldn’t be allowed on the road. What a sense of entitlement. No thought for anyone else whatsoever.’

‘Are we . . . talking about the dark blue one?’ he asks, reaching the edge of the court.

‘Yes.’

‘That’s a Lexus.’

‘I . . . is it?’ My brow wrinkles as I peer to identify the badge, then remind myself this isn’t the point. ‘Look, I don’t care what it is, only that whoever owns it blocked me in. Idiot.’

He reaches for the back of his neck and scratches it, looking away awkwardly. I glare at him in realisation. ‘So it is yours?’

He winces. ‘I’ll get my keys, shall I?’

‘Thank you,’ I snap, turning away.

‘I’ll be a minute. I left them in the clubhouse.’ 

‘Oh for God’s sake,’ I mutter, which he clearly hears.

‘Look, I’m sorry,’ he says, indignantly. ‘But I don’t see how I could have blocked you in. I just parked next to the pavement, like anyone would.’

‘On yellow lines,’ I say tersely. ‘They’re there for a ­reason.’ If there is one thing I haven’t got time for now, it’s a lengthy explanation about the problematic distance between my gateposts.

‘But I didn’t see any . . .’ His voice trails off before he can finish the sentence and he raises his hand to his sunglasses as if he’s about to adjust them. ‘Do we know each other?’

There is something vaguely familiar about him now that he mentions it, but I’m not about to stop and try to work out why.

‘No. Look please just get your keys and move the car,’ I plead, before walking away decisively and getting back into my vehicle.

He moves his a minute later. 


As he drives down the road, looking for somewhere else to put it, I pull out and look at the space he’s vacated. It’s then that I realise Bill’s hedge has shed most of its bronze beech leaves in last night’s wind. The yellow lines are completely covered.

I feel a twinge of remorse, but not enough to apologise. My only priority now is delivering that passport. 

The traffic is terrible and the journey not helped by another call from Carole to tell me that Angus has made a gap for me in an hour, adding another deadline and layer of stress. I arrive at the station with minutes to spare, abandon the car outside and sprint cinematically along the platform, zigzagging through passengers and leapfrogging someone’s handy shopper. None of this is easy, even in Converse and especially after I stumble into a flock of pigeons having a dinner party outside Subway. They promptly take flight, directly into my face.

‘Cheers, Mum. And sorry! You’re a star!’ Frankie calls out, as I thrust the document at her and she jumps through the sliding doors of a train for the second time.

I back away, snorting a feather from my nose. I then limp back to the spot where I parked, blisters already forming on my little toes, only to find a traffic officer taking down my registration. I make a flaccid attempt to explain, then give up, slinking into my seat with a shameful pang of nostalgia for the nineties, when a quick flutter of my eyelashes might have made this go away.






Chapter 3

My brother has been grating lemon rind for so long that I’m convinced his chicken dish will taste like floor cleaner. Jeff would deny that he’s distracted, of course. Least of all by the cocktails he’s been whipping up at any opportunity since his husband Andy sent him on a mixology masterclass for Christmas.

‘Can I do anything to help?’ I say, peering at his recipe book. 

‘Hands off my Ottolenghi,’ he scolds me. ‘You know I don’t approve of meddling.’

‘Didn’t you say this had to be in the oven by seven so it’s ready by the time the others get here?’ I point out, but he nudges me out of the way, says it’ll be fine and cranks up a Blondie track instead.

I retreat to the dining table to pick up my phone. When there’s no new text, I click on WhatsApp to look there too.

Jeff peers out from behind the fridge door. 

‘Jules. For crying out loud.’

‘What?’ I ask innocently. 

‘She only messaged an hour ago.’

I straighten my spine. ‘I was checking tomorrow’s weather, if you must know.’

His lips purse. ‘So what does the forecast say?’

‘Rain,’ I say, defiantly.

He locks eyes with me. ‘What percentage?’

‘What?’


‘We live in Manchester and it’s February. Of course it’s going to rain,’ he drawls. ‘What’s the percentage?’

‘Who do you think I am, Alexa? Anyway, it’s been sunny for the last two days.’

‘I think we both know that you were checking on Frankie,’ he replies. 

I take a mouthful of my gimlet. Then another. 

‘So what?’ I confess, resentfully. ‘Given my mad dash with the passport yesterday, you can hardly blame me for wanting to satisfy myself there have been no more dramas.’

He sighs and backs off, shaking his head. ‘Poor Frankie,’ he says affectionately, finally opening the oven door to slide in his casserole dish.

‘Poor Frankie? I was the one who had to rearrange meetings, pay for a parking ticket and have a run-in with some random bloke at the tennis club. If something like this happens before she’s even left the country, how is she going to manage for the rest of the trip?’

‘She will be fine,’ Jeff says firmly, though it’s impossible to know if he actually believes this or is simply contradicting everything I say because that’s what we’ve always done. 

My brother and I love each other deeply, but we love bickering almost as much. It’s a family sport. One we’ve been playing forever and which anyone without the good fortune of having a sibling relationship as close as ours might think indicates we don’t get along. 

In reality, nothing could be further from the truth. I adored him from when I was tiny. Every photo album we’ve got from the 1980s is filled with pictures of me gazing up at him in admiration, surrounded by My Little Ponies, or at a table for a tea party while I served invisible cups of Earl Grey. I’d have done anything for him. Despite being a shy, frankly cowardly child, I once challenged a boy to a fist fight for sneeringly calling Jeff ‘gay’. To my astonishment, the kid backed down, at which point Jeff hugged me, declared me his hero and added, ‘But you do know I am gay, right?’

‘Can I give you a manicure, Aunty Jules?’ Bella, Jeff’s ­eleven-year-old daughter enters the room with her beauty case, followed by one of the family’s three cocker spaniels.

‘It’s nearly bedtime, sweetheart,’ Jeff says. ‘Time to get your PJs on.’

‘But you said I could stay up late if I finished my English homework, the essay about my favourite sandwich. I’ve written five pages.’ 

Jeff’s eyes widen. ‘Must have been a hell of a sandwich.’

‘My nails are in need of some TLC,’ I tell him, examining them.

‘Oh, go on then,’ he replies, kissing Bella on the head, before she happily skips over to me and takes out a bottle of polish. 

Jeff and Andy had been talking about adoption for years before they got serious about it. It was a big step, but I was still never sure what took them so long. Jeff did once drop into a conversation that he was worried about ­people treating a child differently because they had two dads, to which I delivered an impassioned speech about how he simply mustn’t let other people’s prejudices prevent him. We were in the veg aisle at Sainsbury’s at the time. He told me to shush and stop threatening him with a courgette. But I remain confident to this day that I was instrumental in persuading him it was a good idea, even if, annoyingly, I’ve since heard him attribute their decision to an episode of Modern Family. 

He and Andy were finally introduced to Bella as a curly-haired sixteen-month-old, after they’d jumped through endless hoops, sat through panel meetings and were ­vetted by social workers. He dived into parenthood wholeheartedly. One minute, he was a man with a wardrobe full of Italian investment pieces, whose idea of a fun weekend involved vineyard tours of the Duoro Valley. The next, he was embracing the noisy, vaguely unhygienic world of soft play and Splash Land. He’s even the chair of the school PTA these days, so spends weekends planning end-of-term discos and selling tea towels printed with Year 6 self-portraits. He’s extremely good at it, hence my owning four myself, all printed with pictures of children I have never even met. As for the prejudice he feared Bella might face, it hasn’t materialised so far. Teachers fall over themselves to compliment him on his parenting, which is not a phenomenon I’ve ever experienced myself.

‘Oh no!’ Bella exclaims, as she smudges a nail and examines the result. ‘It’s not very neat, is it?’ 

‘It’s lovely!’ I insist, though in truth it looks like I’ve trapped my fingers in a paper shredder. ‘Very professional. If you go into my handbag I’ll give you a tip. I think there’s a pound coin in the inside pocket.’

She hesitates. ‘Maybe a bank transfer would be easier?’

Jeff nearly chokes on his cocktail. ‘Get out of here! The words you were looking for were thank you, Aunty Jules.’

‘Okay! Thank you!’ she says, giggling, as she takes the coin and disappears with her beauty case.

‘Outrageous. I don’t know how many times I’ve told her to ask for crypto,’ he laughs, sitting down next to me. ‘Now, before anyone else arrives, how’s Gavin?’

I can’t believe it took him this long to ask.

‘Fine,’ I shrug, not meeting his gaze.

‘Still seeing a lot of him?’

‘A fair amount, yes.’

He narrows his eyes sceptically.

‘Why are you looking at me like that?’ I ask.

‘He is real, isn’t he?’ he asks.

‘Of course he’s real.’ 


‘So why have you been dating for weeks now and I still haven’t even laid eyes on the man in question?’

‘Jeff, he’s a living, breathing man. I assure you. But we’re taking things slow. Plus, he’s very busy,’ I say, hoping that’s the end of the matter. But even I know that’s unlikely given that this is one of Jeff’s favourite topics of conversation. 

Since I became a widow five years ago, I have discovered that people have a preconceived idea about how long it’s acceptable to grieve. As far as my brother is concerned, I passed that mark a long time ago. He was the first person to raise the possibility of my ever letting another man into my life, deliberately choosing a moment of weakness after we’d watched Moonstruck. As the end credits rolled, he started on about how it was time and what Ed would have wanted and if I wasn’t careful I’d turn into a Miss Havisham-type character and just wither away and die, decrepit, bitter and alone. 

‘How very reassuring of you,’ I said snippily, though I knew his heart was in the right place. 

The difficulty is that mine was not, no matter how much he, and later others, would try and force the issue. 

I think everyone accepts that there is no chance of me falling in love again, that a replacement for Ed doesn’t exist even if I’d wanted one. Which I really don’t. But people seem determined that there’s room in everyone’s heart for ‘a little romance’. Jeff’s words, not mine. Personally, I find the ­prospect stomach-churning – though I know from bitter experience that if I say this sort of thing out loud I’m almost guaranteed to get a lecture. 

But it was a comment from Frankie that made me realise that I ought to make a semblance of being emotionally available, for her sake if nobody else’s.

‘Do you think you’ll ever get a boyfriend, Mum?’ she’d said, out of the blue, when I was driving her back from a shift at the care home.


My knuckles tightened on the steering wheel, my voice high and unnatural as I casually enquired: ‘What brought this on?’ 

I imagined that she’d got all dewy-eyed again, after chatting to one of the old dears about their six-decade marriage.

‘Oh, I don’t know. I just saw one of your tatty old bras hanging on the line,’ she said, turning up her lip in distaste. ‘Seriously, Mum. At the very least I think you need some new underwear.’






Chapter 4

From the moment Jeff’s three friends arrive, the kitchen is filled with so much laughter you’d think it had been years, not days, since they’d last seen each other. He met Lisa and Nora at the school gates, before getting to know Rose, who was already close with both. As a group, they are inseparable. If you’re around my brother when one of them posts on WhatsApp, so much pinging follows that it’s like standing next to someone playing a glockenspiel.

‘Jules! I didn’t realise you were coming,’ exclaims Rose, as she takes off her coat. 

‘She’s at a loose end now Frankie’s gone travelling,’ Jeff explains, helpfully pointing out what a loser I am. 

‘Hope none of you mind me gatecrashing,’ I say.

‘Don’t be silly. The more the merrier – I’m not cooking,’ she grins.

I can’t remember the last time I saw Rose, but she’s as striking as ever, tall and slim, with long, red hair. You’d never guess what a difficult time she’s had over the last year or so – but then she never was the type of person to take anything lying down. She is the most outspoken of the group, confident and fiercely loyal to her friends and her sweet, devoted husband.

‘How are you?’ I ask, tentatively.

‘Great!’ she smiles automatically, then catches herself. ‘Oh, you mean health-wise?’


After her breast cancer diagnosis, Rose had to undergo surgery and a long course of treatment, but was given the all-clear in the summer.

‘Well, this is not a year I ever want to repeat, but I feel loads better than I was expecting, much more my old self,’ she continues. 

‘That’s really good to hear.’

‘And I’m having a career change, did you hear? I jacked in my old job and am now in training to be a teacher. The miracles of modern science . . .’

‘Choosing to spend every day with thirty kids? That would take a miracle,’ Lisa adds, handing a bottle of wine to Jeff.

She looks happy and relaxed too, but I’m so out of the loop that it’s only as we sit down to eat that I discover why, when Jeff mischievously drops into conversation that she has ‘taken a new lover’. The phrase makes Lisa choke on her drink and Nora splutter with laughter. 

‘Thank you for that,’ Lisa says, wiping her mouth. ‘You make it sound like there have been dozens before him. And anyway, it’s been months. He’s not new anymore.’

In truth, while Lisa is a two-time divorcee, that headline doesn’t give an entirely accurate picture of her romantic history. She did once admit that a tin of tuna at the back of her kitchen cabinet outlasted her first husband, but attributes that marriage, while at university, to a ‘rush of blood to the head’. She was convinced that her second, to a forgettable guy called Brian – or possibly Brendan – was for keeps. Except he had one of those classic midlife crises, which started with him dating a younger woman and reached its sad and inevitable conclusion when he mentioned to Lisa recently that he was thinking of starting a podcast.

I get the impression she’s better off without him. Lisa is an everyday superwoman, raising two kids, excelling at her job as a senior TV executive, never really pausing to relax. I’ve always liked her. She’s funny and down to earth, but also, I feel an affinity with her as a single parent, even if I became husbandless for a very different reason than she did. 

‘What’s your boyfriend called, Lisa?’ I ask. 

Her ears look a little warm as she fights the smile on her face. ‘His name’s Zach. We met at work, after he was brought in from the LA office, temporarily at first. But then he stayed . . .’

‘Oh, is he American?’ I ask.

‘Yes, and he’s lovely,’ Jeff gushes. ‘He reminds me of ­Patrick Duffy in his Dallas days.’

Lisa shakes her head. ‘I can’t tell you how much I wish you’d stop saying that.’

‘It’s a compliment!’ he protests.

‘You have no idea how much Jeff loved Bobby Ewing,’ 
I reassure Lisa. ‘He can narrow down the moment he ­realised he wasn’t into girls to a single three-minute scene in that show.’

‘I think you’ll find that was Tom Selleck in Magnum PI,’ 
he corrects me and starts to dish up. 

I should never have doubted Jeff’s hosting abilities. The casserole is delicious, as is the Waitrose torte that follows, and he never ever allows anyone’s glass to be empty.

‘No more,’ Nora protests unconvincingly, as he tries to top her up, then realises this isn’t a battle she’ll win. ‘Oh, go on then, you’ve twisted my arm.’

Of the three other women here, I probably know Nora better than the others. She is one of those people who always seems to have a smile on her face: a kind, optimistic soul against whom nobody has a bad word to say. At least, that’s how I remember her in the days when I’d see her more regularly. 

When Ed was alive, he played five-a-side with her husband Iain and they became one of those couples who we’d regularly have over for drinks or a barbecue, along with their two kids, Olivia, who’s studying to be a dentist, and Jack, who must be nine or ten now. I still see her every so often when she’s heading into the tennis club, but I can’t remember the last time I spent an evening with her. She and Iain were our friends, rather than mine. They belonged to Ed and me, together. After he died, I couldn’t bear accepting dinner invitations – from her or anyone else – when there would always be one empty space, even if it wasn’t actually set. 

Then there was Frankie. Thirteen is an unbearable age to lose a parent and I owed her as much of my own time as possible. I subconsciously distanced myself from everyone except the family I had left: Jeff, my parents, Frankie. It’s only now she’s gone, as I watch my brother laughing with these women, that I find myself asking: When did I become so friendless?

‘I hope you haven’t got many students tomorrow,’ Rose tells her. ‘Though I’m guessing Saturday morning is not a particularly quiet time for a tennis instructor?’

‘Not really,’ Nora laughs. 

Nora is head coach at Roebury, which accounts for the athletic physique she maintains, despite having two servings of dessert. 

‘While we’re on the subject of tennis, I have something to ask you all.’ She tucks a strand of thick, dark hair behind her ear and hesitates. ‘It’s a bit of a favour.’ 

‘Is this something you’ve deliberately waited until we’re all a bit pissed for?’ Rose asks, intrigued. 

‘Possibly,’ Nora admits, tentatively. ‘The thing is, there’s a problem at our club. An . . . imbalance. On the men’s side, we have tonnes of players of all abilities and an A team in the city’s top division. But the women are a completely different matter. Aside from a small core of very experienced players in their women’s A team, most of the others are . . . how can I put this?’


‘Crap?’ Jeff suggests.

‘Aging,’ she says. ‘Which is not the same thing at all, by the way. Skill and experience often count for more than speed and athleticism. The number of female members has been dwindling for years and it’s reached a critical point. We need to do something about it.’

‘Why are there so few?’ I ask.

Nora shrugs. ‘Oh, I don’t know. Everyone is just so busy these days, I guess. I’ve been banging on to the committee for ages about trying to do something about it, but things have really come to a head since the Women’s B team finished one place from the bottom of the league last year. They’ve got even fewer people now – which means if they carry on like this, the upcoming season will almost certainly be their last. I’ve come up with a few good incentives – a discount on membership, some free coaching sessions. But I guess I was hoping that . . . maybe you lot might help?’ 

She pulls the sleeves of her oversized jumper over her hands and looks at us hopefully.

‘Of course we will,’ Lisa says instantly. ‘I’ll get it straight on our school WhatsApp group.’

‘I’ve got a thirteen-year-old niece,’ Rose adds. ‘I’ll ask if she might be interested.’

Nora shakes her head. ‘Thanks, but it’s not teenagers we need. Basically, I need to recruit women of our age and . . .’ she looks around the table, ‘your level.’

‘We don’t have a level,’ Rose points out. ‘None of us play.’

‘Lisa used to when her kids were little,’ Nora argues, turning to her hopefully. ‘You played really well last time I saw you on a court.’

‘That’s only compared with Brendan,’ she says. ‘His technique involved hitting the ball like he was swatting a fly then storming off in a mood if he was losing.’


There’s a short silence as I become aware that Jeff is glaring at me. ‘I can’t believe you’re sitting there – saying nothing,’ he says. I shift in my seat awkwardly.

‘You can play, Jules. You were really good.’

I want to kick my brother under the table when I see Nora’s wide, optimistic eyes.

‘I was not good,’ I tell her.

‘You played in competitions at one point,’ he persists. 

‘Yes, and it put me off for life.’ I turn back to Nora. ‘Please don’t get excited. I stopped playing tennis years ago. I really don’t like the game.’

He releases a sound from his mouth like that of a deflating bike tyre. ‘You loved it.’

I glare at him. ‘No. I did not. Anyway, how would you know?’

‘Look, I understand, I really do,’ Nora interjects, diffusing a family argument. ‘But this is what I’m up against. We’re all up to our eyes taxiing kids around to a dozen different clubs, working every minute of the day, being pulled in all directions. This is precisely why recruitment is a struggle. And I hesitated to ask because I knew all this, not to mention the fact that Rose has so much to deal with and now has her teacher training and—’

‘I’ll join,’ Rose declares. 

Everyone turns to look at her. 

‘Would your doctor say that’s okay?’ Lisa asks.

‘He specifically told me exercise will help with my rehab. Besides, it’s over a year since the surgery and I don’t mind admitting that the last twelve months have made me realise how short life is. We’ve all got people who rely on us, but sometimes we need to do something for ourselves. When do these lessons take place, Nora?’

‘Sunday at 2.30pm and, once the evenings get lighter, Tuesdays at 5pm.’


Rose nods decisively. ‘I’ll be there.’

Nora looks almost overcome. ‘Oh Rose, thank you!’

‘Well, if you’re going, I’m going to have to go,’ Lisa decides, knocking back a glass of wine.

Nora’s eyes widen. ‘Really?’

‘I knew you could count on this lot,’ Jeff tells Nora. ‘Though I’ve no idea what I’m going to do with myself if you’re all off having fun without me . . .’

‘Come to Rusty Racquets,’ Nora says. ‘Everyone’s welcome to those – it’s an open session, for beginners and those getting back into the game.’

He scrunches up his nose. ‘Rusty Racquets? Can’t you give it a name that makes us sound a bit less decrepit?’ 

‘I’ll consider a rebrand if it means you’ll come,’ she grins.

‘Not necessary. I’m in.’ 

It’s all very touching. And I’m happy for Nora. But when Jeff nudges me in the elbow and says, ‘You know you want to,’ I refuse to budge on the matter.

‘I really can’t. Besides, you’re a gang. I wouldn’t want to intrude.’

A cacophony of protest follows, about how that’s ridiculous and they all really want me to take part. But I’m already getting a horrible feeling of déjà vu that only makes me dig in further. 

‘I’m sure the others will love the lessons and I’ll spread the word, I swear,’ I tell Nora. ‘But I’d rather spend my weekends doing just about anything other than playing tennis. Sorry.’






Chapter 5

I have a fitful night, which can only partly be attributed to Jeff’s cocktails. At 3am, when I make the rash decision to look on Find My iPhone, I discover that Frankie’s last known location was recorded only an hour after she texted me. After that, the device apparently fell off the face of the earth. The sane part of me knows that she’s just forgotten to charge it and that she’s not currently on a life-support machine or having coke snorted off her bum cheeks by the head of an international drug cartel. Nevertheless, the dark corners into which my imagination crawls are not conducive to uninterrupted sleep. 

This is one of those times when I feel Ed’s absence most acutely. Had he still been alive, I know what he’d have done now: wrap his warm arms around me, kiss me gently on the lips and sleepily tell me that our daughter will be absolutely fine, before going back to sleep. And although a part of me would be irritated by his fathomless conviction that things would work out okay, it transpires that I needed that steadying presence like I need oxygen. Right now, I’d give anything to not be going through this without him.

Ed and I met the way most twenty-somethings did back then: at work. I’d gone to London to study art history at ­university and, after finishing my degree, never left the ­capital – except to go Interrailing with a couple of friends the summer I graduated. 

Afterwards, I started a dream job in a gallery in Soho that I hated immediately, thanks to colleagues I never really gelled with and an openly lecherous boss. I stuck it out for a few months, then spotted an advert for a graduate trainee scheme for Marks & Spencer. 

I’d worked in retail part-time while studying – selling stationery in a branch of Paperchase and measuring children’s feet in a shoe store – but had never really thought of it as a potential career until then. But I liked interacting with customers, solving problems and learning about how things worked behind the scenes. And, though it wasn’t an obvious choice for someone with an art history degree, the prospects were good and it felt like something I could really enjoy. 

I was taken on in that year’s cohort and immediately dispatched to the flagship Oxford Street store to learn everything from buying and design to merchandising and supply. I spent my first day in lingerie. Ed was in menswear. 

Our paths barely crossed at first, though I’d occasionally see him in the staff room, where at lunchtimes I found a quiet corner to snatch half an hour with a book. I often found my eyes drawn to him from afar, to his broad shoulders and ­gentle eyes. He walked over one day and asked if the seat opposite was taken. I said it wasn’t, expecting him to drag it to another part of the room. But he placed his copy of Successful Habits of Visionary Companies on the table and sat down. I closed Memoirs of a Geisha and we started to chat. 

‘How’s the book?’ he asked. 

‘I can’t put it down. Yours?’

‘Would it be weird if I said the same?’ he grinned.

I looked at the title again. ‘Very. Though admittedly I’m not a big non-fiction fan.’ 

My first impression was that he was way too confident, while at the same time impossible not to like. He was handsome, popular and had this amazing, expansive laugh that made you feel like the funniest person alive. I admired every new, little thing I learned about him. How he remembered everyone’s name, from the operations manager to the cleaners. How much he loved his family – three brothers and a sister, all born and raised in Streatham. We sat together all the following week and, the one after that, he asked me out. 

Our first date was in a pub along the Thames, even though he never drank, and we kissed in the shimmering light of the London Eye afterwards. I went home bursting with happiness, feeling like my feet were barely touching the ground. 

Before Ed, my romantic history was what you might politely call chequered (and, less politely, an absolute shitstorm). Boys had been the source of non-stop heartache, trouble and paranoia from the moment I’d had my first crush. 

But Ed was the antidote to every terrible man I’d ever encountered. There was no second-guessing about whether he’d call. No worrying about whether he was going to disappear. This was a completely new and unexpected feeling in which I finally realised love should not be difficult. With him, it was ridiculously easy. He was never going to make promises and then disappear. I was in no doubt whatsoever about what he felt for me. In our first year as a couple, I don’t think we argued once. 

While I moved on to various roles in the years that followed, Ed remained at M&S throughout his entire career and was a regional director by the time he died. He loved the place so much that there was only one time he ever considered leaving, when we talked about setting up our own company together. 

He got the idea for it while we were on a weekend break in Morocco and I was souvenir shopping in one of the souks. Not for myself – or at least not only for myself – but for everyone back home. I have always prided myself on being an excellent buyer of gifts. It’s a knack and I genuinely love it. Even as a teenager, I was the one people phoned when they didn’t have a clue what to buy someone for Christmas. That night in our hotel room, as I happily unpacked teapots, embroidered cushions, slippers and trinkets, Ed said, ‘You really should do this for a living.’

It was a throwaway comment, but over the next few months the idea took hold. I spent hours every evening writing down ideas in notebooks and scouring other independent shops for inspiration. He looked into securing investors and investigated leasing a unit in Brixton, as well as buying the domain for ‘Jules Loves’. He came up with the name. I found it a bit cringey and self-indulgent myself, but he was insistent. Our gift store would be a cornucopia of the elegant and the quirky, the strange and the beautiful, packed with things that quite simply set my heart alight.

Our plans were thrown into disarray when I fell pregnant with Frankie. Her arrival turned our world upside down in the best possible way and changed Ed in ways I’d never envisaged possible. He’d been a workaholic before then. Now, for all the hours that he spent at his desk, there were more spent teaching his daughter to swim or taking her to karate lessons. We married when Frankie was four years old and stole the show during our first dance to ‘God Only Knows’ by the Beach Boys, when she performed ‘Gangnam Style’ instead. In our twenty years together, we had the odd sticky moment, but overwhelmingly, Ed and I just worked. As friends, as parents, as two people who were completely in love. 

Till death do us part.
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