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For Vicky






Chapter 1


I want to say two things. The first is about love. Even if it descends into a hell, causes pain and loss, and a broken heart; if you have loved the way I loved my wife, then you know what it feels like to be truly alive. I loved every second of it, right up until Claire divorced me a year ago, which felt like pure pain.


Pain for me, not for her. She’s having the time of her life.


Which is great.


The second thing is more of a practicality. When your kids reach adulthood, it’s important, as a parent, to have your own interests and passions. Your children need to believe you’re going to be fine after they move on. They want to know that you don’t live for them, through them, because of them, that they aren’t the project for which you abandoned all other projects. 


And that’s why I regret that when my twenty-three-year-old daughter told me she wanted to move back home to live with me for a while, I fell to my knees, burst into tears and pulled at her coat as I thanked her.


 


It’s Monday morning. The kettle boils as I stand in a winter suntrap in the corner of my kitchen, and, for a moment, I am back in my happy marriage; a solvent, content father of two little kids in my thirties, a man loving the battleground of raising teenage children in my forties, still speechlessly in love with his wife after all these years. I am everywhere and anywhere except where I really am, until the kettle clicks and I open my eyes and see two mugs on the worktop. This mistake I have made many times in the past year. I return one mug to the cupboard and make myself, and myself alone, some tea. I no longer take it back to bed. Nowadays I stand at the bi-fold doors that separate my kitchen from the back garden and drink my tea there.


My forehead rests against the glass as the sunlight tries to bully its way into my face. I hear laughter from Susie’s room. I hold my breath and listen, hoping that my daughter is alone in there, on the phone. Then I hear the low rumble of a man’s voice and know that the boyfriend has stayed over, and I will not have the pleasure of breakfast alone with my girl.


I take a shower and I shave. There are two sinks in the bathroom I had fitted after my divorce last year. Ever the optimist, I often picture my ex-wife shoulder to shoulder with me in there as we get ready for bed. The lock on the bathroom door has been broken for nine months and, now that Susie is living back home with me, we have a protocol of singing or humming loudly when we’re in there. The alternative is me getting my act together to fix the lock and that is out of the question. 


When I return to the kitchen from my bedroom, in the time it has taken me to dress, the bathroom has become a pigsty. I stop in the hallway to take in the view, impressed by the speed at which it is regularly reduced to a dripping, steamy, towel-strewn warzone with, this morning, the bonus of the toilet roll unfurled down to the puddles on the tiled floor, so that the damp is slowly ascending the paper.


In the kitchen I find Susie shovelling cereal into her mouth while watching something on her tablet. The radio is on too. The kitchen table is littered with the contents of her bag. She is wearing a work skirt – there’s a name for the shape of these skirts, long but tight around the legs, straight out of Mad Men, but I don’t know it – and a collared shirt. Her jacket is on the chair back. It’s interview day. Again.


I slice a bagel, put it in the toaster and kiss the top of my daughter’s head.


‘Bathroom looks like a bomb hit it.’


Susie nods and, with a mouth full of food, says, ‘I know, he’s a pig.’


She and I both know that she, not her boyfriend Niall, is the cause of the mess but I enjoy slagging him off and she enjoys going along with it, as a gift to me and to deflect from her own student-esque domestic standards. Impeccably turned out and as effortlessly stylish as her mum, Susie leaves a trail of destruction behind her. Niall, meanwhile, is fastidiously neat despite looking like the missing link.


‘Why is Niall staying here so much?’ I ask.


‘Because he’s my boyfriend and I live here. You remember how it works?’


‘I mean, you always used to stay at his place on the nights you were together.’


‘Until his landlady turned into a psychotic cow.’


‘You considered upgrading, or going back to one of your exes? Mark, the good-looking one, or that guy from The Isle of Sheppey . . . no offence.’


‘He was from The Isles of Scilly.’


‘Same difference.’


‘Yup, that’s what you said to him.’


I nod at the memory. ‘He was a bit touchy.’


‘So were you when he said, “I get why you’re not the most successful travel agent.”’


I scowl at the memory. 


‘Yeah, not him then,’ I say.


‘Not anyone, because I’m going out with Niall.’


Then she hands me a typed sheet of paper and a wad of cash. I stare at it blankly.


‘What’s this?’


‘A tenancy agreement, Dad, and five hundred quid.’


She cocks her head to one side to observe my reaction. She can seem so deceptively confident and confrontational in the moment.


I hand it all back to her. ‘You’re my daughter.’


She puts the cash in a jar on the shelf. ‘I’m also twenty-three and living rent-free in your house.’


Niall’s voice comes from the other side of the kitchen island. ‘It’s a flat, not a house. Used to be a house.’


I didn’t know he was in the room. I rise to the bait. ‘Where the ballsack are you?’


Susie sticks her tongue out, the way she did when she was three to let food she didn’t like fall out of her mouth. ‘Ugh, do I have to hear you say things like ballsack?’


‘Sorry, love.’


‘Doing my Shavasana,’ Niall says. ‘None taken, by the way.’ He gets up from the floor. ‘Encourage your daughter to dump me, take away the first person who has ever made me feel good about myself, say what you like about me.’


‘Cheers,’ I say, ‘I will.’ I stare at him. Specifically, I stare at his trousers. ‘What are you wearing?’


‘Harem pants.’


‘Doing panto this year? Aladdin?’


Niall’s trousers are like a tracksuit but with a low, saggy bottom that hangs way beneath his arse. I’ve seen them worn, but not in this hemisphere.


‘Don’t you like them?’ Susie asks.


‘They’re hideous. Why? Did you buy them for him?’


‘I made them for him.’


‘They’re brilliant. You’re very talented.’


I flash my daughter a toothy smile. She scowls at me. 


It’s kind of Niall to remind me that this flat I live in was once a house, but I couldn’t be more aware on a daily, hourly basis that the house it once was is where Claire and I raised Susie and her brother. It’s the house I put my adult life into and loved. It’s the house I presumed Claire and I would grow old in together.


To be fair, the harem pants suit Niall. He is dark-haired, and he is handsome, beneath the chubbiness and facial hair and languid approach to oh but everything, that makes him seem like a man constantly in the process of waking up. He rarely wears shoes and this morning he is, as so often, topless despite having a less than cast-iron physique. And yet despite it all, miraculously, unfairly, he possesses what my daughter describes as charisma. He throws his semi-clad self on to the kitchen sofa. My sofa. My baggy old favourite place to sit. He digs between the cushions and finds his tablet there. He wipes the crumbs from it and gets down to what he will describe as work. 


Susie hands me the tenancy agreement again. ‘A contract can say what I should pay you back . . . one day . . . when I have a job . . . if it’s well paid, after my student loan.’


‘I don’t want your money,’ I say. ‘And I’ll never kick you out.’


‘Excellent news,’ says Niall.


‘Which doesn’t apply to you,’ I say.


Susie coughs meaningfully at Niall and he obediently puts down his tablet and offers to make tea. Money from my daughter. Tea from the tosser. I sense some kind of pincer movement here. They want something.


‘I’m going to work,’ I say, even though I’m not. ‘And Susie’s got an interview, so everyone has somewhere to be.’


I stuff the contract into my back pocket and leave. Susie follows me into my bedroom.


‘Dad,’ she says. Or to be more accurate, ‘Daaaad.’


‘Yeahhhhhhss.’


She hesitates.


‘Daddy.’


Daddy. Shit. Emotional blackmail alert.


‘Niall’s landlady is being very difficult indeed and I wondered if he could move in.’


I don’t conceal my horror. ‘Oh, Christ. Please, no!’ I say paternally.


‘Thought so.’


‘I just so want to be on my own, with you.’


Yup, that sounded pathetic enough. Not that I was acting. I may be hopelessly out of touch with what to do with my life, but I know that I don’t want anyone other than my family in this house right now.


Niall appears in the doorway and tries to appear cute, holding on to the top of the door with one hand and looking bashful. I think he even tries to wink at me and I feel a tiny bit sick in my mouth.


‘It’d mean I’m here more . . .’ Susie says. Little vixen. ‘Not at Niall’s half the week. You and I will spend more time together.’


‘But so will me and Niall.’


I take a set of keys from my bedside table and go outside. Susie follows as I head down the side of the house where what used to be the window of our dining room is now the door to the upstairs flat. Opposite the door, I notice a beast of a bramble sticking out of a flower bed. This thing is huge – it has a trunk, not a stem. I tut at it but that doesn’t make it go away. Niall appears and puts his arm around my daughter, and they watch as I attempt to pin the bramble back in amongst the shrubs, because getting the secateurs and dealing with it properly is as likely as me fixing the lock on the bathroom door.


‘Rubus fruticosus,’ Niall informs me. ‘Tricky bastards.’


Susie digs her elbow into Niall. ‘Play Dad your landlady’s message.’


Niall takes his phone out of his pocket and does so. 


‘Niall, you fucking tit . . .’


I’m with the landlady so far.


‘. . . if you think you’re staying another night under this roof you are deluded, and the same goes for your little tart.’


Susie points to herself and nods with theatrical disgust. Niall pauses the message and tries to look grave.


‘That’s not nice,’ I admit.


‘That’s what we’re dealing with,’ my daughter says, as the bramble springs back out on to the path.


‘Bollocks,’ I say, to the bramble.


‘Niall has to smuggle me in and out of the place, Dad. And FYI, the five hundred quid in the jar is from him cause unlike me he’s got a job.’


I laugh under my breath. ‘Right.’


‘What?’ Niall says. ‘I work. Just because I don’t make a song and dance about it.’


I’m aware that Susie is looking at me lovingly (it’s not a huge stretch for her, she does like me) but with that slightly censorious thing she does with her left eyebrow. So, I don’t look back at her. Instead, using my fingertips to avoid the thorns, I wrap the bramble behind a large thingy plant. I’m not totally sure what it is – only lived here twenty-three years – but it’s got green leaves.


‘I’m not having a contract with my own daughter.’


‘Then you have my word, I’m going to pay you back and not stay here for ever.’


‘A verbal contract,’ Niall says. ‘A non-parol agreement. Just as good.’


‘Whatever,’ I say.


The bramble leaps back out at me and catches my cardigan, the cashmere one Claire gave me on my first birthday as a divorcee. This weed is alive and taking the piss out of me. It’s more alive than I am.


‘So, Niall can stay?’ Susie says.


‘Possibly.’


She leaps up and claps her hands together, then comes over and kisses me on the cheek. I can’t acknowledge or enjoy the kiss because the bramble is sticking into me.


‘You have a different definition of the word “possibly” to mine,’ I say.


Claire said to me when the children were becoming young adults that we should always let them make their mistakes under our roof, where they were safe and loved. This one’s for you, darling.


I take the contract out of my pocket and rip it up and toss it in the bin because I am the master of this house and I am in control. The bramble comes with me, clinging to my elbow. ‘Fucking thing!’


‘Dad!’


‘You swear constantly!’


‘I’m young. You’re eight hundred years old, for fuck’s sake. Please don’t swear.’


‘And how about relocating that torn-up paper to the recycling bin?’ Niall says.


I shoot him a withering look (intention). I stare at him and appear to have something in my eye (reality).


Susie backs him up, nodding. ‘Come on, Dad.’


For the record, I do recycle. But the dramatic effect of ripping up my daughter’s contract was better served by throwing it into the nearest bin. Still, I do what I’m told, taking the torn-up contract out of the bin and putting it in the recycling box, with a bramble clinging to me, because I am in control here. Susie and Niall embrace, the sight of which inspires me to yank angrily on the bramble and get swamped by a whole mob of the thorny bastards unfurling from the shadows. 


‘Brilliant, Pete,’ I mutter. Calmed by self-loathing, I manoeuvre my arms out of the cardigan and leave it hanging on the thorns, ignoring my daughter and her mistake in human form. I let myself in the side door and head up the newly built stairs to the other flat, which is a blank and blinding vista of fresh white paint. It’s hard to see where the walls stop and the ceilings begin. Dennis is finishing off the snagging. Dennis has done a great job. Dennis has let me down. The flat is ready to be flogged and I’m not ready to let go.


‘Bang on schedule, Dennis.’


‘Yup.’


‘Useless bastard.’


Where I’m standing was our bedroom. This is where Claire and I listened to Susie tell us that she and her boyfriend Abe wanted to sleep with each other. She was fifteen, he was sixteen. They had been going out for two years. Where Dennis’s dust sheets lie folded on the floor is where the three of us sat on our bed, holding hands whilst Susie talked. After she left, Claire said she wanted her daughter to be safe, not losing her virginity somewhere that didn’t feel nice. She wanted her to continue talking to us both, not having secrets.


We spoke to Susie and Abe the next day when Erland (our son, conceived in Sweden hence the name) was out. I told Abe that if he slept with a fifteen-year-old he would be at risk of getting into trouble. I told them exactly what Claire and I had agreed, using all the words that my wife had handed me as a gift. If, when Susie was sixteen, they still felt they were ready to sleep together they could do it here. Claire said that it didn’t mean they could take the mickey, and Susie’s room was not the honeymoon suite. And when Susie and Abe split up three weeks after they had slept together, Susie came straight to us with her bemused, broken heart. She came to us because Claire had guided me through the right way to be a dad to a teenage girl. Our daughter never stopped talking to us because we never alienated her. We were so good at this, Claire and me. I wanted nothing to change and, foolishly, I didn’t see why anything ever needed to.


I call the shop before anyone will be in and leave a message to say I’m working from home today. I do this three or four times a week, but I stopped doing the working-at-home bit a long time ago. I tell them to call if there are any problems, but you need customers to create problems so I don’t expect any – unless you call the plummeting income from my dying travel business, using up all my savings to avoid making three good people redundant, and sliding into thirty thousand pounds of debt ‘problems’.


Being the wise old owl that I am, I choose to ignore all that for another day, and take my book to the kitchen to kill time until Susie is back from her job interview for the role of Assistant Trend Analyst for another fashion brand I’ve never heard of. This is a big one; they all are. She really wants this one; she really wants them all. She needs this; she truly does.


I lie on the sofa, open my book – Robert Harris, An Officer and a Spy, if you’re asking – and am on the brink of enjoying it when Niall saunters in, kneels down and writes something on my TO DO list on the fridge door.


‘What are you doing?’ I ask him.


‘Writing stuff down.’


‘I can see that.’


‘Then I don’t understand the question.’


‘I’m aware that you’re adding something to my DIY to-do list. I’d like to know what.’


‘More to-do’s.’


‘What to-do’s?’


‘DIY to-do’s.’


I bite my lip. ‘It’s my list, not a communal one.’


‘It’s not really a list, is it? “Fix bathroom door lock” and “Buy super glue” doesn’t really amount to a list.’


‘What are you adding to it?’


‘And please tell me the super glue is not for fixing the bathroom lock.’


‘What are you writing on my list, Niall?’


‘“Put a lock on Susie’s bedroom door.”’ He smiles innocently at me. ‘Be nice to have some privacy.’


I look at the floor and take a deep breath. ‘If you feel strongly about it, maybe you should just do that yourself.’


‘I don’t want to take liberties,’ he says, and ambles out of the room.


I look out at the garden rather than throw a heavy object at the back of his head. Claire would not be pleased at how I’ve let the garden go. Me, I like the Miss Havisham’s garden look. Niall has offered to tidy it up but I took offence. It’s not that I’m a snob, but what with him not being good enough for my daughter, I don’t want to have to thank him for anything.


Niall returns, urgently, muttering, ‘Ooh, ooh, ooh,’ and adds another thing to my list, saying out loud as he writes, ‘“Cut – free – cardigan – from – brambles”.’


 


Our garden wraps round three sides of the house. We’re at the top end of a long, steep terrace of three-bedroom houses built between the wars. From the front and back garden, you can see across town to the Surrey hills. Claire loved the garden and we both spent very happy times out here. I would do the grunt work and she would plant and prune and have a picture of it all in her head. Basically, she’d tell me what to do. There are three spots where we laid slabs for a garden bench to catch the sun at different times of the day, and we would take one end each of the bench and move it to where the sun was shining. It never occurred to us to buy more than one bench. For both of us, coming from working-class stock, we instinctively lived within our means. It should be the stuff of legend how much time I have spent in this garden and how little knowledge I have accrued about what any of these plants or bushes are called.


I am standing near to some coppery-coloured things, cutting the cardigan away from the brambles, when Susie arrives home.


‘How was the interview, love?’


She marches past me to the front door. From the hallway I hear her scream, ‘SHITTING SHITEY SHITWANK!’


I find my sobbing, disillusioned daughter in the kitchen, hugging Niall. He holds her in one arm and stirs soup on the hob with the other hand. He sees me and whispers solemnly, ‘Susie did not, repeat did NOT, get the job.’


‘You don’t say.’


She throws herself into my arms. I would do anything to take this away from her, this bewilderment that a 2:1 in Fashion Design and Commerce has led to three years of unpaid internships, poorly paid bar work and job rejection after job rejection. And a debt similar in stature to my own. I don’t know what to say to her.


Niall puts a bowl of soup and a plate of buttered soldiers on the table.


‘Parsnip and nutmeg . . .’ he whispers.


She smiles and snivels. ‘My favourite cheer-me-up soup.’ She gives Niall a kiss and sits down next to him. ‘He always makes me lovely soup when it’s my period or I’m pissed off.’


I’m fine with chit-chat about periods because I’m fifty-three not ninety-three. Don’t know why I’m even mentioning it.


I look at Niall sitting next to Susie, where I ought to be, and something brilliant occurs to me.


‘So . . . ’ I say.


But I stop and tell myself to be more mature and to rise above my own childish idea.


Nah.


‘So . . . Niall, you made that soup two hours ago, when Sooz was in her interview. Does that mean you presumed she wouldn’t get the job?’


Niall shoots me a WTF expression.


‘You just went straight ahead with the cheer-me-up soup because you didn’t think she’d be good enough?’


My daughter pulls fractionally away from Niall as she thinks about this.


‘Unless that’s celebration soup as well as cheer-me-up soup?’ I add. ‘But soup’s not really a celebration liquid, is it? You didn’t believe in my daughter.’


I take from the fridge a bottle of Prosecco given to me four or five months ago.


‘I had a bit more faith,’ I say, holding up the bottle.


Susie weighs this up, looks at me, looks at Niall, then at me again. ‘That bottle’s been there for months, Dad.’ She kisses Niall. ‘Thanks for the soup, gorgeous man.’


Niall kisses her and, behind her back, gives me the middle finger.






Chapter 2


The sun rises on the back of the house, finally, in response to my unspoken requests for it to do so since I woke at four o’clock. Most mornings I wait here for the day to begin, tired from the outset, in a darkness that feels overwhelming. I hold on until the daylight brings its vague, undefined offer of hope that today something will change. Life is a useful distraction from the problems it is responsible for in the first place.


It’s a mystery to me that I don’t have more friends.


Once upon a time, I would open my front door and collect the milk from the step with the sound of two boisterous children filling the place as they descended from the bedrooms upstairs. I don’t think a day passed back then without me thanking Claire for our son and daughter, and acknowledging the shitstorm she went through to grow two human beings inside her and deliver them in the most painful, unfit-for-purpose way that a bunch of blazer-wearing men in a wood-panelled boardroom could have devised, had they been charged with the task. 


This morning, my view of the street is tainted by the sight of a brashly liveried estate agent’s car pulling up outside. Martin, who is handling the sale of the upstairs flat for Claire, gets a For Sale board from the boot of the car. I step outside in my M&S dressing gown and Matalan slippers, looking like Jason Bourne.


‘Morning.’


Martin is wary of me, which is good.


‘Morning,’ he says. ‘Sorry it’s early, my day is rammed. How’s it looking upstairs?’


‘All right, I suppose. Not finished, though.’


I inspect the For Sale board as it goes up. Martin nails a smaller sign beneath it that reads, 1st floor flat, newly converted, 2 bedrooms, balcony. I ask him if there’s any need for all that detail and he chooses to ignore me. He’s learning fast.


‘Now, Martin, to reiterate,’ I say. ‘No viewings without me there. I’ve got a questionnaire to be filled out by anyone who wants to view.’


He doesn’t ignore this. ‘Really? Maybe we should leave that for when someone’s made an offer.’


‘No point getting people in who I am not going to agree to live underneath.’


‘Right . . . ’ says Martin. ‘It’s not a great idea, to be honest. And it’s Matthew, not Martin.’


‘Really?’ I say doubtfully, as if he might want to check his birth certificate.


Niall wanders out, wearing Susie’s bathrobe open over his PJs and looking windswept. ‘Morning all,’ he says, and smiles at me as he lifts his top and rubs his belly (he does this) and sighs happily at the blue sky.


‘I love Saturdays,’ the belly-rubber says.


‘How profound,’ I say. ‘How do you distinguish them from weekdays?’


‘You know, the traditional way – working and not working.’


‘Right.’


Matthew makes his exit. ‘We’ll speak soon,’ I tell him.


Niall inspects the For Sale sign. ‘This must be hard for you.’


‘Not at all. This way, I get to stay in my own home.’


Niall shakes his head in the manner described on page 72 of the 101 Ways to Patronise Your Elders manual.


‘No, no,’ he says, ‘I’m not having that. It must feel awful. That flat up there is like a monument to lost happiness, a mausoleum of broken dreams right on top of your head, every day of your life.’


‘I’m perfectly happy, thank you.’


‘How can you be, right? The family seat, sliced in half, and the heart of it – the yolk of the egg, if you will – the wife and mother, scooped out – to continue the egg metaphor – as she pursues a more interesting existence as a lone goddess on the highway of life.’


‘You should write,’ I tell him.


‘I have thought about it. It’s 2019, Pete. The world’s changed and you’ve yet to find your place in it.’


‘I’m impressed you know what century it is.’ I march to the front gate. Niall calls after me. ‘Thank God we’re here for you, is all I’ll say.’


I turn. ‘Yeah, I’ve noticed you’re a man of few words.’ I remove the smaller sign, the one with all the detail. ‘Well, I’ll tell you something, I’m not selling that flat to just anybody. I’m going to do some serious vetting up there first.’


‘That’s a helluva departure from the travel business.’


I stare at him, incredulous. ‘Not vetting, you tool!’


He stares back. ‘I know!’


But I’m not entirely convinced he does.


‘Anyhoo,’ he says, ‘do you want to hang out? Your daughter’s . . . resting.’


The sight of him repulses me so much, I resort to going into work.


 


Saturday is the busiest day of the week for a high-street travel agent. When I arrive, this fact is backed up by the presence of not one but two whole people on the pavement looking at our bountiful window display. There are no customers inside the place – that would be crazy – just my staff of three, who disguise with varying degrees of success their surprise at seeing me.


Josie greets me brightly. She is nineteen and shy but has a certain spark about her. ‘Morning! Can’t wait to show you what I’ve done.’


‘That sounds like your social media tone of voice,’ I say, beelining to my hiding place in the kitchenette at the back of the shop.


‘Right,’ Josie says. ‘Instagram. It looks amazing.’


‘Tea, anyone?’ I call out.


‘No, thank you.’ Josie.


‘No, thank you.’ Mrs H.


‘Strong with one.’ Simon.


I would rather push a fifty-foot-high dung ball up a hill than try one more time to explain to Simon that, after twelve years, I know how he has his tea. And given that ‘Strong with one’ are just about the only words he ever says, it’d be a shame to cut them off.


Josie appears beside me. ‘I’ll show you on the iPad.’


‘We’ve got an iPad?’


‘No, Grant my boyfriend has got an iPad. Look, this is our Instagram account.’


‘We’ve got an Instagram account?’


She hands me Grant’s iPad and takes over the tea-making whilst I look at an array of mouthwatering photos of a hundred or so of the most stunning destinations on Earth. smithsholidayworld is our Instagram name, I learn, and we seem to have put up one hundred and twelve posts from all over the planet, with information about each place and the claim that we are the best people to send you there and meet your every need.


‘We have forty-eight followers,’ I say.


‘Twenty-eight related by blood or friendship to me,’ Josie says, ‘and twenty people who have followed us from hashtags because they travel or they are in the industry. We’ll grow that. I want two thousand.’


‘Where are the photos from?’


‘Libraries, Unsplash. It’s fine, we’re allowed.’


I pay Josie sixteen thousand pounds a year plus commission and every time she sees me (which isn’t as often as it should be) she seems grateful. She walks to work every day from her mum and dad’s home in Merriment, possibly the most inappropriately named housing estate in the UK. Though I can’t say that for sure because my former love of travel hasn’t taken me to many of them, despite both my parents being born on large, sprawling estates in South London.


I loved my parents and never fell out with them – I still miss them – but I couldn’t wait to leave home and never had to worry that I wouldn’t be able to afford a room somewhere as soon as I got a job. Sure enough, I was gone at the age of eighteen, working and living in cheap digs; I never went to college, and by my late twenties, with only a tiny deposit, Claire and I were able to buy a three-bedroom house, the one we’ve recently cut in two. No such effortless entry to property ownership and home-making awaits the Josies and Susies of this world.


Mrs Harrington slides her reading glasses off her nose and lets them hang on their chain as she swings her seat to face us in the kitchenette. ‘I have to say, it does look good, the Instagram thing.’ She is in her seventies, wears tweed skirts and has a bow-legged invincibility to her that is not uncommon in the Surrey suburbs. Part woman, part Winston Churchill.


She’s my bookkeeper, accountant, business manager and fellow travel agent, and she was my parents’ first employee fifty years ago. Mrs H likes Josie. I think she admires her energy and the way Josie seems to believe she is lucky to be where she is, even though I see her as working five and a half days a week for a salary that gives her few options at a company that has no future.


When Josie isn’t busy, she writes in the Moleskine notebook I gave her, a notebook given to me at some event years ago, which then sat in my drawer. Ideas about travel? A diary? A very long suicide note focusing on the need to escape her job? I’ve no idea. It’s not my business what she writes in there so furiously. I asked her once, six months ago, because I had called her in for a chat and to make her redundant. But I couldn’t do the deed, even though I had promised my business banking manager at RBS that I would. I asked her if she was happy and she told me she loved it here. So, to pad out the meeting, I asked her what she wrote in her notebook. She blushed and stuttered, and I immediately regretted asking.


‘You really don’t have to answer,’ I said. ‘I don’t know why I asked, I guess I just meant that I’m really pleased it’s of use to you.’


‘Oh, I love this notebook,’ Josie said. ‘Ideas, I just put down all my ideas.’


I gave her a raise.


Mrs H does have a first name – it’s Mary – but when I took over the business and tried to use it, neither of us felt comfortable. She’s always been Mrs H. That’s what Josie calls her. Simon calls her ‘Hello there, err . . . ’ As Claire once observed, ‘Simon says . . . absolutely fuck all.’


That’s the crew: Mrs H, silent Si and Josie. None of them earning much, yet together paid a combined total in excess of my profits.


There’s a knock on the window. I look up and see Peggs, one of my three best friends (alongside Claire and my oldest friend, Ed). Peggs has his baby boy strapped to him. My face lights up. At least, I presume so, because my heart does. Josie goes, ‘Awwwww,’ at the window. Si glances up, shows no reaction and returns to his screen. Mrs H waves Peggs in.


‘Here’s my little lad!’ I call out. I hurry over to them and start tickling and cooing at the baby. He laughs and giggles and kicks his legs, just missing Peggs’s nuts. In a couple of months’ time, Peggs will need to wear a box.


‘Who’s gorgeous? You’re gorgeous!’


Si looks at me like I’m insane. I care not. This little lad, this late, unexpected gift from the gods, is one of the bright stars in my universe right now. I bury my head in his tummy and he squeals with laughter, or fear.


‘I could kill a sugary coffee, Pete,’ Peggs says.


He looks tired. Mrs H and Josie wave at the baby as Peggs follows me into the kitchenette. I put the kettle on, put a heap of instant coffee and sugar in a mug and when I look up, I see that Peggs is close to tears. I put a hand on his arm.


‘Hey,’ I say. ‘You want to pop out for a nervous breakdown whilst I look after this little fella?’


Peggs nods. He breathes out heavily. ‘If I could just have ten minutes in my own headspace. I’ve been up with him since five, but it’s only eleven now and I just need to switch off for a moment – got the whole day ahead and I want it to be good for him.’


‘Come on, hand him over. Course you need a break. Where’s Summer?’


‘I booked her into a day-spa thing with her sister. She’s exhausted and hasn’t had a treat for months, want her to totally chill out. The two of them never get to be alone.’


‘Good for her,’ I say. 


‘I don’t even need to leave the shop. I just want to slob for ten minutes, look at some footballing bollocks on social media, you know, veg out.’


I hand him a mug of coffee in exchange for a ten-month-old human and point him to the sofa where our customers are cordially invited to sit back with a brew in one of our slightly stained-by-age mugs and peruse our very lovely, colourful holiday brochures. I think I see a small cloud of dust kick up when Peggs sits down.


I play with Mick. And I love doing it, but I’m going to call him ‘the baby’ or use a string of off-the-cuff nicknames because, to be honest, as a name ‘Mick’ isn’t doing it for me. I’m hoping he’ll grow into it, or that Peggs and Summer will change it.


Peggs sits upright on the sofa at first, drinking his coffee and enjoying whatever he’s enjoying on his phone. He’s my curator of social media, emailing me links to articles he’s read or debates on Twitter. He keeps me less not-up-to-date than I would otherwise be. I follow a total of seven people on Twitter, check into it on a monthly basis and never contribute. Peggs follows a couple of thousand people, hungry in his reading of politicians, progressives, music journalists and anyone involved with Crystal Palace FC. He’s been an active member of the Labour Party since he was twenty. Until he met the love of his life at the age of forty-nine and became a dad at fifty-two, he gave money and time to charities and local organisations and the political party to which he has a critical, not blind, devotion. He’s everything I’m not, and I love him.


He is also, now, fast asleep in my shop. He remains that way for fifty minutes, in which time I play with the baby, change him, and feed him the bottle I find in Peggs’s backpack, warming it in hot water first. I put on the baby carrier, strap mini-Peggs to my chest, check that his heels aren’t lined up with my gonads for when I start tickling him, and take him for a walk. 


By the river, I feel that wonderful shift in a baby’s weight that tells you they have fallen asleep. I cradle his head until I find a bench by a tree to slouch on at an angle that allows my handsome little companion to lie across my chest. I am the happiest man in Old Woking and that is quite a claim given that Woking is the thirty-seventh-happiest town in the UK. This sort of thing, the baby stuff, I love it and I was always good at it. Apart from the time I dropped Erland on to a radiator and then pranged the car taking him to A&E. But my family hardly ever mention that.


The thirty-seventh-happiest-town thing, I made it up. But not the bit about how happy I am when I can hang out with Peggs’s son; that’s all true.


Peggs texts me: 


 


Where are you?


 


By the river. Good sleep?


 


The best. On my way.


 


I wonder if I should diversify my business and charge people to pop in and take a nap on the sofa during the day. For insomniacs, I could offer a deluxe service in which I talk them through the demise of my business and send them into the deepest sleep of their lives. For depressives, a guided tour of my divorce from the woman I still love, to make them feel better about their own situation.


I’m sitting on a gold mine.


It feels like a magnificent triumph when a parent whose child you are looking after returns and you have their child fast asleep. Peggs sits down beside me with the lightness of a feather.


He whispers, ‘You want to come to “Monkey Around” with us?’


‘What’s that?’


‘New soft-play place. He’ll sit in a pen full of colourful plastic balls, drooling on them and picking up another cold, whilst fit mums in their thirties feel comfortable chatting to us ’cause they think we’re a couple who have adopted.’


Work or Monkey Around. There’s no choice to make here.






Chapter 3


Aside from being left with a bone-aching sense of emptiness and yearning afterwards, I enjoy my FaceTimes with Erland in New Zealand.


In a precious moment when Niall is out of the flat, Susie and I call him. It is eight-thirty in the morning in Cable Bay. Erland is on the veranda of his mobile home on the vineyard he works on. As ever, he looks sunkissed and languid, with the glow that working outdoors bestows. The sun is low behind him. He has sent us many photos of this landscape in the last two years and every one of them makes me happy for him and reminds me of an old version of me I dare not dwell on. 


Erland takes the mickey out of his sister for having a degree and no job. She calls him trailer trash and laughs at things he says which she’d find offensive from anyone else. Then they move on to me.


‘Dad’s started swearing a lot.’ (My daughter.)


‘He thinks we’ll like him more – it’s pathetic.’ (Son.)


‘Fuck off, both of you.’


After the call I suggest a movie and pizza to my daughter.


Watching La La Land is my idea of a slow death, but the fact that Susie wants to and Niall returns and says he dislikes the idea, means I feign enthusiasm. The film is what it is but my daughter cuddling up next to me on the sofa and Niall being relegated to the floor makes it all worthwhile. I don’t reckon he’ll go the distance and, sure enough, forty minutes in, he cracks.


He pauses the film and announces, ‘A chronological history of psychological torture in western civilisation goes: first, the rack, then waterboarding, then musicals. I am fearful of what this movie might do to my mental well-being.’


‘I think you’ll find musicals have been around a tad longer than waterboarding,’ I say.


‘Water torture dates back to the fourteenth century,’ he replies. ‘It was documented as a practice in Pennsylvania in the 1300s.’


‘Pennsylvania’s in America, Dad,’ Susie adds.


‘You two deserve each other,’ I mutter.


I’ll miss this sort of nonsense if my daughter ever moves out. Which, of course, she will, and must. What sort of father wishes his daughter to remain unemployed so she doesn’t leave home again?


‘Would you guys mind if I bugger off to the pub?’ the druid gardener asks.


‘Not at all,’ I say.


Niall is on his feet in a nanosecond. And, yes, you heard me right, Niall is a druid gardener. That’s his job. It gets better; ‘druid’ is spelled wrong on his pick-up truck (‘Drewid’) and, controversially for a man in his profession, he seems to work from home. His career is what rolling one’s eyes was designed for.


‘Sooz, you mind?’


‘Do as your conscience dictates,’ Susie says.


This comment means he’ll go but not be totally relaxed about going, and that is excellent work on my daughter’s part. Niall hesitates before continuing out of the room. I turn up the volume one bar to cement the illusion of me loving the film as much as my daughter but still we hear Niall call out.


‘Guys, someone’s stolen that five hundred quid.’


I call back, ‘I paid the builder with it.’


‘Why are you looking at Dad’s rent money just before you go to the pub?’ Susie shouts.


His face appears at the door. ‘I was going to take twenty quid out of it ’cause I can’t be arsed to look for my card.’ 


He has no filter. It’s what makes him so annoying and so honest. We listen to the front door shut and I enjoy the prospect of a few hours in a Niall-free universe. Things then improve further when Susie pauses the film. ‘It’s shite, isn’t it, this movie?’


‘I believe so,’ I say.


She switches it off. We remain slobbed out on the sofa eating Revels. We were always good at lazing around together as a family. I know it’s not an Olympic sport, but we aced it.


I lob an unidentified chocolate at her. ‘Any work leads, darling?’


‘Fu—’ She stops her potty mouth on this occasion, I don’t know why. ‘Nothing. And don’t just send the orange ones my way.’


I stop myself saying that something will turn up. I’m unhappy but I don’t want to die just yet.


‘Nothing,’ she says, ‘except for another email from Mark in Stockholm talking about the job there.’


‘Poor Mark. Doesn’t give up, does he?’


‘No . . . he doesn’t. It’s a good offer, a real career, makes you think—’


I lob another Revel at her, in the hope that she’ll stop thinking. She catches it in one hand and eats it.


‘Seriously, Dad, if I get another orange fondant from you, I’m gonna scream.’


‘Like I know what’s inside.’


‘That must be your superpower.’


‘That would be me all over. “Your superpower, Mr Smith?” “I can see inside a Revel.”’


‘As long as you use it for the forces of good, not evil.’


‘Bloody cold in Stockholm.’


‘Tropical here, of course.’


Always got a clever answer, my kids. I wish we hadn’t sent them to such a good local comp – there were plenty of ropey ones to choose from. 


Susie goes to say something but stops herself. We sit in silence. The right thing to do now is to tell my daughter to take the job in Stockholm if that’s what she thinks she should do. That’s what a good father does now.


‘It’s so brilliant having you back home,’ I tell her.


She switches the TV on again. ‘Watch a Queer Eye?’ she says.


It’s one of our treats. Soon, we are in Japan, with a woman called Yoko. She’s my age and has turned her home into a hospice because she wants people to have a better death than her sister had. The Fab Five work on getting Yoko to take some time away from all the, you know, death and be good to herself. By the end, we are sobbing our eyes out, and go to our rooms emotionally drained. It’s been a great evening.


 


I am woken at a quarter to midnight by a scraping sound. I go to the front door and through the window to the side of it, I watch the mottled shape of Niall bent over as he tries to get his key in the lock. A minute of this, whilst enjoyable in its own niche way, tells me it ain’t ever gonna happen. I crouch down and lift the letter-box flap.


‘How’s that going, Niall?’


‘Tricky little devil, this one.’


‘Good night?’


‘Epic. Can you stop the building moving about?’


I open the door. Niall tracks with it, stepping into the hallway, bent over, still trying to get the key into the keyhole as he shuffles in.


‘Strictly speaking, now that you’re in the hall, the need to get that key in the lock has passed.’


‘Eh?’


‘You’re inside the house.’


Niall straightens up and looks around. ‘It’s a flat, not a house.’


I glare at his glazed eyes and return to bed. Feeling lonely, I break my no-phone-in-the-bedroom rule and get mine from the kitchen so that I can enjoy the company of the seven people I follow on Twitter: Ed, Peggs, Susie, Claire, David Baddiel, James Naughtie and Sir Ian Botham. There’s a text from Claire, sent at ten o’clock this evening.


 


If you’re in the mood for some pillow talk, my solicitor says he’s chasing you for a signature. There’s no rush but every time he chases you, I pay for the privilege. Sorry x


 


We are doing it our way, and our way is that we agreed almost everything between ourselves, Claire taking the lead and me being monosyllabic and using all my strength not to derail the process or delay it; courtesy of which heroic effort, I still retain a portion of my dignity. Then, when it came to the detail of our home and provisions for the children, she hired a solicitor and we all sat down in a room together. We did this to limit the cost, and to make it clear we were not at war. It felt good being in that meeting room, Claire and I being reasonable and bright together. It was almost romantic. It reminded me of Sunday evenings when we’d have a drink and talk about the kids and what they needed, things they’d said to each of us, what to watch out for about them, funny moments from the week. And then we’d go early to bed.


I have hardly seen Claire since that meeting a year ago. Once the divorce was done, I steered clear of seeing her at first, not because I didn’t want to but because I still wanted to so much. In time, she stopped suggesting we meet up, having been blanked for so long, and I took offence at that and refused (to an audience of me) to contact her, out of principle, as the one who had been dumped. And she went back to being busy whilst I waited for her to make the effort to get in contact again, because them’s the rules and I’m an idiot.


I’m pretty sure that’s how we came to not be seeing anything of each other. But we do text and we talk about our children, who are no longer children.


As I make a cup of tea, I hear my daughter laughing in her bedroom. Then, the low rumble of Niall’s voice and Susie laughs again. I sit on the kitchen sofa in the dark and read Claire’s message a few times and formulate an answer. I enjoy this version of being with her, which is why I prolong the moment and don’t simply reply, Will do x and go back to bed.


Draft one, just to get it out of the way:


 


Send more filthy lawyer talk, now x


 


Because we did send messages like that to each other once.


Draft two, just in case she wants to abandon her ‘more interesting life’ project and come back to me:


 


Sorry, will sort first thing, been distracted, the business is going down and Susie really needs me around a lot and I’m thinking of a whole new life, somewhere, somehow, and am behind on my paperwork. Let me pay for the chasing bills, no reason why you should have to. Will sort first thing. Sleep deep xxx


 


That’s a brilliant text. It’s a cry for help and a broadcasting of my qualities and struggles, with a tantalising hint that I might move away thrown in (how she’d miss me then). I should send that. Except, it’s mostly untrue (Susie doesn’t need me, she needs a roof over her head until she gets a job), it’s mainly pathetic and it’s too long, and Claire will reply by being excited for me moving somewhere new.


Draft three:


 


Sorry, just so busy since Susie moved back in, what with her choosing to live with me and not you, will sort asap, just keep forgetting to during the catalogue of high-quality, cherishable, never to be forgotten father-daughter moments. X


 


The capital-X kiss is a good one because, on the one hand, it seems like a big kiss (and could be, if the receiver chooses) but on the other it’s just the quickest way to text after a full stop, so can seem nonchalant on the sender’s behalf. I’m not sure ‘cherishable’ is a word. ‘Perishable’ is, ‘cherishable’ I have doubts about. But that aside, it’s a work of art as texts go. I send it, then another offering to pay for the lawyer’s chasing letters. What a combo! Brilliant.


She replies immediately:


 


Cheers xx


 


Wait. 


What just happened?


My text was designed to open up a highly charged, flirtatious back-and-forth.


Cheers? 


In bed I become paranoid that she is only awake at half-past midnight because she’s with someone. It takes me a while to consider that, if that was the case, Claire probably wouldn’t break off from the orgasmic (bound to be) pleasuring, which her physically perfect (bound to be) partner is giving her, to text me about the solicitor.


So I turn to social media, and distract myself with Sir Ian Botham’s excellent life.


Unless she’s awake because she cannot sleep after so sensational (better than anything that went before) a sexual experience as the one she’s just had, and her mind has turned naturally enough to the job of clearing me out of her life completely so that she can devote her time to more of the same.


This is why I have a rule about putting my phone in the kitchen at nine o’clock every evening. I’m wide awake now. It’s my own fault, and a bit Claire’s.


But I’ll blame Niall.


 


The next morning, I forget to sing and Susie walks into the bathroom, shrieks and does an about-turn.


‘Please fix that fucking lock, Dad!’


‘Will do.’ 


I am in a rush because I want to get into the kitchen before what’s in the kitchen moves. What’s in the kitchen made me so happy when I first saw it five minutes ago that the desire to get back to it distracted me and made me forget to sing. I hurry back and, yes, joy of joys, it’s still there. On the sofa. Barely moving. Making a faint groaning sound. A hungover Niall experiencing genuine suffering.


‘Good morning!’ I shout.


His body is limp. His eyes look like a koala’s arsehole, almost cute but all wrong.


‘How are we this morning?’ I say, clapping my hands together. I hear Susie run a bath as I get eggs, mushrooms and bacon from the fridge. I slam the bread bin shut.


‘I said, how are we this beautiful morning, Niall?’


Niall sees what’s going on and sits up. ‘Never better,’ he says weakly.


‘Sure?’


He nods.


‘Fancy a fry-up?’


I notice a little gag in his throat.


‘I’ll pass.’


‘But you’re all right?’


He looks me defiantly in the eye. ‘Me? Tip-top. Yourself ?’


I nod and set about making breakfast. ‘Let me know if you change your mind.’


Niall gets up and slides open the bi-fold doors. ‘Bloody weeds . . . ’ he mutters.


‘That’s right, you get some air.’


Niall disappears out of sight. By the time he reappears I am sitting down to a feast and he is wiping his mouth and taking a few deep breaths. He looks a bit perkier.


‘Nice and fresh out there,’ he says and lifts a slice of toast off my plate on his way to the sofa. He throws himself down, takes a bite and talks at me with a mouthful. ‘You going in today?’


‘Yes, I’m going bloody in! We’ve not folded yet, you know!’


‘Just asking.’


‘Are you going to work today?’


He waves his tablet at me. ‘Been at work since six, same as every day.’


I snort at this. Because I’m twelve. Truth is, I’m disappointed that he seems to have ended his suffering with what must have been a textbook tactical vomit on one of the flower beds. I’d hoped for a day of his head slung over the toilet, Pete Smith style.


‘What you doing at work today then?’ he asks me. He lifts his T-shirt and pats his belly as he talks. It is beyond me how anyone, other than a mafia hitman, can feel this at ease in someone else’s home.


‘I’d like to understand your work better,’ Niall says. ‘People can know each other for years and never really understand what they do at work.’


‘We’re not going to know each other for years, Niall.’


‘Paint me a picture. A day in the life of a high-street travel agent.’


I sigh and regret how theatrical it sounds. ‘I go to my shop. We sell flights and holidays to people. And I’ve got a trade fair coming up, actually, so am very busy.’


Niall weighs this up. ‘And what do high-street travel agents do at trade fairs these days? Burn effigies of Tim Berners-Lee?’


‘Who?’


‘My point exactly. The man who invented the World Wide Web.’


Shit. I knew that.


‘Oh. That bastard.’


‘Where is it? Southend?’


‘Er, no, Berlin, actually.’


‘Cool. Very cool. I’m impressed. Want me to look up some cheap flights for you?’ He waves his tablet at me again. ‘Takes a second.’


There’s a plethora of fine retorts to this and I would use one of them if I could, you know, think of one.






Chapter 4


I am in the bath listening to opera when Josie FaceTimes me. Josie thinks that FaceTime is a phone call. I decline the call, turn the music off and voice-call her back.


‘Judy at Adriatica called, but only wanted to talk to you,’ she says.


‘That’s fine, Josie, I’ll call her.’


‘She said you’ve got her number.’


‘I have.’


‘You sound echoey.’


‘Must be the line. Thanks, Josie.’


‘Okay, bye!’


Judy from Adriatica will be wanting to discuss our relationship, the one in which Smith’s Holidays is named as one of her Italian travel company’s lead agents and gets priority access and discounts in return for booking a lot of punters on to their holidays. Judy will be wanting to talk about the one-way-ness of the relationship. She’ll be looking to end the relationship. 


Rather than call her from the bath, I put my music back on but decide on a change of mood. Red Snapper. Great band. Perfect music for letting you all in on a shocking secret – this is not a fantastic time to be a high-street travel agent. None of Susie or Erland’s friends have ever set foot inside a travel agency. As teens, I’d see their faces wrinkle with confusion at the concept of what I do. They’d want to be polite to you, because you’re old and they’re in your house and they like you on account of generally decent feedback on your parental performance from your child. But despite the good manners, I could almost hear them whimper, ‘I don’t understand,’ and see them tighten the grip on their phones as if to say, ‘My travel arrangements are in my hand – what are you talking about?’ 


At some point during my mum’s funeral I should have noticed that half the people who had been at my dad’s funeral five years earlier weren’t there. I should have done the maths on the fact that my core customers were making the same one-way trip to the ultimate unknown destination, and that this was not good for business. But I was too busy cremating Mum and stuff. No, that’s an excuse. I was averting my eyes from business reality long before my parents departed.


It started well enough. I learned the trade from them and found that much of it was already in my brain by a process of osmosis. They loved their work almost as much as they loved each other. (I’m not even going to start on my parents’ marriage. They were dynamic, happy and very much in love. None of which helps.)


I added a new side to the business, scuba-diving holidays in Europe; I set up partnerships and got to dive Sharm, Gozo, Lofoten. I grew it and took in Bonaire and Cuba. My parents placed their faith in face-to-face contact remaining the heart of a successful travel business and I failed to modernise their thinking because we ticked along, and I only ever wanted to tick along so I could leave early enough to do the school run and be with Claire and the kids as much as possible. I have been to forty countries on this planet and, once I was married, nothing ever beat the feeling of walking through my own front door.


When you’re a father of young children you get the chance to do the right thing every day of your life: protect them, feed them, make them feel safe and good, choose to laugh with them instead of getting annoyed. You have a partner who makes you feel stronger every day, helping you correct your mistakes, appreciating the things you get right. Every single facet of it is nurturing to one’s soul and self-worth. Now, there’s no one to get things right for. No one needs me. I am in an undiluted, non-stop partnership with myself, my fiercest critic.


There’s a knock on the bathroom door. At least, I think there is, but the music is so loud I can’t be sure. I ignore it anyway. Then there’s a banging on the door. I ignore that too and Susie calls out, asking me if I’ve had a heart attack. 


I reach for my phone to turn the music off.


‘Er, no, don’t think so. Not a big one.’ 


I switch back to some classical music. I installed a Sonos system when my flat was complete, spent a week transferring my CDs to it instead of going into work, and am already informed by Susie that it’s out of date. ‘The classic purchase by a man of a certain age,’ Niall called it, shortly before I clubbed him to death in my dreams.


Susie marches in and stops dead when she sees me.


‘Do you mind! I’m in the bath,’ I say.


She tilts her head sympathetically, switches the music off and kneels down by the bath, the empty bath in which I sit fully clothed reading The Romford Pelé by Ray Parlour. 


‘Why are you reading in here?’


‘It’s nice. I like it.’


‘What’s wrong with your bedroom?’


‘I don’t like my bedroom.’


It’s true. It was the playroom and then became a small snug where Claire and I used to sit and read. I don’t like it being my bedroom.


‘Living room?’ Susie asks.


‘Gandalf is in there.’


She sighs, like a mum with a teenage boy she doesn’t know what to do with. ‘Dad . . . ’


‘I’m reading.’


‘It can wait. Did you put that potted tree in front of the For Sale sign?’


‘Not exactly in front.’


‘Totally obscuring it.’


‘Yes.’


‘Houses are sold online anyway, not from passing traffic.’


‘Then it doesn’t matter.’


‘Dad . . . I need to talk to you.’


I return to my book, which is a ridiculous thing to do when someone is talking to you, but I don’t realise this until I am holding the thing up to my face. When we played hide-and-seek, Erland would stand in the middle of the room covering his face and consider himself invisible. Erland was two. That’s the level I’m at right now.


‘Must be a great book,’ Susie says.


‘Yeah. I mean, it’s not Joyce.’


‘Dad . . . ’


I put the book down and turn to her, to listen to what I don’t want to hear.


‘I’m taking the job in Stockholm. I can’t keep working as an intern. I graduated nearly three years ago and it’s getting me down. I have to take this job, Dad.’


My daughter wipes away the tear that has already escaped on to my cheek.


‘I’m going to tell Niall now.’


‘About moving to the tundra or the fact that your new boss is a handsome ex-lover who still has a thing for you?’


‘We were nineteen, it lasted four months, we never . . . did anything.’


‘Oh dear, unfinished business.’


‘No.’


‘That’s how Niall will see it.’
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