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This one’s for Jane Wright.




Chapter One


The kitchen of The Majestic Hotel, Newbay.
 Saturday, 29 June 1996



‘Where is he?’ Dani asked.


‘He’s out the back having a fag,’ said Julie.


‘Great. Keep him out there for a couple more minutes, will you?’


‘How am I supposed to do that?’


‘I dunno. Try talking to him?’


Tutting like she’d been asked to do something really difficult, Julie the waitress headed for the kitchen’s back door and the row of enormous metal dustbins that constituted The Majestic Hotel’s staff outdoor ‘rest area’. Meanwhile Dani stayed behind to put the finishing touches to the cake. It was the most ambitious she’d ever tried but it was Nat’s eighteenth birthday and if an eighteenth birthday didn’t merit a truly great cake, then what did?


Dani carefully lifted the Tupperware cake-box from the larder shelf, where Dave the chef had let her stash it for the duration of service. Now service was over. The last of the evening’s punters, a bunch of noisy friends celebrating a fortieth, had moved from the restaurant into the hotel’s bar, where they were shaking their impossibly aged booties to the strains of the ‘Macarena’.


‘Impressive.’ Dave the chef nodded as Dani unveiled her creation.


‘Took me three days,’ said Dani, settling the cake on a stand borrowed from the hotel’s tea service. ‘I used twenty-four eggs. Mum was doing her nut.’


‘It was worth it,’ said Dave. ‘You’re very good at this, you know. You should think about doing it professionally.’


Dani grinned. Coming from Dave the chef, that was praise indeed. But there was only one person whose opinion really mattered tonight.


It may have taken Dani three days to make Nat’s birthday cake but she’d been thinking about the design a whole lot longer. She’d gone with a chocolate base, of course. That was definitely Nat’s favourite. She didn’t have to worry about getting that right. But after that? She’d spent evening after evening flicking through her mother’s old baking books for inspiration but could find nothing that was quite ‘Nat’ enough.


Nat wouldn’t want sugar flowers or a golf course complete with bunkers fashioned from royal icing. He was eighteen. He was an indie music fan who delighted in discovering ever more obscure bands. He liked reading science fiction and spouting off on political ideologies he didn’t really know much about. He would be off to Bristol University to study philosophy in September. When he wasn’t wearing his Majestic Hotel waiter’s uniform, he wore tattered T-shirts (one with a picture of Che Guevara on it was his favourite). His nickname among The Majestic’s staff was Frank, as in Frankenstein’s monster, on account of his impressive height and square jaw.


Nat didn’t mind being called Frank. At least, that’s what Dani hoped, since in the end she’d themed his cake around his nickname. Two layers of chocolate sponge, sandwiched together with a rich raspberry-flavoured ganache, were covered with a sheet of green fondant icing. Dani had made a tattered black skirt for the cake from crepe paper, to look like the monster’s hair. Two enormous gob-stoppers formed the monster’s bulging eyes. The green icing was decorated here and there with black icing ‘scars’ that oozed blood made from raspberry jam. Now Dani placed eighteen black candles around the edges and the cake was complete. Just as Julie ran back into the kitchen.


‘He’s finished his cigarette!’ Julie yelled as though sounding a fire alarm.


Dave the chef handed Dani his own cigarette lighter – his precious Zippo from Las Vegas – with which to light the candles.


‘Everybody ready?’ asked Dani.


Julie quickly gathered the kitchen and waiting staff around the huge stainless-steel table in the middle of the room. Dave turned off the main lights.


Nat walked in, wiping his feet on the mat as he always did. He was a well brought-up boy.


‘What’s going on?’ he asked, finding the kitchen in darkness.


‘Ta-daa!’ The last of the candles was lit.


‘Happy birthday!’ the Majestic crew shouted.


Dani led the singing.


Nat paused on the kitchen mat as though frozen. He looked at his watch. Two minutes past midnight. It really was his birthday at last.


The light from the eighteen candles made Dani look more beautiful than ever. And if he needed proof that she liked him, here it was. She really liked him. She had made him a cake. Never mind that the decoration was a mickey-take on a nickname he hated. She had made him a cake because she cared. Dani Parker cared for him. It was all Nat could do not to burst into tears.


‘Happy Birthday to yooooouuuuuu!’


The song rose to its traditional crescendo. Dave the chef harmonised the baritone.


‘Make a wish,’ someone shouted as Nat blew out the candles.


Nat didn’t need to wonder what to wish for. He knew exactly what he wanted right then. And someone somewhere must have been listening, because seconds later Dani Parker leaned over the unconventionally wonderful cake she’d made for his big day and gave him a kiss.


‘Happy birthday,’ she whispered as her soft lips touched his cheek.


For once, it really was.




Chapter Two


Dani’s kitchen, 15 Schooner Crescent, Newbay.
 Saturday, 19 May 2018



‘Mum!’ Dani shouted. ‘Have you seen my Wilton 48 basket weave?’


‘Your what, love?’


‘My Wilton 48 … Oh, never mind. I’ll find it.’


Dani continued to rifle through the kitchen drawers for just the right icing nozzle. Her mother Jane appeared in the kitchen doorway and watched her throwing discarded cake-decoration tools onto the counter top.


‘That looks really beautiful,’ Jane said, nodding at the cake on the table. ‘Flossie’s going to love it.’


‘I hope so,’ said Dani, finding the Wilton 48 at last. She held it up triumphantly. ‘This is the one.’


‘I can’t believe she’s nearly sixteen,’ Jane continued. ‘Makes me feel quite old.’


‘How do you think it makes me feel?’ said Dani. ‘Seems like I only just left school and in two years my daughter will be old enough to vote.’


‘Heaven help us when she does,’ said Jane.


‘What time is it?’ Dani asked.


‘Ten to eleven.’ Jane read from the delicate watch she’d had since she was first married, some forty-odd years before.


‘Aaaagh,’ said Dani. She was running out of time to finish the cake. It was hard finding a moment when Flossie and her awful new boyfriend Jed weren’t in the house. Specifically, when they weren’t in the kitchen, going through the fridge, the bread-bin, the freezer and the cabinets like they hadn’t eaten in months. Jed was six feet five and had hollow legs.


That morning, however, Flossie was at her best friend Xanthe’s house (she’d stayed overnight so they could revise for French GCSE together) and Dani had foregone a lie-in to get to work on her daughter’s sixteenth birthday surprise. Now she had to go to her day job.


‘I’ll finish it later.’


Dani covered the cake – a lemon sponge, Flossie’s favourite – with its cloche and carefully placed it back in the pantry, which was adorned with a homemade ‘Keep Out’ sign. Dani was already dressed for work in the T-shirt and trousers she would swap for kitchen kit when she got there. She kissed her mother on the cheek and headed for the door.


‘Do not let Flossie go anywhere near that cupboard!’ was Dani’s final instruction. ‘Or Jed. Especially not Jed. We need something left to eat at the party.’


Jane gave her a mock salute.


‘Nobody is getting near that cake!’


Minutes later, Dani was on her bicycle, heading towards the sea front. There weren’t many consolations to never having quite managed to leave her hometown but living so close to the sea was one of them. Dani never tired of that moment when she was whizzing down the long hill towards the promenade with the tang of sea salt in the air. Going back up the hill after she’d finished her shift was another story but she’d learned to savour those precious minutes when she could stop pedalling and coast towards the waves.


At the bottom of the hill, Dani took a sharp right turn along the promenade and there was her place of work, looming like an enormous six-layer wedding cake. The Majestic Hotel.


Unchanging, enduring, eternal. The huge white stucco building was one of the little seaside town’s most famous landmarks. It was as important a part of the landscape as the Victorian pier. During the nineteen twenties and thirties, it had played host to many scandalous parties. The Duchess of Windsor was said to have stayed there when she was still Wallis Simpson (a photograph in the hotel lobby purported to be the evidence, though Dani secretly thought the person dressed as Cleopatra for a fancy-dress party was just as likely to have been a man).


If only the walls of The Majestic could talk. They’d certainly know some stories. How many thousands of people had celebrated life’s big moments there? How many engagements, weddings, birthday parties, even wakes, had taken place in the restaurant? For many years, ‘they’re having their do at The Majestic’ was synonymous with ‘posh’ to anyone who knew Newbay.


One of Dani’s own earliest memories was of being taken to the hotel’s winter garden to share afternoon tea with her mother, father and grandparents. It seemed impossibly glamorous to be in that room, sitting on a gilt-covered dining chair, eating sandwiches with the crusts cut off. And as for the cakes! Oh, those cakes.


Dani could still remember the three-tiered stand the waiter had placed right in front of her. Three gold-rimmed white porcelain plates were slotted into an ornate gold frame. Sandwiches on the bottom. Scones with homemade jam and clotted cream in the middle. Cakes on the very top. Dani’s mother and grandmother both claimed they’d eaten more than enough after the scones so Dani had the cake plate they were supposed to share all to herself.


There were six cakes on that plate. There was something about their miniature nature that made them extra-special. And each one was different. In the order in which Dani tasted them that long-ago day, they were: a chocolate éclair, a strawberry millefeuille, a lemon meringue tart, a Paris Brest, a slice of chocolate torte and a dome of wobbling raspberry mousse on a perfectly crisp shortbread biscuit. Heaven only knew how the three women would have divided the cakes up if Gran and Mum hadn’t conceded.


When she arrived in the kitchen this May morning, nearly thirty-five years after that long-ago tea, the early shift was already hard at work on lunch. Dani nodded her ‘hello’s and headed for her workstation. From a wide-eyed child stuffing her face with miniature cakes, she was now the hotel’s chief pastry chef. And she was always busy. The hotel had experienced a downturn in the noughties – as had many places on the English Riviera – but lately it was on the up again, thanks to a refurbishment of the fabulous ‘winter garden’ dining room. You had to book months in advance to get afternoon tea at a weekend.


‘Morning, Dani,’ said head chef Dave as Dani walked past. ‘Rough night?’ He always said that.


‘Cheers, Dave.’


Dave the chef was the only member of staff who’d been in the kitchen as long as she had.


‘How’s it going?’ Dani turned her attention to Joe, her assistant.


Joe stepped aside to show Dani a tray of perfectly piped meringues.


‘Good work,’ she said.


Joe beamed. He was excited by patisserie in a way that Dani had never been. It wasn’t quite natural. Mind you, more than two decades after her first summer on the Majestic team, Dani wasn’t quite so enthusiastic about anything any more.


She hadn’t meant to still be here. She’d only ever intended to work at the hotel during weekends and holidays until she finished university. Then, with her degree in hand – French and Communications Studies – she should have been off to conquer the world.


But life’s what happens when you make other plans, right?


She’d salvaged a pretty decent life from the wreckage of her teenage dreams, so now she felt that perhaps she was always supposed to stay in Newbay. She had a lovely family, a comfortable home, steady work, good friends and an outlet for her creativity. She was supposed to be at The Majestic. She was supposed to be right where she was.


Dani looked at the list of things she would be working on this shift: a full house for afternoon tea, two special birthday desserts for the evening’s dinner service, an anniversary cake for a couple celebrating their silver wedding anniversary … Dani rolled up her sleeves and got cracking.




Chapter Three


Though, in general, The Majestic’s staff got along quite happily, there was one member of the team who drove everyone bonkers. That was Cheryl the events manager. She was never seen without a clipboard (Dave wondered whether it was in fact part of her arm) and she was constantly poking her nose in where it wasn’t wanted.


‘With all due respect,’ she would say if anyone challenged her judgement, ‘I do have a degree in hospitality.’ And thus her word was final. Even if she was pronouncing on someone else’s area of expertise. Such as in the kitchen.


Dave the chef refused to have anything to do with Cheryl after an incident during which she came into the restaurant and tasted a delicate consommé he was preparing for an event. Specifically, she tasted it without his permission, using a wooden spoon, which she allowed to fall back into the pot. She then had the cheek to suggest that Dave added more seasoning.


After an altercation that almost ended in disciplinary action all round, Cheryl agreed that all future requests to the kitchen would go via Dani. Cheryl herself would venture no further than the serving hatch unless officially invited.


She was at the serving hatch now, clipboard in hand.


‘Dani,’ said Cheryl. ‘I wonder if I could borrow you for a minute or two? There’s a customer here thinking of planning a birthday party celebration event.’ Cheryl never used two words when she could use four. ‘I said you’d be the one to talk to about the menu and the celebratory birthday party cake?’


‘My pleasure.’


Dani quickly wiped the flour off her hands and followed Cheryl out into the dining room. As they walked, Cheryl briefed her.


‘I need you to understand that this is a very important VIP client and we hope to be doing much more business of this kind with him and his extended family in the future so it would be most expedient if you could …’


For once, Dani didn’t even notice that Cheryl was doubling up on VIP and using ‘expedient’ in the wrong context again. She was staring at the man in the dining room.


Cheryl’s ‘very important VIP’ customer had his back turned to the kitchen doors as he looked out of the restaurant’s vast windows to the grey sea beyond. Twenty-two years may have passed since Dani last saw him, and he had certainly made some sartorial changes since then – probably a good thing – but she recognised him at once. Her heart made a bid for escape through her mouth.


‘Nat?’ she asked, hardly trusting herself to say his name. ‘Nat Hayward?’


He turned around. It was him.


‘Nat! No way!’


Cheryl looked from Dani to her customer and back again as Nat’s face broke into a grin. Meanwhile, Dani felt as though she might be about to fall over. Her legs had turned to jelly. Ridiculous.


‘Dani Parker! You’re still in Newbay?’


‘Yes,’ she said, desperately trying to act casual. ‘And, and … so are you?’


‘Just come back,’ he said. ‘Well, a few months ago actually. My dad’s … Oh, I’ll tell you later.’


Cheryl was standing between them with her clipboard.


‘You two know each other?’ Cheryl asked.


‘We worked here together,’ said Nat. ‘Can you believe it?’


‘You worked here?’


It was clear that Cheryl was surprised.


‘Just for a summer.’


Nat of the Che Guevara T-shirt was long gone. His floppy fringe was just a memory. As was quite a bit of his hair, Dani observed. He was wearing a perfectly fitted navy blue blazer over his pristine blue jeans. He wore a pale pink shirt with a collar (he’d sworn that once he left Newbay for university, he would never wear a shirt with a collar again, let alone a pink one). On his feet were brown leather deck shoes – footwear about which he had always been so scathing. ‘Shoes for people who never go near a boat.’


Nat’s family ran a fleet of pleasure boats out of Newbay harbour.


‘When was it, Dani? 1997?’ Nat asked.


‘’Ninety-six,’ she said.


‘I’d just finished school,’ said Nat to Cheryl. ‘I was waiting to go to university. You had another couple of years left to go, didn’t you?’


Dani nodded. ‘A-Levels.’


Nat continued. ‘We were waiting staff in this very restaurant for the summer season. We did all the weddings. I was hopeless.’


‘I’m sure you weren’t,’ said Cheryl politely.


‘No, I was. Always dropping things. Getting orders mixed up. Luckily, I had Dani here to rescue me, unless she’d been seconded by the pastry chef and spirited off to the kitchen. Where …’


‘I remain to this very day,’ Dani finished the sentence for him.


‘Gosh, it’s good to see you. It’s been a long time.’


‘Certainly has,’ said Dani.


For a moment, holding each other’s gaze as though they were alone, they stood in silence. Yet there was so much to say. And most of it would be about the events of just one day.


‘A-hem,’ said Cheryl, who was clearly keen to get on with organising this very important VIP celebratory birthday party event. ‘Well, isn’t it lovely that you’ve met again? A good omen, I think. Shall we run through exactly what it is Mr Hayward wants from us here?’


‘Of course,’ said Dani.


‘It’s a thirtieth birthday celebration party,’ said Cheryl, flicking through the pages on her clipboard.


‘For my girlfriend,’ said Nat.


‘Oh.’


Dani did her best not to look disappointed by the fact Nat had a girlfriend – though, of course he wasn’t single. Why would he be? – or surprised by the girlfriend’s age.


‘Her name is Lola.’


‘L-O-L-A Lola …’ Dani couldn’t help herself. They’d sung The Kinks’ song all the time that long-ago summer. Dave the chef had one of their CDs on repeat in the kitchen.


Nat nodded.


‘Her dad loved the song. Which is supposedly about a transvestite, I know, but …’


‘Moving swiftly on …’ said Cheryl. ‘Mr Hayward’s celebratory birthday party event of eighteen invited guests and family members will be having dinner here in the restaurant, at the end of which they shall certainly be needing a celebratory birthday cake.’ Cheryl rustled through the papers attached to her clipboard again. ‘I have already shown Mr Hayward pictures of some of the cakes you have made in the past and he particularly likes the idea of a cake of the chocolate varietal.’


‘I know you make a good one,’ Nat said.


‘I hope I make a better one now,’ said Dani.


‘So,’ Cheryl continued. ‘A chocolate celebration cake …’


‘Three tiers with cream and ganache?’ Dani suggested. ‘Do you want a classic glossy covering, like a Viennese torte, or is there a theme you’d like me to try to represent in the decoration?’


‘Just a glossy covering and thirty gold candles?’ Nat suggested.


‘Good choice,’ said Dani. ‘Simple. Classy.’


‘Like your partner, I’m sure,’ Cheryl sucked up to her potential client. ‘Ms Parker will do her best to ensure that the aforementioned desired cake is exactly to your requirements.’ She turned to Dani. ‘The dimensions for a cake for eighteen people are …’


‘I know what they are,’ said Dani, suddenly needing to be somewhere else. Being in front of Nat like this, totally unprepared, was awkward to say the least. Being asked to make a cake for his girlfriend’s birthday was just surreal.


‘You’ve got the price in one of your spreadsheets I think. I’d better get back to the kitchen. Those éclairs won’t make themselves.’


‘It’s great to see you again,’ said Nat, reaching out to shake her hand.


To shake her hand? Dani closed her eyes for just a second. If her sixteen-year-old self could have seen …


‘I’m a bit sticky,’ she said, snapping back from her reverie and waving her fingers at him.


‘I hope we catch up properly soon,’ Nat said.


‘Yes,’ Dani nodded. ‘I’ll see you around, I’m sure. Newbay’s not exactly huge.’


‘No,’ said Nat.


‘Mr Hayward, perhaps I can take you through the possibilities for celebratory floral arrangements now.’


Cheryl was already whisking Nat back into the hotel’s cocktail bar, where she would run through the rest of the details over a pot of complimentary filter coffee and, possibly, if Nat’s budget was looking big enough, one of the kitchen’s delicious éclairs.


As Dani made her way back to the kitchen, she glanced over her shoulder to see Nat one more time. Cheryl was still yakking away. But Nat was looking back at Dani with that smile. Just like he used to when they were sharing a private joke on a busy shift. Twenty-two years fell away.




Chapter Four


Nat Hayward.


Dani knew who Nathan ‘Nat’ Hayward was long before they ended up on the same waiting team at The Majestic. He went to the boys’ grammar that was the ‘brother’ school to the girls’ High School Dani attended. From time to time, the two schools joined forces to put on musical extravaganzas that required players of both sexes. Starved of male attention, Dani signed up for every one.


In the winter of 1995, when GCSEs still seemed a hundred years away, Dani was in the chorus of a production of HMS Pinafore. Nat was in the joint school orchestra providing the music. She noticed him at once and kept on noticing him. He looked so cool despite his slightly too-small sixth-form blazer and prefect’s tie. Dani missed her cue a couple of times because her attention wandered from the action on stage to the orchestra pit.


On the last night of the play’s run, the cast and orchestra were all invited to a party hosted by ‘Call Me Mike’, the drama teacher from the boys’ school who had brought the production together. Dani spent the evening planning how she would talk to the shy but gorgeous ‘Nat the Oboe guy’ but by the time she worked out her opening line, he was gone.


Then there he was again six months later: the only boy on The Majestic’s summer weekend waiting team. He sat at the back of the first training meeting, with his fringe hanging over his eyes. Still shy. Still gorgeous. As soon as she saw him, Dani knew she was going to love her new job.


She was right. Every working shift felt like playtime, with in-jokes and pranks a-plenty. The team worked together and socialised together, at weekends heading from the restaurant to the nearby Mariner’s pub, where the landlord would serve anyone who looked older than twelve. The lock-ins at The Mariner’s were legendary. Dani told her parents that her Saturday shifts at The Majestic didn’t end until one in the morning and hoped they would already be asleep as she weaved her way upstairs when she got home.


Less than eight hours later, Dani might be back at the hotel for another shift but no hangover could dull the prospect of another day with Nat and the gang. She always bounded into work, as though she would have paid for the privilege of being there. Just being near him.


Over the years, she’d thought about him, of course. But after that summer when he was waiting to go to university and she had two years of A-levels ahead, she only occasionally heard actual news of him. He was a superstar at university, just as he had been at school. He was definitely on course for a first. He was playing oboe in a radical, experimental jazz band. He had a girlfriend. Seemed serious about her. They’d moved to London together. He got a great job …


Everything she knew about Nat had come to her second-hand. She wondered what he’d heard about her in return.


Dani had flunked her A-levels. She stayed behind in Newbay for another year for re-sits. Eventually went to her fifth-choice university. She changed course three times. She got mixed up with the wrong crowd. Got herself a boyfriend called Lloyd, who chipped away at her personality like he was trying to sculpt her into a mouse. Their relationship made it difficult for her to concentrate on her academic work. Then she got pregnant at twenty-one and didn’t finish her degree anyway.


By the time Flossie was born, Lloyd was already off the scene. Dani had to move back in with her parents. Then Dani’s dad died suddenly of a heart attack and it was just her and Flossie and her mum. Dani had no idea life could be so hard.


It was easier now, Dani admitted. Flossie was nearly launched. She liked her mum as well as loved her. That helped with all three of them living in such close quarters. The Majestic management treated her well. Most days, she thought she was lucky. Then …


Nat’s visit to the restaurant was one of those moments when the life Dani might have had edged aside the lid on its battered coffin and peeped out like the ghost of summer past. A summer past that Nat had described merely in terms of their working together.


Getting ready for bed that night, Dani stood in front of the bathroom mirror and gave herself an instant face-lift by pulling the skin back from her jaw. She wondered what Nat had made of their strange reunion. Was she on his mind as he was on hers? Dani frowned. If she was on Nat’s mind, he would be thinking ‘dodged a bullet there’. He had a thirty-year-old girlfriend.


Thirty years old. Nat’s girlfriend Lola – who was most definitely not a transvestite – was ten years younger than he was. Eight years younger than Dani.


Of course, at thirty it wasn’t as though Nat’s girlfriend was really all that young at all but Dani was still a little surprised. Eighteen-year-old Nat would have claimed that he wanted a peer. A true partner in life.


Though being thirty didn’t mean Lola wasn’t Nat’s intellectual peer. A thirty-year-old wasn’t a child. It was the age at which loads of people were marrying, becoming parents, planning to be partners at big city law firms … There were thirty-year-old surgeons, CEOs and politicians. To have attracted Nat’s attention, Lola must be one of that breed of thirty-year-old. A high achiever. Someone who was going places. A businesswoman. Where did he meet her? What did she do? What did she look like?


Nat Hayward’s girlfriend was about to turn thirty. That meant that when Nat and Dani were working at The Majestic together back in 1996, Lola was just eight years old. While Dani and Nat were listening to obscure indie bands no one outside the band members’ families had really heard of, Lola was probably prancing up and down in her parents’ sitting room, pretending to be one of the Spice Girls. Which of the Spice Girls would Nat have been attracted to? It was hard to imagine that the Nat Dani once knew would have been attracted to any of them.


But time moves on and people change. Every cell in our bodies is renewed every seven years. Isn’t that the theory? Nat wasn’t the eighteen-year-old Dani had been in love with. Just as she was no longer Dani the sixteen-year-old who was going to conquer the world. She was Dani the thirty-eight-year-old, single mother to a sixteen-year-old. Who was just at that moment coming in. And trying hard not to make any noise as she did so. Flossie was late home.


‘Flossie?’ Dani poked her head around the bathroom door as Flossie tried to get upstairs without drawing her mother’s or grandmother’s attention.


‘Mum,’ Flossie put on a slightly manic smile. ‘I thought you’d be in bed.’


‘I’ll bet you did. What time is it?’ Dani asked.


‘It’s late, I know. But the bus was really slow tonight. It’s high season. The town is full of pensioners who need help getting on and off. The driver kept having to put the ramp down. It took forever.’


As excuses went, that was a new one.


‘What did you get up to tonight?’ Dani asked.


‘We were round at Xanthe’s again? Revising?’ Flossie’s rising tone made the statements into questions.


‘Were her parents there?’


‘Later they were. They went to a party for a bit.’


‘Was Jed with you?’


‘For a little while. He met up with some of his mates.’


‘At the pub?’


Flossie shrugged. ‘I don’t know?’


That rising tone again.


‘You didn’t go with him, did you?’


Flossie shook her head. ‘No. I know I’m not allowed. Besides, too much revision …’


Dani was pretty sure Flossie was lying but she didn’t press her on it.


‘I’m going to bed,’ she said instead. ‘Don’t stay up too late, will you, sweetheart? You can do too much cramming, you know.’


‘I won’t. I’m really tired,’ said Flossie. Dani went to kiss her. Flossie quickly turned her face so that Dani caught her on the ear. Trying to make sure Dani didn’t smell any fumes, she guessed.


‘Drink a glass of water before you go to bed,’ Dani suggested.


Flossie nodded. ‘I will.’ Then she smiled the smile that always melted Dani’s heart. ‘I only had two halves of lager,’ she suddenly admitted. ‘At Xanthe’s house. And only because it’s nearly my birthday.’


‘At which point you will still be two years off being allowed to drink legally.’


‘Not in France.’


Flossie had an answer for anything.


‘We’re not in France,’ Dani reminded her.


‘Perhaps we could pretend we are?’ Flossie said in a terrible French accent.


Dani couldn’t help laughing. Oh, her beautiful daughter. Her beautiful funny daughter. She could always find a way to make Dani smile. Sometimes Dani couldn’t believe that after all the things she had got wrong in her life, she had managed to make something so right.




Chapter Five


The following day was Flossie’s sixteenth birthday. As was the family tradition, the birthday girl got to have breakfast in bed. Flossie requested pancakes. She’d had pancakes every year since she was six. This year they had to be vegan. Fortunately, Dani was well versed in adapting just about any recipe in line with food allergies and preferences. Vegan pancakes were no trouble at all.


Jane and Dani sat on the end of Flossie’s bed while she opened her cards. For the past twelve months, Dani had assumed Flossie would want a fancy new phone as her birthday gift but Flossie had changed her mind about wanting new tech. She’d changed her mind about a lot of things.


Up until the end of her pre-GCSE year – year ten – Flossie seemed to have pretty much the normal teenage concerns. She spent all her allowance in Top Shop and Primark. After school her best friends Xanthe and Camilla would come over to watch on-line make-up tutorials and give each other makeovers (and conjunctivitis, when they shared an old mascara). On Friday nights, they would go to the local youth drama group and try out their new looks on their male peers, who seemed mostly bewildered by the girls’ emerging beauty.


But at some point during the second term of year eleven, Flossie, Xanthe and Camilla declared they were no longer interested in drama. The lads from the youth group were far too immature. Especially when compared with the gang from the sixth form college that hung out in the Newbay Arts Centre café.


Though she didn’t like the idea of these new, older pals at all, Dani knew she couldn’t keep Flossie from the café. All Flossie’s friends went there and Camilla’s mother, who volunteered at the Arts Centre, assured Dani that none of them would ever be served an alcoholic drink. Still Dani could only listen with concern as one particular name cropped up in Flossie’s conversation with increasing regularity.


‘Jed says … Jed told me … Jed thinks …’


Until Dani dared to ask, ‘Floss, is this Jed chap your boyfriend?’


Flossie’s response was immediate and enthusiastic.


‘Oh Mum! I really think he likes me!’


Overnight, Flossie changed her image to match that of her new paramour. She told Dani that Jed didn’t like make-up because even if the end product hadn’t been tested on animals, most of the ingredients had. He didn’t like fast fashion. It was exploitative, expensive and polluting. He didn’t like commercial music. Commercial music relied too heavily on old-fashioned, sexist social tropes. Of course Jed was a feminist.


‘He’s a bigger feminist than any woman I know!’ Flossie exclaimed.


Dani had to admit she was glad when Flossie ditched the heavy make-up, which made her look old enough to get into trouble. She was also glad when Flossie stopped spending all her cash on clothes she’d only wear for one Insta-pic. And she was positively delighted when Flossie stopped listening to awful dance music that necessitated grinding like a pole dancer, swapping it for songs with actual tunes played on proper instruments.


All the same, Dani wasn’t sure what she thought about the degree to which the opinions of Flossie’s new boyfriend seemed to be infiltrating every part of Flossie’s life. And he was eighteen. Just two years and a month older than Flossie, but at that age it might as well have been a decade. When she found out about the age gap, Dani said she would only allow Flossie to continue to see him on condition that she brought him home to be vetted.


On first impressions, Jed was pretty much what Dani had expected. He was what she would have called a ‘crusty’ back in the nineties. If Flossie looked as though she had jumped straight out of the laundry basket in her crumpled dingy ‘eco’ clothes, Jed looked as though he dressed exclusively from wheelie bins. The rips in his jeans were less artful than awful. His oversized sweater was shiny with grease at the cuffs and the collar. His hair was matted. He basically looked as though he could do with a good wash. Alas, detergents were one of the things Jed disagreed with.


Over tea and cake in Dani’s kitchen, Jed held forth. He was passionate about animal welfare, human rights and living a green life. But while his ideologies were sound, the way he delivered them was a little self-important. Dani couldn’t help but feel harangued. Especially when he tried to tell her – while stuffing himself with homemade Victoria sponge – that it was a crime against future generations to use anything except ancestral grains.


‘What do you mean by ancestral?’ Dani asked.


‘Spelt. Quinoa.’


‘Makes a terrible sponge, quinoa,’ Dani said.


After their first meeting, Dani would have been quite happy to see the back of Jed right away. But could she veto him on the grounds of being pompous?


‘He comes from a really nice family,’ Flossie assured her. ‘His dad is a lawyer and his mum’s a doctor.’


Dani was ashamed to admit those facts helped to put her mind at rest. He had a lawyer for a dad? His mum was a doctor? How bad could he be?


However, the next time Jed came over, Dani insisted that Jane be in to meet him too, so she could get a second opinion. Jane called for back-up in the form of her best friend Sarah, Dani’s godmother, who lived in the house next door. If anyone would get the measure of Jed, it was Sarah.


Dani laid out the minus points. ‘For a start, he’s too old.’


Sarah played devil’s advocate. The age gap between Jed and Flossie wasn’t all that big in the scheme of things, she said. And underneath the grime he looked young and fit and clear-eyed. He seemed sensible. Far from encouraging Flossie to drink underage, Jed had refused the small glass of wine that Dani offered him at Sunday lunch.


Jane added that she’d read in the Telegraph that young people were much more conservative these days and actually far less likely to drink, smoke or do drugs than their parents’ generation.


And yet …


‘He’s changing Flossie,’ Dani complained to her mother when they were alone.


‘Isn’t it good that he seems to be making her think more seriously about the world?’ Jane asked.


‘Well, yes,’ Dani admitted. ‘But she’s always proselytising now. She seems to have lost her sense of humour.’


‘There comes a moment in every parent’s life when they find their child’s sense of humour bewildering,’ said Jane. ‘She’s doing well at school. She still seems to want to spend time with us. I think, considering she’s a teenager, that’s pretty much all we can hope for. And she’s happy to bring Jed home. If he really were that bad, I don’t suppose we’d have even heard about him.


‘I think we need to give this young Jed chap a chance,’ Jane concluded. ‘If you make a fuss about him and try to tell Flossie she shouldn’t be seeing him, the chances are you’ll only make her more determined that he’s the love of her life. Just as you had your heart set on a number of unsuitable chaps back in the day.’


Whose names she couldn’t even recall. Apart from Nat Hayward.


‘She’s very much like you, is Flossie,’ said Jane. ‘She’s stubborn as an ox. But she’s not stupid. If Jed is a waste of space, she’ll work it out in the end.’


So Jed, for now, got to stay.




Chapter Six


Flossie went straight to the Arts Centre café for coffee after her birthday breakfast so that Dani could finish making her ‘secret’ cake. When she returned, Flossie had in tow her two best girl friends, Xanthe and Camilla, who had also embraced the grunge aesthetic since swapping the youth drama group for the Arts Centre café. The three girls looked like extras from a Pirates of the Caribbean movie that afternoon, with their shabby clothes and multiple piercings.


Thank goodness Flossie was slightly wary of needles and had only managed to get two traditional lobe piercings and a single hoop high on the rim of her left ear. Camilla had a new piercing, though, Dani observed, a nose-ring of the kind seen mostly on bulls.


‘All right, Mrs P,’ Xanthe and Camilla chorused.


‘Ms,’ said Dani. ‘It’s Ms.’


‘Mizz is really difficult to say,’ said Xanthe.


‘Perhaps it is with a tongue ring,’ Dani replied.


Xanthe self-consciously fiddled with the stud that pierced her tongue. She’d already chipped one of her front teeth.


The girls were invited for lunch to celebrate Flossie’s big day. They would be joined by grandmother Jane, godmother Sarah and, eventually, Jed, who was going to be a little late. Something to do with picking up Flossie’s present, she told Dani excitedly.


Flossie led her friends straight into the kitchen, where she pulled a bottle of cava out of the fridge.


‘Can we have this?’ she asked her mum.


‘You’re sixteen, not eighteen,’ Dani protested.


‘Oh, come on,’ said Flossie. ‘You know you got this for me really. And you’re allowed to have alcohol with a meal at home when you’re four.’


‘Five,’ Dani corrected her.


‘Well, I’m well over that.’


‘Being under age never stopped you from having a drink, Dani,’ Sarah observed as she let herself in through the back door. Sarah’s garden was joined to the Parker house by a gate, which Dani’s dad had fitted so that Dani could go back and forth as a child. Dani was long since grown up but the gate had stayed. It was as convenient for the adults as it had been for the children. Jane and Sarah were always in each other’s kitchens. ‘Oh, the times I saw you rolling home!’


‘Sarah, you’re supposed to be on my side,’ Dani said.


All the same, Dani popped the top of the cava and poured out six very small glassfuls of the glittering liquid.


‘Oooh! Cava! Don’t mind if I do,’ said Jane, joining the others at the table.


‘Happy birthday, Flossie darling,’ she raised a toast to her granddaughter.


‘Happy birthday,’ the others joined in.


‘Sweet sixteen,’ said Sarah. ‘And don’t you all look … unusual,’ she added, taking a proper look at Flossie’s pals. ‘New piercing, Camilla?’


‘Yes, Auntie Sarah.’ All the girls called Sarah ‘Auntie’. ‘It’s gone a bit septic.’


Sarah took a large swig from her glass as if to wash down the thought.


‘What are we having for supper, Mrs P?’ Xanthe asked.


‘Flossie’s favourite,’ said Dani. ‘A vegetable lasagne.’


‘With vegan cheese, right?’ Xanthe confirmed.


‘Of course. Everything on the table is vegan tonight. No need to worry about any of it.’


Xanthe nodded approvingly. ‘My mum doesn’t bother,’ she said. ‘She tries to tell me she’s giving me vegan cheddar but I can so tell it’s not. I said to her, Mum, this cheese smells of death.’


‘Hmmm,’ said Dani.


‘And that death smell seeps out through your pores when you eat it,’ Camilla added.


‘Really?’ said Sarah. ‘I eat a lot of cheese. Do I smell like death?’


Sarah lifted her wrist towards Flossie to be sniffed.


‘You always smell of Fracas, Auntie Sarah,’ Flossie said.


‘Well, there will be no pore-seeping here,’ said Dani, wondering what arch-vegan Jed was eating to make him smell like silage. ‘This is all one hundred per cent vegetable matter.’


‘That didn’t used to be a good thing,’ said Sarah.


The three girls and the two older women sat down at the table and started tucking into the vegan canapés Dani had prepared that morning. There were little vegan crackers topped with olive tapenade, smoked mushroom pâté, celery with cashew nut cheese (which was a very poor substitute for Philadelphia, thought Dani, but if it was what Flossie wanted).


Jane went for some celery. ‘Oh,’ she said, barely hiding her disappointment at the lack of cheesy taste. ‘These are … er, different.’


‘What is this supposed to be?’ Sarah asked, holding a cracker topped with mushroom pâté aloft.


‘Magic mushroom paste,’ Dani joked.


‘Oh good,’ said Sarah. ‘Haven’t had that in a long while.’


‘You took magic mushrooms?’ Xanthe looked shocked.


‘In the sixties. It was the only way to make any sense of the music,’ Sarah replied.


‘Auntie Sarah is pulling your leg,’ said Jane. ‘The sixties didn’t happen in Newbay.’


‘Speak for yourself,’ Sarah said.


Dani carried on preparing the rest of the meal while Flossie and her guests chatted happily. Sarah handed over a birthday gift of a bottle of Chanel No. 5. ‘As Coco Chanel said, a woman who doesn’t wear perfume has no future.’


Dani was relieved that Flossie accepted the gift with grace rather than a lecture on parabens. In this room full of women – young and of a certain age – Dani felt very happy. Friends told her that their teenage daughters wanted nothing to do with them, so Dani was proud that Flossie felt she did want to bring her pals home. Dani hoped Flossie would always feel able to be as free in her presence as she seemed to be now.


‘So, Mum,’ Flossie announced through a mouthful of cracker and tapenade. ‘Xanthe and Camilla have clubbed together to get me the best birthday present ever.’


Xanthe and Camilla shared a complicit glance and grinned.


‘What’s that?’ Dani asked, walking over to the table and placing a rainbow-coloured salad in the middle of the cloth.


‘Guess,’ said Flossie, immediately stealing a cherry tomato from the bowl. ‘You too, Gran and Auntie Sarah. You have a guess as well. What would be the best birthday present ever?’


Sarah jumped straight in. ‘For me, it would be a night of passion with Alfie Boe.’


‘Ugh!’ said Flossie. ‘Too much information. Gran?’


‘Well, the best present anyone could get me right now would be a pair of smart yet fashionable boots that can accommodate a bunion,’ said Jane.


The three young women grimaced. Bunions were still happily well outside their frame of reference.


‘Mum?’


‘I’d like a new bicycle,’ said Dani. ‘One with two wheels in actual alignment. But what would be the best present for you, Flossie.’ Dani tapped her bottom lip as she thought about it. ‘Gift vouchers for Top Shop?’


‘Mum, no one goes to Top Shop any more.’ Flossie was outraged. ‘Didn’t you learn anything when we watched The True Cost? Fast fashion is like the worst thing for the environment and it’s supported by deeply unethical working practices.’


Xanthe and Camilla both nodded.


‘I suppose that rules out Primark vouchers too,’ Dani quipped.


Flossie feigned despair. ‘How can you even say the word?’


‘Vouchers?’


‘Primark.’


‘You used to love Primark.’


‘Before I was woke.’


‘Don’t you mean awake?’ asked Jane.


‘Woke,’ said Flossie. ‘Grandma, it’s woke.’


‘This is fun,’ said Sarah.


‘Oh go on then,’ said Dani, also wondering whether Flossie was using ‘woke’ in the right context. She’d already had a lecture on the word from Jed. ‘I give up. What have you two lovely girls bought Flossie for her birthday?’


Dani popped a cracker with tapenade into her mouth as she waited for the answer.


Flossie’s eyes sparkled as she announced, ‘They’re paying for me to have a tattoo!’


‘What? A tattoo? No they’re bloody not,’ Dani spat cracker crumbs all over the table. ‘Not happening. Over my dead body.’


‘It’s my body actually,’ said Flossie.


‘And it’s illegal. You have to be eighteen.’


Not that that had stopped Flossie’s mates. Both Xanthe and Camilla were tattooed. Someone in the Newbay tattoo business wasn’t very diligent about checking his customers’ ID.


‘You can’t have a tattoo at school,’ Dani protested.


‘Mum, I’m going to be leaving school in a couple of weeks. You can have whatever you like at sixth form college. They don’t check. Besides I’ll have it somewhere I can hide it. Like Xanthe and Mills do.’


‘Then what’s the point of having a tattoo at all?’ Dani asked.


‘Because I want one?’


‘Well, sometimes I want to smoke a great big spliff,’ said Dani. ‘But you can’t always get what you want …’


‘Oh, I know where you can get …’ Camilla began, before Sarah gave her a look that said, ‘Not now, dear.’


‘Mum, it’s really not that big a deal,’ Flossie continued. ‘In many aboriginal cultures, people get their first tattoos while they’re still babies.’


‘That’s different. That’s cultural. You’re not talking about a historically based ritual. You’re talking about going to one of those terrible shops near the pier. Dirty needles. Septicaemia …’


‘We’d only let her go to the best place,’ said Xanthe.


‘Which place? If they’re tattooing under eighteens, I’m going to report them to the police.’

OEBPS/images/title.jpg
Once

i

Lifdime

Chrissie Manby





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
What if...

...happened twice?






OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
HODDER





