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PART I







   

Chapter One


‘Becoming Cyclonic Later’


I wake with a start. Someone’s snoring and it’s me. Even as six-packed superheroes are triumphing over evil at an ear-piercing volume on the multiplex screen in front of me, I’ve managed to nod off, with my fist submerged in my popcorn bucket.


I pull myself upright and wipe a string of stray dribble from my chin. The twelve or so other people dotted around the auditorium, mostly singles like me, are unlikely to notice the dozing woman in her usual seat at the far end of Row G. I expect one or two of them are ‘resting their eyes’ too.


Silver-screen matinees are the best and you don’t even have to be over 60. If you get there ten minutes early, there’s a free cup of tea and a budget Bourbon. If you get there on time, there’s a plate full of crumbs and an apologetic shrug from the staff member on biscuit duty. Sometimes I pop into Greggs before the midday screening for a sandwich or a slab of bread pudding, Dad’s favourite. Last Friday, I slid out of bed and into my comfiest jogger–cardy combo for a late morning Japanese animation, with an ice-cream tub of cold spag bol to sustain me.


There’s something slightly illicit about going to a daytime screening. But if I see a film at night, I might bump into friends (or worse, ex-colleagues) in the foyer and be forced to make small talk. Early afternoon films offer anonymity. Having said that, on the way home from one last week, I pulled up at the traffic lights alongside Nia Ronson-Tanner’s mum’s Berlingo, doing the school run with a carful of kids. I could guess what Nia was saying: ‘Hey, it’s Miss Stanley. OMG, state of it!’


I manage to stay awake for the rest of the film and blink into the daylight as I emerge from the Odeon. My car is in the usual car park and I’ve yet to get a ticket if I’m late returning to it. I’ve got this cinema thing down to a fine art. Plus it’s good to leave the flat every few days and get some fresh air. Vegging out on the sofa, shouting at Pointless contestants, has lost its charm and I’m bored with choosing the right villa for retired couples from Lincoln, seeking ‘their place in the sun’.


It’s a dull Tuesday afternoon. I could pop home, find the stray trainer that’s missing from my sports bag and do a forty-five-minute circuit at the gym. Or go wild and randomly take whichever class is about to start. Except Zumba. Zumba is for show-offs in expensive kit who roll their eyes at uncoordinated heffalumps like me. I don’t have the frigging funk and I never will. Can they recite the alphabet backwards in Finnish or teach a roomful of rambunctious 13-year-olds the chemistry of coastal erosion? I very much doubt it.


If I can’t find my trainer, I could still grab my swimming things and do a few laps of the leisure centre pool. Then pick up a pizza, polish off that opened Merlot and hunker down in front of the latest ‘acclaimed film’ Netflix has specially selected for me.


There again, I could do the gym and/or pool tomorrow. Maybe get up early – half nine at the latest – and use the morning to wash and bag up my kit so I’ve got no excuse. Great. I have a plan. Starting tomorrow. Once I find that trainer. Or buy new ones that don’t squash my little toes.


Or not. Fuck it, I hate the gym anyway.


Traffic is light and I’m home in fifteen minutes. Maybe I should jog to the cinema next time. I park in my usual slot, click my car locked and walk to the front door, patting the pockets of my Puffa jacket for the key. I suddenly remember a budget pizza buried in the bottom drawer of the freezer that I can pimp with tinned pineapple. Result.


I don’t expect to find Kate, sitting on the step, punching a text into her phone. She gives me her signature glare. ‘At bloody last. Where have you been?’


‘The gym, okay. Are we meant to be seeing Dad tonight?’


She stands, brushing down the pencil skirt of her Zara suit. ‘I’ve been trying to reach you all afternoon but your phone’s off. Dad’s in hospital.’


‘The physio for his knee? That’s not for ages, is it?’


Kate takes a deep breath. I think she’s tired of lecturing me on why a) I should keep my phone turned on, b) I’m so flaky and c) she’s always the first port of call in a crisis.


‘Annie, just listen, will you? He’s been rushed in by ambulance. He collapsed. Bev rang me and I said I’d ring you. She was beside herself.’


Dad. Collapsed. Ambulance. I swallow hard, forcing Kate’s words to engage. I spot some popcorn on my cuff and eat it.


‘We’ll go in my car,’ Kate commands, over her shoulder, as she strides back down the path, waving like a tour guide for me to follow. ‘He was in such good form on Sunday. All jolly and silly. Going on and on about some cheap headphones he’d bought at Lidl. Like he needs new headphones. But they were “such a bargain”. You didn’t see him, but he was.’


I’m still scrabbling for my seatbelt as Kate screeches her Mazda into the afternoon traffic. ‘He kept asking why you weren’t there. Bev too.’


‘I told them. I was busy.’


I stare out of the window, looking but not seeing. Is that a new hair salon in the parade of shops by the bus stop? Or has it always been there and I’ve never noticed it before? I concentrate hard, trying to remember.


‘Busy. Yeah, right. So busy.’ Kate overtakes a bus with her usual brazen confidence. ‘And then you have your phone turned off all afternoon because you’re so “busy” at the gym.’


‘I was. Ask my Zumba instructor if you don’t believe me.’


‘And I have to search St Albans to find you.’


I don’t reply. What’s the point?


‘I just wish you could share the load, do your bit. You’re the big sister around here. But you do fuck all. You only make an effort when I nag you. It isn’t fair. It so isn’t, Annie.’


I suddenly remember: that new hair salon used to be an off-licence. With the flirty manager. Ric, was it? No, Vic. He asked me out once. As if! And now it’s gone. When did that happen?


I let Kate drone on, say her piece, get it off her chest. Path of least resistance. And okay, maybe there have been times when I’ve taken a back seat, excused myself from my responsibilities. Kate’s just better at that kind of thing, so why compete and fall short?


‘Come on, come on.’ Kate thumps her steering wheel at some slow emergency traffic lights. I give her a reassuring ‘we’ll be there soon’ smile, but she’s staring straight ahead. The lights change and a yellow-bibbed lad with a ‘Go’ paddle waves us on. I recognize him as a former pupil. Mason McIsaac. Shame. I thought he’d gone to uni.


Kate accelerates, to make up for lost time, her knuckles whitening on the steering wheel as a sign for the hospital appears at the roundabout.


‘It sounds serious, Annie. Let’s assume it is so that we can be pleasantly surprised. And we need to do this together. Don’t we?’


‘Stop going on. I’m here, aren’t I? Just stop going on!’


The ICU visitors’ room has a TV in the corner, turned on but muted. A programme about antiques, is it? Or upcycling? I have to stop myself scrolling through the daytime schedule in my head. It doesn’t matter, you idiot.


Bev is sitting in a corner armchair, away from a noisy family who are celebrating with each other that their mother is on the mend. ‘Typical Mum, putting us through the wringer because she likes the attention.’


Bev looks up as Kate and I approach. Her eyes are ringed with damp mascara and she’s forgotten to apply her ever-present coral lipstick. I clock the relief in her eyes as we sit each side of her.


‘Oh, thank God you’re here. Pippa’s on her way but she had to ask Mark’s mum to pick up Elliott and Evie. She shouldn’t be long. I won’t text her if she’s driving. I don’t want to distract her. She should be here soon. Thank God you’re here . . .’


Bev runs out of words and searches her pockets unsuccessfully for a Kleenex. I pull a trail of toilet roll from my Puffa pocket and pass it on. Least I can do.


Unfeasibly grateful, she gives me a spontaneous sideways hug which I have to twist round to accept. I hug back. This angular, unfleshy woman with whom I rarely, if ever, make human contact, needs comfort from me and I don’t like it.


Kate gives a weird little hiccup of supressed emotion and sandwich-hugs Bev from the other side. Eventually and awkwardly, we free ourselves, sit back in our chairs and remember our surroundings.


‘What happened?’ Kate asks, taking Bev’s hand.


Bev shakes her head, trying both to recall and delete the memory. ‘We went to the garden centre. You know how keen your dad is to get those raised beds planted for the summer. We bought some things for lunch in the farm shop: cheese, bread, that spicy chutney he slathers on everything. I laid the kitchen table and Peter carried all the things through to the garden. You know, round the side of the bungalow. From the car. I called out “Ready!” but he didn’t whistle back. He whistles back when it’s mealtimes.’


Bev pauses to blow her nose. ‘He’d collapsed on the path, you see. I didn’t realize. If he’d collapsed in the garden, I’d have seen him when I was slicing the bread.’


She stops, indicating with a wave of the hand that she’s too distraught to go on.


‘Did you dial 999 straight away?’ Kate asks.


Bev nods, filling up.


‘Did you try CPR?’


‘I didn’t want to do it wrong so I got a pillow and made him comfortable. I sat on the path and held his hand. The woman on the phone was very reassuring. They think it’s a heart attack. They were there so fast. I can’t fault how well they responded. Or you two. Your dad will be so pleased to know you’re here to look after me.’


I try to scrunch away the negative thought but it lingers. This woman, whose hand now pats my arm, has got it so wrong. We aren’t here for her, we’re here for him. Isn’t that bloody obvious?


I walk to the window and take in the view, six storeys up: a car park; a single-decker bus disgorging visitors; three paramedics grabbing a quick coffee break. One of them leans in and says something and they all laugh. In a job like that, you have to laugh to keep sane. Teaching geography’s a breeze in comparison. I’m a lightweight.


The door swings open and Pippa bustles in, bearing a palmful of hand sanitizer from the dispenser outside.


‘I squirted too much. May I?’


She takes my hand and wipes a dollop onto it. I catch Kate’s eye and we exchange a look. That is so Pippa, so typical of how she behaves. Like her mother before her, she has invaded our family without being asked.


Pippa hastily rubs in the last of the sanitizer so that she’s hands-free to hug her mother. If Bev’s held it together until now, the presence of her only child gives her free rein to break into wracking sobs which startle one of the noisy family’s children so much that he has to be taken to the chocolate machine for a consoling KitKat.


As Pippa rocks her mother, she looks to Kate and me. ‘Well? What’s happening? How is he?’


‘I’ll find a nurse,’ Kate replies, clacking away down the corridor in her work stilettos. I want to go too, but Kate would have asked, if she’d needed me. Which is the whole problem in a nutshell. She accuses me of not being involved but chooses to exclude me. And I let her.


‘They think it’s a heart attack,’ I tell Pippa.


The words sink in. A heart attack. People die of heart attacks: my neighbour, three days after last Christmas; Toby’s mum when he was 16; Stephen Gately. No, he died of a pulmonary oedema. Is that the same as a heart attack? I have no idea . . .


Should we have seen the signs? If I’d gone to Dad and Bev’s for Sunday lunch, would I have noticed that he was breathless or wheezy or sweaty? If I’d got my lazy fat arse in gear and driven the twenty minutes to their house, could I have stopped this?


Pippa is saying something. I allow the words to drift past me. She tries again. ‘I’m getting Mum a cup of tea. Do you want anything?’


I could murder a Mars bar. I saw them in the machine as we left the lift. And now that little boy is making a smeary meal of his KitKat.


‘Not for me, thanks.’


‘Keep an eye on Mum, will you?’


Or your mum can keep an eye on me because that’s my dad in there, in intensive care. And he could die and I’ve already lost my mum so I’m the one who needs taking care of, thank you very much, Pippa.


‘Maybe a Mars bar if they’ve got one?’


The noisy family have left and Bev and I have the visitors’ room to ourselves. Why are Kate and Pippa taking so long? When will we be allowed to see Dad? Why did I ask for a Mars bar when I know the very first bite will make me heave?


Bev pats my hand. It’s a gesture. Of sorts. Is she acknowledging that we’re both running the same anxious thoughts through our heads? Or is she gently reminding me to be the ‘dutiful daughter’ in Pippa’s absence?


I give it my best shot. ‘How are you doing, Bev? Finding Dad like that, it must have been horrible for you.’


‘Oh, Annie. It was. Of course, I’ve been here before. Not here, I mean. Not the ICU.’ She lets out a heavy sigh. ‘When I lost Keith, I couldn’t possibly imagine I’d be going through all this again.’


‘Nobody’s “lost”, okay. Dad’s collapsed but we haven’t lost him.’


‘Absolutely. We mustn’t jump to conclusions. But you can’t help it, can you? Worst-case scenario. What if he doesn’t make it?’


I try not to raise my voice, lose my rag. ‘Dad’s a stubborn old bugger. Always digging his heels in, not giving up. He’ll come through.’


Bev takes comfort from my words, even though I’m not totally convinced by them. He is stubborn though, and he often loses patience with my ‘oh sod it’ attitude. Kate’s more like him. Diligent, conscientious, responsible; she hated learning the piano but still got her certificate. I gave up the violin after two lessons; Dad was always teasing me that I could have been the next Vanessa-Mae.


‘It was different with Keith, of course,’ Bev continues. ‘Still a shock. Still out of the blue. But it was instant. That lorry ploughed into his car and he felt nothing.’


I know how Keith died. I’ve heard the story countless times and yes, it was sad and ghastly. But, if I’m really, really honest, I can’t find it in my heart to care about a man I never met. A man I was only aware of, post mortem, because of his connection to a woman I hardly know and barely tolerate.


‘It was different with Jackie too, wasn’t it?’ Bev says, sifting through our shared losses. ‘Peter’s often told me how painful it was for you all to watch your mum fade away like that.’


‘Yes. It was.’


‘What’s worse, I wonder? Losing someone in an instant, like I lost Keith. Or knowing they’re in dreadful pain, month after month, and they’re going to die.’


‘Bev, we’re all going to die,’ I snap. ‘Didn’t you get the memo?’


Bev chuckles, enjoying my little joke. I can’t even get angry with this silly woman without her seeing it as a bonding moment.


‘I knew your dad was a good man on our very first date. It wasn’t really a date. He came to the garden centre with me to help me choose a new lawnmower, then we had lunch in the cafe.’ Bev’s chin quivers as the irony hits her. Will the garden centre symbolically bookend their relationship?


‘We sat there on the terrace for a good couple of hours and he told me about Jackie, how she’d fought off the first bout of cancer and they thought that was it. How he knew before she did that something was wrong. He was so loving and caring as he talked about her. A proper gentle man. And I thought to myself: Crikey, Bev, this one’s quite the catch.’


I bite my tongue. Dad didn’t know before Mum that the cancer had returned; she’d been so careful to hide the signs because she feared she wouldn’t survive it a second time. So did he rewrite the story of her illness, or did Bev? I’ll have a word with him when he’s back on his feet.


He will be back on his feet. I won’t lose two parents in five years. No bloody way!


And then Kate and Pippa return. Pippa holds two paper cups of tea and the top of a Mars bar pokes out of her pocket. Kate is pale. She squeezes her eyes tight shut, then blinks them open again. She tries to find the words but they don’t come. She sits down with a thump, lucky to find a chair behind her.


He is gone.







   

Chapter Two


‘Rough or Very Rough’


Nearly noon and I’m curled up on the sofa, still in my washed-to-death Boyzone T-shirt and equally ancient leggings. I’ve dragged the duvet off my bed and tucked it around me as I channel-zap through daytime options, finally settling on something with dogs. At the next commercial break, I shall make some tea and polish off the last two Tunnock’s teacakes. They never used to make me feel queasy but, with determination, I’m pretty sure I can eat through that.


I am an orphan.


I went to sleep – eventually – with those four words in my head and they were still there, like an insistent cluster headache, when I woke up, befuddled and exhausted, at five to six this morning.


I am an orphan.


My dreams have been chaotic and strange: no foretaste of grief to come, no Kodachrome moments of a young Mum and Dad beside us at the seaside or round the dining table. That would make sense. Last night I dreamt I was living in a dystopian city which held a big parade to celebrate the vanquishing of an alien force. But the aliens hadn’t left. They were still there and I was the only one who knew.


The front door clicks open and Kate enters, weighed down with Tesco bags and post from the communal hall. I wait for the almost imperceptible look of disapproval; I’d promised to be dressed when she returned. I might even have said I’d tidy up . . .


Kate stomps past the sofa and dumps the shopping in the kitchen. ‘Sod it, I forgot kitchen towel. I’ll pop out later.’


Cupboard doors thump open and closed. Cutlery is put away. A tap is turned on and plates immersed in sudsy water. Kate is also now an orphan, but her response is busy-ness and order. I hear her stop what she’s doing and take a deep breath to collect herself. Then she returns with two glasses of orange juice and perches on a vacant corner of sofa.


‘How long’s the dishwasher been out of action?’


‘Couple of weeks, a month maybe. It’s no biggie.’


‘It isn’t if you remember to wash up, Annie. You know? Hot water, little scratchy sponge to loosen the porridge and dried-on ketchup?’


She kicks off her shoes and gets under the other end of the duvet, forcing me to shift my legs. We stare at the TV.


We are both orphans.


‘Well, at least we know what we have to do, second time around,’ Kate says eventually.


‘Do we? Last time we had Dad. Plus Mum told us what she wanted. Which songs, which poems. Tell everyone to wear something red. Hey, d’you remember the Cousin From Tenby?’


Kate only just manages not to spit orange juice across the duvet. A mash-up of grief and light relief catches us unawares and we laugh hysterically for a full minute.


‘Oh God, the Cousin From Tenby!’ Kate tries to recover herself. ‘Did we ever find out who she was?’


‘Dad claimed he knew her but he was on autopilot all day.’


‘And we didn’t defrost those sausage rolls properly and they were rock hard in the middle. But the Cousin From Tenby still ate about ten of them.’


‘Those bloody sausage rolls. Why did we buy so many?’


‘We must have known she was coming,’ Kate says and the hysteria returns.


‘Well, unless she’s in Dad’s address book, we don’t need to invite her again.’


‘She was pushing 90 six years ago. She’s probably dead.’


Dead. She hears the word leave her mouth and it’s enough. Just before the tears come, typical Kate, she carefully puts her glass on a side table and finds a clean hanky.


‘I keep thinking, “I can’t believe it”,’ she sobs, in jerky gulps. ‘And then I think I can’t believe I’m thinking I can’t believe it because it’s such a bloody cliché. This time yesterday, he was alive. It isn’t even twenty-four hours, Annie.’


I scoot along the sofa to put my arm round her. I may not have a functioning dishwasher and my flat is a tip. But I give good hug. At least I know how to do that.


‘Do you remember, after Mum died, how everyone asked how Dad was?’ I say. ‘And we’d reply that he was bearing up. “How’s your dad, how’s your dad?” No one ever asked how we were, Kate. It’s like we were, I don’t know, bystanders. Not daughters who’d just lost their mum.’


Kate blows her nose and pushes stray fringe from her eyes. ‘Maybe at Dad’s funeral they’ll finally ask how we are.’


‘They bloody won’t! Not when there’s “poor Bev” to take care of. She’s been in our lives, what is it, four years, but she’ll be the star turn at Dad’s funeral, not us.’


‘I don’t want to be the star turn.’ Kate shrugs. ‘Whatever that is.’


‘Neither do I. But Bev? Seriously? I better be tranquillized or pissed to get through it without laying in to her.’


Kate frowns. ‘You can’t, Annie. You’d feel awful afterwards. Everyone would.’


I pad into the kitchen, returning with the two remaining teacakes. ‘She’ll have her fingerprints all over everything. It will be her day and we’ll get sidelined. You know we will.’


‘I don’t care.’


‘I do. And so do you.’


Kate nods. Magnanimity’s overrated. ‘But she’ll have to respect our wishes for the funeral. We’re his next of kin.’


‘Exactly. It was her choice not to marry Dad. Which means we can do it our way.’


‘I don’t want to make waves, Annie. She and Dad were really happy and we didn’t expect that. We should be grown up about this and let her take charge of the day.’


There is so much to do: registering the death, contacting the solicitor, undertakers, DVLA, electoral roll, passport office . . .


Kate takes charge, I take instruction. In one packed day, we manage to tick seven and a half things off a list she’s drawn up with asterisks (urgent/less urgent) and two shades of highlighter pen (pink/Kate, green/Annie). Meanwhile Bev takes it upon herself to break the news to her own friends and family. It means she’s occupied and these are the people she and Dad socialized with as a couple: the local Ramblers, Terri and Bill from their walking holiday in Austria, the proprietor of their favourite curry house.


Kate nips home to get her hair straighteners and a couple of changes of clothing; even though she doesn’t live far away, we soon realize we need to be together and she only makes a minor fuss about the thinness of my sofa-bed mattress. I’d forgotten how loudly she snores, through two walls and a closed door. I’m amazed that she can disengage her brain and nod off so swiftly. At the end of day two, we’re both in bed by ten. By quarter past, Kate’s honking like an adenoidal sea lion.


And then the stream of unwanted, mostly trivial, thoughts invade my head, often returning for a second or third visit. All the things I need to do; all the things I should have done and didn’t or have done that I shouldn’t. Nothing important. That will come later.


I lie board straight and wide awake, staring at the ceiling and tracking the occasional flash of car headlights that crosses the ceiling. Do I have black polish for my best shoes? . . . Who did the registrar remind me of? . . . Why does Kate wear contacts even though she hates them? . . . Cromarty.


When Mum’s cancer returned, she insisted on getting a new cat. Flo had died a couple of years earlier of chronic flatulence and immense old age. A kitten would be a distraction from the terminal elephant in the room. Flo’s replacement, a long-haired piebald tabby, was almost certain to acquire a cutesy little boy’s name, if Mum had anything to with it: Benjy, Barney, Bobby. But Dad insisted that it was his turn to choose and she acquiesced. She must have known the cat would outlive her.


Dad’s victory was hollow. All his suggestions were bad puns that no one laughed at: Clawed, Hairy Potter, Purr Favor. Defeated, he scanned his trusty Shipping Forecast tea towel for inspiration: Malin? Bailey? Fitzroy? He settled on Cromarty, where he and Mum had gone on their honeymoon.


I adored Cromarty (more than I had Flo, although I never told Mum) and used to call him Monorail because of the way he straddled the back of the sofa to look out of the front window. He was unusually sociable for a male cat and was a huge comfort to Dad after Mum died.


Bev wasn’t a cat person but, when she and Dad got together, Cromarty, now fully grown, was an integral part of the package. When they sold their separate homes and bought the bungalow, fitting a cat flap was Dad’s first job. On the rare occasions I visited, freaked to see furniture or saucepans I’d grown up with in this ugly, alien little house, Cromarty would seek me out. When I could locate no warm feelings for Bev, I could still give love to this daft, klutzy animal painfully kneading my lap.


Cromarty hadn’t been old enough to appreciate the loss of Mum; he’d barely adjusted to replacing his own mother with these larger, fur-less parents. But Dad had spoilt him rotten and the cat will definitely notice his sudden absence.


Will Bev remember to feed and cuddle him? Will she know that the only way he’ll swallow worming tablets is encased in expensive Waitrose salmon pate? If Bev doesn’t care for or about Cromarty, might I have to adopt him? Great in theory but it’s patently obvious that I’m barely responsible for myself. And I’ve got no outside space. And, well, I just can’t.


After two hours of failing to fall asleep, I give in and get up to make a cup of tea. Normally, when insomnia hits me, I spend an hour or two in front of Netflix, waking with a jolt at the dawn chorus and stumbling back to bed. But Kate is honking for England on the sofa bed, so that’s not an option.


I rest my elbows on the worktop, waiting for the kettle to boil. I flick the radio on, hoping to catch the last gasp of the midnight news.


As I dunk my tea bag and clock two new packets of Hobnobs (hurrah for Kate) in the cupboard, the Shipping Forecast kicks in. North Utsire, South Utsire, Dogger, Fisher, German Bight. And finally it hits me like a cold slap of sea water in the face.


Dad is dead.


I hadn’t found it in me to cry before. There were even times when I thought I wouldn’t need to, the way I’d cried for Mum. What did that mean? Didn’t I care enough? Was I now such a detached, callous cow that I’d become hardened to loss?


This sudden wail of grief takes me by surprise . . . Portland, Plymouth, Lundy, Fastnet. It comes up from my belly and bursts from my lungs. It hurts . . . Shannon, Bailey, Rockall. As I try to control the jagged lurch of sobs, it dawns on me that every night after the midnight news, every morning at 05.20, this sing-songy, all too familiar, irritating mantra will remind me that Dad is gone.


I hear a thump and ‘fuck’ from next door as Kate gets out of bed; she must have walked into the coffee table. I barely register her coming into the kitchen. She hugs me, crying in sympathy.


I don’t need to explain myself. Faeroes, Fair Isle, South-East Iceland says it all.


‘Shall I turn it off?’ Kate asks gently.


‘No! He hasn’t got to Sandettie Light Vessel Automatic yet.’


Kate parks me on the kitchen stool and makes the tea. The announcer runs through inshore waters . . . Cape Wrath, Rattray Head, Lyme Regis, Carlingford Lough, Ardnamurchan Point, and wishes his audience a peaceful night’s sleep.


As soon as the first chord of ‘God Save the Queen’ strikes up, Kate turns off the radio. That’s the rule. Dad’s unconditional love of the Shipping Forecast was a constant, as was his disdain for the Royals.


‘Sandettie Light Vessel Automatic.’ Kate laughs. ‘I still don’t know what that is.’


‘I don’t suppose we need to.’


We settle on my bed sipping tea, a pyjama party minus the party.


‘Bloody Shipping Forecast,’ she mutters. ‘Soundtrack to our lives.’


‘What was he like? Living his whole life in landlocked St Albans but he had to know if a storm was brewing off Selsey Bill.’


‘Once a sea cadet, always a sea cadet.’ She does her own approximation of a salute. ‘And always home from work by five to six, so he could catch it on Long Wave.’


‘Mum reckoned he listened to it to wind us up, because we hated it so much when we were kids. And then it just kind of stuck. Part of what glued us together as a family.’


Kate nods. ‘Do you remember when we had friends for tea on a Saturday and we had to tell them to keep quiet while it was on? I know it scared off Michael Atkins. My first-ever boyfriend. God, I was so embarrassed.’


‘Shame it didn’t scare Bev off.’


Kate doesn’t respond. We long ago agreed to be tolerant of her but Kate is better at this than me.


Bev came into Dad’s life when he’d just about learned to get through each day without Mum. He’d got back into reading again, sometimes a book a day. He’d taken on an allotment and joined the Ramblers.


Bev was a Rambler too; that’s how their friendship began. What upset Kate and me was when it rapidly became more than a friendship. We didn’t have to like her (we didn’t) to be distressed at how quickly she displaced Mum. That was Bev’s only crime. That and her fondness for little carved stone ornaments and parsley garnishes and turquoise as a default colour choice for everything. And Lionel Richie.


‘We need to cut her some slack,’ Kate says carefully, knowing this suggestion has sparked arguments in the past. ‘She’s lost him too.’


‘I know. How could I not know that, Kate?’


‘And, let’s be honest, it suited us that she was in Dad’s life. She looked after him so we didn’t have to. She went to the theatre with him. She cut his toenails. Bev being there meant we could stop worrying.’


‘I worried. Sometimes.’


‘Did you? Really? It wasn’t always obvious, Annie.’


‘I did. But I just had so much other stuff to deal with: work . . . missing Mum . . . Rob.’


‘He knows, right? You’ve told Rob about Dad.’


I stare at the last cold mouthful of tea in my mug.


Shit! Rob!


Kate shakes her head in disbelief. ‘Oh Annie, that’s – that’s really – Dad loved Rob. Promise me you’ll tell him first thing tomorrow.’


‘Could you?’


‘Are you serious? You are, aren’t you? Jesus!’


‘I’ll take that as a no then.’


Kate unfolds her long legs and gets off the bed. ‘First thing tomorrow. Promise me.’


I nod. I will. At some point tomorrow. Definitely.


‘Right. I’ve got a 9 a.m. meeting. I need to sleep. Night-night, An-An.’


‘Sleep tight, Katkin.’


Around half six, I get a sense of someone moving around in the kitchen and bathroom, slamming the front door and clacking down the lino-ed stairs. Kate will have found the coffee, bread and cereal because she lugged them home from Tesco. She’s already discovered the clogged shower head, the incapacitated dishwasher and the temperamental latch on the communal front door.


Two hours later, an insistent ringing rouses me with a jolt. Doorbell. Probably the latest girlfriend of Tony in Flat 2 who’s always locking herself out. Or some poor harassed parcel delivery person needing to drop-&-go. Because I’m home so much these days, I sometimes think I could set up in business receiving neighbours’ shipments from Amazon and eBay. A tenner a parcel doesn’t seem unreasonable . . .


The doorbell rings again. I get out of bed and tweak the blind. Waiting on the front step is Rob, with Josh slouched behind him fiddling with his phone. I scuff into some nearby sweatpants and pad downstairs to let them in.


Rob looks ashen. He gives me a massive hug, then steps back so that Josh can hug me too. I had been intending to phone him. I really had. Bloody Kate must have got there first, convinced I wouldn’t follow through. Okay, it isn’t exclusively my news, but Rob’s my ex so I should have been trusted to tell him.


I wave them into the living room. Kate has closed the sofa bed, re-scattered the cushions and thrown the throw. If it wasn’t for some neatly rolled bedding behind the armchair, it would be as if she was never here.


‘I’m so sorry, Annie,’ Rob says, sitting on the sofa and cocking his head for Josh to put his phone away and sit too. ‘It’s awful news. Just awful. Peter was a brilliant bloke.’


I nod. It is. He was.


‘She shouldn’t have told you. I said I would.’


‘She was still in shock. Very emotional, losing her drift. She kept insisting that he’d want me to have his tools. But I really can’t get my head round that right now.’


‘His tools?’


‘So thoughtful of her. They made a great couple.’


Finally. It makes sense. ‘Bev told you?’


‘She rang the morning after he died. She said she’d got to “F” in her address book and suddenly realized she’d rather talk to me. I won’t lie, I nearly lost it. Didn’t I, Josh?’


Josh confirms with a grunt. His phone judders in his pocket. Maturely he ignores it.


‘But I was going to tell you.’


‘Hey, it doesn’t matter now. Maybe she wanted to take the pressure off you.’


‘Why does everyone around here think I’m useless? That I’m incapable of doing stuff, handling stuff, behaving like a grown-up?’


‘I wish you had called me, lovely. I’d have been round like a shot.’


‘Kate’s been here. She’s running the show. And then Bev will take over and I can get back to my jet-set life.’


‘Jet-set. Right.’ Rob stands. ‘I’d love a cuppa. You too?’


‘And some toast? I haven’t eaten since yesterday morning.’


Rob tuts and goes into the kitchen. ‘Got any unhealthy, sugar-laden drinks for Josh?’


‘Not for me thanks.’ Josh rolls his eyes. ‘Anyway, I’m meeting Rhys at half eleven. I just wanted to say, you know, I’m really sorry about your dad and everything.’


I can’t deny I still miss Rob. You don’t just un-love someone. But Josh generates a different kind of love: the nearest I’ll ever come to being a mum. He has his dad’s tight curly reddish-blond hair and skinny frame. He definitely has his black-treacle eyes. He’s taking a while to outgrow the acne but he acts as if it isn’t there.


‘See you then, Miss Stanley. Bye Dad.’


He gives me a wraparound hug, kisses the top of my head and leaves.


‘He wanted to come,’ Rob says from the kitchen doorway after we hear the front door slam. ‘He was asking me all the way here what was the right thing to say. Bless him, he was only 2 when my dad died. And his mum’s old man will still be out on the golf course long after the rest of us are worm food.’


‘How did Bev sound?’


‘When did you last speak to her?’


‘At the hospital. Kate has, though.’


‘We could pop round if you like. Maybe take her out for lunch.’


‘No! I can’t. Not yet.’ Suddenly I feel suffocated, cornered.


‘Fair enough, lovely. I could take you out for lunch though.’


‘I just want to sleep.’


‘I get that. I do, Annie. But I want to help. What’s that bollocks they say on the telly? I want to “be there for you”.’


He says it in a really bad American accent and I can’t help laughing. It’s even worse than his all-purpose yokel accent. He’s always made me laugh. When Dad first met him, after disapproving for months that I was dating the father of a pupil, he was instantly disarmed.


I go to the loo to have a little cry and brush my teeth. When I return, the coffee table is laid with mugs of tea and a plate stacked with toast, cut on the bias, one triangle slathered in lemon curd and the other in marmalade. He knows me so well. The ‘St Clements Special’ was our favourite lazy Sunday breakfast, if we didn’t go out for brunch.


Rob gives his tea a stir and takes a sip. ‘Bev said it was sudden. How he died.’


‘He never regained consciousness. The paramedic promised us he wasn’t in pain.’


‘It’s just too quick, too soon. He had so much life in him . . . Top bloke.’ He pauses, momentarily overcome with sadness. ‘I wish I’d met your mum.’


‘You’d have won her over too.’


‘I haven’t cracked it with Kate though. You sister remains one hundred per cent underwhelmed.’


‘Hey, don’t be so hard on yourself.’ I grin. ‘Eighty per cent, more like.’


He grins back. Water under the bridge now.


‘So,’ he says eventually. ‘What can I do? How can I help? I’ve got a day off between jobs and I want to be useful.’


Not a good idea. ‘Kate’s on the case. And she reckons we should let Bev make all the decisions for the funeral, even though we’re next of kin.’


‘Cremation or burial?’


‘Cremation. That’s what Mum had.’


An awkward pause. This is the man I thought was my soul mate for life and now we’re doing awkward pauses.


Eventually he breaks the silence. ‘Peter wasn’t too impressed with my tool box. Remember? When I helped him lay that decking. He’s got – I mean, he had – a hammer that belonged to his dad. Just imagine all the nails it bashed in, all the stuff it made. I’d be honoured to have his tools, Annie. That’s if you and Kate don’t want them.’


‘And then you can pass them on to Josh so he can make things with them too.’


‘He can’t even make his bed.’


Rob watches me dispatch the last triangle of toast, then run my finger round the plate to wipe up any missed marmalade. Job done.


‘I need to deliver a cabinet to a woman in Luton, then I’m all yours,’ he offers, probably kicking himself for his choice of words. He isn’t mine any more. But I’m not quite ready for him to be anyone else’s.


I look at him looking at me. I think he still loves me. Maybe the grief of losing Dad has cleared my mind and we could try again. Is that a good enough reason? I can’t even begin to think about it just yet.


He waits for a response: how can he ‘be here for me’?


‘There is one thing, Rob.’


His face lights up.


‘How are you with dishwashers?’







   

Chapter Three


November 2014


Just one more hour – fifty-four minutes to be precise – and Annie could pack up and depart. Some of her workmates were planning to decamp to the Plough, get a few rounds in and compile nominations for this year’s unofficial Parent/Teacher Awards: rudest parent, pushiest parent, least fragrant parent, hottest parent, coolest parent; plus a special award for the daftest question.


Annie intended to nominate Nia Ronson-Tanner’s father for both ‘rude’ and ‘pushy’. Plus he had thrust his IT business card into her hand, when his wife wasn’t looking, and told her that he’d be happy to ‘update her system’ any time, wink-wink. He certainly wasn’t ‘hot’ or ‘cool’ and she hadn’t got close enough to assess his aroma.


Cameron, the head, had stationed her in a classroom some distance from the central hub. Annie suspected that several parents had been unable to find her, despite all the laminated signs, but she wasn’t going in search of them now.


Those she had seen, apart from Nia’s dad, were in the main friendly and polite. They understood their kids and had reasonable expectations of them, bearing in mind the muddled, unfair and unpredictable world beyond Rangewood High School. In fact, Annie’s most repeated advice was for their sons or daughters to aim higher: Seema Patel should definitely study engineering, and Mason McIsaac was easily university material. It felt good to be the voice of optimism and positivity. It reminded Annie why teaching beat the corporate world hands down, even if the salary was hardly commensurate.


She checked her phone to make sure it was still the Plough and not the Queen’s Arms, which was closer but mankier. There was a text from Kate reminding her that it was Bev’s birthday on Saturday and did Annie want to go halves on the turquoise necklace she’d already bought in Accessorize? And not to forget a card. Annie replied twice: ‘Yes’ and ‘I haven’t’. She could nip in to the newsagent’s tomorrow and pop something in the post, more to please Dad than Bev.


Annie began noodling around on Facebook, checking on her ex, Toby; they were no longer on good terms but he had yet to unfriend her or tighten up his privacy settings. She didn’t miss him, not one bit, but she resented the presence in every photo of his fiancée, an American City lawyer called Madison. Toby was welcome to her, in all her size 6, Stella McCartney-clad glory.


‘Ahem.’


Annie jumped, so caught up in Toby and Madison’s weekend in Barcelona that she’d not heard anyone approaching.


‘Sorry. Did I startle you?’ the man asked, apologetically.


‘Just a bit.’


‘Am I too late? I’m Joshua Tyler’s dad. Rob Tyler. Hi.’


Annie gestured for him to sit. He took the chair beside her but kept looking to the door, then his watch.


‘Honestly, you’ve got ages yet, Mr Tyler.’


He turned to face her properly, to give his full attention. Curly red-blond hair, long legs which didn’t sit comfortably on the utilitarian school chair and the deepest brown eyes. Annie mentally ticked ‘hot’ but she wasn’t going to tell her colleagues just how hot.


‘Sorry. I thought my wife would be here. She said she would be.’


Wife. Of course there was a wife. They’re either gay or spoken for – wasn’t that the rule?


‘We can give her a couple of minutes,’ Annie suggested, ‘if you think she’s close.’


‘No. Let’s start without her. I had a feeling she wouldn’t make it. I don’t mind her taking it out on me but she shouldn’t punish the lad.’


‘How is she doing that?’


‘We separated last month,’ he said, looking down at his shoes. ‘Not permanent, just a trial to give ourselves breathing space. And, well, it’s all been a bit . . . fraught. Right now, we’re not very good at being in the same room, even if it’s a classroom with a teacher present to keep the peace. Anyway, it’s not your concern. So. Josh Tyler. How’s he doing?’


Annie knew and liked Josh. If she could only adhere to her brief and disengage from those molasses eyes, she could do this. She rebooted herself into teacher mode and gave a thorough assessment: Josh is diligent, bright; good manners (mostly); needs to take assignments more seriously because he can’t get by on charm if he keeps missing deadlines; definitely university material, if that’s what he wants.


Mr Tyler looked pleased. ‘That’s great, Miss Stanley. That’s really good news. He’s an only child, you see. So all the tension at home lands on him, however hard Maggie and I try to keep him out of it.’


‘Perhaps, when the trial separation’s over, things will be easier.’


‘God, I hope so.’ He tried an optimistic smile. ‘We just need some time apart. We’ll come through this stronger, all three of us. I know we will.’


Annie reciprocated the smile. God, those eyes. They’d really done a number on her. She collected herself. She’d dispensed her words of wisdom but there was no harm in a bit of informal conversation, was there? Otherwise he might just leave. Or, worse still, Mrs Tyler might skid into the room, apologizing for her lateness.


‘You’re a carpenter, right? I remember Josh mentioning it in class when we were discussing global warming. He was very concerned about deforestation.’


‘We didn’t worry about that kind of thing when I was a lad. Dinosaurs still roamed the earth, of course, so we were too busy wrestling them.’


Annie felt a frisson of attraction. Bloody hell, Mr Tyler was hot and funny. She wondered how he smelled. Wright’s Coal Tar Soap with a hint of wood shavings? Stop it, stop it, calm down, you ridiculous woman.


And then she said it, before she could stop herself. ‘Do you do small commissions? What I mean is, do you make things for ordinary people? Or is it just big stuff? Shop fitting-type stuff? Or small stuff too . . .?’


‘Ordinary people? Not sure what you mean.’


Annie felt her face redden but she’d started, so . . . ‘I’m looking for someone to make a cupboard for my kitchen. The units I’ve got are discontinued Ikea but I need more storage space. So I thought I might get a carpenter to make something in a dark wood to match the worktops. Um, can you recommend anyone?’


‘Ah, I’m with you now.’ He laughed. ‘So you’re just an “ordinary person”, are you?’


‘Absolutely.’


He felt around in his pockets, eventually pulling out a crumpled card. ‘There’s a link to my website, such as it is. You can see the kind of jobs I do. I’m just finishing a study of bookshelves, floor to ceiling, for a mate of a mate. If you like what you see, I could squeeze you in after that.’


Stop it, stop it, Miss Stanley. You’re making a show of yourself now. Pull yourself together.


‘Great,’ Annie replied. ‘I’ll check out your website. Good to meet you, Mr Tyler.’







   

Chapter Four


‘New Low Expected’


One Tuesday morning, in that strange period post-shock and pre-funeral, I wake up early. I even get up early, rather than turn over and go back to sleep. Before 8 a.m., I have tipped the contents of the laundry basket into the washing machine and set it to 60°C, made and eaten porridge with banana and washed up two days’ worth of plates and cutlery. I am also showered and dressed. What has happened to me?


Years ago, I used to be good at early mornings. Maybe not at uni, unless I had a 9 a.m. lecture, but I could do it if I had to. It was how I’d been brought up; Dad thought he was late if he was on time and Mum was just very organized. So, when I worked in the City, it wasn’t hard to be suited, booted and on the Tube to Canada Water by 7.30.


I kept it up when I became a teacher. Finally I was doing something worthwhile, after all those years of pretending to find satisfaction in the corporate world, and that was definitely worth getting up in the dark for.


Mum’s cancer returned just as I was starting my PGCE teacher-training course. I offered to postpone it, but she wouldn’t let me. She said that me becoming a teacher, after my seven-year fling with mammon, was more therapeutic than any chemo. ‘You were born to do this, love. I never saw you as a City person.’


So . . . I qualified as a teacher and moved back to St Albans two months before Mum died. My silly City salary meant I had enough put by for a tiny flat and a tiny mortgage. I didn’t become a teacher for the money, that’s for sure, but I was sufficiently cash-cushioned to take the leap and it was important to be close if Mum needed me.


And yet, however much I knew it was the right move, it was always tainted. She didn’t live to see that I was a good teacher: motivating sullen kids, keeping up – at first, at least – with all the prep and marking.


Once she’d gone, it became harder to get out of bed. Slowly, incrementally, I began to lose my nerve and my way. When I met Rob, I was still a good teacher but even his support couldn’t put off the creeping burnout. Working for an international merchant bank had its moments but teaching is on another level of stress because the ‘product’ is people. Young people. There simply aren’t enough hours in the day to do everything.


I experienced breathlessness and palpitations. Twice, I was convinced I was having a heart attack; the second time in the middle of a lesson. My GP put me through all manner of cardiology tests and my heart got the all-clear; there was nothing physically wrong with me. I was, however, diagnosed with stress due to excessive workload and bereavement, and signed off work on full pay for the first hundred days, with half pay to follow.


I coped without Mum. We all did. Dad coped by hooking up with Bev. Kate coped by shagging unavailable men and being a control freak. I coped – for a while – by being loved unconditionally by a wonderful man. But I didn’t deserve it and, pretty soon, I extricated myself from the two things that gave me a purpose. I resigned as a teacher and I ended it with Rob because he could do way better than me.


Kate called it a breakdown. Maybe it was; I don’t honestly know. I simply decided I didn’t deserve to be a teacher and/or Rob’s girlfriend any more. So I stopped. Dad quizzed me a few times on my plans but I couldn’t tell him what they were because I didn’t have any. Keeping things simple was the only way I could get out of bed in the morning – although, more often than not, I didn’t.


Perhaps if Dad hadn’t met Bev, he might have been more proactive in pushing me. But suddenly his life was full again and he was too busy selling the family home and moving into the bungalow with Bev . . . or hiking in the Tyrol with Bev . . . or holidaying with Pippa’s brood in Dorset. With frigging Bev!


I will go back to teaching. Or I won’t. Cameron has said numerous times that there’s a job for me at Rangewood, if I want it. Do I? Fuck knows!


But today, I am up and dressed and I will use the day wisely. There’s nothing left to organize for the funeral. Bev and Kate have liaised about the music and the words; I’m down to read a Walt Whitman poem. Pippa and Kate have downloaded a pdf template for the order of service booklet and will collect it from the printers tomorrow. They’ve also booked a pub function room not far from the crematorium. Bev and Pippa have chosen the finger food and pastries Dad would have liked and will put £200 behind the bar.


I have done bugger all.


On a whim, I drive to The Galleria in Hatfield, half minded to find something to wear to the funeral. I still have an expensive black Hobbs work suit from my past life, but it doesn’t seem appropriate. Plus I was a stone lighter back in the day and I manage to bust the zip trying it on. Lucky I didn’t get it dry cleaned.


Mum wanted everyone to wear red at her funeral but Dad died so suddenly that we have no instructions. Bev believes black is respectful and Kate relays this information to anyone who asks.


I park underground and wander aimlessly around the shopping mall. I am not one of life’s shoppers and none of the window displays feature outfits that tempt me inside the stores. Why isn’t there a formal version of trackie bottoms and sweatshirt?


I try on a couple of things in M&S: a black dress with a wild turquoise flower print. Bev would love it. And a longish pleated skirt in a shiny fabric that reminds me of the curtain at the hospital when we were ushered in to see Dad’s body.


I buy the dress. It can go to Oxfam next week.


That evening, Kate and I are summoned to Bev’s; she says she has some things for us. I can’t concoct an excuse quickly enough to refuse and Kate is keen to pick me up. In the car, she sets the usual ground rules.


‘Just because I’m driving, doesn’t mean you can get pissed, Annie.’


‘Yeah-yeah.’


‘Seriously. We’ll get through this by being considerate and accommodating. We’ll bite our tongues. Agreed?’


‘Kate, I’m not a kid. I’ve behaved up till now, haven’t I?’


She doesn’t reply. Clearly not. I don’t pursue it because then we’ll argue and it’ll turn into an even more uncomfortable evening.


This way, we’re both still talking to each other when we ring the bungalow doorbell. Pippa opens it and directs us to the garden room, Dad and Bev’s pride and joy. En route, I try not to take in our old family Welsh dresser, now boasting a set of turquoise serving platters and a row of little carved stone ornaments. Mum used to display her much-prized collection of Poole Pottery milk jugs on it. That’s what it was for.


Last time I visited, I got unfeasibly distressed that Bev had changed the knobs on the drawers . . . from the slightly scratched wooden ones I’d grown up with to white porcelain faux-Victorian ones, each one hand-painted with flowers. She and Dad had bought them in a craft market in York. She threw the old knobs out, not that I’d have known what to do with them if I’d asked for them. But even so.


Pippa brings in glasses of iced tea and bowls of nuts and olives. She puts the nibbles beside me and I tell myself to ignore them. I know her game. I will not scoff the lot like last time.


‘So,’ Bev says after we’ve cheek-kissed and settled ourselves. ‘We’re nearly there.’


‘Nearly where?’ asks Kate before I can.


‘Saying our farewells, celebrating Peter,’ she replies. ‘There’s such a big build-up to the funeral and then, after that, we just have to get on with our lives. That’s how it was when I lost Keith.’


Pippa chips in. ‘You took it one day at a time, Mum. And that’s what you’ll do now. You’ve got no choice.’


‘Dad was just the same after Mum died, wasn’t he, Annie?’ Kate is determined to draw me into the conversation.


‘He said each day had its own personality,’ I recall. ‘Mostly sad, sometimes surreal. Or tied up in miles of red tape, like that day he tried to cancel all her magazine subscriptions. We did laugh a lot though, the three of us, didn’t we? I can’t even remember what about now.’


Kate smiles. ‘The music box that wouldn’t shut up.’


At this point, Cromarty hurtles in from the garden and scoots under Bev’s chair, as if he’s playing hide-and-seek with an invisible pal.


The cavalry has arrived. Cromarty is one of the Stanley clan. I lean forward and wiggle my fingers under the chair rung to tempt him out. He loves chasing my fingers. But he won’t budge.


‘Come on, Cromarty,’ I plead in the squeaky voice we use to communicate with each other. He squeaks back but will not shift.


I know what it is. He is bereft without Dad. Obviously we all are, but at least we know that Dad is gone and that he won’t be coming back. Cromarty will be anxiously expecting his back-rubs and treats, bless him. Now he must learn to tolerate Bev who, as she has constantly reminded us, is not a cat person. Just thinking about Cromarty’s loss and confusion nearly sets me off. When will our beloved moggy realize that Dad is gone?


Bev wiggles her fingers under her chair and he appears with a friendly chirrup, barely acknowledging Kate and me. He leaps onto Bev’s lap, turns around three times and settles into a croissant, head tucked under back paws. Within seconds he is purring loudly, utterly content, with the occasional twitch of his tail.


It shouldn’t matter but it does. Cromarty is totally at home here, in this neat, characterless little house with its turquoise accent colours and reminders of our home: the table lamp that used to be in Mum and Dad’s bedroom; the Matisse print that hung on our landing; the little bowl containing the nuts that I brought back from a holiday in Portugal. (In fact, I brought back two but the second one got broken one lively Christmas.)


I didn’t mind seeing these things, our things, in the bungalow while Dad was still around to use them. But, like Cromarty, they now belong to Bev, and what will happen to them when she dies?


Bev scoops up the cat. ‘Off you get, Marty. I need to fetch something.’ She pours his sleeping form on to my lap where he stays for all of five seconds, then dashes back into the garden.


‘Since when’s he called Marty?’ I ask, ignoring Kate’s ‘don’t make waves’ frown.


‘I think he prefers it,’ Bev replies. ‘“Cromarty” is such a mouthful, isn’t it?’


‘But it’s his name.’ I know I sound ridiculous. I shove a fistful of peanuts in my mouth to stop myself from making this into a ‘thing’. Bev is oblivious.


We chat in a desultory way, Kate, Pippa and I, while Bev is gone. Pippa is seven years younger than me, four years younger than Kate. But she wins whatever competition there is between us because she is married with two adorable children, currently being cared for by her amazing mother-in-law, while Kate and I are spinsters.


‘Elliott and Evie are too young for the funeral,’ Pippa tells us. ‘Better they don’t come than they get upset. They adored Peter. We all did.’


We adored him more.


Kate and I catch each other’s eyes and transmit the same thought. He was ours. You just borrowed him for a bit. He was ours, not yours.


Bev returns with a large cardboard box and a well-stuffed bin bag. She puts the box on the coffee table with a grunt. It must be heavy.


‘Your nana’s best tea set,’ she explains.


Kate unscrunches some old newspaper from around a teacup, nestling among others at the top of the box. It’s white with a 1940s wheatsheaf design and a fiddly handle. Mum never liked this tea set and rarely used it. But she didn’t have the heart to chuck it out. Dad must have moved the box from our family home to the bungalow without ever unpacking it, so he probably felt the same.


‘There’s four place settings and a teapot,’ says Bev, clearly wanting them gone. ‘Or it can all go to the charity shop, along with these old tablecloths and napkins and whatnot.’


The contents of the bin bag smell musty. I pull out an old checked tablecloth, permanently stained with spilled Ribena, then some napkins I won for Mum in a Brownies’ raffle that never came out of the dresser drawer. Nothing here is of use to me. And Kate only likes new things, ideally from Next Interiors.


And then I spot it: Dad’s Shipping Forecast tea towel. It’s creased and faded and the bottom hem is fraying. But this tatty rectangle of Irish linen, denoting Dogger, Fisher and German Bight, says everything about our lives and our dad.


When he first bought it, from a little ships’ chandlery in Whitstable, he wouldn’t let us use it. He treated it like the Turin Shroud. He even bought a plastic clip-frame for it, saying it should take pride of place on the kitchen wall. A semi-serious suggestion that Mum refused point-blank. He knew she would. So it joined the other tea towels in the dresser drawer and clearly got a lot of use.


‘Oh, that,’ says Bev, waving it away dismissively. ‘You have it, Annie. Use it as a cleaning rag.’


I take the tea towel, carefully refold it and put it in my bag. I want to cry but I won’t, not in front of Bev and Pippa.
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