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    Gratitude unlocks the fullness of life. It turns what we have into enough, and more. It turns denial into acceptance, chaos to order, confusion to clarity. It can turn a

    meal into a feast, a house into a home, a stranger into a friend.


  




  – MELODY BEATTIE
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  Falling: A Love Story


  CHAPTER 1




  





  Prologue




  London, 2014




  Lord knows, most of the time, when I’m facing an evening on my own, I am absolutely fine. If anything, I relish that alone time, when my daughter is with her father; the

  luxury of eating whatever I want to eat, the relief at not having to provide a nutritious meal for a thirteen-year-old picky eater.




  I can curl up on the sofa and watch things my daughter would groan at – documentaries, news, a great three-parter on the BBC – or putter round the kitchen listening to Radio 4 with

  no one complaining or demanding I put on a radio station that plays nothing but pop music.




  Tonight I seem to have itchy feet. Tonight I am restless, and restlessness is always dangerous for me. Restlessness has a nasty habit of leading me to places I’m apt to regret. I have

  learned from bitter experience that when I feel like this, I need to keep busy.




  I have been told to watch out for H.A.L.T. When I’m hungry, angry, lonely, or tired, it means I have to do a better job of taking care of myself. Tonight I am definitely hungry; tonight,

  like every other night for the last eighteen months, I am definitely lonely.




  I phone the Chinese restaurant at the top of Elgin Avenue and order some noodles and spare ribs, then get up and open the kitchen cabinets. I’ve been putting this job off for months. My

  former husband is fanatical about order. He was the one who kept everything neat and tidy, all the pots and pans organized. Since he’s been gone, the place is a disaster.




  It looks perfect when you walk in, but open any cabinet and you have to immediately catch the bowls and dishes that come tumbling out, freed from the restraint of the solid wooden door.




  I start with the cabinet that holds the sieves, amazed at how I have managed to amass seven sieves and colanders of various shapes and sizes, when I am now only cooking for Annie and me. I put

  five of them on the charity pile and keep going.




  Breadboards are added, bowls I have been given as presents that I’ve never liked but didn’t have the heart to give away. Cracked dishes, chipped glasses, all go on the pile. As the

  boxes fill up, I start to feel better, busy, useful. It is almost meditative, as if cleaning out the clutter of my cabinets is somehow cleaning out the clutter in my mind.




  I reach to the very back, feel something round, pull it out, and freeze.




  A bottle of vodka.




  Half full.




  I have no idea what it’s doing there, didn’t know, hadn’t remembered. It must have been there for months, maybe years. When I was married, my vodka had to be hidden, every nook

  and cranny in the house turned into a hiding spot for my secret shame.




  I haven’t held a bottle of vodka in a very long time. I can’t tear my eyes away from the glistening glass in my hand. I listen to the sloshing inside the bottle, so comforting, so

  familiar, and my heart starts to pound.




  I can almost taste it, poured over ice cubes and left to sit until it is ice cold, a twist of lemon if possible, no problem if not.




  I feel it slipping down my throat, the silky smoothness, the slight burn as it hits my chest, the warmth that instantly rises, removing the loneliness, the hunger, whatever pain is lurking

  there.




  I know what I should do. I know I need to pour this down the sink, but before I do, let me just sit here a while longer, worship at the altar of the god to whom I was once enslaved.




  Surely that won’t do any harm.




  





  One




  London, 1998




  For as long as I can remember, I have always had the feeling of not quite fitting in, not being the same as everyone else.




  I’m certain that is why I became a writer. Even as a toddler, at nursery school, junior school, I was friendly with everyone, without ever being part of the group. Standing on the outside,

  watching. Always watching. I noticed everything: how a sideways glance with narrowed eyes could say so much more than words ever could; how a whisper behind a delicate hand had the ability to

  destroy you for the week; how an outstretched hand from the right girl, at the right time, would see your heart soar for hours, sometimes days.




  I knew I was different. The older I grew, the more that difference felt like inadequacy; I wasn’t pretty enough, or thin enough, or simply enough. I couldn’t have put words to

  it, certainly not when I was very young, other than looking at those tiny, perfect, popular girls and wanting, so desperately, to be on the inside, to be the girl that was always picked first for

  sports teams, rather than the one left until last.




  When adolescence hit, I became the friend the boys all wanted to talk to, to confide in, to find out how they could possibly make my best friend, Olivia, interested in them.




  I was such a good friend, even though I fell head over heels for every last one of them. Adam Barrett afforded me two months’ worth of daydreams about how he would realize, as we were

  sitting on the floor in my bedroom, the Police playing on my record player in the background, that Olivia was not the answer to his dreams after all; he would suddenly notice the silkiness of my

  hair (always far silkier in my daydreams), the green of my eyes, the fullness of my mouth, as he woke up to the fact that I was so spectacularly beautiful (which I wasn’t), how had he not

  noticed that before?




  After Adam Barrett it was Danny Curran, then Rob Palliser and, of course, Ian Owens. None of my daydreams came true, and at fourteen I finally discovered a great way of easing the pain of all

  those unfulfilled dreams, those unfulfilled longings, those misplaced hopes.




  Gary Scott was having a party at his house. It was a sleepover, the boys sleeping on one side of the giant loft, the girls on the other. Everyone was ridiculously excited, this being the first

  mixed sleepover. Looking back, I can’t quite believe the parents allowed it, given the raging hormones of fourteen- and fifteen-year-old teenagers, but I suppose they thought we were good

  kids, or that they had it under control.




  The parents were there, of course. They were having a small gathering of their own; the laughter of the grown-ups and the clinking of their glasses made its way over to us, at the back of the

  garden with a record player and a trestle table stocked with popcorn, plastic cups and lemonade.




  Ian Owens was my crush at the time. He had become my very good friend, naturally, in a bid to get close to Olivia, who was, on that night, standing under the tree with Paul Johnson, her head

  cocked to one side, her sheaf of newly highlighted blonde hair hanging like a curtain of gold over her right shoulder, looking up at Paul with those spectacular blue eyes. Everyone in that garden

  knew it was only a matter of time before he kissed her.




  Ian was devastated. I was sitting on the grass talking to him quietly, reassuring him, praying that I might be second choice, praying that he might lean his head towards mine, might brush my

  lips gently with his, spend the rest of the night holding me tightly in his arms.




  ‘I took this,’ he said, gesturing to his side, where a bottle of vodka was nestling under his thigh.




  ‘What? What do you mean, you took it? From where?’




  ‘I found it in the garage. Don’t worry, there’s tons more. No one will notice. Want to?’ He nodded his head in the shade of the trees, to a private corner where we

  wouldn’t be seen.




  Of course I wanted to. I would have done anything to keep Ian Owens by my side a little longer, to give him more time to change his mind about Olivia and fall in love with me.




  I got up, brushing the pine needles from my jeans, aware that there was a damp patch from the grass. I was in my new 501s. Olivia and I bought them together and went back to her house to shrink

  them in the bath. Hers were tiny, and looked amazing when we were done, drainpiping down her legs. Mine flapped around my ankles like sails in the wind. I had a small waist but great big thighs, so

  I had to get a big size to fit, which meant they had to be clinched in at the waist with a tight belt and were huge all the way down.




  I never looked the way I wanted to look in clothes. I had a new plaid shirt from Camden Market that I really liked, and had smudged black kohl underneath my eyes. Peering from beneath my new

  fringe – I had cut it two days ago – my eyes looked smoky and sultry, the green sparkling through the kohl. I liked the way I looked, which wasn’t something that happened

  often.




  Maybe tonight was going to be a first for me. Maybe Ian would like the way I looked too.




  I followed him into the small copse of trees at the end of the garden, as he brought the bottle out and took the first swig, grimacing as he sputtered, then spat it all out.




  ‘Christ, that’s disgusting.’ He passed the bottle to me.




  Of course I didn’t want to do it. Watching the look on his face, how could I ever have wanted to taste something so vile, but how could I back down? I gingerly took the bottle, swigged it

  back, felt the burning going down my throat, then swigged it back twice more.




  ‘Wow!’ Impressed, he took the bottle back, this time managing to swallow.




  Within minutes, I felt like a different person. Gone was the shy, awkward, ungainly adolescent, and in her place a sexy siren. Suddenly the curves I had always hated so much became sexiness

  personified, my new fringe a sultry curtain from behind which I could peer with bedroom eyes.




  The warmth in my body spread out to my fingers and toes, a delicious tingling as I lost my inhibitions and flirted with Ian, stunned that he responded, that we moved from awkwardly standing next

  to each other to lying on the ground, heads resting on our elbows, my hair dropped over one shoulder in what I hoped was a pretty good imitation of Olivia, both of us giggling as we passed the

  bottle back and forth.




  ‘You’re really pretty,’ he said suddenly, the smile sliding off his face, the bottle sliding to the ground as he leaned his head forward, his lips inching closer to mine, his

  eyes starting to close, my own eyes closing in tandem. And there we were, kissing, as my heart threatened to explode.




  It was everything I had dreamed of, his hands snaking through my hair, my own wrapped around his back, unable to believe I had been given license to touch this boy I had loved for so long,

  license to hold him, to slip my tongue in his mouth, listen to him sigh with pleasure. He pushed me onto my back, lay on top of me, kissing my neck as I looked at the stars, knowing that if I were

  to die tonight, I would finally die happy. I would have done anything in my power to make that moment last all night.




  We heard a noise, someone coming, and he jumped off me as if stung by an electric shock, refusing to even look at me, pretending we had just been out there drinking, nothing more. The

  disappointment was like a dagger, which twisted and turned as the evening progressed and he didn’t come near me again.




  What could I do other than pretend I was having a great time, and how could I not have a great time with my new best friend, vodka, when vodka had made me feel so good? Maybe vodka would take

  away this searing pain, make me feel beautiful again.




  For a while, it worked. I danced, and laughed, and attempted to flirt with other boys to try to make Ian jealous. I remember laughing hysterically at something, then all of a sudden the laughter

  turned into wracking sobs. I don’t remember anything after that.




  It was my first introduction to booze, blackouts, and the transformative effect alcohol would have on my life.




  Alcohol made me beautiful in a way I never felt the rest of the time. It filled me with a confidence that had always been missing. Alcohol made me fit in. And if the night ended with a period of

  time that I could never remember in the morning, well, so what. I never seemed to make too egregious a mistake, nor do anything so terrible I was ostracized forever. If anything, it cemented my

  reputation, not as a shy, lonely girl who was always standing on the outside, but as the centre of the party. In fact, it wasn’t long before everyone knew that a party didn’t get

  started until Cat arrived.




  The drinking became a little more of a problem when I went to university. My parents had never been particularly present while I was growing up, so one might presume if I was

  going to go off the rails, why not do it at home, but I saved it for when I went away.




  I was enough of a disappointment to my father. I didn’t need to give him yet another excuse to help me understand I was not the daughter he wanted.




  My mother had left her native America when she fell in love with my dad while working for a year as an au pair in Gerrards Cross. She seemed happy when I was very young, then spent most of my

  teenage years in what I have always thought must have been a deep, albeit undiagnosed, and possibly clinical, depression.




  I can understand why.




  What I couldn’t understand is how she ever ended up with my father in the first place. He was handsome, and I suppose he must have been charming when they were young, but he was so damned

  difficult, I used to think, even when I was young, that we’d all be much happier if they got a divorce.




  I would sit with friends who would be in floods of tears because their mother had just found out their father had been having an affair, or their parents had decided they hated each other, or

  whatever myriad reasons drive people apart. And these friends would be crying at the terrible fear of their families breaking up, and all I could think was: I wish my parents would get

  divorced.




  It seemed to me that if ever there were two people on the planet who should not have been together, it was my parents. My mother is laid-back, funny, kind. She’s comfortable in her skin

  and has the easy laugh you expect from all Americans. She was brought up in New York, but her parents died very young, after which she went to live with her Aunt Judith. I never knew Aunt Judith,

  but everything about those days sounds idyllic, especially her summers in Nantucket. You look at pictures of my mum from those days and she was in flowing, hippie-ish clothes, always smiling. She

  had long, silky hair, and looked happy and free.




  In sharp contrast to the pictures of her with my dad, even in those early days, when they were newlyweds, supposedly the happiest time of a relationship. He insisted she wear buttoned-up suits,

  or twinsets and pearls. Her hair was elaborately coiffed. I remember the heated rollers she kept in the bathroom, twisting her hair up every morning, spraying it into tight submission, slicking

  lipstick on her lips, her feet sliding into Roger Vivier pumps.




  If my father was away, she left her hair long and loose, wrapping a scarf around her head. She’d wear long gypsy skirts with espadrilles or sandals. I loved her like that most of all. I

  used to think it was her clothing that changed her personality, that in the gypsy skirts she’d be young and fun, dancing around the kitchen with me, singing the Carole King songs she loved at

  the top of her voice. But of course it wasn’t the clothes, it was my father’s absence. When he was away, she could be herself, not having to worry about pleasing anyone.




  I like to think that my mother had no idea what she was letting herself in for when she married my father. We never talked about it until after he died. My mother prizes loyalty above all else.

  I didn’t know that, of course, during all those childhood years I spent praying for their divorce, but now I realize she would never have left him, however unhappy she might have been,

  however many days the depression was so dark, so debilitating, she didn’t get out of bed.




  There was nothing I loved more than going to a friend’s house, because their mothers were around. I loved my mother more than anything, but the house would be empty and quiet when I got

  home. I would help myself to something from the fridge before traipsing up the stairs to my parents’ master bedroom, pushing the door open to find my mother lying propped up on pillows. On a

  really bad day, the curtains would be drawn, the room in darkness. Often she’d be asleep, and I’d pad over to her side of the bed and stroke her arm. She’d rouse, giving me a

  sleepy smile, pulling me down for a kiss and a hug, wanting to hear all about my day, her only access to the outside world. I couldn’t stay long, though. She didn’t have the capacity

  for too much stimulation, and on those days, the bad days, I always saw the relief in her eyes when I said I had to go back downstairs to do homework.




  Still, even during the darkest of times, I never doubted her love for me.




  On a good day the sunlight would be streaming in through the window and she might be reading magazines, or a book, sipping a glass of iced tea. On those days I could stay for hours, or at least

  until my father got home. We both always knew, half an hour before he was due to arrive (and thank God he was always punctual), we had to maintain the status quo: the curtains had to be drawn

  again, the TV turned off. My father would go in to kiss her, and the metaphorical shades over her eyes would be drawn again. I saw it happen over and over, and I knew, even then, that it

  wasn’t glandular fever, or mono, as she said, but something else.




  And I knew, even then, that my father was, if not the cause, a major contributing factor.




  My father could be fun, but it always felt like an act. However light-hearted he might have seemed, it was entirely eclipsed by his need to control everything around him.




  There were times when I felt loved by him, but only when everything in his environment, including me, was absolutely perfect. When my hair had been blow-dried and rolled into soft curls, held

  back by a pretty ribbon; when I was in a ruffled, feminine dress, patent Mary Janes, and lace-trimmed ankle socks; when I was quiet, well behaved, respectful.




  The other Cat: the wild, tearing-round-the-garden-with-her-friend, dishevelled, ample-thighed, growing into surly adolescent Cat? That Cat he hated. Perhaps hated is too strong a word for it,

  but from the moment I turned thirteen, I don’t remember ever feeling loved by him.




  He would look me up and down, with little attempt to hide the sneer. ‘You’re going out in that?’ he’d say, and I, who had looked at my new Doc Martens in the

  mirror with such pride, such excitement that I could show them off to my friends, would feel instant shame. ‘You look ri-di-culous.’ He’d shake his head to himself and

  mutter, as my cheeks would turn scarlet, and I would want a hole in the ground to open up so I could disappear.




  ‘You’re never going to get a boyfriend,’ he’d say, behind his paper. ‘Wearing those ri-di-culous clothes. Can I remind you that you are, in fact, a

  girl?’ And I would want to claw his eyes out in rage.




  I hated him for how he treated me, and I hated him for how he treated my mother. He did exactly the same to her, telling her what to wear, berating her for saying or doing the wrong thing, so

  she made herself disappear in the best way she could, by going to bed. For years.




  And me? How did I deal with it? With my friend vodka. And a whole host of other new friends if vodka wasn’t available. There was gin, with whom I had a brief but intense relationship while

  I was at university. Gin and tonics seemed the height of sophistication, but consuming the best part of an entire bottle of gin on its own was not. Even now, at twenty-nine, I can’t touch

  gin. The very smell of it makes me think of the hours and hours of deadly bedspins, the hours and hours of throwing up the next day. If not gin, there were many, many happy times with tequila,

  including, yes, the infamous worm on a beach in Mykonos one summer.




  There was always wine, and beer, although somehow beer didn’t seem to count. My tipple of choice was hard: I would always choose a bottle of Jack over a bottle of champagne.




  My father couldn’t stand my drinking. And I couldn’t stand him, so in that sense I suppose we were compatible. Once I finished university and moved up to London to do a journalism

  internship, which led to this job on the women’s desk at the Daily Gazette, I barely saw him.




  My mother was a cook when I was very tiny, before my father had worn her down. She filled my toddler years with baked treats that reminded her of home: apple pies; muffins, and not the English

  kind, the American, cakey kind; chocolate chip cookies, which, to my friends who were being raised on chocolate Bourbons, Jammie Dodgers, and Garibaldi biscuits, seemed the height of glamour.




  During the dark years, if she cooked, which wasn’t often, it was bland and dull, a reflection of her life with my father, a reflection perhaps of how she felt about him.




  When my father was diagnosed with cancer, I had an immediate sense of him not lasting long. I have no idea how I knew. In the beginning all the specialists were saying things like

  ‘prostate is the good one to have’, ‘very slow growing’, etc., etc., but I knew he wasn’t going to be with us for more than a year.




  I didn’t feel bad about it. Which I still feel bad about. I remember calling my mum one day from work, just a few weeks before he died, and he’d been rushed into hospital because he

  was spiking a fever. My mum had to go because he was barking at her about what to bring him from home, and I remember hearing his harsh voice in the background, and closing my eyes, just for a few

  seconds while I said a silent prayer: ‘Please put him out of his misery,’ I said. ‘Please let this be the end.’




  It wasn’t. He clung on for another three months. I went to see him a handful of times. It had been awkward between us for years, and the penultimate time I went to see him I had to fortify

  myself with booze or I might have ended up saying something I’d regret.




  I had a bit more than I intended, and I’ll admit, I was extremely . . . happy when I walked in the room.




  ‘You’re drunk,’ he managed to sneer, through the tubes. I just looked at him, the booze having exactly the intended effect. His comment floated over my head, and I kissed him

  on the cheek, steadying myself on the bed railing because I very nearly fell on top of him, all the while having no reaction at all.




  The last time I saw him was awful. In the three weeks since the last visit, he had shrunk to half his size. His hair had gone, leaving a few wisps of white; his face entirely sunken. He was in a

  drug-induced coma by then, the pain medication knocking him out most of the time, although occasionally he would rouse for one of the nurses to feed him ice chips to assuage his thirst.




  I had absolutely no idea what to say to him, this man I had struggled with my entire life. I wanted something seismic to happen at the end. I wanted him to wake up so we could somehow forgive

  each other, say we loved each other, move on with some sense of closure, for I knew this would be the last time I saw him, but he didn’t wake up, and nothing was said. I just sat awkwardly in

  a chair I pulled up next to the bed and looked at him. After a while I slipped my hand into his and stroked it, remembering how strong I thought he was when I was a little girl, how much I had

  loved him when I was tiny, when he thought I was perfect, before I grew old enough to fill his life with disappointment. I remembered slipping my tiny hand into his when I was small, how he looked

  at me, his eyes filled with . . . well. Not love, exactly. Sometimes love, but it was always mixed with a little confusion.




  ‘Who are you?’ he’d sometimes say, affectionately. ‘Where did you come from?’




  ‘This is my changeling,’ he’d introduce me to people, which made me feel special until I grew old enough to read fairy tales myself and realized a changeling is a fairy, elf,

  or goblin baby who’s put in the crib to replace the stolen, perfect baby.




  I did cry, though, that day in the hospital, holding his hand. Horrible as this is to admit, I think I cried less because my dad was dying than for the dad I had never had. I cried for the

  missed opportunities, for not having a dad who loved me unconditionally and unreservedly. I cried for not having a dad who accepted me exactly as I was.




  And I think, in amongst the tears, I cried with relief.




  My mother grieved appropriately for a woman who had lost her husband of almost thirty years so tragically, and then, after six months, she blossomed.




  Looking at her now, you would never imagine she had ever experienced a day’s unhappiness in her life.




  





  Two




  The first thing my mother did after my father’s death was put our big old house in Gerrards Cross on the market and buy herself a gorgeous, light-filled flat on

  Marylebone High Street.




  My mother has come alive again. She has filled the roof terrace with terracotta pots, geraniums and honeysuckle spilling over, clematis climbing up the trellis that hides her from her neighbours

  and allows her to sunbathe naked, which she does whenever the weather gives her the opportunity.




  She has a cat (my father hated cats, which, really, should have been an instant warning sign – never trust a man who doesn’t like children or animals, and it seemed to me that my

  father didn’t particularly like either), a wardrobe of beautiful clothes, most of which are picked up downstairs in the Whistles sale, and a busy social life with her new townie friends.




  We have plans to meet this morning at Sagne, which is something of a tradition on a Saturday, even though I am usually, as I am this morning, suffering the effects of the morning after.




  It wasn’t quite so bad last night, though. No parties. I had dinner with Jamie, my on-again, off-again person. I can’t call him my boyfriend, because he is most definitely not my

  boyfriend, but he’s also most definitely more than a friend. What he is, most of all, is convenient. Jamie’s the person I can call, anytime, if I’m feeling horny, or talkative, or

  simply bored. I still can’t quite figure out why we haven’t been able to take the next step, because we do have great sex (although, honestly, most of the time I barely remember), and

  we do have great conversation, and it seems this should be enough, particularly given that neither of us seems to be able to name the one thing that is missing that would seal this deal.




  He’s already left, for which I am grateful. I know what I look like first thing in the morning after a night of drinking, and it isn’t pretty. Although Jamie’s seen me like

  this many times before, I keep thinking I won’t do it again, and because he and I both know that’s not true, he’s taken to leaving while I’m still asleep. It slightly

  protects our integrity.




  Last night we walked down to Regent’s Canal and had dinner in that restaurant that’s on a barge. It was lovely and romantic, and I wish to God I hadn’t polished off the

  martinis and all the wine, because the streets along the canal are at their most beautiful at this time of year, and I really would love to have strolled through, enjoying them.




  If I recall correctly, it was more of a stumble than a stroll. Jamie had to keep catching me and steering me straight. I have no idea whether we had sex or not, but he says he usually stays now

  just to make sure I’m okay. Of course I’m okay.




  Hang on. Something’s coming back to me. Last night. We had a fight. On the way home. Oh God. I groan and bury my face in the pillow, as if that will somehow make this memory go away, but

  it won’t; it’s still here, and I wish I didn’t have to remember.




  Jamie is worried about my drinking. He started to tell me I was drinking too much, and I went ballistic on him. I shouted at him all the way along Blomfield Road. I don’t remember what I

  said, only his stricken face.




  He didn’t stay the night. Now I remember. He said he wasn’t going to do this any more, that he couldn’t watch me destroy myself in this way. He said all of my friends were

  worrying about me, and that at twenty-nine I was still acting like I was ten years younger, and it was time for me to grow up and start becoming responsible.




  I remember screaming something about being responsible, I owned a flat, for God’s sake, and I had a steady job, and he knew nothing about me.




  I open one eye and look over at the right side of the bed, which is, unsurprisingly, empty. Of course he didn’t stay the night and creep out early. He made sure I got home, and – I

  look down at myself, in a T-shirt and pyjama pants – yes, undressed me, and then he left.




  I am awash with shame. I may be on my own, but my cheeks are burning. He’s right. I can’t stand this. I can’t stand waking up every morning feeling like shit. I can’t

  stand waking up every morning swearing that I will never do this again, that today is the day I stop drinking, and then, at five, or six, or seven o’clock, I tell myself it’s only one

  glass of wine, or one beer, or a quick drink, which surely won’t hurt, and then, bam! Cut to the next morning, waking up with spotty memories about what happened the night before, and always,

  always, feeling like shit.




  I pick up the phone and call my mum. ‘Can we make it eleven?’ I croak when she picks up the phone. ‘I’m not feeling so good.’




  ‘Oh God, Cat. Again?’ She’s used to these Saturday morning phone calls.




  ‘I know. I’m sorry.’ To my amazement, my eyes then well up with tears as my voice starts to crack.




  ‘Mum? I think I need some help.’




  An hour later I’m sitting opposite my mum in Sagne, fortified by several strong cappuccinos, four aspirin, and an almond croissant. I know they say the best cure for a

  hangover is a full English fry-up, but the thought of greasy bacon and fried bread, ever, is enough to make me throw up. A meltingly buttery almond croissant, with just the right amount of marzipan

  filling, does it every time.




  ‘So,’ says my mother, gazing at me with concern. ‘You need help with your drinking?’




  Suddenly it doesn’t seem quite so urgent. When I spoke to her this morning my head was pounding, my mouth felt like three thousand squirrels had died in it, and I felt entirely desperate.

  Now, buoyed by painkillers, coffee and sugar, I’m realizing that I completely overreacted.




  ‘Sorry about that.’ I am sheepish. ‘You caught me at a particularly bad moment. I was feeling like complete crap when I called, but I’m fine now.’ I expect her to

  smile with relief, but when I look at her, she is frowning.




  She is so very elegant, my mother. Her hair, dyed to within an inch of its life when my father was alive, was left to turn its natural salt and pepper once my father died and now, three years

  on, is a soft shade of whitish grey. She has it cut in an elegant bob, her skin still soft and smooth, her eyes that startling shade of green, which – thank you, God! – I have

  inherited, the one thing I have inherited from her.




  It is no surprise that my father called me the changeling, because in truth I do not look like either of them, with the exception of my mother’s eyes. My father had that classically pale,

  wan British skin, a nose that was slightly beaky, although he always described it as aquiline, and thin lips.




  My skin is naturally olive, hiding a multitude of alcoholic sins. Even when I am horrifically hung over, practically comatose with exhaustion, I never look pale or pasty or ill. My lips are

  full, and my hair is dark with streaks of gold that come out in the sun on summer holidays to hot places. As a child, I detested my looks, longing for mousy brown hair, pale skin, blue eyes, and

  thin lips. Now, at the ripe old age of twenty-nine, I am becoming more accepting, occasionally, only occasionally, looking at myself in the mirror and feeling both surprised and pleased at the face

  that stares back.




  Still, it is not a face that resembles my mother’s. At twenty paces, and despite her having spent the vast majority of her life in this country, you would peg her for an American.

  Something in the way she holds herself, a confidence, her smile, and yes, she does have great big perfect white teeth (another thing, thank you, God, I have inherited).




  She is slim and tall, and even in a pair of jeans and V-necked T-shirt, with an antique gold belcher chain around her neck and ballet flats on her feet, she is almost ridiculously elegant. More

  so now that she is able to dress as she wants. Her style is simple: she wears shades of greige, never a colour, and always looks immaculate, even without makeup, even though she appears to make

  little effort.




  I find it hard to believe she is my mother.




  But she is, and I know her, and I know this frown, which is not a good frown.




  I take a deep breath. ‘I really am fine. I just had a bit too much last night, and I always wake up feeling awful, but I don’t need help. I mean, clearly I’ve been drinking too

  much.’ She looks up then, surprised I have admitted it. ‘I know I’m drinking too much, and I’m going to stop. I can’t stand waking up feeling the way I’ve been

  feeling, so I’ve decided that last night was the last time. That’s it. Today no more alcohol.’




  I wait for her relieved smile, but it doesn’t come. Instead, she is still frowning, and now she is looking down at the table, as if she is figuring out what to say next, and I know

  it’s something bad when she finally gives a big sigh before meeting my eyes.




  ‘Cat,’ she says slowly. ‘There’s something I’ve never told you. Something I should have told you years and years ago, but I could never find the right time. I am so

  sorry. I thought I was doing the right thing for you, but now I think I’ve done you a great disservice in keeping this from you.’




  My heart is pounding. What on earth is she talking about?




  ‘What is it?’ My voice sounds strange given the buzzing in my ears, the pounding in my chest. Whatever is about to come next, I have the strangest sense it will be life-altering in

  the most unchangeable of ways.




  She sighs again before looking up.




  ‘It’s about your father.’




  





  Three




  London, 1968




  Audrey gazes out the car window at the lines of red-brick semi-detached houses, all identical, all built after doodle-bugs dropped on London during the Second World War

  destroyed lines of houses, as she tries to suppress the tiny jolts of excitement in the pit of her stomach.




  She turns to look at her husband, his large hands resting on the steering wheel, his elegant jaw as tense as always. ‘You must be nervous, darling,’ he says, not taking his eyes off

  the road.




  ‘A little,’ she lies, as he reaches over and pats her leg reassuringly, briefly turning his head to give her an indulgent smile.




  ‘I might try to come out for the third week,’ he says. ‘Although with work right now it’s terribly difficult. I know you don’t want to go, but your aunt needs you.

  This is absolutely the right thing to do.’




  ‘I know,’ says Audrey, who cannot believe she is being allowed to go back to her country, to America, for almost an entire summer, on her own, with no husband for whom she has to

  perform.




  Five years ago Audrey left New York, as a nineteen-year-old single girl, to come to Buckinghamshire in England, to work as an au pair. Just a few miles away, in London,

  everything was swinging, life was being lived at a pace never seen before, none of which was apparent to Audrey, out in the suburbs of Gerrards Cross, minding children while the parents drank

  G&Ts and hosted dinner parties for neighbours and friends.




  Audrey had always delighted in everything English, had grown up losing herself in the books of Jane Austen and Charlotte Brontë, had wanted nothing more than to find herself a crumbling

  stately pile and a dashing lord of the manor to go with it.




  It wasn’t that she planned to meet the love of her life when she first signed up with the au pair agency, but she couldn’t deny that every night leading up to her departure was

  filled with elaborate fantasies. She stepped onto that Pan Am flight at JFK, her head positively exploding with hopes and dreams.




  The Wilkinsons – Pam, Tony and their two children, Stephen and Lizzy – were delightful; their large, detached Edwardian house on Mill Lane equally so, if all a little quieter than

  Audrey had expected.




  She had a room under the eaves on the top floor, thick white carpet and a record player in the corner of the room, a window that looked out over the trees, a view that made her happy.




  The children – Stephen, ten, and Lizzy, eight – were delicious, and her evenings, initially spent curled up in her bedroom reading a book, soon grew busy.




  She became friends with another au pair who worked up the road; Anna from Sweden. The two of them would dress up and go into Uxbridge for a night out, or pop into town for a drink at the

  Packhorse Inn. Which was where, one night, Richard found her.




  Despite not being lord of the manor, he was dashing, and charming, and so fantastically handsome in his slim-cut suits and narrow Italian shoes. He swept her off her feet, even without the

  stately pile.




  He treated Audrey like a princess, clearly adoring her, affectionately teasing her about her American accent, which she tried hard to eradicate, managing to soften it to a mid-Atlantic

  drawl.




  Richard was an estate agent, moving into commercial property as Audrey met him, his charm and good looks bringing him more and more success. He swapped his Triumph TR7 for an E-type Jaguar and

  swept Audrey up to the West End for glamorous Saturday nights out.




  He knew enough people to gain access to all the best places. They rubbed shoulders with everyone from Marianne Faithfull to Prince Philip, from Twiggy to Vidal Sassoon, drinking champagne at

  Hélène Cordet’s Saddle Room or Tramp, playing roulette at Les A.




  She met his friends after these dazzling nights out, for eggs and bacon at the Golden Egg in Oxford Street, wondering if they’d spy one of the Kray brothers, feeling impossibly glamorous,

  eating breakfast in the early hours of the morning, at the centre of the entire world.




  London came alive in the sixties, and Audrey came alive on those Saturday nights, guided by Richard, stepping carefully down the iron staircase into Annabel’s, where Louis greeted Richard

  with a handshake, Audrey with a kiss.




  Of course she fell in love with Richard. She had never met anyone like him in New York, where the men could have done with a little of his debonair grace. She had never felt so fully alive as

  with Richard. Her au pair job stretched to two years, after which she told Richard she had to go home.




  He proposed. She said yes. Because their life was in England, because her parents died long ago, her Aunt Judith flew over for their tiny wedding at the town hall. Audrey wore

  a floaty Biba dress, hot-ironed curls into her long straight hair, and she was happy.




  A few months later, Richard came home one evening, to their small terraced cottage near the railway station, giddy with secrets. He handed her a key, led her to the car, and

  drove her up the road to a large, beautiful Edwardian house on Mill Lane. It was May and the flowers were blooming, Richard refusing to tell her why they were there, walking her up the garden path,

  hand in hand, then gesturing for her to use the key to open the door.




  ‘Who lives here?’ Audrey had whispered, gazing around in awe.




  ‘We do. Happy anniversary, darling. Welcome to our new home.’




  Audrey had been breathless as she walked through the house; huge square rooms flooded with light from the leaded-glass windows, old panelling on the walls. It was a house that begged to be

  filled with children, with dogs, with memories.




  ‘Do you like it?’ Richard asked finally.




  ‘It’s the most beautiful house I’ve ever been in,’ she said, thinking of the small Upper West Side apartment she had grown up in, with its herringbone parquet floors and

  layer upon layer of old, yellowing chipped paint.




  ‘We’re going to fill it with children.’ He pulled her close to him. ‘This is the house our family is going to grow up in. This is the beginning of the rest of our

  lives.’




  Audrey allowed herself to be held, and raised her chin up to be kissed as she knew she was supposed to. The truth was, it was the most beautiful house she had ever seen, but it

  didn’t feel like a house she was supposed to live in; it didn’t feel like home.




  She loved the railway cottage, loved how snug and cosy it was. This house felt like a mansion; she had no idea how to decorate it, what she was supposed to do.




  ‘We’ll get someone to help you,’ said Richard, who found a woman who lived in Denham, who swiftly filled the house with furnishings and accessories that Audrey thought were

  exquisite, even though they still never felt like hers.




  ‘It will be a wonderful house for our family,’ Richard told everyone and anyone who would listen.




  ‘Are you pregnant?’ Someone would invariably turn to Audrey, congratulations on the tip of their tongue, slight embarrassment as she shook her head. ‘Not to worry,’

  they’d say. ‘You’ve got plenty of time.’




  Three years of marriage, and no sign of a baby. Three years of marriage, and Richard didn’t seem quite so glamorous any more. The nights in the West End had dwindled, at least for the two

  of them as a couple. Richard still seemed to have meetings that went on for much of the evening, but when the two of them went out it was usually to the picturehouse to see a film, or a weekend

  picnic at the pond.




  Their friends were having babies all around them, and each month, when it was clear no baby was on the way, Audrey told herself that next month would definitely, certainly, be the month it would

  happen.




  God knows she needed something in her life. Now that the glamour of an English husband had worn off, Richard had revealed himself to be somewhat less charming than he first appeared. He was, in

  fact, controlling and rather bullying, she thought in her darker moments, wondering if it was just the culture clash, or if it was because he was English and English women were, perhaps, more

  passive. She did not like being told what to wear, what to cook, how to act, but she was getting used to it, was trying so hard to be a good wife, to be the wife he wanted.




  He did love her, of that she was certain. Or at least, he loved who he thought she was, who she had turned herself into in order to be the wife she thought he wanted. He told her how beautiful

  she was, how lucky he was to have her. He showed her off like an exotic trophy, knowing he had won the game of attractive wives.




  But wasn’t every marriage like this? Audrey looked around her, searching for validation, searching for hope that she wasn’t alone. And she wasn’t alone. Her newfound friends

  rolled their eyes about their husbands during their coffee mornings, tittered about their idiosyncrasies.




  Audrey used to feel like one of them, until the babies started coming, and she lost her new friends to Babyville, leaving her more alone than ever before.




  The letter from Aunt Judith could not have come at a more welcome time. Aunt Judith had always been more like a mother to Audrey, particularly after her own parents died, one after the other,

  when she was in her early teens. Aunt Judith’s children were older, had moved, one to California, one to Michigan, had families of their own that kept them busy, too busy to look after their

  mother, leaving Audrey as the sole responsible child.




  I miss you, dear child, Aunt Judith had written. I’m thinking of selling the house in Nantucket. It has been a long, hard decision, but with all you children now gone, it seems

  pointless to have this big old house just for me. Abigail said she’d fly in from Michigan to help me, but of course now her children need her, and Michael’s much too busy to leave his

  job in California. I know how busy you are, but if you felt in need of some Massachusetts sunshine, I could use the help! I’m planning on going out right before Memorial Day, and I’ll

  be there, packing up, for the summer. You could come anytime, with Richard or without. Dearest girl, it would be so lovely to see you.




  Audrey had handed the letter to Richard over dinner that night, her heart pounding with anticipation as he read it distractedly, then put the paper down.




  ‘Well?’ she said. ‘Should we go?’




  ‘I can’t possibly go,’ he said. ‘I’ve got that huge deal on the car factory, which is likely to keep me tied up all summer.’ He looked down and took another

  bite of his steak Diane.




  ‘Well, should I go?’




  ‘Do you want to go?’




  Audrey thought for a few seconds. She wanted to go more than she had ever wanted anything in her life. While her parents were alive, they always visited Aunt Judith for a couple of weeks in the

  summer, and after they died, Audrey would go for the entire summer. Nantucket was the place she had always felt most at peace, a place she now found herself thinking about, missing, as she went

  about her life in the pretty green suburbs of England.




  She wanted to smell the ocean air and walk along Main Street, stopping for the papers at the Hub. She wanted to have coffee at Cy’s Green Coffee Pot and wander the aisles of the hardware

  shop next door. She wanted to step back to a time in her life when she felt happy, joyous and free.




  ‘I don’t know,’ she lied, nervous that obvious enthusiasm would make him suspicious, nervous he would say no. ‘I don’t want to leave you, but I feel like I ought to

  go. It’s going to be a lot of work – she’s a terrible old hoarder – but she doesn’t have anyone else, her kids are disasters, and I owe her so much. I do think

  it’s the right thing to do.’




  ‘I suppose you should go,’ Richard said. ‘I don’t really want you to, but it won’t be for long, yes?’




  ‘I would think she’ll need me for around a week. Maybe two. The absolute most would be three.’




  ‘Try to make it two,’ he said as Audrey nodded, reaching for a glass of wine to quell the butterflies of excitement that jumped inside her stomach as soon as those words left his

  mouth.




  The excitement never went away. From April 14, when she received her aunt’s letter, to May 31, when she flew out to New York, she found herself either itching with

  excitement or terrified that something would get in the way, that Richard would change his mind.




  He didn’t. He was as loving and distant and busy as he always was. Their relationship was as pleasant as it always was. What did I expect, she sometimes thought, in the middle of the night

  when she would wake up unable to sleep, worrying about whether she made the right choice, what her future might hold, whether she should be happier. Her parents, she realized, set an example that

  few could match. They loved each other with a fierce, all-consuming passion, even after years of marriage, even after Audrey came along, to the exclusion of all others, including Audrey. It was no

  surprise her father was diagnosed with heart disease shortly after her mother died, no surprise he deteriorated so very quickly once she had passed – neither of them wanted to carry on

  without the other.




  The surprise, perhaps, was that her own marriage wasn’t like that of her parents. She knew this, of course, before she got married, that what she and Richard had wasn’t the same, but

  she thought that kind of devotion might grow, becoming stronger as the years went by. She hadn’t expected this lack of conversation, the way Richard would sit at the table and read the papers

  while she sat there quietly chewing, wishing he would talk to her, pay her attention.




  He was so animated with his friends, when they went out for dinner with other couples, the life and soul of the party, but on their own, behind closed doors, he barely seemed to notice her.




  I am lonely, she would think, those nights when she would tiptoe downstairs at three in the morning and make herself a cup of tea. I never dreamed I could be lonelier in my marriage than I ever

  was as a single girl.




  Children would change that, she knew. Children would bring them closer together, give her a purpose. Richard wouldn’t allow her to work – none of his successful friends had working

  wives, all of them consumed with hairdresser visits, manicures, shopping and children – so Audrey floated around the house all day, desperate for something to do.




  She got a puppy, a Maltese, that she would take to the common and walk for hours and hours, looking at her watch, wondering how it was time passed so slowly.




  They needed a child. She had absolutely no idea why it hadn’t happened, and no idea what to do about it. She had a suspicion, based on nothing other than instinct, that it was

  Richard’s fault, but she could never say that out loud. He had questioned her fertility, though, countless times, and she was doing all the things she was supposed to be doing. She had even

  given up smoking, after hearing of one mother who got pregnant as soon as she quit. But it wasn’t their time, not yet. At least, that’s the line she would always use when people

  asked.




  A child would stop the loneliness, she knew. Imagine her days being filled with waking the baby, warming a bottle, spoon-feeding the baby rice and wiping up around a high chair. Imagine pushing

  the baby in a pram up the High Street, stopping to peer in the windows of all the shops as she had seen other mothers do, chatting with other mothers as they pass, inviting them over to drink tea

  as their babies crawl around the living room.




  Imagine Daddy coming home from work, his face lighting up as a toddler toddles to the front door to greet him. Imagine her own face, beaming with love as she watches Richard throw his daughter

  up in the air as she squeals in delight, catching her and swinging her round with joy, holding out an arm to embrace his wife, his eyes filled with love and pride.




  Imagine a second child, a third. Imagine this house buzzing with children running up and down the stairs, children’s parties with entertainers, paper bowls of Twiglets and Smarties down

  the centre of a trestle table set up in the garden, the grown-ups standing at one end with their gin and tonics and their devils on horseback, smiling indulgently as the magician arrives to delight

  their children by pulling rabbits out of hats.




  The days ticked by to her trip to New York, and again her period came. I need this break, she told herself. Maybe I’ll even see a doctor in New York. She trusted them, had heard there were

  doctors over there who knew the secrets to getting pregnant.




  This trip will change my life, she decided, will change my future from hereon in. The butterflies came back, on the flight, at the airport, in the car Aunt Judith had sent to drive her to

  Hyannis to catch the ferry, and then finally, as the boat ploughed along the water, she glimpsed Nantucket Harbor, whereupon her heart caught in her throat with nostalgia and joy.




  





  Four




  Nantucket, the little island off the coast of Massachusetts, made famous by whaling in the mid-nineteenth century, had been discovered in the 1950s by developers who encouraged

  wealthy vacationers to visit the island with its cobbled streets and pretty grey-shingled houses, trellises weighed down with roses and hydrangeas.




  People came here to get away from the noise of Boston and New York, to enjoy the beauty of the pretty village, the beaches, the harbour, in a place the locals referred to as Fantasy Island.




  Aunt Judith had bought her own house, a Federal off the top of Main Street, in the late 1950s, just as they were starting to build on the island, just as the island was starting to become

  popular. Her house had been inhabited by an elderly couple and hadn’t been touched for years. She was one of the first to see the beauty in the place, a house that shocked her children, who

  swiftly forgot their reservations over the dark, peeling wallpaper when they were brought in to help, given sledgehammers to knock down walls between the parlour and the kitchen, opening up the

  house, choosing their own paint colours for their rooms.




  Aunt Judith planted hydrangeas along the front of the house, and replaced the rotting shingles on the front with new white cedar ones. She built vegetable beds in the tiny yard and filled them

  with tomatoes and lettuce.




  In Nantucket, Aunt Judith found out how to be happy. Divorce was frowned upon in the New York suburb of Rye, where she had been living with her husband, until she discovered he was having a

  long-term affair with his secretary. It all ended very quickly after that. She wanted a fresh start, and had spent a handful of happy vacations on Nantucket; it seemed like a place where you could

  reinvent yourself, cast aside the dull suburban detritus of your housewife life in Rye. Nantucket was a place where Aunt Judith could discover the inner bohemian she hadn’t realized was

  lurking until she shed her staid uniform of neat skirts and pumps, embracing loose-fitting clothes and sandals that made navigating the cobblestones, if not entirely pleasurable, at least

  manageable.




  The house wasn’t big – four bedrooms, two and a half bathrooms, all under the eaves – but as she always said to Audrey, it was big enough.




  The house looked the same. Of course, thought Audrey, as the car pulled to a halt outside. It’s only been five years since I was last here, why would it have changed? The

  gravel was thin, a few weeds pushing through, the paint on the windows peeling again, but the house was still pretty, with its classic lines and peaked roof, the window boxes still filled with

  geraniums.




  The station wagon was gone, which meant Aunt Judith was out. She had said she was leaving the key under the pot, which Audrey quickly found, as the driver hauled her suitcase up the steps and

  deposited it on the porch. She thanked him and sent him away.




  The door opened, a wave of déjà vu washing over Audrey as she stood for a minute, drinking in the smell, the feeling, of being home. Little had changed. The table in the hall was

  new, fresh-cut peonies in the vase as always. Aunt Judith always had pitchers and vases filled with flowers all over the house; it was one of her signature touches.

OEBPS/html/docimages/cover.jpg
JANE

THE NUMBER ONE BESTSELLING AUTHOR

TM IN AWE OF ‘JANE GREEN ~ “WARM, WITT),
JANE GREEN. A TRULY IS WOMEN'S SHARP AND
GRIPPING R[AD FICTION ROYALTY INSIGHTFUL

MARIAN KEY! SOPHIE KINSELLA





