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  Prologue




  Johnnie struggles to open the heavy metal door of the clinic without dropping the stack of files he has clutched to his chest.




  ‘Ah, Johnnie,’ says Gillian, just as his duffle bag slides off his shoulder. ‘Thank goodness I’ve caught you.’ She is chatting with Danni, the receptionist.




  Johnnie’s heart sinks. The traffic into Lewes was nose to tail, his first session is due to start in less than five minutes, and he badly needs a cup of coffee.




  ‘Could we catch up at lunch?’ he ventures.




  He can tell at once from her expression that they can’t. Gillian is the senior therapist at Moreland’s Place and it’s occurred to Johnnie before today that for someone who

  works in the caring professions, there’s something of the headmistress about her. Perhaps it’s the tight grey bun and half-moon glasses; perhaps it’s the robust Scots accent.

  Beside her Johnnie often feels like a naughty schoolboy, dishevelled in appearance and lacking in gravitas.




  ‘Actually, now’s fine.’




  ‘Room 6 is free,’ says Danni. ‘I’ll keep an eye on those if it helps?’ She jerks her head towards Johnnie’s files.




  ‘Thanks.’ Johnnie offloads his paperwork and follows his boss down the corridor.




  Gillian closes the door to Room 6 behind them. It’s blandly decorated in magnolia and beige and there are several like it at the clinic. They are used for private sessions with patients

  and staff meetings; one blends into another.




  ‘Do sit down,’ she says, waving towards a neat, bowl-shaped chair that offers little in the way of style or comfort.




  Johnnie glances at the clock on the wall and hesitates, then perches on the edge of the seat. He racks his brain to think of what he might have done wrong. He’s not very good at keeping up

  with his admin; last week he was supposed to submit case notes for eight patients and he only managed to complete five.




  Gillian pulls up a chair opposite, adjusts her woollen shawl and clears her throat.




  Johnnie braces himself, guilt mounting. I took those flowers, he remembers, and Gillian saw me leaving with them tucked under one arm. But the young woman checked out of her room without wanting

  them, and I thought my girlfriend could enjoy them at home. Surely it wasn’t a crime?




  ‘It’s regarding one of our patients,’ says Gillian. Her voice is gruff.




  Johnnie’s mind goes into overdrive. Who does she mean? Patients come and go from Moreland’s all the time – they can have up to ten admissions each week – and that’s

  just as inpatients. There are twenty-five beds and demand is high; as soon as they are empty, they’re nearly always filled, and there are countless outpatients too.




  ‘You mean one of mine?’ he says.




  Her face crumples, she casts her eyes downwards and Johnnie has an awful sense of foreboding.




  ‘Well . . .’ Her tone softens. ‘It was someone from your eleven o’clock session.’




  Again he glances at the clock. It’s eleven o’clock right now.




  Gillian leans forward and gives Johnnie’s knee a squeeze and at once Johnnie understands the reason she was so keen to see him.




  ‘I’m so sorry . . .’ she says.
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  Clouds Gather
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  ‘Those socks look really stupid.’




  ‘Shh, Luke.’ Karen turns to her daughter. ‘They’re fine, sweetheart. Don’t listen to him.’ Though Luke has a point; like the rest of Molly’s uniform,

  the socks are far too big for her. Karen smothers a smile – they mustn’t mock; this is a huge moment for her little girl. ‘Let’s take a photograph,’ she says, running

  her fingertips through Molly’s curls in a futile attempt to smooth them. She pulls the front door shut. ‘How about here on the doorstep?’




  ‘I don’t know why you’re making such a fuss,’ Luke sighs. He’s nearly seven, so an old hand at this first-day-of-term malarkey, but for his sister it’s all

  new. Though her chest is swelled with pride as she poses with her satchel and bottle-green fleece embroidered with the school badge, Karen can tell she is being brave. She is quiet and pale and has

  been sensitive since waking.




  ‘Now Luke, stand next to Molly,’ says Karen.




  He bounds onto the front step and leans in close. ‘Just be careful of the ogre in the girls’ toilets.’




  Molly’s bottom lip quivers.




  ‘I heard you,’ Karen warns.




  Luke smiles sweetly at his mother, then whispers, ‘And the dragon under the stairs.’




  ‘LUKE! Why must you be so mean? He’s teasing you,’ Karen assures her daughter. ‘There are no dragons, sweetheart, I promise.’




  Molly gulps. ‘What about the ogre?’




  ‘No ogres either.’




  It’s terrifying enough without her brother stirring, thinks Karen, as they start to walk. The school is nearby and Molly has often been to collect Luke with Karen. She’s also used to

  spending three days a week with the childminder while Karen is at work. Nonetheless, she’s leaving the safety of a familiar world, heading off to a strange wilderness of large classes full of

  children, lessons, lunch and assembly . . . Then there’s playtime, with its potential for scraping elbows and knees on tarmac, or worse, being teased or bullied, not to mention endless

  alarming activities that didn’t exist when Karen herself was growing up.




  By the time they reach the school gates Karen’s heart is racing and her palms are sticky; she doesn’t know who’s more nervous, her or Molly. She sees Miss Buckley,

  Molly’s new form teacher, on the far side of the playground and heads over with the children. Nearby a small boy is sobbing, and as his mother bends to kiss him farewell he claws her shirt

  sleeve in his desperation not to be separated from her. Another child brushes off his mother’s angst with a ‘Bye, Mum’ and a grin; her smudged make-up and blotchy cheeks betray

  she’s finding this harder than he is.




  ‘Hello,’ says the teacher, and crouches to Molly’s height. ‘You’re Molly, aren’t you?’




  Molly is too overwhelmed to speak. She gives a barely discernible nod.




  I should leave, Karen tells herself. Fussing will only prolong the agony. ‘Luke, you help Miss Buckley take care of your sister today, OK?’




  ‘OK,’ he offers, less disparaging now he’s charged with responsibility.




  ‘And Molly, I’ll be back at lunchtime to collect you.’ Karen girds herself. ‘Good luck, darling.’ She bends to give her daughter a hug, and senses Molly stiffen as

  she fights to be grown up.




  Karen’s heart twists, and as she makes her way across the playground, the woman with blotchy cheeks catches her eye and nods in understanding.




  Five minutes later, Karen is back home. The house sits at the top of a street where all bar theirs and the neighbouring property are Victorian. The red-brick facade spoils the symmetry of the

  white-painted terrace, but the 1930s semi was the most she and her husband could afford when they bought it a decade earlier.




  Years of living here with small children haven’t helped, she observes, nearly tripping over a stray wellington as she steps into the hall. She picks the boot up, places it alongside its

  partner, heads into the kitchen and flicks on the kettle. As she waits for the water to boil she pauses to look around. The walls are covered in small fingerprints and spillages – every room

  could do with decorating, which means nothing gets done, because it seems a gargantuan task. Outside the window most of the pots in the patio garden are empty or contain plants wilted by frost; the

  narrow borders are weed-ridden from lack of care.




  There’s a rush of steam and bubbles and a click; Karen makes a cup of tea and leans back against the counter. Without the noise of the kettle the silence is striking – as though

  someone has come along and underlined it in red ink.




  I wonder if the other mums are feeling this bereft? The first day is notoriously tough, thinks Karen. And Molly seems so half-fledged and vulnerable, she’s barely more than a baby . .

  .




  Then, like a truck at speed, it hits her.




  Starting school is such an important milestone, she thinks. Simon should be with us.




  * * *




  A few streets away, Abby is standing in the bay window of her bedroom, looking out. Vegetation frames the view, lending it weight, as if it were an exhibit in a show. Between

  the fronds of a yew and the spiked leaves of holly she can see down into the dip of Preston Circus.




  I’m going to miss this, she thinks.




  The triangular roofs of railway workers’ cottages are lined up like an army, some ancient and covered in lichen, others more recently renovated, gleaming silver-grey in the aftermath of a

  sudden downpour. The scruffiest are doubtless student dwellings; the rest more likely house people with children, keen to live near the park. From here pastel-coloured Victorian terraces climb up

  the slope of Hanover in diminishing rows, as if whoever laid out the city was an art tutor testing his pupils’ ability to convey perspective. Beyond are the pale concrete blocks of Whitehawk

  Estate, and in the far distance, the gentle curve of the South Downs, chalky fields ploughed and ready for planting.




  Abby sighs. ‘Oh, Glenn,’ she murmurs. ‘Whatever happened to me and you, to us?’




  She is not sure if she’s sad, angry, or both. Either way, her husband is abdicating responsibility; at least that’s how it feels. Fleetingly, Abby is tempted to absent herself

  instead. How about we don’t put our home on the market, separate in a civilized fashion, she has an urge to say to him, as you’re so keen to do? What if I were to drive into the blue

  yonder, leaving you to deal with all the shit? Then I could go back to photojournalism – focus on chasing stories, the challenge of deadlines, chatting with bright, sparky colleagues. My, how

  easy working on a local paper seems with hindsight . . . What if I were to say I couldn’t cope – what would happen to Callum then? Would you pick up the pieces – take

  over our son’s routine, give up your job? Because there’s no way you could continue working in London and care for Callum. That’s a full-time occupation in itself.




  But of course Abby won’t say this, and Glenn knows that.




  I couldn’t leave Callum, she thinks. I don’t want to. I love him.




  She looks around the room. A vast sleigh bed dominates the space, though these days Abby sleeps there alone. Glenn has been sleeping in the attic for months, yet his clothes remain in the

  wardrobe, which means he comes in every morning to get dressed, a reflection of the limbo they’re in. Thrown over the chair is the shirt Abby wore yesterday – seeing it reminds her.

  There’s a line of red, chafed flesh on the side of her neck, like a particularly vicious love bite, from when her top was tugged so hard the collar left a burn mark.




  It’s the aggression that Glenn can’t handle, she thinks. That’s why he’s going.




  Her eyes fall on their bedside table. On it is a picture of the three of them. There’s her husband, unshaven, grinning – he appears quite the rebel. She is beside him; she was

  plumper then – these days she is sinew and bone. How she loved her fair hair like that, long and softly layered. She regrets cutting it, but needs must – she was sick of it being

  pulled. Between them is Callum, all white-blond moptop, rosy cheeks and big blue eyes – he was only a toddler at the time. It’s winter; they’re dressed in coats and scarves and

  gloves, enveloped in a hug, a bundle of love.




  This house has seen so much – good times as well as bad. When they moved here she and Glenn had just got engaged – every inch is chock-full of memories. What a dreadful wrench it

  will be to leave.




  Tears prick behind Abby’s eyes. I can’t cry, she thinks. I mustn’t. If I start, I won’t stop. I have to get on. She picks up the letter confirming the valuation of the

  house which Glenn left out as a pointed reminder the evening before – braces herself, and dials.




  * * *




  Several miles east over the pastel-coloured terraces and chalk downs, Michael is just setting off for work. Welcome to Historic Rottingdean, says the sign he passes on

  his way to the car, and not for the first time he hears his wife’s voice: ‘Rotten name, beautiful place.’ But today he’s not sure he agrees about the latter. Michael and

  Chrissie live in a modern pebble-dash bungalow off the main coast road, not in the village further inland with its pretty cottages, flint church and duck pond. When the sun is shining, the light

  bounces off the sea and the broad sweep of their crescent feels generous – it seems to provide more space for the residents to breathe and be themselves. But this morning a thick layer of

  pale-grey cloud causes their neighbour’s snazzy Doric columns to appear kitsch. Mizzle hangs in the air; it clings to Michael’s hair and makes it more apparent that he’s thinning

  on top. This irks him; he likes to look good for the ladies – it could even be argued that this is essential in his business.




  He quickens his pace. He’s got to be at the shop before nine – the Dutch lorry is due. If it had been up to him, he’d have scheduled the delivery for later to avoid rush hour,

  but Jan, the driver, has other drop-offs to make. Across the road he can see several kids dressed in uniform making their way to the bus stop. The schools must be back, thinks Michael. The traffic

  will be even heavier.




  He unlocks the MPV, puts his work bag on the passenger seat and the plastic carrier containing his lunch alongside it. The Tupperware container of sandwiches Chrissie has made for him slides out

  and onto the floor. As he’s reaching to retrieve it, there’s a ringing from inside his donkey jacket pocket. He is tempted to leave the call, but it might be Jan – with any luck

  the lorry will be held up and Michael can relax a little. He manages to answer seconds before his mobile switches to voicemail.




  ‘Hello?’




  ‘Blast,’ he says to himself, seeing too late that it’s Tim, the manager of Hotel sur Plage. He has to talk to his client. ‘Good morning, Tim. What can I do for

  you?’




  ‘Ah, Mike—’ Michael winces: if anything, he prefers Mick or Mickey – ‘have you left home yet?’




  ‘I’m heading into Hove any second.’




  ‘Splendid. Don’t suppose you could swing by us on your way?’




  ‘I’m afraid not – I’ve a delivery coming. Can I call you when I get in?’




  ‘Oh, er, I suppose . . .’ There’s a moment’s silence, then Tim says, ‘It’s only I’d like a chat, Mike, and it might be worth doing before you put in

  your order—’




  What’s the betting he wants to give me a steer on which stock to buy again, thinks Michael. He’s such an interfering young man, always sticking his nose in with ideas, even though

  I’ve been arranging flowers since he was in nappies.




  Michael is poised to ask Tim to elaborate when he realizes the call has been cut off. His Nokia has been playing up recently.




  I must get a new mobile, he vows. This one’s like me: nearly past its sell-by date.




  He frowns as he checks the rear-view mirror and turns on the ignition. Was it his imagination, or was there an awkwardness in Tim’s voice?




  I’ll ring from the landline the moment I’m at the shop, Michael decides. The hotel is his florist’s biggest contract and it’s important to keep them sweet, but he

  can’t stop now.
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  The estate agent is on Abby’s doorstep within an hour. Apparently there’s a shortage of properties coming onto the market – he’s eager to finalize

  details. ‘I’ve people queuing up for places in Prestonville,’ he says when Abby telephones. ‘It’s a real premium being near the station.’




  Before he arrives, Abby dashes round tidying, but it’s not enough time to make much impact – she finds it impossible to keep abreast as Callum creates mess at such a rate. Too soon

  she hears a knock at the door.




  ‘I’m Ollie.’ The agent puts out a hand. His grip is assured. Like all sales people, thinks Abby, I bet they’re trained to do it. She takes in short ginger hair gelled

  into pine-cone spikes and a navy suit and is conscious she’s wearing a faded velour tracksuit. Then – oh help – she sees the camera.




  ‘You’re not going to take pictures of the house, are you?’




  ‘I was, yes.’




  ‘I thought you were only measuring up.’ Don’t be stupid, Abby, she thinks, of course he’ll need photos.




  ‘I can take a couple so we can get it online and come back to do the rest another day if you’d prefer?’




  ‘That would be good.’




  He steps inside. ‘Nice place you have here.’




  The carpet on the stairs is best not scrutinized, so she directs his gaze upwards. ‘The cornices are all original.’




  As he examines the ceiling, Abby notices white flecks of dandruff on his jacket. Who am I to judge? she rebukes herself. I haven’t even put a comb through my hair.




  ‘Can I get you a coffee?’




  ‘Mm, please.’




  She leads him into the kitchen.




  ‘These are attractive.’ He runs a palm over the fitted cabinets. They’re dated, Abby knows. She is thankful he can’t see inside – she spilt almost an entire box of

  cornflakes on one of the shelves in her haste to clear up breakfast.




  ‘You don’t mind if I take a picture in here?’ says Ollie, raising his digital camera. ‘It’ll come out well – look.’ He clicks to show her the image on

  the screen. The wide-angle lens makes the room appear huge.




  He steps towards the window.




  ‘The garden’s a state.’ She cringes. The grass hasn’t been mown since last summer, and the people with the house backing onto theirs overlook their lawn. ‘The best

  view is from the front. I’ll show you upstairs.’




  ‘It’s a good space for a property this central.’




  His enthusiasm only serves to emphasize the pain of Abby’s loss. Doubtless he’s assumed they’re upgrading – purchasing somewhere bigger, or moving further out of the

  city.




  Ollie removes a bright-yellow object from his pocket. He stands back and points it at the far wall. There’s a bleep.




  ‘What’s that?’




  ‘It’s an ultrasonic tape measure.’




  ‘How does that work?’ Abby moves closer to look, and sees Ollie glance at the red-raw mark on her neck. His consternation is palpable. ‘Ah, kettle’s boiled,’ she

  says, thankful for the excuse to turn away.




  ‘So why are you moving?’ asks Ollie, a few moments later.




  Abby’s first inclination is to lie but she’s likely to need Ollie’s help finding somewhere new, and he must come across situations similar to theirs all the time. ‘My

  husband and I are separating.’ She’s embarrassed to hear her voice crack.




  ‘Ah.’ A silence, and Ollie shifts his feet, awkward. ‘Er, where next? Lounge?’




  ‘Sure.’




  As he turns to leave the room, he stops, stares.




  ‘Blimey, what happened there?’




  Abby feels her cheeks burning. The television on top of the fridge-freezer has been smashed, how could she have forgotten? Shards of broken glass splay out from the centre of the screen, as if

  it’s been hit by a bullet. It happened only yesterday, and she knows her son will keenly miss being able to watch TV in the kitchen. Abby isn’t sure it’s worth replacing: a new

  set might meet the same fate. Nonetheless she must get rid of it. Callum’s term starts full-time tomorrow; perhaps then she can get to the tip – the glass is a real hazard with a child

  around.




  She senses Ollie gazing at the wound on her neck again, assimilating.




  * * *




  I’ve had far worse goodbyes than taking Molly to school for the first time, Karen reminds herself. Anyway, the start of January is notoriously dispiriting. Isn’t it

  around now some DJ or other inevitably declares, ‘It’s the most depressing day of the year,’ as if a nationwide announcement will help alleviate the gloom? Best keep myself busy

  – it’s time the Christmas decorations came down. She scoops her hair into a makeshift bun using a nearby biro, and goes upstairs.




  Getting the boxes out of the loft is an effort. Simon was such a big bear of a man he would have done it as a matter of course, but now she must manage alone. Even lowering the ladder is a test

  of her strength, then she has to drop the boxes through the hatch without anyone to catch them below. The fibres from the insulation make her cough, but at last she’s standing in the living

  room covered in dust and sweat, mission accomplished.




  What a shame to throw these away, she thinks as she begins taking the cards down from the mantelpiece. Putting the decorations up was so joyful – Molly squealing with excitement as they

  turned on the fairy lights, Luke pretending he wasn’t bothered but clearly thrilled at the growing pile of presents. Even Toby, their cat, seemed to regress to kittenhood as he chased a piece

  of gold string around the room. The sense of anticipation gave them a lift, and on the whole she coped well – she bought gifts online to save money; the three of them made and iced a cake

  together; they joined her friends Anna and Lou to watch fireworks on the beach to celebrate the winter solstice; her mother, Shirley, came to stay for a few days and spoiled the children rotten.

  Still, sometimes Karen would catch herself standing with a plastered-on smile, trying to mask her upset. ‘Fake it to make it,’ Anna suggested. ‘It’s a good strategy for

  appearing more upbeat than you feel.’




  In contrast, tidying up seems to say nothing other than the fun is over, thinks Karen. After all, what have I got to look forward to? The second anniversary of my husband’s death

  in a few weeks’ time? On the one hand it seems a century ago we were getting cards wishing Merry Christmas to the four of us; on the other as if it was only yesterday Simon was here to help

  with chores and DIY.




  The trouble is that grief isn’t linear, Karen has learned. It doesn’t go in a neat line upwards, as if you were climbing a mountain. Then you could get to the top and say,

  ‘I’ve done it, I’ve stopped being sad. Now I’m ready to meet people, to smile, laugh, drink, party. Bring it on!’ Instead, grief sneaks up from behind, grabbing you by

  stealth, like a mugger. Sometimes it can be extremely frightening; certainly it robs you of a great deal.




  The events she is able to brace herself for because she expects to feel miserable tend to be easier; then people rally round. Christmas Day was like that; Karen and the children had several

  invitations. And she has friends – Anna is one, Lou another – who are good at foreseeing occasions which might trigger upset and try to be there to support her. But the gaps in between,

  if she’s not got her guard up, are when the mugger will strike. Without warning she’ll pull a deckchair out of the garden shed and it’ll smell of Simon – how does that

  happen after nearly two years? Or she’ll be the only single guest at a dinner party other than a friend-of-a-friend who’s been invited as a pairing for her, although it’s

  glaringly obvious they’re ill-suited. Or it might be at night; she seldom got chilly with Simon there, but these days she is often freezing, even in summer. She’ll pull the duvet round

  her tight as wrapping paper, yet nothing will stop her shivering.




  One by one she unhooks the glass baubles from the tree with a shower of pine needles. The baubles are so worn that the mirror effect is peeling off. She wraps them in tissue paper and places

  them inside a box. That tinsel, she thinks, when I swathed it round these branches it appeared so festive and glittery; now it looks tacky. Why do I bother?




  For the children, she reminds herself. That’s why. Without them, I’m not sure how I would have kept going.




  * * *




  Sod’s law, the lorry doesn’t turn up at nine, and when Michael tries Tim’s mobile he fails to answer. Michael leaves a message with the hotel switchboard, and

  verifies his ancient Nokia is working by ringing from the landline. While he waits for the delivery, he focuses on the spartan supplies he has left; maybe he can make them presentable enough to do

  some trade, although early January is a bad time for flower selling.




  Perhaps I should have closed up, taken this week off, he thinks. But he can’t afford to: he has responsibilities – a mortgage to pay, a car to run, children at university; and his

  wife’s income, such as it is, comes from her working occasionally at the shop, too.




  At the back of the florist is a cool, dark room where Michael keeps stock when the store is shut, but once he gets the flowers into the light he sees they are past their best: gerberas folding

  back on themselves, petals sagging; freesias beginning to brown at the edges; hyacinths drooping under the weight of their blooms. The little he can salvage won’t sell unless substantially

  discounted.




  Eventually the deep throb of an engine heralds the lorry’s arrival. The vehicle is enormous; Jan can’t park it outside on the busy main road for more than a few minutes before other

  drivers start honking their horns and shouting. Michael mounts the steps of the truck and scans the shelves, assessing what will attract his customers. Roses are always a good fallback and though

  he prefers to buy them in London because the quality is better, these will do till he can get up to the market. Chrysanths usually go fast as they’re cheap, but offer little in terms of

  repeat business because they last for ages. He spies daffs and tulips, trays of primula and winter pansies, all traditional favourites.




  ‘I’ll take these,’ he says, once he’s gathered a hoard. Next he ponders what he might create for the hotel. How frustrating he’s not heard back from Tim.

  He’ll have to make his purchasing decisions regardless – the Dutchman won’t be back till next week.




  ‘These are fantastic.’ Jan shows Michael some amaryllis.




  ‘Wow.’ For a brief moment Michael is caught up in the sensation that made him want to run a flower shop in the first place. Eighteen-inch stems crowned by four giant red trumpets

  like loudhailers at a country show – he feels a rush of pleasure.




  ‘Most people grow them in pots, but they make a superb cut flower, don’t they?’




  Michael checks the tag. ‘Pricey, though.’




  ‘I will do you this whole bucket for twenty pounds.’




  ‘Can you add it to my account?’




  Jan nods.




  ‘OK. I’ll take them.’




  Michael rubs his hands together with excitement. I’ll make an arrangement for reception at Hotel sur Plage that’ll truly dazzle them, he vows.




  Once Jan has gone, he takes off his donkey jacket so he can move more freely, and flicks on his ancient transistor. Just as he’s getting started, he hears the familiar chords of

  ‘White Man in Hammersmith Palais’ by The Clash, one of his favourite singles. Grinning with pleasure, he turns the volume up full blast – it’s not as if there are any

  customers in the shop – and sings ‘Oo-ee-oo’ along to the backing vocals as he slices the trunk-like amaryllis stems on a diagonal.




  Funny to think an old punk could end up a florist, he thinks, pulling off the outer leaves of some brassica in time to the reggae beat. Wonder what Joe Strummer would make of a shop called

  ‘Bloomin’ Hove’? Might give him a laugh. After all, almost everyone settles down in the end – he spent his last days on a farm in Somerset. Didn’t I read he got into

  planting trees to combat global warming?




  Michael selects a few fronds of cedar – the spicy scent should work well on the hotel front desk. Whilst he twirls the arrangement to check every angle, he casts his mind back. At once

  he’s in the mosh pit, pogoing alongside his mates, peroxide hair spiked up with sugar soap, elbows flapping like chicken wings to fend off fans who jumped too close . . . Yes, they did use to

  gob at whoever was performing, revolting in hindsight, but there was something so great about those days. The music was raw and simple, a channel for his youthful aggression and rebellion.

  I’m glad I was of an age to catch it, he thinks. Seventeen in 1977: perfect. A couple of years older and I’d have ended up into Yes and prog rock, like my brother. There was Bowie, but

  glam rock wasn’t political, anarchic, whereas punk seemed to speak to lads like me from the suburbs. Croydon even had its own scene: The Damned were local, and there was a pub, the Greyhound,

  with gigs on every Sunday. That was another hallmark of punk – it was an anyone-can-do-it movement, you didn’t need money or even musical skill to be part of it.




  Michael sighs. This mentality seems to be missing now. He’s tried to engage with his kids about what they’re into, but he can’t imagine his son or daughter picking up a guitar,

  even though he’s urged Ryan, in particular, to give it a go. Instead his son seems more interested in playing computer games – or did when he lived at home – and try as he might,

  Michael can’t pretend he’s enthralled. Now Ryan is away studying and Michael’s not sure what he gets up to. Sometimes it feels they’re not just a generation apart, but on

  different planets.




  The song finishes with a succession of rapid chords, and the DJ announces he’s doing a tribute to mark the ten years since Strummer’s death this Christmas.




  Blimey, The Clash on Radio 2, thinks Michael, shaking his head. In ’77 that would have been an abomination. Next up is ‘White Riot’, and, inspired by the colour theme, he

  plucks some pale roses from a bucket and thrusts the stems between the amaryllis with a flourish.




  Finally, his work is complete. He holds the arrangement at arm’s length.




  ‘What do you make of this, Joe?’ he asks, looking up at the heavens.




  Joe, he is convinced, approves.
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  Abby braces herself. He’ll be back soon – it was just a half day today.




  Minutes later, the key turns.




  Straight away he hurls himself down the hall and headbutts her stomach, throwing her off balance.




  ‘Whoa!’ she says, struggling to grasp his shoulders and hold him upright. She is strong, but he is often stronger.




  Several paces behind is Eva; she looks exhausted. That’s the effect he has: those involved with him end up worn out, thin. Eventually most give up the fight, yet so far Eva is sticking

  with it, and Abby is grateful.




  ‘How did it go?’ she asks.




  ‘All right.’ Eva shrugs, then smiles. ‘We managed a while in the park before he got agitated.’




  ‘Well done, thank you. You must be hungry. Can I get you anything?’




  Abby reaches to open the fridge and he is off, charging down the hall. Callum is such a live wire; he never stops, as if his veins are pumped full of electricity. Before she’s had time to

  process what’s happening, Abby is running after him. The front door isn’t securely locked yet, and as he reaches to turn the handle, Abby darts beneath him and punches in the code.




  Phew. In terms of passing traffic, at any rate, they are safe.




  Then he’s off again, into the living room, jumping on the armchair, Zebedee.




  She dives for his ankles, knowing it’s futile. With astonishing speed he leaps up and over her, past Eva, who’s come to help, to BOING! BOING! on the sofa. No wonder the

  springs are going.




  ‘Ouch!’ Abby gets another headbutt.




  He slides over the back of the settee and stands in front of the bay window like an escaped convict on watch for his captors, looking up the street one second, inside the room the next. He

  starts scratching, tugging at the skin on the backs of his hands. It’s red raw and weeping, Abby notes, a sign he’s especially upset today. Seeing this makes her heart bleed, too.




  ‘Hey, hey, little man . . .’ she murmurs, voice soft, concern for his state of mind mixed with fear he’s going to headbutt the glass. ‘Shall we try Alvin and The

  Chipmunks? How about Alvin and The Chipmunks?’ She enunciates the words clearly and Eva reaches for the box.




  The window isn’t as interesting as this prospect, and – WHOOP! – he’s over to the coffee table, snatching the remote and flicking on the telly.




  ‘Come and sit on Mummy,’ she says, and pats her lap.




  Callum does as he’s bid – a rarity – and, with no concept of his seven-year-old weight or impact, lands on her bony thighs with a thud.




  For a few moments, he is settled.




  Abby exhales. It makes her manic too, being with him. It’s catching, this inability to concentrate, to stay still: they ping from place to place, activity to activity, like a game of

  pinball. Even when Callum is out at school or with one of his carers, it’s hard for Abby to slow down.




  ‘I wish I understood more what goes on inside here,’ she whispers, stroking his head. But as usual her son seems far away in his private world and doesn’t answer. Conversation

  is only ever one-way. So instead she continues fondling his hair, hoping he remains seated long enough for her to catch her breath.




  * * *




  By midday Michael has still not heard back from Tim, so he asks Ali, the greengrocer next door, to keep an eye on the shop while he nips down to the seafront to deliver his

  handiwork. Michael walks into Hotel sur Plage and is poised to ask the lad on reception to let Tim know that he’s here, when his heart misses a beat.




  On the glass counter is a vast bouquet of deep-pink peonies. These are new blooms, poised to open; their fragrance is sweet and light as a sunny day. They are not remotely in season, so must

  have cost the earth.




  Normally it would be down to Michael to remove the previous week’s flowers and put new ones in their place. But on Boxing Day he supplied the hotel with an arrangement of ivy, moss and red

  and white roses; not this. He left a family gathering early to deliver it in person. Why the change?




  At that moment Tim comes hurrying down the corridor, shiny leather loafers clicking on the marble. ‘Ah, Mike, glad to see you! Happy New Year!’




  ‘Nice flowers.’ Michael jerks his head towards the counter.




  ‘Beautiful, aren’t they?’ gushes Tim, then grasps that Michael is being sarcastic. ‘Ah, yes, well, Mike, actually that’s what I wanted to talk to you about . . .

  Hope you got my message on your mobile?’




  Michael shakes his head.




  ‘Couple of hours ago, must have been.’




  ‘I’ve had my phone close by all morning.’




  ‘It was your answer message – it clicked on after a few rings.’




  Michael reaches into his pocket and retrieves his Nokia. To his surprise, through the scratches on the tiny screen he can make out the message icon. ‘Must have missed it,’ he says,

  confused as to how. Then he realizes. The radio. Oh shit.




  ‘Er . . .’ Now Tim appears nonplussed. ‘I hope you didn’t buy any flowers specially . . . ?’ His voice trails off.




  Of course I did, thinks Michael. ‘Why?’




  ‘The thing is, um, it’s . . .’ Michael sees colour rising up the young man’s neck. Michael is not used to Tim fumbling; normally he’s assertive to the point of

  bullishness. ‘I might as well be honest. We’re going to be getting another supplier to do the arrangements here from now on.’




  Michael had a hunch something was amiss; still, he is speechless. There’s been no warning of this at all before today, no inkling from the management that they were unhappy, no moans or

  groans about his work, or mutterings to suggest he needed to watch his step, let alone a request for Bloomin’ Hove to retender. Tim even asked him to make extra displays in the run-up to

  Christmas.




  ‘It’s just that . . . we’ve got this new—’




  ‘You’ve found someone cheaper,’ states Michael. ‘Ah, well.’ He struggles to think at speed. ‘I’m sure I can do something about that.’ Tim has

  beaten Michael’s prices down repeatedly since he was promoted eighteen months ago, so Michael doesn’t have much room to manoeuvre, but he can’t give up without a fight. He’s

  determined to see those amaryllis standing in their rightful place in the reception of Hotel sur Plage.




  ‘I couldn’t ask you to lower your costs,’ says Tim.




  Could have fooled me, thinks Michael. He waits, watching, strangely fascinated, as Tim’s normally pale face continues to redden until he matches the peonies.




  ‘Trouble is . . . It’s, er—’ Finally Tim blurts, ‘ – Lawrence’s daughter.’




  It takes Michael a few seconds to compute. ‘As in the Lawrence, owner of this hotel?’




  Tim can’t meet his gaze. ‘Mm.’




  It’s an axe to Michael’s knees. ‘I see.’ Bile rises in his throat. I hate this man, he thinks. I’ve never liked him, now I fucking loathe him.




  There’s another silence and implications tumble like dominoes.




  For any retailer to lose their biggest customer is invariably bad news, but at this time of year, for Bloomin’ Hove, it’s potentially catastrophic. The shop doesn’t make much

  profit on the business from Hotel sur Plage, but it’s the only contract Michael has: his anchor in a sea of crazily fluctuating income. Without it he will find it hard to pay this

  month’s rent, and he has been running up credit with Jan and another supplier in the Big Smoke. But he’s damned if Tim should glean any of this, and he’s aware of the lad behind

  reception, pretending not to listen.




  ‘Of course, we’ll settle your outstanding invoices . . .’




  ‘Right.’ Michael nods.




  The vase of sickly scented peonies, the bowl of mints to sweeten guests, the glass-topped counter polished to perfection – if Michael had a sledgehammer to hand, he’d smash them all

  to pieces.




  Instead he turns and marches straight out of the building.




  Outside, he stops. Suddenly he’s desperately short of breath, heart beating so fast he feels it might burst through his ribcage. He grabs hold of the wrought-iron railing to steady

  himself.




  His MPV is parked in a nearby loading bay, and after what seems a long while, the wind blowing along the promenade and the sound of waves crashing on the shingle calm him enough that he feels

  able to drive.




  Through the car window he can see the giant red blooms rising up from their boxes, garish and defiant. His heart starts to thump again.




  They’re all trumpeting at him, jeering. ‘So what are you going to do with us now? Sell us for a song at your sorry little shop?’
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  At lunchtime on the way back from school, Karen and Molly stop at the Co-op in Seven Dials. Karen is reaching for their usual wholemeal loaf when Molly asks,

  ‘Aren’t we going to get Grandma some bread?’




  Karen’s mother prefers sliced white, so over Christmas Karen has been buying that too.




  ‘We’re not seeing Grandma for a bit,’ says Karen.




  Her little girl looks worried. ‘Has she gone back to Portugal?’




  ‘Grandma doesn’t live in Portugal any more,’ Karen explains as they join the queue for the till. ‘She’s much closer to us now, remember? She’s gone home to

  her flat, near Grandpa.’




  ‘Why doesn’t Grandma live with Grandpa?’




  Lord, thinks Karen. Out of the mouths of babes. She considers how best to explain. ‘Grandpa’s not well, so he’s in a special home where nurses can look after him.’




  ‘So does Grandma live on her own?’




  Karen feels a stab of guilt. ‘Yes, sweetheart, she does.’




  ‘Oh.’ A small line forms between Molly’s brows. ‘Does that make her sad?’




  Her daughter’s question surprises Karen. It seems so grown up. ‘Maybe,’ she says, flummoxed.




  ‘Like you’re sad without Daddy?’




  ‘Er . . .’




  ‘If Grandma’s sad, she should come and live with us,’ announces Molly.




  Just then they reach the till. Thank goodness Karen can focus on the cashier – she’s utterly lost for words.




  * * *




  ‘Oh dear, not in?’ says Ali, when Michael gets out of the MPV back at Bloomin’ Hove.




  ‘He was in all right.’ Michael’s voice is a growl.




  ‘But—’ Then Ali sees the boot full of amaryllis and his face falls.




  I may as well tell him, decides Michael. If anyone will understand, it’s Ali. His neighbour’s trade has taken a nosedive since the opening of a Tesco Metro a hundred yards down the

  road – luckily they’ve not much room for flowers.




  ‘Fired.’ He flings the trays of roses onto the pavement in frustration. He cut the stems short especially for the hotel restaurant – how on earth can he sell dozens of such

  blooms now?




  One by one he lifts the precious arrangements from the vehicle and lays them by the door. As he struggles with the display he made for reception, he feels his skin prickling with resentment.




  ‘Here, let me help you,’ says Ali, and together they lower the amaryllis to the ground.




  ‘Tim could have bloody tried the landline,’ says Michael as he finishes explaining. ‘I’m sure I would have heard that.’




  ‘He should have made sure he spoke to you in person,’ Ali nods.




  ‘You know what he said before Christmas? “Off the record, Mike, it’d be smart to feature more traditional flowers in the arrangements you do for us. You’re the creative

  one, of course, but I thought you might appreciate the steer, as the boss, you see, he’s got a penchant for roses.” What bullshit. If Lawrence is so wedded to roses, what the hell were

  giant peonies doing on reception?’ Michael kicks an empty box.




  ‘That Tim is a tosser.’ Ali’s family are from Rajasthan, but working alongside Michael has broadened his vocabulary. ‘Why didn’t he say to this Mr Lawrence he

  already has a supplier? You have been doing those arrangements for many years.’




  ‘Over a decade. Wouldn’t have occurred to him to stand up to Lawrence – pigs would sooner fly.’




  ‘We all have businesses to run,’ says Ali. ‘But even if he did want to replace you, he could have given you some notice. To show such disrespect – it is not

  kind.’




  Michael sighs. Twenty years ago no one would have dared treat me so badly, he thinks. I was a big shot locally then, though no one would guess it now. Once I had several outlets close to Hove

  Station . . . When did it all go wrong?




  * * *




  As Karen and Molly are leaving the Co-op, Karen catches sight of a figure walking ahead.




  ‘That looks like Lou,’ she says, recognizing her friend’s spiked crop and parka. ‘Do you want to run and see?’




  Molly doesn’t need asking twice. ‘Lou! Lou!’




  Lou turns round. Her anorak is unzipped over her domed belly. ‘Molly!’ She beams, clearly as delighted to see the little girl as Molly is to see her. ‘Look at you in

  your uniform!’




  Even from where she is standing with her bag of shopping, Karen can tell her daughter is thrilled to have the chance to show off.




  ‘Hi,’ says Karen, when she’s caught them up. ‘What are you doing here?’ Lou lives in Kemptown, a couple of miles away.




  ‘It’s my day off and I’ve been to Pilates. There’s a class in West Hill Hall for mothers-to-be.’




  ‘You got time to come to ours for a quick catch-up?’




  ‘Sure.’




  Back at the house, Karen offers her friend a cup of tea.




  ‘I’m fine with water,’ Lou says, taking a seat at the pine kitchen table alongside Molly. ‘Don’t you worry, I’ve got some here.’ She pulls a bottle from

  her bag.




  How organized, thinks Karen. Lou’s always so good at looking after her health. I must make more effort. I’ve put on weight since Simon died, and I was hardly slim in the first place.

  She riffles through the utensils looking for the tin opener to open some baked beans for her daughter’s lunch, but can’t seem to find it anywhere.




  ‘So how was Christmas at your mother’s?’ she asks.




  ‘Well, I’d been dreading it – you know we don’t usually see eye to eye. My sister was horribly judgemental. Banged on about how selfish it was for me to have a child

  because I’m gay.’




  ‘Oh, God.’ Karen shakes her head.




  ‘I’m used to it. The extraordinary thing is that Mum had a real turnaround. She even ended up defending me.’




  Eventually Karen locates the tin opener in the wrong drawer. I seem to mislay things all the time, she thinks. As she empties the beans into a saucepan, Lou tells her the full story. When

  she’s finished, she says, ‘Enough about me. Was your Christmas OK?’




  ‘Oh, fine,’ says Karen brightly.




  Lou gives her a sideways look.




  Karen hesitates. She’s not sure she’s up to talking about this, plus she’s conscious her daughter is present. ‘I suppose I’ve been feeling a bit blue,’ she

  says carefully. ‘And today was a big day, you know, for Molly . . .’




  ‘It can’t be easy, seeing her starting school.’ Lou cups her hands protectively over her belly.




  She’s got all this to come, thinks Karen, with a twinge of jealousy. I’d love to have the children’s first few years over again. An image of Simon holding a newborn Molly

  flashes into her mind, but she pushes it away. ‘No, it isn’t . . .’




  Her recent exchange with Molly has underlined that her daughter is likely to pick up on their conversation. True to form, Molly pipes up, ‘Didn’t you want me to go to

  school, Mummy?’




  Karen laughs. ‘Of course I did, sweetheart. It’s only that Mummy will miss you.’




  ‘But you’ll still see me.’




  ‘Of course I will.’ Karen and Lou exchange glances. Then Karen says, ‘Tell you what, Molly, would you like to watch a few minutes of CBeebies while Mummy and Lou have a chat?

  You can have your lunch on the coffee table in there if you like. Special treat.’ She struggles to ignore the guilt she feels for allowing Molly to eat in front of the screen.




  ‘OK!’ Molly follows her into the living room.




  ‘I don’t know, sometimes I just really miss Simon,’ Karen admits back in the kitchen.




  ‘It’s only natural.’




  Karen sighs, reaching for the loaf and cutting two slices. However much Lou sympathizes, however perceptive she is, how can Karen explain that a voice inside her head is telling her that she

  should not be feeling this way? People keep saying time heals, she thinks, but my heart seems to break more with each passing day.




  ‘What about your mum and dad?’ says Lou. ‘How did it go with them?’




  Karen senses she’s trying to be diplomatic by changing the subject, but this is another topic she finds hard.




  Still, if I can’t talk to Lou about it, who can I? she cajoles herself, putting the bread in the toaster. Lou must witness all sorts of upset as a counsellor, and she’s seen me at my

  worst – she was there when Simon died. Karen pauses on her way to the fridge. ‘You know they’ve just moved back here?’




  Lou nods.




  ‘Mum’s had to sell their villa, which is such a pity. They’d been planning to spend their retirement in the Algarve, and we had some lovely holidays out there over the

  years.’ Karen smiles as she recalls the whoops and laughter of Simon playing with the kids in the paddling pool; her father’s cry of ‘Coo-ee! Drinkie time!’ that announced

  he was poised to pour their evening aperitifs; she can almost smell the Ambre Solaire . . . Then her smile fades as she considers her parents’ current difficulties. ‘Mum was finding it

  increasingly hard to cope with Dad’s Alzheimer’s virtually single-handed and living abroad.’




  ‘I can imagine.’




  ‘So now Dad’s in this home in Worthing.’




  ‘How’s he finding it?’




  ‘It’s not really a case of how he’s finding it. I’m not sure he knows quite where he is any more.’




  ‘Does he still recognize you?’




  ‘He rarely recognizes anyone. Not even Mum.’ Again Karen sighs. Slowly but surely my father is disappearing, she thinks. He’s only a shadow of the dad I once had. The gleam in

  his eyes he used to have on seeing me, the excitement on hearing my latest news – both have shrunk so they are barely perceptible. His concern for anyone else these days is sporadic,

  fleeting, and his ability to retain new facts and stories, or converse at length about people and places, has gone completely.




  ‘That’s tough for you.’




  ‘Actually, I think it’s worse for Mum than it is for Dad. He can’t remember what he’s lost, whereas she’s acutely aware.’




  Lou nods. ‘So where’s she living?’




  ‘Goring. She’s renting a flat to be near him.’




  ‘I like that stretch of beach – it’s great for water sports.’




  Before she was pregnant, Lou was extremely active. I bet she’s fitter than me even now, thinks Karen. Look at her, going to Pilates. ‘I can’t really see Mum windsurfing.’

  Karen laughs at the thought.




  ‘I guess not.’




  ‘She’s had to leave all her friends, too.’




  ‘Though I’d have thought she’d find kindred spirits in Goring?’




  ‘You’re right – it’s full of retired folk, and she’s making a real effort. Still, it must be so hard starting again at seventy-five. I’ve found it tough

  coping without Simon and I haven’t had to move hundreds of miles. She didn’t know anyone but us round here when she came, so I try to see her as much as I can.’




  ‘Sounds like a brave lady,’ says Lou.




  ‘She is.’




  ‘Reminds me of someone else I know.’




  Karen brushes the compliment aside. ‘I do worry. The flat she’s in is tiny.’ She pictures the basement flat: with its pink woodchip wallpaper and narrow single bed, turquoise

  bathroom suite and poorly fitted kitchen, it’s a far cry from the big, bright villa her parents owned in the hills near Faro.




  ‘Oh dear.’




  ‘Along with the fees for the care home, she can’t afford much.’




  ‘That’s awful. Your poor mum.’




  ‘Tell me about it. Mum’s having to spend the money they made selling the house on Dad. Heaven knows what she’ll do if that runs out. I suppose we’ll have to have her

  here.’




  ‘God, are you sure?’




  ‘The kids would love it. She came to stay over Christmas and she is great with them.’ Karen pauses, recalling how on top of one another they were. Then she adds, ‘It was nice

  having her,’ as much to convince herself as her friend.




  ‘Never mind Molly and Luke, how about you? Crikey, I could never live with my mother again.’ Lou grimaces at the suggestion.




  But Mum and I get on well, Karen tells herself. Still, it’s not how she envisaged spending her forties: herself a widow, living with her mother.




  ‘It would be fine,’ she says, turning to take the pan off the heat and thus avoid Lou’s gaze.




  Just then Molly comes back into the room. ‘Mummy, I’m hungry.’




  ‘Yes, Molly, it’s coming!’ Karen snaps. At once she feels bad; it’s not Molly’s fault. Lou must think she’s a dreadful mother.




  ‘Er . . . Karen, something’s burning,’ says Lou. Smoke is billowing from the toaster on the adjacent worktop.




  ‘Oh no!’ She rushes to press the eject button, but it’s too late: both slices of bread are charred and inedible. ‘I’m sorry, Molly. We’ll have to start again.

  It won’t be long, I promise.’ Tears prick behind Karen’s eyes.




  ‘I’m really hungry . . .’ Molly’s bottom lip begins to tremble.




  Dear me, thinks Karen, checking the clock. It’s way past when she normally eats. I should have seen this coming.




  Lou gets to her feet. ‘You sit down. I’ll do it.’




  ‘You mustn’t.’




  ‘Don’t be ridiculous. I’m pregnant, not ill. I’m quite capable.’




  And I’m not capable at all, thinks Karen sorrowfully. What’s got into me that I can’t make a couple of pieces of toast?




  ‘Thanks,’ she murmurs, taking a seat.




  At once she is overwhelmed with exhaustion. Maybe it’s going up and down to the loft so many times, or the distress of seeing Molly off to school and talking about her mum and dad, she

  isn’t sure. But if someone were to say she could go to bed for the rest of the day, she feels she could sleep till next Christmas.
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  Eva has been gone ten minutes before Abby remembers they haven’t done the weekly grocery shop. Having the estate agent round at short notice has thrown her off

  kilter.




  ‘Damn,’ she says under her breath. Taking Callum to the supermarket is far easier with two people, but she finished what little food was in the fridge making lunch. A proper stock-up

  can wait, but she’ll have to go to the Co-op nearby to get supper.




  Thankfully the walk is a familiar journey through quiet residential streets, so Callum is compliant and contained. Yet as they approach the automatic door of the store he starts to tug urgently

  at Abby’s jacket and before she can stop him, he’s on the pavement having a full-blown meltdown, banging his head on the ground, arms flailing.




  This was a mistake, she thinks, kneeling to hold him as best she can to prevent him coming to harm. I should have asked Glenn to pop into the shop on his way home from work. But her husband is

  quick to gripe at her these days, and can’t be relied upon to be back at a reasonable hour. She tries to serve Callum’s meals at set times – even if he won’t eat properly,

  routine is important. Tempted as she is to go home, she can’t. She has no choice but to ride this out.




  ‘Hey, darling, hey, hey,’ she soothes. Still Callum kicks and thrashes.




  It’s a scenario Abby weathers often: taking her son into crowded spaces has long proved an exhausting mix, as her energies are divided between looking after him and managing the distress

  of other people.




  He has autism! she’s tempted to declare loudly to the elderly lady who walks past them with an expression that looks like horror. Abby can imagine she’s thinking that Callum

  shouldn’t be having a tantrum at his age, and on such a filthy pavement too. She longs to explain that the Co-op might seem like a relatively small, ordinary supermarket to her, but for her

  son it’s an assault on his senses. He can’t process so much information, she wants to tell her, and his brain is in overload. It’s as if my little boy is being gunned

  down – bullets fire from every direction, showering him with messages. Wouldn’t you be scared, too?




  To the mother with a pushchair whose heavy sigh seems directed at Abby for letting Callum get in her way, Abby longs to retort, think about him, why don’t you? I guess you’re

  here with your perfectly ‘normal’ child, but imagine if while you were going round the aisles the chatter of customers, the clatter of trolleys and the beeping of tills actively hurt

  your ears. That’s what it’s like for my son: his brain can’t properly filter what to you are just background noises. It’s why he’s wearing those things I expect you

  think are headphones – they’re actually ear defenders, like people digging up the road use. Without them he’s in pain. Yes, pain.




  A young couple give Abby and Callum a wide berth as they stroll along the pavement. Abby yearns to make them understand that her son’s world is so visually overwhelming he often jerks his

  head from side to side so as to block too much stimulation at any one time. He’s not some freak show. The lit-up signage on the storefront is so bright for my boy it’s

  blinding.




  But there is no chance to say any of this because she’s too preoccupied trying to stop Callum hurting himself. Instead she must put up with the unspoken condemnation of her mothering

  abilities, whilst ensuring Callum stops blocking access to a public thoroughfare as soon as possible. She’s still struggling to soothe him, keeping her voice low and placatory whilst holding

  his wrists, when there is a cough behind her.




  ‘Excuse me. Can I help?’




  She turns her head to see a woman of roughly her own age with spiked hair and wearing a parka. The woman is pregnant, yet in spite of her large belly crouches down beside them, not so close as

  to be threatening.




  ‘Looks like you could do with a hand.’




  Abby would love a hand, but how can she explain to someone who’s never met Callum how to manage him?




  The woman says, ‘Or maybe it would be better if I got your shopping – if that’s why you’re here – and you stay with him, until he settles down? Does he have ASD, or

  some such?’ Abby’s eyes widen. So she knows the term Autism Spectrum Disorder – this woman seems to have some experience.




  Abby nods.




  ‘It won’t be any trouble,’ the woman urges, as if she can read Abby’s mind. ‘I’ve got to nip in anyway, get a few bits for myself.’




  Normally Abby would never give money to a stranger, but there’s something about this woman that radiates kindness and sympathy, and the idea that a heavily pregnant lady would run off with

  her cash seems most unlikely. ‘Are you sure . . . ?’




  ‘Quite sure. It’s my day off, so I’m in no rush.’




  ‘Then yes please,’ says Abby, still kneeling with Callum, who, thank goodness, is quieting a little, ‘it would be brilliant if you could get me a few things.’

  She adjusts her position so she can safeguard him with her legs, then pulls her purse from her pocket and fumbles for a ten-pound note.




  ‘Could you get me some—’ She stops. Buying food for her son is a challenge. He has bland tastes, yet his digestion seems to be affected by wheat and milk so she tries to avoid

  them. ‘Er . . . rice and some sort of sauce – I don’t mind what, one of the fresh ones for pasta, just make sure it hasn’t got cheese in it – and teabags and a pint of

  soy milk?’ It’ll hardly be an exciting meal, but it’ll have to do. It’s a complicated list already.




  She watches the woman head through the doors and into the store, and soon Callum calms enough for her to lift him from the flagstones and set him upright.




  ‘That nice lady is helping us. We can stay here. Stay here,’ she repeats, pointing. ‘With Mummy.’




  Callum moans. Maybe he’s aware he isn’t going to have to go inside; perhaps he’s just exhausted. In either case, he is no longer resistant.
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