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CHAPTER ONE


June: Hors d’oeuvres


Fern Carlile was a woman who lived from meal to meal, already fantasizing about dinner as she washed up her lunch plate, but the annual Midsummer supper in the garden was her favourite meal of the whole year. Lanterns in the trees, a blushing dusk supplying the flattering light a lady needs, and the soft boom, crash of next door’s nightly vicious argument. A lifetime Londoner, Fern knew better than to expect birdsong; her summer soundtrack was fox orgies and bin lorries.


Her family’s raised eyebrows couldn’t dent the simple happiness Fern felt laying out nibbles on pretty mismatched plates.


‘Quails’ eggs? Seriously?’ Adam looked askance at the tiny ovals. ‘What happened to the usual breadsticks and own-brand hummus?’ He looked deflated; he was highly attached to own-brand hummus.


‘I’m recreating our meal at La Boite Rouge.’ It had been a high point of her year, so Fern pouted when he looked vacant. ‘You can’t have forgotten! We had that incredible dinner for our anniversary?’


‘Oh. Yeah. All those weird courses.’ Adam patted his tummy, as if it was a skittish pet. ‘I had raging squits all the next day.’


Fern, not for the first time, wondered why she bothered. She’d been blown away by the attention to detail at the famous old-style French restaurant as plate after plate of delicious grub was brought to their table. When the waiter heard that they were celebrating their anniversary, he’d brought them a glass of scented, sweet dessert wine ‘on the ’ouse’; he wasn’t to know it wasn’t their wedding anniversary, but a celebration of the night Fern and Adam had first made love.


She paused for a moment, a dish of stuffed figs in mid-air, and remembered the single bed in Adam’s digs. It squeaked. And so did I! Fern watched Adam lug chairs over the pot-holed lawn. If she squinted she could still see the lean, keen young stud inside the outline of the forty-three-year-old dad.


‘Where’s that pretty platter with the gold rim?’ she asked him.


‘Do I look like the kind of person who could answer that question?’ Adam was out of breath; the chairs Fern insisted on for this feast were cast iron, and took some lugging.


‘I s’pose not.’ Fern let him off the hook. ‘Sometimes I forget you’re not a girl.’ She left him frowning at her receding back as she hurried back to the house, taking off her shoes as she did so. Lawns and heels don’t mix.


Down in the cellar, the platter sat alongside piles of similar charity-shop crockery which was either dead people’s junk or bargainous treasure, depending on whether you agreed with Adam or Fern. Moving items to get at the platter, Fern put her hand on a dusty box, patterned with faded flowers and tied with mouldering ribbon.


Recognition made her pause. ‘Bloody hell,’ she whispered to it. ‘Fancy meeting you here.’


Outside once again, she placed the platter just so on the table, which sat happily in their shambles of a garden as if it had grown there. Everything that Fern owned was slightly wonky – she included Adam in this analysis. The lawn sloped. The ancient conservatory leaned. The roof of the rambling, vaguely Gothic house undulated as if it was breathing. Roof next, she promised herself. The house was a never-ending project, a mountain of DIY.


Inheriting the multi-windowed, red brick Homestead House in her twenties had transformed Fern’s life. She’d been as round as a small planet, pregnant with their son, when she and Adam first looked round the big old house. The creaky floorboards and the resolutely unmodernized bathrooms and the cracked stained glass had saved their bacon, allowing them to move out of their dismal rented room. From then on, the young couple lived mortgage-free while their friends sold their souls for a toehold on the bonkers London property ladder. Homestead House had enfolded them in its warm Edwardian embrace of brick and tile, offering them more rooms than they could fill, and a garden like a green bowl of sunshine.


Standing back to appraise her handiwork, Fern accepted that the table setting didn’t look much like the picture in the magazine, but it was pretty and she was starving, so it was time to yell, ‘Kids! C’mon!’


‘Are there chips?’ shouted Tallulah hopefully as she vaulted down the crumbling steps, Boudicca their rescue whippet at her heels. She was never far from Tallulah; eight-year-olds tend to spill food, and food spillers are dogs’ favourite people. ‘Please God let there be chips.’


‘There are chips,’ said Fern gravely. Michelin star pretensions were all very well, but nobody in their right mind would get between Tallulah and a hot chip. ‘And before you ask, there’s ketchup too.’


‘Where is everybody?’ Ollie turned a slatted chair the wrong way round and sat astride it. It seemed to be a teenage badge of honour never to just sit on a chair. ‘There’s usually a big crowd for Midsummer Night.’


‘I thought it’d be nice to have just us this year.’ Fern avoided Adam’s eye. Infamously ready to throw a party for the lamest of reasons – the dog not weeing in the utility room, or a month with a vowel in it – Fern had kept this Midsummer a strictly family affair. Today was the day they’d tell the kids their news. ‘So we can, you know, really talk for a change.’


‘We’re always talking, Mummy,’ said Tallulah.


‘You’re always talking, you mean,’ said Ollie.


‘Hey, now, be nice.’ Adam waved a stick of celery as he took his seat. ‘Mum’s gone to a lot of trouble over this meal.’ He winked at Fern.


Fern winked back.


‘Urgh!’ said Tallulah, who cringed at any proof that her parents might own functioning genitals.


‘Quiche?’ Ollie’s lip curled as he peered from beneath the black quiff of hair that hovered over his brow like a glossy bird’s wing. ‘For real?’


‘I’m not sure about posh food,’ murmured Tallulah.


‘Ollie, you like quiche.’ Fern knew it was ridiculous to tell people what they liked, but Ollie did like quiche. Just recently, he’d eaten his own weight in it.


‘Ollie,’ said Adam in a warning way. ‘There’s plenty of other food. Just choose something else. I can’t stand quails’ eggs but you don’t hear me saying so.’


‘Except you just did,’ said Fern.


‘Oops,’ said Adam.


‘Mmm, the quiche is yummy,’ said Tallulah with a sideways look at her brother, who failed to rise to the bait.


Skirmishes between the seventeen-year-old and his little sister had tapered off over the summer. Ollie had shrunk, retreating into himself. Adam put it down to the rigours of sixth-form mock exams, but Fern knew how much Ollie missed Donna.


His first girlfriend worthy of the title, Donna had been a constant at their dinner table until a couple of months ago when she’d inexplicably stopped appearing. According to Tallulah, there was another chap in the mix, somebody called Maz. Solid, clever Ollie, a boy who managed to combine common sense and cool, had confided in nobody, but Fern knew tears had been shed up in his turret bedroom.


‘I propose a toast!’ Adam stood up, brandishing his glass. For a moment, Fern thought he was pre-empting her with their news, but instead he shouted ‘To Roomies!’


‘Roomies!’ echoed the others, raising their squash, Coke, and the wine Fern had chosen for the label but which tasted like meths.


‘My dad’s the coolest dad in the class ’cos of Roomies,’ said Tallulah complacently, helping herself to some chargrilled halloumi, a cheese she’d never met before.


‘I like to think I was always the coolest dad.’ Adam pulled a mournful face.


‘Just ’cos you like to think it doesn’t make it true, Dad.’ Ollie crammed his face urgently with carbs and protein as if he had a train to catch.


‘Oi, you! When I was in my twenties my band was the bee’s knees.’ Adam squared his broad shoulders, tossed the thick brown hair peppered with grey that always needed a cut, and sat up straighter, presenting his profile with mock vanity. ‘The first time Mum ever laid eyes on me I was setting the stage on fire at a nightclub.’


Tallulah looked concerned and Fern knew she’d have to explain later about metaphors; Daddy’s not an actual arsonist, darling.


‘Yeah, yeah, we know.’ Ollie made sure Adam knew just how unimpressed he was. ‘You could’ve been a pop star, et cetera et cetera.’


‘You’re better than a pop star.’ Tallulah was a veteran daddy-pleaser.


Fern guessed at the scenes spooling in Adam’s head, snapshots of the far-off summer when he and the rest of Kinky Mimi had clubbed together to buy a knackered Ford Transit for their European tour. She recalled his face when she’d shown him the little stick with its life-changing blue stripe. Pregnancies, especially accidental ones, have a way of speeding life up; in a trice, the van was sold, Kinky Mimi were history, and magically, providentially, Fern inherited this house. She saw Adam’s eyes linger on Ollie and supplied the subtitles: eighteen years ago you were the cluster of cells who put paid to my career and now you’re sitting there, all five foot ten, eleven stone of you, laughing at me.


‘When does the new series of Roomies start?’ Fern knew, but wanted to give Adam his moment. The transition from rock god to writing advertising jingles had been hard; he deserved this late burst of glamour.


‘Fourth of September.’ Adam burst into song, and Tallulah joined in.




Sometimes stuff just seems to get you down


Feelin’ like there’s no one else around


You wish you could reach out and find a friend


Who’ll be here today, tomorrow, until the bitter end





Written twenty years ago, Adam’s cheerful melody had lain in a drawer until he dug it out and filmed himself singing it at the piano. Meant as a bit of fun for commercial producers browsing his jingle website, the song had somehow reached the ears of a Hollywood creative. One phone call later and the song was re-recorded as the theme song for a hot new project: Roomies. Like Friends – which it shamelessly ripped off – Roomies took over the known world, breaking viewing records and making superstars of its cast.


As the writer of the theme, Adam was famous. Sort of. In a not-really-famous-unless-you-bother-to-read-the-credits-right-through-to-the-end way. He tried to pretend it was no biggie, but Fern knew it was a hugie.


Fern joined in with the spirited, jangling chorus.




Roomies – we’re always there


Roomies – we always care


Your mates are here to stay


And your life’s a holiday


With Rooooooooomies!





They sat back, exhausted from the big finish; Tallie always stretched out that last ‘Roomies’ as long as she could. It was a sunny song that never failed to uplift them; now millions of people around the world hummed it and felt uplifted too.


‘Did you hear about Lincoln Speed’s latest?’ scoffed Ollie.


The star of Roomies, Lincoln Speed was a film actor who’d found a second wind on TV. ‘Clean’ at last from various bad habits, he wasn’t yet over the hill but was dangerously near the summit; to his fans that made him all the more sexy and glamorous.


‘What’s he done now?’ Adam was agog.


‘He bought a monkey,’ said Ollie.


‘I want a monkey!’ said Tallulah.


‘You don’t want a monkey,’ said Fern, who’d overseen the lonely deaths of hamsters and fish and stick insects abandoned by their fickle owner. ‘Even Lincoln Speed doesn’t really want a monkey.’


‘I’d like a small monkey,’ insisted Tallulah, setting down a stuffed fig with a mixture of shock and sadness that such a thing could exist. ‘What’s that box in the kitchen? The really old one.’


‘It’s a box of letters.’ Fern’s eyes whisked towards Adam, who was pulling a morsel of something out of his back teeth. ‘From Daddy to me.’


‘Love letters?’ Tallulah asked, as Ollie mimed hanging himself.


Elbows on the table, Fern leaned over to Adam, her face amused in the candlelight. ‘They’re from the Great Rift of ’93. Remember?’


‘Christ, yes.’ Adam pushed a hand through his hair, half laughing, half in awe. ‘I was nineteen and you were eighteen. Hard to believe we were ever that young.’


‘Speak for yourself,’ said Fern, even though she felt as if she’d been born aged forty-two with two children and a stupid dog. ‘Daddy and I had been going out for a year,’ she explained to Tallulah, who was listening avidly. Even Ollie was earwigging, although he took pains to look uninterested. ‘And we had a row. A big one.’


‘You have one of those every couple of days,’ murmured Ollie.


‘No we don’t. Do we?’


‘Go on, Mummy!’ Tallulah rapped the table impatiently.


‘Sorry. Yes. So, big big row. I told him he was chucked. He told me I was chucked.’


Tallulah swallowed, possibly imagining an alternative reality where she didn’t exist. ‘Then what?’


‘Then Daddy wrote to me. Every day for eleven days.’


‘I had no idea you’d kept them.’ Adam played with a spoon, turning it over, smiling to himself.


‘And you took him back?’


‘Well, duh,’ said Ollie.


‘I was teaching him a lesson for looking at my best mate’s legs for a millisecond too long.’ Fern could feel Adam listening, his eyes on the spoon. ‘There was never any doubt in my mind.’


‘Muggins here didn’t know that.’ Adam threw his crumpled paper napkin at Fern. ‘I was writing for my life.’


‘It’s hardly the greatest love story ever told, Dad.’ Ollie shifted even lower on his chair. ‘You only split up for eleven days.’


Fern thought of Donna, and longed to hug her man-shaped but still juvenile son. That wasn’t allowed, so she poured him some more of the lemonade she made once or twice a year and everybody pretended to like. ‘I could probably quote those letters,’ she said.


‘Show me! Read them out!’ Tallulah, a child with very few of the traditional girly notions, who wore combat trousers and had made her mother sign a document banning pink from her bedroom, was nevertheless riveted by this evidence of her boring old parents’ romantic past.


‘Not now, darling. Dad and me have something to tell you.’


Adam interrupted, looking into the middle distance. ‘I wrote two songs during the Rift of ’93. Good songs. Music poured out of me back then.’


‘I remember them,’ said Fern, her tone soft to match his.


‘One was called, oh, what was it?’ Adam clicked his fingers. ‘“Love of my Life”!’


‘Aww!’ trilled Tallulah.


‘Pass the sick bucket,’ said Ollie.


‘The other one,’ said Fern, ‘was “Psycho Bitch”, if I remember rightly.’


‘Oh yeah.’ Adam looked sheepish. And, she thought, secretly pleased with his younger self.


‘Kids, like I said, me and Dad have something to—’


Ollie flourished a piece of paper. ‘Reasons Why Fern Martindale is the Best Girlfriend in the World.’ He whooped and slapped the page. ‘Go, Dad!’


‘That’s from the box!’ Fern was suddenly possessive of the letter that her nosy son had pilfered. ‘Give it back, Ollie. Don’t muck about.’


‘Reason number one.’ Ollie was on his feet, twirling. ‘She has the best bum in the United Kingdom.’


‘Daddy!’ Tallulah was shocked.


Fern was chuffed.


‘Two. She listens to my rubbish.’


‘Ollie!’ Adam couldn’t quite do stern when his mouth twitched with the need to laugh.


‘Three.’ Ollie jumped onto the trampoline and bounced as he shouted, ‘She kisses brilliantly.’


‘No!’ Tallulah went scarlet.


Fern took a bow. ‘What can I say?’ she laughed. ‘When you gottit, you gottit.’


‘Four, she knows me better than anybody else.’


‘That’s a silly reason!’ giggled Tallulah.


Fern was quiet. Adam was quiet. When she looked over at him, he was looking away. Fern suddenly remembered what number five was. ‘Give me that paper, Oliver Carlile,’ she said. ‘Now.’


Ignoring the use of his full name, Ollie’s eyes widened. ‘Five, she knows just how to—’


Leaping onto the trampoline, Adam rugby-tackled the boy. The list was folded up and stashed safely away. With pointed looks in Tallulah’s direction, Adam said, ‘Let’s get back to the table, yeah?’


‘I need to bleach my eyes,’ muttered Ollie as he took his seat.


When the atmosphere had calmed a little, when Tallulah had stopped whining Tell me what number five is!, Fern said, ‘Maybe now Daddy and I can make our announcement.’


The phone bleated from indoors.


‘I’ll get it!’ Tallulah was off her seat.


‘No, darling, I’ll go.’ Fern was firm. Tallulah was apt to answer the phone with Good afternoon the Carlile residence how can I help you thank you please? Galloping through the French windows, Fern located the landline beneath a dam of cushions on the sofa. ‘Hello?’


The caller’s identity took a moment to register. Fern’s face dropped. ‘Hi, Auntie Nora,’ she said, scrutinizing her reflection in the mirror over the mantelpiece and wondering why none of her family had bothered to mention that her mascara had pooled, raccoon-style, beneath her eyes. Fern tried to be groomed but her body defied her; expensive dresses hung like shower curtains and make-up rearranged itself on her broad face, with its merry brown eyes and straight brush-stroke brows. Adam used to say she looked like a little girl in a storybook, with her shiny bobbed hair and her solid snub nose. Now I’m more of an old bat in a storybook, she thought, as Auntie Nora began the conversation with her usual niceties.


‘You took your time. I almost hung up. Where were you? Timbuctoo? I thought something had happened. Not that anybody would think to tell me. You could all be dead and nobody’d bother to let me know.’


‘We’re all alive, I promise.’ Fern kept her tone light. The quickest, simplest way to deal with her aunt was to ignore the jibes. Nora was eternally spoiling for a fight and Fern refused to give her one. ‘How are you, Auntie? We must come and visit.’


This white lie – the family would rather holiday in hell than knock on Nora’s front door – was pounced on with relish. ‘You can’t, dear. Not any more. They’re knocking me house down.’


‘Who are “they”?’ asked Fern, alarmed.


‘The government. There’s one of them compulsory purchase doodahs on Mother’s beautiful house. It’s being knocked down to build a new road.’


The ‘beautiful house’ was a dimly lit bungalow, full of flammable upholstery and a very old, very farty cat, all of which Nora had shared with Fern’s terrifying Nana since the dawn of time. With Nana long dead, Nora looked after the house as if it was a museum dedicated to her memory.


‘Oh dear,’ said Fern, adding ‘That’s awful.’ Nora displayed so few human traits it was hard to know how to sympathize, even for somebody like Fern, who felt everybody’s pain. ‘Isn’t there anything you can do to stop them?’


‘Like what?’ Nora was scornful. She was good at scorn; she and Nana had practised daily and it paid off. ‘Lie down in front of the bulldozers? I’m ringing to say you can expect me on Sunday. I require an electric blanket and don’t offer me decaffeinated tea, please. It does terrible things to me innards.’


‘Sorry? What?’ Fern felt as if she’d fallen asleep and missed the body of the dialogue. ‘I don’t under—’


‘I’ve been cast out of my home, Fern. I’m homeless. I have nowhere to go. Are you saying you won’t take me in?’


‘I’m just saying—’ Fern said very little, because Nora butted in once more.


‘Is it money? Do you want money? I’ve only got pennies but have them, have them! If my giving up all dreams of happiness in order to look after your beloved Nana means nothing to you, then take it all.’


‘Auntie! Of course I don’t want your—’


‘I’ll go to a hotel. And get beaten to death.’


Yes, because that’s how hotels work. Fern sighed. Conversations with Nora always went along these lines. The woman was a runaway shopping trolley hurtling down a hill, and it was all Fern could do to keep up. She ascertained what time to expect her wrinkled relative, made promise after promise about control of the TV remote during Emmerdale, silence during nap times, and fresh prawns for her antique cat. By the time Fern hung up, she had a lodger.


‘Mummy!’ Tallulah’s shout sounded outraged as Fern trailed back to the table. ‘Daddy’s being sexy!’


‘Really?’ said Fern, incredulously.


‘The word,’ said Adam, ‘is sexist. And I wasn’t.’


‘You were. You said I look pretty in my new T-shirt. That’s sexist.’ Tallulah banged the table. Passionately idealistic, she fought the good fight against the isms: racism; ageism; eight-year-old-girl-ism. Her core cause was sexism; she was the smallest, most vehement feminist in her postcode. ‘You should say I look clever.’


Ollie saw his cue. ‘But you don’t. You look like a dork.’


‘Nobody looks like a dork,’ said Fern firmly, taking her seat, reaching for the salad bowl, thinking better of it, snaffling a chip. ‘And aren’t you a little old to trade insults with an eight-year-old?’ She eyed Ollie, or tried to; it was easy for him to retreat under that overhanging hair.


‘Which mocks did you have this week, Ollster?’ Adam, baffled by his son’s brains, was also proud of them. ‘Maths, wasn’t it?’


‘Another “A”, I suspect,’ laughed Fern. ‘It’s so boring having a genius for a son.’


‘I won’t get an “A”,’ mumbled Ollie, with a ‘please change the subject or I’ll die of parent-based embarrassment’ tone.


‘I’m not saying anything,’ said Tallulah. ‘Nothing at all. Don’t try and get it out of me, Mum.’


‘All right, darling, I won’t,’ said Fern, amused. Then she paused. Something in Ollie’s demeanour, a still watchfulness, made her ask, ‘What mustn’t I try and get out of you, Tallulah?’


‘Stop it! I’m no snitch.’ Tallulah, cheeks hot, glared at the tablecloth.


‘Tallie?’ Adam was gentle.


‘Thanks, Tallulah,’ spat Ollie. ‘Thanks a million.’


Tallulah burst into tears. Not big on crying, when it happened it was spectacular. With those abrupt about-turns typical of her age group, she morphed from militant to clingy. Scrambling onto Fern’s lap, she burrowed into her mum’s chest, reciting a muffled mantra of ‘Sorry sorry sorry.’


‘Ollie.’ Fern dusted off her special calm-yet-stern voice. ‘What’s going on?’


‘Look, God, shut up.’ Ollie flailed around, trying hard to be affronted, before giving in and saying, all on one breath, ‘I’ve left sixth form, OK?’


Fern and Adam gawped at each other. It took a few seconds for the words to sink in, then Adam was on his feet, Fern was reaching for the wine, and Tallulah was shrieking, ‘You told them! I didn’t! S’not my fault!’


‘That’s impossible.’ Adam loomed over his son, his face contorted with the effort of understanding. ‘You leave the house every morning in that horrible drip-dry suit and—’


‘And I don’t go to sixth form, OK? Jesus,’ shrugged Ollie.


‘That’s it? That’s all we get, a shrug?’


Fern flashed a warning at Adam. Anger would make Ollie retreat, turtle-like, back into his shell. ‘Ollie, darling, we need an explanation. You see that, surely?’


‘Don’t do the whole tolerant mum bit.’ Ollie didn’t have to look at his mother to know his comment had stung. ‘Why’s it such a big deal? It’s my life. I have a plan. Calm down.’


No amount of coaxing could prise this ‘plan’ from Ollie. ‘I know what I’m doing,’ he repeated. ‘Don’t hassle me. I’m not a child.’


He had never looked more like a child, but his parents beat a tactical retreat.


‘Pavlova!’ Fern stood up with a flourish, drawing a meringue line under the problem. For now.


‘What sort?’ Tallulah reserved judgement until she heard the answer and then flipped out, kissing the dog’s narrow snout with joy. ‘Strawberries, Boudicca! Strawberries!’
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Over the gory red and white remains of the once-majestic pav, Fern sat back, her stomach groaning, the waistband of her jeans begging for mercy. This was the point at every midsummer meal when she and Adam would open a bottle of something halfway decent beneath the lanterns. They’d watch the children mooch away: Ollie to his room and his Spotify account, Tallulah to her small army of soft toys. And they’d move closer together, get a little drunk, get a little soppy.


Tonight, though, she had an announcement to make.


‘Dad and I,’ she began. She stalled, sending a silent plea to Adam.


‘Mum and me,’ said Adam. ‘We . . .’


‘You what?’ Ollie, who’d been the most charming little boy Fern had ever known, was showing them only his hardest face tonight. It was standard teen behaviour, Fern reminded herself. ‘I’m going out in a minute, Dad. Spit it out.’


‘Your mum, well, me, I’ve, we’ve . . .’ Adam, who wrote lyrics every day, who could come up with impromptu rhymes for toilet cleaner, was stammering.


‘Your dad’s moving out.’ Fern hated how bald that sounded but however she put it, the reality was unchangeable. Her children were struck dumb, as if somebody had pushed that elusive ‘mute’ button all parents dream of. She rushed forward into the silence, knowing it wouldn’t last long. ‘We’re not separating. Not really.’ Fern watched the colour rise in her daughter’s little face and pushed on. ‘Dad’s going to stay with Granny and Granddad for a while.’


Tallulah sucked her lips until they were just a thin, pale line, while Ollie looked from one of his parents to the other, as if watching a slow and horrible tennis match.


His voice low and hesitant, Adam said, ‘Mum and I need to sort out some stuff.’


Fern couldn’t look him in the eye. They both heard the hollow clanging of their weasel words; they’d already tried to work things out. ‘Everything,’ she said, trying to believe it, ‘will be fine.’


‘I promise,’ added Adam, and now Fern did look directly at him, astonished by such rashness.


‘Other people’s mummies and daddies break up, not mine!’ wailed Tallulah, head back, as Boudicca looked on in alarm, her slender tail thwacking the floor anxiously. ‘Don’t go, Daddy!’


Hearing the agony in Tallulah’s voice was like nails being scratched down a blackboard. Fern put her hand over her mouth, sick that she and Adam had brought this upon their own little girl.


Adam, his eyes unhappy, reached out for Tallulah and took her small damp hand. ‘We don’t have to live together to be a family,’ he whispered. ‘We don’t have to live together to love each other.’


When they’d agreed on that line, it had sounded brave and warm. It had sounded as if it would help. Now it hung stale on the night air.
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It was so short, the gap between telling the children and Adam not being there any more. His packed bags were stowed in a wardrobe, so all he had to do was pick them up, pat his jacket for his wallet and phone, and leave. He closed the door gently, but it echoed through the house as if he’d slammed it.


‘So,’ said Ollie, in a strangled voice as Fern loaded the dishwasher like a sleepwalker. ‘You never really loved each other, yeah?’


‘Don’t say that, Ollie.’ Fern struggled to keep control of her voice. ‘Grown-ups’ lives are complicated.’


‘And mine isn’t?’ Ollie sounded insulted. ‘You and Dad are important, but me and Tallie don’t matter?’


‘Did I say that?’ Fern heard the exhaustion in her voice, and knew it would sound like irritation to Ollie. ‘You matter more than anything.’


‘That’s crap, Mum, and you know it.’


‘I’m not sure what I know any more.’ Fern stood, checking her son’s expression. That had slipped out; she couldn’t bear him knowing how lost she felt. The children needed something strong to lean on, a still point in the chaos. As Adam had been the one to leave, the job fell to Fern. It was a woman’s lot, she supposed. ‘Actually, that’s wrong. I do know how Dad and I feel about you. You’re the best thing that ever happened to us.’ Don’t cry. Don’t tear up. Do. Not. ‘It’s amazing that two idiots like us managed to make something as wonderful as you out of thin air.’


‘Bit late for soppiness, Mum.’


Ollie had pulled up the drawbridge.


‘See you later, darling!’ called Fern as he left the house. At the kitchen table, alone, she shunned the come-hither looks from the half-finished wine bottle. ‘I know what you’re up to,’ she told the Viognier as she screwed its lid back on. ‘You’re trying to get me tipsy and make me cry.’


Maybe I should have told Adam that I know, she thought, looking out into the dark garden. It didn’t look romantic any more, now that the lanterns were switched off and the table was cleared. It looked overgrown, untended. A bit of a mess. Fern pushed her hair back, confronted her hollow-eyed reflection in the blank, black window. She was glad she hadn’t confronted him. I kept my dignity, she congratulated herself.


The woman in the glass didn’t look dignified. She looked sad. She looked just like you’d expect a woman to look who’d just squabbled her way into a break-up without ever once letting on that she knew about the other woman.




CHAPTER TWO


July: Potage


Kryptonite green, the home-made, super-healthy soup sat smug in the fridge, as if to say I know you hate me but you can’t bring yourself to throw me away, can you? Fern had given her all to this soup – chopping, sauteeing, processing – and it still tasted like the bottom of a garden pond.


Upending it into a pot, Fern stirred the wholesome sludge as she stared out of the window at Adam’s recording studio. A narrow wooden cabin, it had been quiet for six weeks, and she missed the reassuring tish-tish-tish that usually leaked from it.


The studio was Adam’s domain. He’d built it himself, then slowly kitted it out, adding new equipment as their budget allowed. Many times late at night Fern had appeared at his shoulder while he surfed the net, only for him to slam his laptop shut. The thumbnails he lusted over weren’t ‘slutty singles in your area’ but cheeky little microphone preamplifliers and seductive ATC monitors. With the first Roomies money Adam had bought every piece of equipment on his wish list, and now it all lay idle.


The studio door opened, and Fern was jolted by a lightning flash of déjà vu. Every day at this time, Adam used to emerge, sniffing the air hopefully, mouthing Soup? through the window. They’d sit down, slurp the soup, comment on it – ‘not one of your best, love!’ or ‘I’d happily drown in this soup’ – and discuss the countless trivialities that mattered that day.


Today, though, the figure emerging was small and hunched. Tallulah cradled a shoebox, which could mean only one thing; another patient had died in the night. Crammed with hi-tech hardware, the studio was now an insect hospital. Tallulah had converted her unhappiness into yet more concern for the suffering. Fern blew a kiss to her self-consciously woebegone daughter, and braced herself for officiating at yet another bee funeral.


One of the last things Adam had said was I’ll be back to work every day in the studio, if that’s OK. Fern had said ‘Of course,’ awkward that he should ask. She’d been relieved that some things wouldn’t change, that Adam’s lamp would still shine from the cabin window, as he composed mini epics for cat-food commercials.


But Adam hadn’t set foot in his studio. He’d come to the house, whisking the kids off for ‘treats’, occasionally staying to dinner or playing a round or two of Uno with Tallulah. One evening he’d fallen asleep in ‘his’ chair before waking up, embarrassed, and letting himself out.


A gentle pressure on Fern’s thigh alerted her to Boudicca. The sensitive pooch had laid her head along the crackling whiteness of Fern’s overall. ‘You don’t like this new set-up, do you, Boudi?’ Fern fondled the dog’s soft ears. ‘It’ll be fine,’ she promised in a whisper, pulling a face at the soup.


The iPad sat on the worktop. ‘Shall I?’ Fern asked the dog. The dog didn’t answer – Boudicca’s grasp of English didn’t stretch beyond ‘din dins’ and ‘walkies’ – so Fern took matters into her own hands.


‘Just a little look . . .’ She stroked the screen, surprising the icons to life, and bent over the iPad as if it was a good book.


There was nothing good about this reading matter.


Adam was a whizz with his recording gear, but verged on incompetent with other technical equipment. He’d never caught on that his online calendar was visible to Fern. She’d almost come clean the time she’d read, a week before her birthday, Meeting @ pub re: F’s surprise party. Hating to burst his bubble, she’d simply rehearsed a look of pure amazement for when forty people yelled Surprise! as she walked into the White Horse.


Despite their physical separation, the iPad told Fern exactly what Adam was up to today. Scrolling past 9 a.m. – dentist and 10.40 – bank meeting, she found what she was looking for. 1 p.m. – lunch P.W. @ The Wellness Shack.


Yesterday he’d lunched with P.W. at some other worthy-sounding establishment, and the evening before that they’d gone to see a play. This mysterious P.W. dotted his days, a string of pearls whose ghostly glimmer caught Fern’s eye.


She remembered the first time she’d seen those initials. Fern hadn’t been probing back then, she’d simply been looking for the date of the parents’ evening at Tallulah’s school when she’d read 4 p.m. – P.W. @ Starbucks. It had intrigued her, but not unduly. Probably some client, she’d thought, before noticing the initials again one week later. Lunch P.W. The day after that: 3.30 p.m. – P.W. @ White Horse.


When, oh so very casually, she’d asked Adam where he’d been on the day of his 3.30 rendezvous, he’d answered, ‘The gym.’


That’s when it had started. The rot. The cold, damp tentacles of distrust. Fern had always boasted that she and Adam never lied to one another, but now he was covering his tracks.


Why? That question had dogged her, tripping her up on the stairs, prodding her awake at dawn, insinuating itself into her quiet moments. When Fern was upbeat, she answered Who cares? But when Fern was vulnerable, when she and Adam had argued, she would answer, Oh come on, why does any man lie about where he’s been?


Hating herself, Fern had delved further. Going through paperwork that Adam had ‘filed’ (i.e. thrown in a folder and forgotten), she married up the date of P.W.’s lunch and a receipt from a tapas place in W1. She knew what this P.W. had eaten but she knew nothing else, except that once or twice a week P.W. met A.C. at a variety of upmarket bars and restaurants. Champagne cocktails were drunk; Dover sole was eaten; hefty tips were left.


Whatever else went on was beyond the power of the receipts and the calendar to reveal. That didn’t stop Fern from gazing at them, addicted to the pain they caused. She and Adam had managed to break up their happy home without mention of the mysterious P.W.


It wasn’t cut and dried. P.W. could be a guy, some time-consuming producer. It wasn’t necessarily a Patricia or a Paula; it could just as easily be a Paul. Or a Peregrine. OK, that’s unlikely. Adam would tell her eventually, and oh, how they’d laugh. She could already hear herself hooting And there was me thinking you were having an affair! and Adam would giggle, You loony! What do you take me for?


Truthfulness was a habit they fed, a muscle they kept warm. Fern had never doubted Adam, until the day she’d asked, offhand, if they knew anybody with the initials P.W.


Without asking why she wanted to know – which, to newly neurotic Fern, had been suspicious in itself – Adam thought hard. He thought so hard it was as if he was acting a part in a play: ‘middle-aged man thinking hard’. ‘Aha!’ he’d said finally. ‘We do, Fernie. You remember. Percy, um, Waddingsworth . . . ington.’


‘Percy.’ Fern had repeated slowly. ‘Waddingsworthington.’


The name had squatted between them like a toad. Fern knew there was no living human named Percy Waddingsworthington. She’d given Adam ample time to break, to open up, to be honest about P.W.


You used to tell me everything. Part of Fern had to believe that Adam would come clean. That they would reclaim that sunlit stretch of land where they used to live, where there was trust.


The soup burped, bubbling like lava, calling Fern back to the present. She switched off the iPad and took up her ladle.


Other soups, other times; Fern recalled the excellent broccoli and Stilton they’d been sharing when the first Roomies royalty bank transfer had landed with a ping! in their account. Stunned by the noughts, they’d immediately booked a holiday; Tallulah had been unamused that their annual fortnight in a Welsh caravan had been traded in for a boring old Caribbean spa resort.


It had been pea and mint the day Adam suggested, ‘Why not send Ollie and Tallulah to better schools?’


‘You mean fee-paying ones? Why?’


‘Because we can. I bet Lincoln Speed sends his kids to private schools.’


‘Lincoln Speed can do what he likes with his tribe.’ Each year brought the firebrand actor another child by a stripper or a reality star; they looked just like him, all seven of them. ‘He’s not my first choice to consult on family matters. There’s a Vine of him snorting coke off a cat.’


‘OK, OK, forget Lincoln.’ Adam had taken to referring to the actor by his first name; Fern had taken to pretending not to notice. ‘But doesn’t it stand to reason they’d get a higher standard of education in a private school?’


Fern had conjured up Ollie’s glistening new sixth-form block, Tallulah’s sprawling low-build academy. ‘They’re happy at school, Adam. They have friends and they’re doing well. Why get them beaten up by a better class of bully?’


She’d won that round – all marriages are more or less boxing matches – but Adam came in with a killer punch that put her on the ropes.


‘At least let me get you a cleaner,’ he said.


Biting her tongue at that ‘get you a cleaner’ (was she really the only one of the family who liked to live in a clean home?), Fern let him rattle on.


‘This house is too much for you. You’re looking knackered lately.’


More biting of tongue; at this rate her tongue would be lace by the time they finished their soup.


‘Fern, this is a big place for one person to manage. Admit it. You could do with some help.’


‘What’s stopping you helping?’ Fern had noticed a subtle change in Adam since the money started rolling in. He did less about the place, his attitude suggesting that such a breadwinner shouldn’t have to worry about trivialities like clearing the table. Or am I imagining that? She certainly wasn’t imagining the fact that Adam called a workman in to cope with every little odd job that cropped up in their ageing house. Seeing Adam up a ladder, in his oldest jeans, paint in his hair, had always given her a discreet thrill – you man, me woman. As if he’d speared a mammoth just for her.


‘You’re stopping me.’


‘Me?’


‘Forget it.’ Adam had waved his spoon. When he realized that wasn’t going to happen, he’d said, with a sigh, ‘If I wipe down a worktop you tell me I’m using the wrong cloth. If I pour out Coco Pops for Tallie you tell me they make her hyper. If I make the bed, the pillow arrangement offends you.’


There was no credible defence. ‘You win. We’ll get a cleaner.’


Evka interviewed well (although Adam may have been as impressed by her less-is-more approach to clothing as he was by her references), and she’d turned up on time twice a week for the last three months. As yet, no cleaning had been done. A statuesque Slovak, Evka was prone to many ailments, all of which prevented her from lifting a can of Mr Sheen. They didn’t seem to stop her trying out Fern’s face creams, however.


The minestrone had been a disaster. Fern remembered stroking her new marble worktop and grumbling to Adam that the recently bought range hadn’t improved her soup-making skills.


‘I like the funny little pasta bits,’ Adam had said loyally.


‘There’s no pasta in it,’ Fern had said anxiously.


‘Oh.’ They’d giggled in unison as they seated themselves at the new table by the new dresser. The kitchen had been transformed and Fern still pinched herself every morning, as if fairies had come in and pulled down the gloomy Ikea cupboards Adam had put up, badly, twenty years earlier. These tasteful, efficient fairies had installed cream-painted bespoke carpentry. Artfully lit, it was like the kitchens Fern drooled over in interiors magazines, but thanks to the cookbooks and dented wooden spoons and homework strewn all around, it was homely as well as magnificent.


Fern had warned, ‘I’ve only got ten minutes or so before my next client.’


‘Anyone I know?’ Adam could see his wife’s customers tramp around the side of the house from his studio window. He’d painted the sign – ‘FERN’S BEAUTY ROOM’ – and installed the glazed door below it.


‘Old Mrs Allen. Massage.’


‘And will old Mrs Allen actually pay?’


‘She’s lonely, Ads. She doesn’t feel a human touch from one week to the next, except for mine.’ Fern worried about her customer, who seemed thin to her. Sometimes the massage ended with a bowl of leftover soup.


‘We could eat a leisurely lunch together every day if you gave up your job.’


Fern wasn’t sure she’d heard him properly. ‘Eh?’


‘It’s not as if we need your income any more.’


Fern put down her spoon, pondering the differing definitions of ‘need’. She needed her clients; didn’t they need her? The measured response that she meant to make to Adam’s casual insult to fifteen years of hard graft came out, well, not measured. ‘Haven’t you been listening all these years? Or are those impressive ears of yours full of wax?’


Adam had tugged at his hair, his eyes telling Fern that this was a low blow; he was self-conscious about his ears, and that comment undid two decades of sterling work along the lines of Nobody notices them except you, silly! ‘I do listen,’ he’d said, matching her intensity. ‘But maybe I stopped round about the eight hundredth anecdote about some pensioner’s aromatherapy.’


When he’d roared off in their new, sleek car, Fern had shouted from the porch, ‘Do you need that car, Adam?’ and he’d honked the horn in reply. Two short, rude, easy-to-decipher notes.


Possibly the first couple to chart the decline of their relationship via the medium of soup, they’d started disagreeing about small things, then bigger things, then fundamental things. The butternut soup hit the wall before they’d even tasted it. Something snapped in Fern when Adam produced a pile of estate-agent brochures.


‘But you love Homestead House!’ she’d said, instantly regretting throwing her lunch at the new paintwork.


‘But it’s . . .’ Adam had shrugged, wiping soup out of his hair.


‘It’s what?’ Fern’s volume control knob was broken; everything came out as if she was standing on an opposite river bank. ‘Go on! What is it?’ Surely the man could understand that this house was a metaphor for them? ‘Adam, we had our babies here. Homestead House has sheltered us. When my dad died it was quiet around us, and when your brother needed to recuperate he came here because we had space. Not having a mortgage meant you didn’t have to take a soul-destroying office job when Ollie came along. It meant you could build up your jingle business and—’


Adam had cut her off, his hand slicing air as he made his points. ‘Every time I mend a hole another appears. Damp. Rot. Subsidence. When I sleep I dream of B&Q. I’ve watched our friends buy sensible semis while we’ve been shackled to this . . . this hungry mouth! And by the way,’ he’d said, coming in close, the snarl on his face making him almost unrecognizable, ‘haven’t you been listening to me all these years? Writing jingles is a soul-destroying job. I used to write songs about you. Now I write about toilet roll.’


Fern had shut her mouth abruptly. She’d never seen Adam’s career in that light before. Perhaps I haven’t been listening. A ravine opened up in the new limestone flooring. Their intimacy, something she’d taken for granted, seemed paper-thin. ‘Is every part of your life so terrible that you have to fix it or change it or whitewash it?’ she’d whispered.


‘Don’t twist my words,’ he’d said. ‘You always—’


‘Nobody always does anything,’ she’d shouted, that faulty volume knob cranked up again.


‘You stole that line from Sex and the City.’


‘No I didn’t,’ said Fern, twice as annoyed to be rumbled. ‘Should I have liposuction?’


‘You what?’ Adam had looked at her blankly but warily, the way he looked when she mentioned periods.


‘Or a bum lift? Why not just replace me with a more up-to-date model?’


‘One that didn’t shout so much might be nice.’


‘Charming.’


‘One that didn’t fit me into her life after the kids and her job and feeding Boudicca.’ Adam was on a roll; not a roll that Fern particularly liked. ‘Sorry. That was a bit . . .’


‘It was very,’ she’d corrected him.


Unaccustomed to arguing, they were amateurs. They went too far, too fast. The day Fern made chicken soup, Adam irritated her by mentioning, yet again, how Ollie’s accidental conception had derailed his rock-star ambitions.


‘Oh for God’s sake, Adam!’ she’d snapped. ‘You weren’t Mick Jagger!’ Fern was tired of Adam revising the past so he was his generation’s lost icon. ‘You minced about in shiny trousers. Some nights the band outnumbered the audience.’


‘We got a four-star review!’


‘In the local free paper. Written by the drummer’s dad.’


‘He said we had potential.’


‘He got your names wrong. Even his son’s.’


‘The truth is, you don’t know how far we could have gone!’ Adam had paced, roused by this alternative biography. ‘We might have ended up colossal! I could have been Sting!’


‘Well, Sting is Sting,’ Fern had pointed out. ‘Being Sting is kind of taken.’


‘Don’t be so bloody flippant. You know what I mean. You loved our gigs!’


‘Yes, I did. I really did.’ That was true; the dizzy glamour of nights long gone flared in her mind. ‘But then it was time to stop doing that, to live differently. We weren’t kids any more. It was time to think about a family.’


‘I had years ahead to think about that!’


You were twenty-five, she’d wanted to shout. Hardly an adolescent. Instead she’d murmured, ‘Are you saying you regret Ollie?’


‘How could I ever say that?’ Adam’s eyebrows had done a jig. ‘It’s just that he wasn’t planned, he was an accident, so—’


Something that had been stretched and taut inside Fern for eighteen years finally snapped with a resounding twang. ‘For Christ’s sake, Adam, haven’t you worked it out yet?’


‘Worked what out?’


It was too late to backtrack, to grab her words from the air between them. Until she’d blurted it out, Fern hadn’t realized how corrosive her secret had been to keep. ‘Ollie was no accident.’


Adam had gone white, his boyish sun-kissed face suddenly old.


They hadn’t shared lunch that day.


Fern would have given a great deal – certainly the cursed Roomies cash – to take back her outburst. She tried to broach the subject, but Adam cut her off each time by the simple tactic of leaving the room.


Fern had known within half an hour of meeting Adam (in a tower-block lift, en route to a party, both of them skinny in de rigueur Nineties black) that they would make babies. And not just any old babies; these babies would be top-quality little humans.


After seven years together, years in which she’d studied and worked two jobs at a time while Adam had strummed and gigged and arsed about in rehearsal rooms, Fern had begun to dwell on these potential, theoretical babies. Queasily, she’d intuited that they could remain theoretical for a decade or more if Adam kept chasing rainbows. She knew – knew – that Kinky Mimi wouldn’t hit the big time. At their best, they were so-so, a bit of fun. Even the other Mimis saw the band for what it was: a hobby. Only Adam had stars in his lovely brown eyes, uncreased in those days, and sparkling with love and lust for Fern.


So she’d given baby-making a gentle push. A helping hand. Fern had looked the other way, whistling, and let clever old Mother Nature do her thang. Egged on by girlfriends who assured her that women did this ‘all the time’, Fern swore herself to secrecy. Adam must believe it was fate that threw little Ollie into the mix, not the blister pack of pills that Fern threw away.


One lunchtime, cock-a-leekie cooling between them, Adam had torn apart a bread roll and said, ‘We have to talk.’


‘Uh-oh.’ Fern’s jokey reaction was replaced with panic. He’s serious. ‘About what?’


‘What do you think? This. You and me.’


‘Right,’ said Fern, slowly. They’d never had a ‘state of the nation’ summit. No problem had ever threatened their comfortable status quo. ‘Why not start by telling me why you barely talk these days?’


‘It takes two to make a silence.’


Dead air had lain between them for weeks, broken only by banal necessities such as ‘What time will you be back?’ or ‘Let the dog in.’


Fern said, ‘I’ve been afraid to open my mouth. You’re so aloof.’ This was the moment to introduce the mysterious P.W., but Fern held back. I’m not sure I can take the truth. ‘Like you’re pissed off, simmering about something.’


‘And why’s that, d’you think?’


‘I never answer sarcastic questions, Adam.’


‘If you found out that your family life was based on a lie, if you discovered that the person you trust more than anybody had deceived you for years, would that make you feel chatty?’


‘Are we talking about Ollie?’


‘Yes.’


Taking in Adam’s grim mouth and tense shoulders, Fern could have regrouped, could have imagined herself in his shoes for a moment. Instead, worn down by the sullen atmospheres and tired of his disenchantment with the house and their life, Fern picked up her weapons and went on the defensive. ‘It was a long time ago!’


‘What difference does that make? How many other lies have you told?’


‘None. I don’t lie to you.’ That was a lie in itself; all partners lie to each other. Without the occasional ‘You look great in those jeans’, the divorce rate would be one hundred per cent. ‘Something had to give, Adam. We were coasting. You were messing about with Kinky Mimi and—’


‘Messing about?’ bristled Adam.


‘Yes,’ said Fern, adamant. ‘Messing. About. Ollie isn’t the reason you’re not playing the O2, Adam.’


‘Thanks.’


Balling her fists, Fern counted to a number somewhere north of ten. Adam’s tendency to retreat into a school-marmy, insulted persona provoked her into saying too much. ‘Look, in the grand scheme of things, our family life is surely more important than anything else. Wouldn’t you rather have Ollie than a gold disc?’


‘There you go again. Putting it like that. That’s not the point. You robbed me – yes, robbed, Fern, stop making that face – of my ambitions. You tied me down. I had no say.’


‘Just like it takes two to make a silence, it takes two to make a baby, Adam.’ Fern sagged; the picture Adam drew of her was unappealing. She’d be furious if a girl schemed Ollie into fatherhood. ‘I was wrong, maybe, I don’t know, I was a different person back then, young, a twit, but I didn’t want to tie you down. We wanted the same thing, ultimately. Or so I thought. I didn’t realize that having children with me was so unappealing.’


‘Christ, do you have a master’s degree in twisting people’s words?’ Adam made a visible effort to calm down. ‘This isn’t working, is it?’


‘No, it’s not. We’re terrible at arguing.’ Relieved, Fern held out her hand to cup his face, but she’d misunderstood.


‘How could it work when it started with a lie?’


It was the marriage that wasn’t working, apparently. Fern was grateful that Adam turned away; it took a moment to wipe the shock from her face. Even this pointed at the truth of Adam’s pessimism; when did I start arranging my face for my husband? Without thinking, she blurted, ‘So. What now? Maybe we should separate.’ The S-word was a nuclear deterrent. A suggestion so absurd that the mere mention of it would bring Adam back to his senses. Please love me again was the contradictory subtext.


‘Do you really mean that?’ Adam was unreadable, defiant, fearful, but somehow triumphant.


Chilled that he hadn’t shot her down, what could Fern say but a haughty Yes? In that moment she meant it; you made me push the button, you coward. Adam laid a bear trap and Fern ambled into it; the separation was officially her suggestion, despite it being her greatest fear.


‘If we’re going to do it,’ he’d said, ‘we should do it quickly. Cleanly.’


Feeling like an embarrassing knick-knack that had to be swept out of sight before visitors arrived, Fern had nodded. ‘Can’t be quick enough for me.’


They’d stared at each other then. In retrospect, Fern would pinpoint this as the juncture when it was still possible to stand down, to dismantle the grinding gears of the separation.


‘So,’ Adam had said. The word seemed deliberately ambiguous. He quivered with something intense that might have been anger, but could have been terror.


‘So.’ Fern felt boxed in. Accustomed to being naked in front of Adam, all her flaws and delights on show, she was now unable to bare her soul. He has to be the one to say this is a mistake. Adam had, after all, engineered the showdown in the first place.


Neither stood down. Both were angry, dissatisfied, heartily sick of the other’s behaviour.


Breaking the spell, Adam was brisk. ‘Let’s keep things normal for the kids. This’ll be tough on them, no need to make it any worse.’


‘Why not keep things normal for the sake of, ooh, let me think, being together for twenty-five years?’ Fern had been sharp. Was Adam insinuating that without the kids for an audience he’d simply ignore her? Instead of softening, instead of asking to rewind, she pushed forward. ‘Let’s tell them on Midsummer Eve. We’ll all be together, out in the garden, relaxed. Then you can, I suppose, what? Go to your mother’s.’ Or to P.W.


‘Yeah.’ Adam had seemed hesitant. She noticed him gulp. The denouement had unfolded at ninety miles per hour; pushed buttons are tricky to un-push.


Now, seeking out bowls for today’s alarmingly green soup, Fern admitted there were benefits to separation. No constant fretting about what was happening to her relationship, like bad muzak in a lift. At least I know where I stand. If Adam could walk away from all they’d built, then it was best he did just that.


‘Auntie Nora!’ she hollered.


‘All right, all right.’ Lumbering into the kitchen, her white perm as stiff and unyielding as her moral code, Nora took a seat with many an oof! An archetypal old lady, from her polyester twinset to her wide-fit shoes, Auntie Nora had looked that way ever since Fern could remember. Black and white snaps of a teenaged Nora showed a pensioner-in-waiting, the scowl and frumpy dresses needing only a pull-along shopping bag to complete the look. ‘Soup? Again?’


‘Soup’s nice,’ said Fern lightly.


‘Not every day.’ Nora glared around the well-appointed kitchen. The zig-zag stain left by the thrown bowl of soup had been painted over; in what Fern thought of as the olden days, pre-Roomies royalties, any stain would have stayed for years, gradually fading. ‘That loft’s very draughty, Fern.’


Fern looked up at the ceiling, as if she could see through the floorboards and timbers and gaze at the loft. It was, without question, the nicest room in the house. Full of intriguing angles, yet large enough for a new king-size bed, it was painted sparkling white with the beams picked out in a powdery grey. The final touches to the hotel-style en suite had been made just days before Nora arrived. ‘Draughty?’ she queried.


‘Where’s my Binkie?’


‘Probably playing with Boudicca.’ The cantankerous fuzz-ball had chased the whippet out into the garden. Although half the dog’s size, Binkie had the confidence of a mafia don.


‘If that beast bites my pussy . . .’ said Nora darkly.


That beast was far more likely to be wetting itself in fear. ‘Bread, Auntie?’ Fern held out a baguette.


‘With these teeth?’ Nora seemed outraged by such a suggestion. ‘No Adam again today?’


‘Not yet. He’s taking Ollie and Tallulah out for a burger later.’


‘A burger,’ repeated Nora, as if Fern had said Adam was taking them out for an orgy. ‘What on earth did you do to a lovely man like that to make him abandon his family?’


‘He didn’t aban—’ Fern took a deep breath, changed the subject. She couldn’t win against Nora. ‘So, Auntie, how long are we going to have you here with us?’ She asked this every day, and every day Nora managed not to answer.


‘Oh, well, I—’


The doorbell rang. Apparently the gods were on Nora’s side.


‘I’ll get it!’ Tallulah flew in from the garden. ‘It’s Donna!’ she yelled from the front door. ‘And she’s wearing jeggings!’


Donna was the little girl’s idol. Her hair, her shoes, her lip gloss were all obsessed over. Fern was a fan too; since Donna had come back on the scene, Ollie had relaxed a little. She released Donna from Tallulah’s iron grip by calling the little girl into the kitchen.
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