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Dedicated to Elton.

And all the wonderful animals
who change our lives for the better.






Prologue

Hey you,

Remember when we were kids and used to write thank-you letters? It was usually for Christmas or birthdays and we’d do our best handwriting. Well, this email is my thank-you letter to you. 

When everything fell apart, I couldn’t see a future. Leaving my old life to try to start a new one was terrifying. You know how scared I always was of taking risks. I was never as brave as you. What did you always say? That life happens at the edge of your comfort zone. 

Well, in the end I took your advice. Because you know what’s more terrifying? The thought of never feeling happy again. There are people with broken hearts all around us, yet I still felt so alone. 

But by coming here I’ve learned that it’s only by losing what you love that you find what matters most. And I’ve discovered a secret. All you need is one good thing to turn your life around and make it worth living again. Like a smile from a stranger, a hug from a friend or some small, random act of kindness. Or an old, scruffy dog with no name. 

Just one good thing can change the course of everything. It has the power to heal your heart, inspire courage and joy and create true friendships that can bring a whole community together. It can even save someone’s life.

So anyway, thanks for the advice. I know it’s not Christmas or my birthday, but when I needed it most, your words gave me the greatest gift of all: hope. 

x






The Seven Stages

The seven stages of grief are widely used to explain the complicated process we go through when we experience any major loss. They are based on the famous theory by psychiatrist Elisabeth Kübler-Ross. Loss can be caused by many different situations: the death of a loved one, the end of a relationship or any big life change. Divorce, especially, represents the death of a marriage and all the hopes and dreams that went into it, and this needs a grieving process for healing.

After the initial shock and disbelief, you will begin a journey that will take you through a series of complex emotions, until finally you will begin the upward turn towards acceptance, hope and even joy. In reality, however, grief is not linear; feelings are messy and difficult, so only use the seven stages as a general guide. Loss is universal, but it is also very personal and everyone’s journey is their own.






STAGE 1 

WTF






Yorkshire

‘So what do you think?’ 

Having finished looking around downstairs, the estate agent pushes open a stripped-pine door and shows me into the master bedroom. 

It’s an innocent enough question, but probably not the wisest one to ask a recently divorced woman. One who has made the impulsive decision to leave London and all her friends, resign from the teaching job she’s held for the last ten years and move several hundred miles away to the Yorkshire Dales, where she knows no one. 

I think lots of things. Mostly that I’m still in shock. That I can’t believe my marriage is over. That I haven’t slept properly in months. That I’m clearly having a midlife crisis. That yesterday I looked for my keys everywhere and found them in the fridge. That I’ve gained five pounds – oh, who am I kidding? More like fifteen. That I feel lost and bewildered. That I lie awake in the darkness thinking this is all a bad dream. That it’s all my fault. 

That I love him. 

That I hate him. 

That secretly I wish I was the kind of woman who did crazy, angry, revengeful things to her cheating ex with frozen prawns and spray paint, instead of being the kind of woman who ran the iron over his shirts, folded them neatly into bin bags and left them in the garage, for when he came to pick up the rest of his things. 

‘It’s very nice,’ I say politely, looking around the dimly lit room, with its old-fashioned flowery wallpaper and faded brown carpet, darker in parts where the furniture used to be. 

I think I’ve gone completely bonkers and this is all a terrible mistake. 

A strong fusty smell reaches my nostrils and I feel painfully homesick. 

Only I no longer have a home to feel sick for. It’s been sold, subject to contract, as part of the divorce. The new owners, a couple with two young children, are due to move in in the New Year. My ex-husband has moved out of our home and in with his new girlfriend. His son, Will, my beloved stepson, who would spend weekends and holidays with us, has finished university and gone travelling. It’s just me and an empty house full of memories. 

Which is why, a few weeks before Christmas, while the rest of the world is shopping for gifts and decorations, I’m shopping for a new place to call home. 

‘I know on your search criteria you said you’re looking for a flat, preferably something that doesn’t need any work doing, but I thought I’d throw in a bit of a wild card for the final property.’

It’s late afternoon and this is my last viewing before I travel back to London. It’s been a long day. I caught the express train from King’s Cross station at first light, changing at Leeds onto the local railway line, which took me on a slow but breathtaking journey through a dramatic landscape, before finally pulling into the small windswept station on the edge of the Yorkshire Dales. 

There I was met by Mr Hardcastle, an estate agent who, until today, I’ve only corresponded with by email, after he replied to my enquiry about properties for sale in the area. Ruddy-faced and larger than life in his waxed jacket with corduroy collar, he’s nothing like his slick-suited counterparts in London. Cheerfully squeezing the life out of my fingers as he shook my hand, he ushered me into the passenger seat of his old RAV4 and drove me deep into the Dales, past fields full of cows and sheep, showing me everything on the market while providing a chirpy commentary on the weather, in an accent that is pure Pennines. 

‘They’ve given rain . . . By, it’s a bit nippy . . . You’re lucky, yesterday it was fair tipping it down . . . There’s talk of snow on the tops . . . Looks like it’s clearing, I can see a patch of blue . . . With any luck, weekend should be grand after all . . .’ 

Considering it’s the beginning of December, his optimism in the weather is remarkable. As is his ability to see anything positive in this three-hundred-year-old stone cottage, originally built for farmworkers in the small but beautifully picturesque village of Nettlewick. With its dark, poky rooms, rotten windows and nicotine-stained walls, it’s old and tired and in desperate need of a makeover. 

I know the feeling. 

‘It’s got a certain charm, don’t you think?’ 

‘I’m not sure I’d call damp charming.’ I point to some scary-looking mushroom growing out of the wall. ‘Or woodworm.’ I peer more closely at the suspicious-looking pinprick holes in one of the large beams running across the ceiling. 

‘The vendor’s very open to offers,’ he continues brightly, rocking on his heels. ‘And there’s a lovely westerly view from the back garden. There are a few houses, but mostly you can see straight across the Dales.’ 

‘What’s the view from the front?’ Walking across to the sash window, I pull back the greying, stained net curtain. ‘Oh – a graveyard.’

‘At least it’ll be dead quiet.’ He chuckles at his own joke. 

And now I’m thinking dead people. I’m thinking Michael Jackson’s ‘Thriller’ video. 

‘Apparently he inherited it from his great-aunt, but he lives abroad and has no use for it.’

It’s dark outside, and my reflection stares back at me in the windowpane. I look tired. Old. Pale as a ghost. 

No use for it. 

That’s how my husband must have felt about our marriage when he walked out. The thought drops like a weight on my chest. With my back still turned, I squeeze my eyes shut, pinching the tear ducts with my thumb and forefinger. I mustn’t cry. Not here. 

‘Well, like I said, it was a bit of a wild card.’ 

As he flicks off the bare bulb overhead, I open my eyes and linger for a moment by the window. My reflection has disappeared and my gaze extends over the high stone wall and through the skeleton branches of the trees, into the graveyard’s dark recesses. It’s only four o’clock, but it’s already pitch-black. 

‘So, going back to the new mill conversion we first looked at in town.’ 

I can hear the clicking of switches behind, in an attempt to find the one to illuminate the staircase. Maybe I should call this whole move off. Admit I’ve made a mistake and acted too rashly. Rent something in London and beg for my job back. After all, this is so unlike me. I don’t do impulsive. I’m sensible. Cautious. ‘Risk-averse’, according to my pension-fund provider. 

Plus all the self-help books advise against making any major decisions for at least a year after a divorce, and I have a whole stack of them on my bedside table. 

‘The one with the roof terrace that you liked, ten miles from here. There’s been a lot of interest in that one, what with it being in a bustling market town near the big shops, station and amenities . . .’ 

In the background, the estate agent is giving me his sales pitch. 

‘So if you’re serious I’d advise acting quickly.’ 

Still staring out of the window, I catch sight of something. A flash of pink. White spots. I peer more closely. It’s started to rain and drops are hitting the window, forming rivulets down the glass. It’s an umbrella. A bright-pink polka-dot umbrella. I follow it as it moves across the graveyard, its owner hidden underneath. Something about it makes me smile. It looks so incongruous, this spotty flash of colour bobbing cheerfully along in the wintry bleakness, weaving in and out of the graves. Like a beacon of light in the darkness. 

‘I’d like to make an offer.’ 

Turning away from the window, I look across at the estate agent, who is waiting for me at the top of the stairs, studying the screen of his smartphone. He looks up, his expression like one of my pupils caught misbehaving. 

‘Christmas shopping,’ he explains sheepishly. ‘Perfume. For the wife. I get her the same thing every year.’ He puts his phone away quickly. ‘Sorry, what did you say?’ 

‘I want to make an offer.’ 

‘Oh! Excellent! A very wise decision. Our warehouse conversions are always very popular with professionals such as yourself—’

‘No, I want to buy this house.’ 

‘This house?’ he repeats, as if he can’t quite believe that his sales pitch actually worked.

His incredulity only makes me more determined. There’s something about this house – the way it’s been neglected and unloved – that’s stirred something inside me. It needs someone to love it back to life. I begin descending the steep, narrow staircase. 

‘I’ll offer close to the asking price, as long as it’s taken off the market and we can exchange by the New Year.’ 

‘Right. Yes. Absolutely . . . I’ll get straight on to the vendor in Singapore.’ His footsteps follow hurriedly behind me. ‘Rest assured, Ms Brooks, at Hardcastle and Son your problems are our solutions.’

‘Oh, and Mr Hardcastle.’

Reaching the bottom of the stairs, I turn to see him banging his head on the low beam and wincing. 

‘Buy your wife something different this Christmas. Take it from me, she’s sick of that bloody perfume.’






London

Six weeks later 

‘Is that everything?’

The removal men take the last of the packing boxes from the hallway. 

‘Yeah, I think so.’ 

Moving Day has finally arrived. After weeks of being surrounded by masking tape and bubble wrap, the house is finally emptied of its contents. 

Standing on the doorstep, about to lock up, doubt flickers within me. 

‘Actually, hang on,’ I call out as the removal men disappear down the front path, ‘let me do a final check.’ 

I do a quick walk-through of the empty rooms. I’ve left behind all the curtains, but my footsteps still echo on the wooden floors and my mind flicks back to when we first moved in a decade ago, as newly-weds. Only then the rooms were unfamiliar and exciting, and I dashed around them bursting with energy and enthusiasm, my head full of colour schemes and a million ideas—

I stop myself. 

I might have packed away all my belongings, but my memories are still imprinted into these walls. Still, now is not the time to be taking an emotional trip down memory lane. Spotting a small-framed photograph on the empty bookshelves in the living room, I snatch it up, feeling vindicated. 

The photograph is one of those square ones with the white border that was taken in the seventies. It’s of me and my big sister Josie, though she wasn’t so big then. Neither of us was. We’re wearing matching denim dungarees and sitting on the wall in front of my grandparents’ house in Yorkshire, grinning into the camera and eating ice lollies shaped like rockets. We lost our mum when we were still very young and would spend all our school holidays there. Brought up by a single dad, who threw himself into his work in an attempt to cope, our house always felt sad and empty, but their home in Nettlewick was a warm and welcoming escape. Which is why I’ve chosen the village to start over again. I want to be surrounded by happy memories. To wake up in a place where, whatever happened, it has always felt like my one true safe harbour. 

Slipping the photo in my handbag, I quickly finish checking over the rest of the house, then lock the front door behind me and post the keys through the letter box. The estate agent has a set, so I’ll leave these ones for the new owners. As I hear them land on the doormat, I remember I haven’t taken off the key ring – a silly souvenir from a weekend spent in Italy a few years ago for my birthday. 

My mind goes somewhere, but I force it back again. Who wants some stupid Leaning Tower of Pisa key ring anyway? It didn’t even lean the right way. 

The removal van is parked up outside with its hazard lights on. The house is on a busy main road and, like the homes of most people living in London, it doesn’t have a driveway, so the van has wedged itself on the street corner, next to the pile of discarded Christmas trees. It’s the third week of January, but the council is slow to recycle them and they lie there in a sorry-looking pile, devoid of their needles and decorations. Life can be brutal, even for Christmas trees. 

‘Olivia.’

As I watch the removal men loading the last of my possessions into the back, I hear a voice over my shoulder. 

‘Oh, hi, Madeleine.’ 

Forcing a bright smile, I turn to see my neighbour on the corner appearing from her garden gate. Madeleine likes to know everyone’s business – she is the Neighbourhood Watch – and ever since my ex-husband moved out, she’s been stationed behind her plantation shutters, like a sentry on lookout. Luckily, through a mixture of stealth and having to rush off early to work, I’ve managed to avoid being trapped in conversation with her. 

Until now. 

‘I’ve been hoping to catch you for ages. Roger and I wanted to tell you how sad we were to hear about you and David . . .’ She wraps her waterfall cardigan around her and folds her arms against the cold. She’s obviously just shot out from behind her shutters, as she’s still wearing her Peruvian sock-slippers. ‘How are you?’

‘Oh, you know . . .’ I trail off lamely. 

But of course, no, Madeleine doesn’t know. She has no idea. Married for forty years to Roger, a retired accountant, Madeleine has a life of strict routine. Of local church meetings and Ocado deliveries, and weekends washing Roger’s shirts, which she pegs out on the line with such regularity, I’m certain she must use a tape measure. 

Hers is not a life of divorce lawyers and chaos, and a husband running off to live with the pretty young American he’d met at Bikram yoga.

To be honest, I can’t believe mine is, either. David, of all people! David who likes playing golf, and New Zealand wine, and his Rotary Club dinners. A man who wears boating shoes and button-down collars and was forever teasing me about my love of vintage clothes. 

‘You old hippy,’ he would laugh, when I would proudly show him my charity-shop finds. But at the same time he always looked perplexed. ‘You know, if your teacher’s salary won’t stretch, take my credit card. I don’t want our friends thinking my wife can’t afford new clothes.’ 

Now the boating shoes and button-downs are nowhere to be seen. Instead, when he came to pick up the rest of his things, he’d gone all Peaky Blinders and was sporting a tweed cap, a waistcoat and skinny ankle jeans. Only he was less Tommy Shelby and more fifty-year-old dentist with high blood pressure. Which was the reason why I’d encouraged him to take up Bikram yoga in the first place. Oh, the irony. It would have been funny, if it wasn’t my husband of ten years standing on the doorstep. 

At least I think it was my husband. I barely recognized him. And I’m not talking just about his appearance. 

‘You look tired.’ 

I zone back to see Madeleine peering at me. 

‘Moving is tiring,’ I reply. 

Why do people say that, when what they really mean is: you look awful? 

‘Roger and I have been so worried about you,’ she continues, her head tilting sideways. 

I shift uncomfortably. It’s the dreaded pity-tilt. Since news of our divorce broke, it’s how everyone looks at me these days. 

‘Liv! You old tart!’

Well, not everyone. We’re suddenly interrupted by a figure scootering towards us on the pavement, waving. 

‘Naomi!’ It’s totally unexpected. ‘What on earth are you doing here?’ 

‘Well, I couldn’t let you leave without saying goodbye.’ She grins, her dark eyes flashing as she hops off the scooter and hugs me, enveloping me in her big furry teddy coat. ‘It’s lunch break – no one’s going to miss me if I play hooky.’

I feel a burst of gratitude. ‘It’s so nice to see you.’

Naomi is one of the teachers from my old school and one of my closest friends. We met on my first day at Carlton Comprehensive. I’d been brought in as a support teacher to cover maternity for Year Nine English and was feeling nervous, but she immediately put me at ease, cracking raucous jokes in her strong Glaswegian accent. We share the same sense of humour and we’ve had a lot of fun together over the years. 

‘I can’t believe you’re leaving me to deal with all the unruliness and disobedience by myself!’ she reprimands, letting me go. ‘And that’s only the teachers,’ she adds with a throaty laugh. 

Handing in my notice had been tough, but in true Naomi style, she’s cheered me on, telling me I’m doing the right thing and making jokes about it being the Great Escape. ‘Just think, Liv, you’re finally getting out of here! No more having to sit through one of Godfrey’s godawful assemblies.’ Mr Godfrey was our headmaster and his famously dull assemblies had been known to literally put both teachers and pupils to sleep. 

Still, underneath all the encouragement and joking, I know I wasn’t the only one finding it hard to say goodbye. 

‘Whose is the scooter?’ I ask. 

‘I dunno – I stole it.’ 

‘From a pupil?’ 

She grins sheepishly and adjusts her woollen bobble hat, underneath which she’s tucked her hair. ‘Stealing scooters and playing hooky: what am I like?’

‘Naomi, are you insane? You’re going to get yourself into major trouble if Mr Godfrey finds out.’ 

‘See what happens, now you’ve left! I’ve got no one to keep me on the straight and narrow.’ 

‘Seriously, you should go, before you get caught.’

‘Sorry, Miss.’ Suitably told off, Naomi hangs her head dutifully.

Despite myself, I find I am smiling. Naomi has a knack for making me laugh, whatever the circumstances. I’ve lost count of the number of staff meetings I’ve held where I’ve had to stifle my guffaws behind an A4 folder.

‘So how are you feeling about the move?’

‘Excited. Fresh start and all that.’

‘That’s good.’

‘Bit nervous, though . . .’

‘That’s normal.’ 

‘Terrified actually.’

‘Well, you know that’s because fear and excitement are essentially the same thing, right?’

‘They are?’

‘Yeah, it’s all to do with the hypothalamus part of your brain. Both emotions trigger the same physiological response, which releases cortisol and causes your heart rate and breathing to increase, preparing yourself for the fight-or-flight response.’

‘This is why you teach biology and I teach English. Hippo-what?’

She laughs. ‘So have you started applying for any jobs yet?’

‘No, not yet. I’ll have some money left over from the sale of the house. Not a huge amount, but enough to do up the cottage and keep me going for a while. I’m hoping to find some freelance work as a tutor.’ 

‘Lucky you – what I wouldn’t do for a bit of freedom from the classroom.’ 

‘OK, so we’ve finished loading everything.’

I turn. It’s one of the burly removal men. 

‘Great, thanks.’ I glance over at the truck. So that’s it. My whole life. Packed into cardboard boxes and wrapped in packing blankets. I’m struck by how little I’ve got to show for it.

‘I’m going to follow you up in my rental car,’ I tell him. ‘You’ve got the address. The estate agent is going to meet us there with a set of keys.’ 

‘Right, we’ll get on the road then.’ He whistles to his colleague, who gives a thumbs up and pulls down the back of the truck. It makes a loud rattle. ‘We’ve got a long drive ahead of us.’

‘A long drive?’

I’d forgotten all about Madeleine, but now I turn to see she’s still standing a few feet behind me on the pavement, listening. 

‘Are you moving far, then? Roger and I were curious as to where you were going, but obviously we didn’t like to pry.’ 

Obviously. 

‘The Yorkshire Dales.’ 

Her eyes go wide. ‘You’re leaving London?’

You’d think I’d just told her I was moving to Mars. 

‘And what about David? Is he leaving too?’

‘No, he’s living in Hackney with his new girlfriend.’

For a split second I can’t tell which she finds the most shocking. That he’s got a new girlfriend or that he’s moved to Hackney. 

‘Goodness, I had no idea.’ 

‘That makes two of us.’

I suddenly realize I’ve got more in common with Madeleine than I thought. She’s not the only one looking for answers. I’m still struggling to make sense of it all. 

‘Olivia, you poor, poor thing, you must be devastated.’ 

‘Thanks, but I’m OK.’ 

‘But are you really?’ 

Madeleine’s head-tilting is so out of control, it’s practically horizontal.

‘Didn’t you hear her? She’s just fine,’ snaps Naomi, glaring at my neighbour as if she’s one of her disruptive pupils. ‘Spare your concern for the new girlfriend.’ Stepping closer, she leans towards Madeleine’s ear as if letting her in on a secret. ‘David has a tiny penis.’

Madeleine blinks rapidly. 

‘Seriously. Tiny!’ Naomi pinches her thumb and finger together to make her point even clearer. ‘Liv is going on to much bigger and better things.’ 

‘Goodness, is that the time already?’ Clutching at her wristwatch, Madeleine steps backwards and misses her footing. She stumbles over the kerb in her sock-slippers. ‘Well, I must be getting on . . . I’ve got the grandchildren coming over. Safe journey, Olivia.’ And, beating a hasty retreat up her path, she disappears behind her front door. 

‘Well, that got rid of her.’

‘Why on earth did you say that?’ Finding my voice, I round on Naomi. 

‘I don’t know,’ she confesses and, admittedly, she does look sheepish. ‘Still, it’s not like she’s going to see David again, is it?’ 

‘He’s their dentist.’

She claps her hand over her mouth, looking stricken. 

‘Shi-it!’ 

For a moment we stare at each other, then she bursts out laughing and I can’t help but do so too. It’s infectious. 

‘I’m such a juvenile. I get it from teaching thirteen-year-olds.’ Naomi stops laughing and pulls an anguished expression. ‘Sorry, Liv, she was just so annoying; the way she was going on at you, trying to get gossip under the guise of being concerned.’

‘Don’t be. I can’t remember the last time I actually laughed.’ I shake my head, remembering poor Madeleine’s face, then check my watch. ‘It’s getting late – I should go. I’ve got a long drive ahead of me.’ 

‘If I get up to Scotland at Easter to see the folks, I’ll try to come and visit you. Ellie hasn’t seen her grandparents in forever.’

‘That would be great.’ 

But I know it’s unlikely. Naomi’s relationship with her churchgoing parents has been strained ever since she announced her decision to have a child on her own with the help of a sperm donor. Now they couldn’t love their granddaughter more, but in the beginning it caused a deep rift. More recently their disapproval of Naomi’s boyfriend Danny, a musician, has been the cause of more discord. 

‘Promise to keep in touch.’

‘Promise.’

We give each other a hug, and then I climb into the car. I’m putting on my seatbelt when she raps on the window. I buzz it down. 

‘I did mean what I said, you know. About the other thing. I do think you’re going on to much bigger and better things.’

I smile gratefully. ‘Yeah, me too.’ 

And then we wave at each other as she scooters off down the street, her figure disappearing down the road in my rear-view mirror. 

Of course I’m lying. 

Angling the mirror towards me, I peel a rogue piece of packing tape out of my tangled hair, before corralling it back into its dishevelled bun and turning the ignition. With the engine running, I pause to look across at the house, with its SOLD sign in the front garden. My eyes flick upwards and I gaze at the bedroom window, imagining myself drawing back the curtains, remarking upon the weather, like I’ve done every morning for a decade; and I’m hit by such a wave of grief that it physically hurts. 

My life doesn’t feel like it’s going to get bigger and better. It feels like it’s over.

And, looking straight ahead, I pull out into traffic and drive away. 






Lost and Found

Still, it’s hardly breaking news, is it? 

Husband leaves wife for another woman. It’s the biggest cliché in the book. We’ve all heard the story so many times we’ve become numb to it. As one of my students, Kieran O’Conner, once said when I caught him cheating in an exam, ‘What’s the big deal? This shit goes down all the time, Miss.’ 

Which, come to think of it, was the only thing Kieran ever got correct in an exam. But that doesn’t make it any less shit. And just because you’ve heard it all before doesn’t make it any less painful when it happens to you. 

Thing is, I never thought it was going to happen to me. I’m not one of those people who love drama and scandal, and have exciting lives filled with fascinating anecdotes and conversations that start breathlessly with, ‘Guess what?’ I was happily married. I had a steady job, paid holidays, a nice house and a mortgage. There was no guessing what. 

Growing up, I was always ‘the sensible one’; it was my sister Josie who got to be wild and reckless. Despite being two years younger, I was always looking out for her, making sure she didn’t get into trouble and fixing things when she did. Apart from a rather half-hearted attempt to be a goth as a student, I never pushed any boundaries. Too afraid of taking risks and making a wrong decision, I always stayed resolutely in my comfort zone. I dated unremarkable men. I had unremarkable sex. And then I met David and everything changed. Last year we celebrated our ten-year wedding anniversary. 

I was in my forties and life felt sorted. I had good friends and a good social life. I loved my husband. I worked hard and went to the gym (though not nearly as often as I should, considering that I once divided the membership fee by the number of classes I went to and realized my last yoga class cost forty quid, which is an awful lot for namastes). I had a kitchen shelf full of celebrity recipe books that promised to make me thinner, and a wardrobe full of dresses and high heels that could still make me look half-decent. Plus enough hair products to start a salon. I’ve got my mum’s thick, dark curls, which often take on a life of their own and are both a pride and a pain. Especially when it rains. 

I was a normal woman leading a normal life. Admittedly on occasions I’d read one of those magazine articles about people having these incredible life-changing adventures and briefly think, Is this it? But then I’d look across at David sitting next to me, sharing the sofa, a bottle of wine and a takeaway and he’d smile at me; older, familiar, but still just as handsome, and the feeling would pass just as briefly. I felt content. Secure. Lucky. 

After everything that had happened in my childhood, my life now was pretty uneventful and that’s how I liked it. No big surprises. No chaos. No heartache. Everything was trundling on. 

And then, suddenly, it wasn’t. 

‘After the initial shock and disbelief, you will begin a journey that will take you through a series of complex emotions . . .’

The distinctive voice of a famous Oscar-winning actress is playing on the car stereo. She’s narrating an audiobook I’m listening to, in an attempt to stay awake. Stifling a yawn, I roll down the window to let in some cold, fresh air. I’ve been driving for hours. Darkness has long since fallen, and my headlights pick out the cat’s-eye reflectors, guiding me down the narrow country roads in the Yorkshire Dales. I’m used to a city’s light-polluted skies, but above me now the skies are dark and vast and London seems a long, long way away. Skeleton trees loom towards me, while on either side of the drystone walls it’s open fields, wild moorland and sweeping valleys. There’s nothing to see for miles around. 

That’s if I could see properly over the drystone walls. I’ve rented a Fiat 500, which seemed cute and nippy in the capital’s traffic, but now seems ridiculously small and vulnerable in the dark, open countryside. I switch on the full beams as the road curves and steepens, and hunch forward over the steering wheel, bleary-eyed and exhausted. Hopefully I’ll be there soon. Surely it can’t be much further. 

What’s that? 

I swerve sharply as something shoots across the road. It’s gone before I’ve even had a chance to register it, but it looked like some kind of wild animal. With my heart pounding like a drum in my chest, I brake sharply as the wheels hit a grass verge. The car stalls. And now anxiety starts up like percussion. 

This is the first time in ages that I’ve driven anywhere. Living in London, I always used public transport and, whenever we went abroad, David always drove the rental car. I take a few deep breaths. I used to be such a confident driver when I was younger. But then I used to be more confident about a lot of things. 

Shakily I start the car. The engine springs to life. And, with it, the stereo. 

‘. . . denial, pain, guilt, anger, depression, loneliness . . .’ 

Great, lots to look forward to then. 

Quickly I go to turn it off. I’m jackknifed across the road. If something comes round the bend, it will crash right into me. I need to concentrate. Only I’m not familiar with the stereo system and accidentally turn up the volume instead. 

‘. . . AND FINALLY ACCEPTANCE . . .’ 

Her distinguished voice blares out. 

‘. . . HOPE AND EVEN JOY.’

Oh, for crying out loud: shut up with your hope and bloody joy! 

Panicked, I jab at the controls, until finally I hit the right button and the car falls silent. Relieved, I quickly straighten up. Then, feeling slightly guilty about shouting at the famous actress – well, she is a national treasure – I set off driving again. 

The thing is, everyone’s divorce is different. I’ve heard of women leaving their marriages with a sense of joy and relief. They’re out there celebrating their new freedom by throwing Divorce Parties with penis-shaped piñatas to whack and ‘All the Single Ladies’ bunting strung up across their dining room. 

Meanwhile I’m out in the middle of nowhere, in the pitch-dark, with no phone signal. And now Google Maps has stopped working. I glance at my phone for directions, but it’s simply whirring around. For so long my life had a clear direction, but now I have no idea where I’m going. How do I get from my old life to my new life? Even Google doesn’t know, and Google knows everything.

So not at the Beyoncé stage just yet. 

With no road signs, I take a random right turn. Even now, months later, I still can’t quite believe this is real. I feel like I’m living someone else’s life – not the one belonging to me, Liv Brooks, wife, teacher, stepmother. Except now I’m none of those things. Which begs the question: Who am I? 

Truly I have no idea any more, but at least I still have my name. I never changed it when I got married. It seemed an outdated tradition, unless you’re going to have children, and David didn’t want any more. He was upfront about that from the very beginning. David already had a son, Will, from his first marriage, and one set of private school fees was enough, he’d joked on one of our early dates. 

To which, quick as a flash, I’d replied that wouldn’t be a problem as, being a teacher in a local state school, it would be over my dead body before any child of mine would be sent private. But joking aside, David was serious. And joking aside, I was madly in love with him. So when he proposed after six months, I happily gave up the fantasy of a baby that I wasn’t sure I wanted, for the reality of a husband that I most certainly did. In the words of Jane Eyre: Reader, I married him. 

But there was another reason why I didn’t take David’s surname; I didn’t want to give up Dad’s. We lost him just months after he’d managed to walk me up the aisle of the register office. He’d been a heavy smoker all his life. My sister Josie furiously smoked roll-ups at his funeral. Well, why the fuck not? she swore. She was so angry, whereas I was so sad. A tearful newly-wed who’d now lost both her parents. I was so thankful I had David by my side. 

Now I’m completely lost. 

I pull over. Luckily I’ve brought a road map and, flicking on the overhead light, I turn to the correct page. David and I used to have so many rows about directions. Apparently he didn’t need directions, especially not from me. So ten minutes later I can’t help feeling a small victory when I see the signs for Nettlewick. Not bad for someone who can’t read a map, apparently. 

My phone beeps up a message. I’ve got service. I listen. It’s from the removal company, saying they’ve already unloaded and left. Followed by another message from Mr Hardcastle, the estate agent, saying he met the removal men with the keys and the office is now about to close. 

‘But not to worry,’ he adds cheerfully, ‘I’ve left the keys under the plant pot on the windowsill.’ 

Oh, well, that’s all right then. Because of course no one would ever thinking of looking there. 

Trying not to stress about how everything I own is in that house, I drive over the ancient stone bridge and up the hill. Not much seems to have changed since those childhood holidays, and I head up the main street that leads into the village with its small, cobbled square, around which sits an assortment of bow-windowed shops, past the local pub, the cafe and the tiny post office. 

Though, of course, so much has changed. Our grandparents are long gone, as are our parents, and we’re all grown-up now. Josie, always so creative and free-spirited, became a photographer and began travelling the world. I, always the sensible one, became a teacher, moved to London and got married. But now all that’s changed too. 

The cottage is on the outskirts of the village, down a narrow cobbled lane that makes me grateful for my tiny Fiat, which niftily manoeuvres around the bends. I pull up outside and cut the engine. It looks more dilapidated than I remember, and anxiety and doubt rise up inside me, like acid reflux. Quickly swallowing them down, I remind myself what Naomi said about fear and excitement being basically the same thing. I glance up at the tatty net curtains at the bedroom window. I’m not convinced. I remain seated in the warmth of the car. Despite the long journey I’m not ready to go in yet. I turn the stereo back on. 

Even with the keys, it takes three hefty kicks before the door finally swings open to reveal a narrow hallway crammed with packing boxes. The removal men must have dumped them all here and left. Flicking on the overhead bulb, I step over a pile of junk mail and pull my coat around me. The temperature gauge on the car said minus two, and even inside I can see my breath. Shivering, I close the front door behind me. 

When I first announced I was leaving London and moving to the country by myself, there were a few raised eyebrows, but people were mostly enthusiastic. ‘Oooh, lucky you! Getting away from this rat race! What an exciting new adventure!! Just think, you’ll be able to grow your own vegetables!!’ After all, who doesn’t watch Escape to the Country and dream of a return to nature and raised beds? Though of course dreaming of a life off-grid is always more appealing when you’re watching it on a flat-screen TV while eating a Deliveroo. A couple of my friends even called me brave.

Except for me, it seemed less of a choice and more of a necessity. This wasn’t about me growing heirloom tomatoes, it was about trying to save my life. Which I know sounds dramatic to those who have never suffered the crushing despair of a broken heart, but that’s how it felt to me. I was drowning in London. I needed to escape. I wanted to run away from it all and disappear. But now, faced with the stark reality, it’s overwhelming. This doesn’t feel like an exciting new adventure; it feels scary and bewildering. 

A mouse darts across the floor, making me jump, and I let out a scream. I quickly pull myself together. It’s late. I’m exhausted. I need to go to bed. Only it turns out my actual bed has been dismantled and lies propped against the wall in the hallway. Instead I make do with the sofa, which I find in the living room, and use my puffa coat as a duvet. It’s midwinter and there’s no central heating, so the house is freezing. Curling up wearily against the cushions, I lie alone in the darkness, listening to the unfamiliar sounds of the house and the wind whistling in the chimney. 

So this is it. My new life.

I feel anything but brave.

Then I remember something. Reaching for my handbag, I pull out the photograph of Josie and me and angle it to the shaft of moonlight coming in through the bare windows. I peer at her face, grinning out at me, and am instantly comforted. Suddenly I don’t feel so alone. And, placing the photograph on the empty mantelpiece, I curl back up on the sofa and, for the first time in months, fall straight asleep.






Stanley


On. Off. On. Off. On. 

From the window in his attic bedroom, Stanley, kneeling at the end of his bed, peered through his telescope at the house in the distance. Far away on the other side of the graveyard, he watched as the lights flicked on and off in the distance. 

Bottom window: On. Then off. Bottom window on the other side: On. 

He still couldn’t tell his left from his right. Everyone else in his class could do it, but he could never remember. Some of the other children made fun of him, but Dad told him to ignore them. Dad said he was in the big school before he knew left and right, and that was miles older than he was now. The teacher said an easy way to remember was, ‘Right is your writing hand,’ but he used his other hand to write with, so it got him all mixed up. 

It didn’t make sense, thought Stanley, as he continued peering through his new telescope, which was a present from Santa at Christmas. But lots of things didn’t make sense; that’s what made them so scary. Santa did not make sense. On Christmas Eve, Dad had said Santa was going to come into his bedroom when he was asleep and leave presents at the end of his bed, but he’d got frightened. He didn’t want a strange man coming into his bedroom when he was asleep, even if he was magic. 

Upstairs window: On. Bottom window still on = two lights on. 

It was like the house was telling him something. A secret code spelled out in lights. Clambering off his bed, careful not to bang his head on the low, slanting attic ceilings, Stanley picked his way through the railway set that was laid out neatly all over the floor. He was wearing his special pyjamas and his feet were bare, so he didn’t want to step on anything. It wouldn’t just hurt his feet, it would upset the order of everything. The order was very important. Everything had to be done in a certain way. The right way. If it wasn’t, he couldn’t sleep. 

Once Dad came in to kiss him goodnight and knocked over a level crossing and broke it, and Stanley was awake for hours worrying about it. In the end he had to wake Dad up and ask him to fix it with his special glue, but he got mad. He said it was the middle of the night and told him to go back to sleep. Stanley remembered crying. Then Dad started crying. It was just after Mummy became a star in the sky. But in the end Dad got up and fixed it, so he must have been really worried about it too. 

Stanley knew he was supposed to be fast asleep now. But he couldn’t sleep. For months the house on the other side of the graveyard had been in darkness, but then suddenly, a few days ago, he’d seen a light go on. Now he watched it every night. Finding the torch he kept hidden behind the stationmaster’s house, he climbed back onto the bed. Aiming the torch at the window, he flashed it off, then on. Then waited expectantly. 

Mummy being a star didn’t make sense, either. How could she disappear into the sky one day when he was at school? And did that mean it could happen to anyone? Could Dad just disappear too? Stanley didn’t want his dad to become a star. He got scared thinking about it, even now with his new telescope, so he chose not to gaze at the stars, but to stare at the lights instead. 

The house answered. Off. Off. On . . . Off. 

As the whole house fell into darkness, Stanley put down his torch and wriggled back underneath his Spider-Man duvet. Somehow he didn’t feel so scared going to sleep, knowing the house was sleeping too. He closed his eyes. Tomorrow he would count the lights again. Maybe the house was trying to give him a message. 

Maybe it was from Mummy. 






A Charitable Act

‘So how’s it going?’

‘Great . . . really great . . .’ 

Saturday. Two weeks later. And I’m on the phone to Naomi.

‘See! I told you! God, I’d love to get out of London – all that fresh air and open space. Ellie would love it. Have you been going for lots of lovely long walks?’

‘Sort of . . .’

Pushing my trolley up and down the endless aisles of a big DIY store probably isn’t what Naomi has in mind by ‘lovely long walks’, but I don’t want to disappoint her. 

‘Lucky you. I bet the scenery’s stunning, isn’t it?’

I pause by the display of matt emulsion, lit by the flickering overhead fluorescent lights. 

‘Stunning.’ 

Since moving to the countryside I’ve discovered that I can’t get a mobile phone signal inside the cottage; according to my network provider, I’m in a ‘black spot’. Translated, this means I have to stand right at the top of my garden where it borders open fields, almost freezing to death, while waving my phone around like a demented lunatic to get even half a bar. Meanwhile I still don’t have any Internet, due to a delay with the engineers. 

Which is why I’m multitasking. While Naomi fills me in on some gossip at school, I gaze upon the vast array of paintbrushes – all different sizes, varieties and prices. I pick one up, running my thumb over the bristles and trying to decide whether I should go for the 50mm synthetic hollowfibre or the 75mm cutting-in and framing with the raw timber handle, before spotting a whole section dedicated to rollers and feeling even more overwhelmed. I only wanted to paint the front bedroom. 

‘So, have you met any hunky farmers yet?’ she asks, finishing telling me about an argument in the staffroom over mugs. Teachers can be very territorial over their mugs, and apparently the new deputy head and supply teacher had nearly come to blows over a ‘Keep Calm and Carry On’ mug. 

‘Er, hello, what Catherine Cookson novel are you living in?’

Naomi laughs throatily. ‘Well, you never know.’

‘No. Trust me, I do. And that is the last thing I’m looking for.’ 

I chuck in a few brushes and a roller. 

‘Look, I better go.’

‘Yeah, me too, I’ve got to get Ellie to football. Enjoy your weekend!’

‘I will – you too.’

Hanging up, I shove my phone in my pocket and eye the bucket of white emulsion. If only Naomi knew the real truth. And being careful not to put my back out, I squat down, grab the handle with both hands and, with a loud grunt, hoist it into my trolley. 

OK, so the real truth is that, since moving in, I’ve not even had a sniff of fresh air or scenery. Rather I’ve been pulling up moth-eaten carpets and taking them to the local tip. It was a gruesome job – God only knows how long they’d been down, but there were enough mouse droppings, spiders (dead and alive) and silvery slug slime to give I’m a Celebrity . . . Get Me Out of Here! a run for its money. 

I’ve also been busy getting quotes from local building firms and wading through all the necessary paperwork, plans and permits needed to do the renovations. I’ve had an architect draw up plans, involving knocking through to create a more open-plan living area, adding a new kitchen extension and downstairs loo and installing a log-burner, while upstairs, although the bedrooms are a decent size, I need to somehow transform the poky bathroom. 

Unfortunately it’s turning out to be a lot more complicated and expensive than it looks in all those glossy house magazines. That will teach me to buy a Grade II-listed cottage that’s over three hundred years old. Thankfully, I had the damp in the front bedroom fixed before I moved in, so now instead of the giant mushroom, I have smooth, fresh pink plaster, all ready to paint. According to the advice I’ve read, it’s very important to have one room in your house that you can live in while the building work is going on. 

I dig several pages of my list out of my bag and with a pen check off PAINT. The list keeps growing longer and longer, like the time the fax machine in the staffroom had some kind of glitch and started spewing reams of paper all over the floor. That’s showing my age. No one has fax machines any more, do they? I bet David’s new girlfriend has never even seen a fax machine. 

‘Excuse me, where are the doormats?’ 

‘Sorry?’ I look up from checking things off my list to see a man staring at me. 

‘I’m looking for a doormat.’

Literally, right at me. 

‘Um . . . I don’t work here.’ 

‘Oh, OK.’ 

As the man moves briskly away, I feel my cheeks burn. Except, he didn’t get the wrong person, did he? If anyone knows about doormats it’s me. I was one. My husband ran off with someone young enough to be his daughter and what did I do? His ironing.

Still. At least I was the one who filed for divorce. Feeling like a doormat is one thing. Being the victim is quite another. 

Face flaming, I negotiate my way towards the checkout. It’s busy and there’s a long queue. It was a mistake coming at the weekend. I edge slowly forward. In fact this whole thing was probably a huge mistake. I mean, seriously, if I’m going to uproot my life and try making a fresh start, shouldn’t I be gadding about Bali on a spiritual journey? Or renovating a Tuscan farmhouse in the sunshine and meeting lots of handsome Italians? Isn’t that what divorced women of a certain age do in the movies? 

Except I’m not in the movies. I’m in Homebase. 

Grabbing the shopping divider, I begin unloading my overflowing trolley onto the conveyor belt. I didn’t buy a farmhouse in the rolling Tuscan hills, but a damp, mouldy wreck of a cottage in the Yorkshire Dales. All those self-help books I bought talk about fresh starts and new projects – why didn’t I learn a new language or take up baking my own sourdough? Why didn’t I just rent and stay in London? It’s not like there was much risk of bumping into my ex, as he’s living on the other side of the city, and I could have avoided certain mutual married friends. 

Actually I didn’t need to avoid them – they’ve already avoided me. That’s the thing with divorce. Married people fear it’s contagious, like the measles. If David and Liv could split up, who might be next? When David first walked out, my girlfriends were brilliant and rallied round. There was lots of David-bashing and wine being drunk. But after a while the texts and the WhatsApps and the phone calls trickled away. Once the shock is over, friends get on with their own busy lives and assume you’re getting on with yours. 

But here’s the thing: shock and disbelief don’t simply disappear overnight. Worse still, you don’t want to disappoint or burden anyone by admitting you’re still not over it. That last weekend you weren’t really busy; you just couldn’t face getting dressed. That the future, which used to seem so secure, now scares the living daylights out of you. 

So you go quiet. Delete all those social-media apps on your phone. Quit your job and move hundreds of miles to try to rebuild your life. Because I could cry in my pyjamas, wake up in the middle of the night having a panic attack and celebrate my birthday surrounded only by packing boxes, but one thing I was certain of: I hadn’t got this far to give up now. 

‘That’ll be three hundred and fifty-seven pounds, eighty pence.’

‘How much?’ I feel myself blanch. 

Crikey. It would actually have been a lot cheaper to go gadding about Bali. I dig out my credit card. That reminds me: I must drive into town and put an ad in the main newsagent’s about tutoring work. At this rate, I’m going to be running low on savings sooner rather than later. 

Wordlessly the sales assistant turns the credit-card machine towards me and taps at the digital display with her fingernail. I notice she has impressively long, bright orange fingernails. I curl my own, split and broken from ripping up underlay, into the palms of my hands to hide them. 

I peer at the total. 

‘Right, yes,’ I nod, though I can’t see a thing. I’ve forgotten my reading glasses. I insert my credit card and punch in my code. It must be accepted, as a long receipt spews out. She hands it to me. 

‘Thanks for shopping with us today.’

‘Thanks.’ I smile, but she’s already lifted up the divider and moved on to the next customer: an old man with a potted hyacinth. It begins making its way down the conveyor belt towards my items and, hastily finishing packing, I lift my bags into the trolley and head briskly for the exit. 

Outside, the skies have turned grey and sullen and the temperature has dropped. February in London was never this cold. Here it gets into your bones. Putting on my gloves and hat, I begin pushing the trolley towards the car park. I’ve driven to a retail estate on the edge of town. I extended the agreement on the rental car for a couple of weeks, but I’ve got to return it soon as it’s costing a small fortune.

‘Would you like to make a donation?’

I pass a girl with a collecting box. She’s wearing a hi-vis vest with some kind of slogan, but I don’t read it. 

‘I’m sorry, I don’t have any change.’

It’s the standard answer. All I can think about is getting in the car and putting on the heater. 

‘Even if it’s just a few pence, every little helps.’ She smiles. She has pink hair and a silver nose ring. She’s a lot younger than I first thought. Probably only a teenager. I notice she’s not wearing gloves and is pulling down the sleeves of her sweatshirt, trying to warm her fingers, which are red-raw with the cold. 

‘It’s for our local dog-rescue shelter.’

And now I feel guilty. I pause to dig in my pockets. Finding nothing, I look in my purse. 

‘Do you have a dog?’

‘Um . . . no.’ 

Damn. I’ve only got a twenty. 

‘Have you ever thought of getting one?’

‘No, not really.’ I shake my head, ‘I’m not really a dog person.’ 

‘I don’t believe that.’ She grins, wrinkling up her nose. 

I feel conflicted. I’d like to make a donation – it’s for a good cause and she seems like a good kid, standing out here on a weekend in the cold – but I can’t really afford to give twenty pounds. 

‘Well, if you ever change your mind, we’ve got lots of lovely dogs looking for a loving home.’ 

She offers me a leaflet. On it are printed various photographs of dogs, their sad faces looking at me beseechingly. 

‘Here.’ I pull the twenty out of my purse.

‘Oh, wow!’ Her face lights up, before doubt appears and she frowns. ‘Sorry . . . I don’t have any change – it’s all in the collecting box.’

‘I don’t want any.’ 

‘That’s sick! No way,’ she exclaims, and then claps her frozen fingers to her mouth. ‘I mean, for real? Wow, thanks so much!’

‘Well, it’s for charity,’ I smile. 

I begin moving off with my trolley before I can regret my generosity. It’s starting to sleet and I pull up my hood as I head across the car park. 

‘Hey!’ 

A voice calls after me and I turn to see the girl with the pink hair and collection box waving at me.

‘See, I was right. You’re definitely a dog person!’ 






Valentine 


By ’eck, he was jiggered. 

Halfway up the hill he had to stop to catch his breath. Whoever said age was just a number must never have been seventy-nine. Putting out his hand, he leaned against a stone wall, feeling his chest rising and falling. It was quite a walk from the bus stop up the hill, and it seemed to get steeper every day. He couldn’t get enough air in his lungs. It’s like they’d shrunk, somehow. His legs weren’t what they used to be, either. In fact he might have to sit down for a minute. 

Valentine eased himself onto the wall, lifting each buttock to free his overcoat and pulling at his hem to straighten it. It seemed like only yesterday that he used to cycle up streets as steep as these, doing his paper round. He used to fly up them, the wind in his coat-tails. Now they loomed ahead of him like bloody Mount Everest. 

He banged his chest with the end of his fist. Shouldn’t have smoked all those years. Silly bugger, he was. Thinking he was the bee’s knees. Still, everyone did in those days. Even Gisele. 

After a few minutes’ rest he resumed his walk up the hill. The wind had dropped a bit and soon the familiar red-brick building came into view. Clifton Court Residential Care Home. He still couldn’t get his head around it. He’d been making this daily pilgrimage for the past six months, yet each time felt like the first time. His sense of loss was still acute and, drawing closer, he felt a familiar wave of grief and disbelief. How had it come to this? 

Walking down the paved path towards the entrance, he trailed his hand lightly along the metal handrail. Valentine looked at the thin gold band on his wedding finger. ‘Till Death Do Us Part.’ Isn’t that what the vicar had said? And yet here they were, fifty-nine years later. Death hadn’t parted them. Something else had. Something that was, in many ways, much worse. 

Reaching the entrance, he pushed open the doors and walked into the brightly lit reception. There were several plastic potted plants and some bland prints on the walls. Both these things vexed him. At least they could have got real plants and some nice pictures. It was little things like that that were important. Maybe they thought the residents wouldn’t notice. 

But Gisele noticed. It was one of the first things she commented upon when she arrived. A memory of her stooping down to stroke the feathery leaves of a fern between her fingers, and her expression when she realized it wasn’t real, still pained him. Gisele always loved plants and flowers. ‘Green fingers’, that’s what he used to call her. She could grow anything on their little front patio. Windowboxes of pillar box red geraniums and multicoloured swirls of trailing petunias, pots filled with clambering clematis, spectacular dahlias and lacecap hydrangeas. 

Now all the windowboxes and pots were empty. 

‘Hello, Mr Crowther.’ 

As usual, he was greeted by the receptionist, who sat perched behind the large desk like a big colourful parrot. She smiled widely. She was wearing that funny frosted lipstick she always wore. Even without his glasses, he could see that she’d got a bit on her front teeth. Valentine found her cheerfulness annoying. What was there to be cheerful about? 

‘Morning,’ he replied gruffly, removing his flat cap. 

‘How are you today?’ she continued brightly.

Angry. He was so angry at the bloody unfairness of it all. Sometimes he didn’t know what to do with all the anger. 

‘All right,’ he shrugged. 

Still, it wasn’t the receptionist’s fault. It was nobody’s fault. The staff at the nursing home weren’t to blame. They were always so nice to him. So kind to Gisele. Some of these places were awful, you read about them in the newspapers – all sorts going on, terrible things – but he couldn’t ask for a more wonderful home. They’d been lucky, if you could call it that. 

‘And it’s “Valentine” – how many times have I told you?’ 

And now he felt remorseful. Silly old bugger, taking it out on other people; he needed to watch his temper. What would Gisele say?

‘I know, sorry, but those upstairs told us we’ve got to greet the guests by their proper names.’

‘Well, tell them upstairs that is my proper name.’

The receptionist made a face and nodded. She reminded him of his daughter, Helen, when she was younger. She used to pull that face too. 

‘I’ve come to see our lass. How is she?’

‘She’s just had her breakfast. You’ll be pleased to know she managed two boiled eggs and a slice of toast. She made soldiers with it apparently.’

Valentine felt a lump in his throat as he remembered his wife making soldiers for their daughter when she was little. She would call them mouillettes – Gisele often spoke to their daughter in her native French – as she dipped them in the runny yolk and marched them into their daughter’s mouth, to the sounds of childish laughter and demands of ‘More mouillette, Mummy!’

‘Aye, she always made the best soldiers.’ He nodded, clearing his throat. He mustn’t be sad. He mustn’t ever let Gisele see him looking sad. 

The receptionist beamed. ‘She’s in the recreational room watching TV. Go on through.’

The recreational room was accessed through the double fire doors and was at the end of the corridor. Part conservatory, it was a pleasant enough room, with large windows, which let in a lot of daylight and gave a view of the gardens. Even on a dull February day like today you were able to see both the sky and the grass; heaven and earth – what more could you ask for?

Valentine removed his overcoat and scarf. It was always so hot and stuffy in here. When Gisele had first moved in, he’d asked if they could open a window, let in some fresh air, but he’d been told they kept the windows closed and turned the thermostat up high to keep the residents warm. More like keep them half-asleep, he’d grumbled. 

He never wanted this for Gisele. They used to talk about it, before she got poorly. ‘Never put me in one of those,’ she’d say with a shudder, whenever a report about care homes came on the news. They’d watch footage of rooms full of old people nodding off in their armchairs, heads flopped backwards, mouths wide open, and both look at each other with horror. 

‘Just give me a cyanide pill and finish me off,’ he’d say. To which she’d laugh, that tinkly, high-pitched laugh of hers, and say with her thick accent that had never lessened over the years, ‘Oh, Valentine, you’ve watched too many of your war films. Now where am I going to buy cyanide, eh? At the Co-op?’ 

He spotted her immediately. She was sitting in an armchair by the window, staring out into the garden, her hands clasped in her lap. From a distance she looked the same as always. He could almost kid himself he’d come to pick her up and take her back home. That the doctors had got it wrong, and she was well again. When she caught sight of him, she’d tut sharply and click her tongue and tell him off for leaving her. 

‘Hello, love.’ 

Walking over to Gisele, he smiled and went to sit beside her. It was still the hardest thing not to lean over instinctively and give her a kiss on the cheek. He’d done it his whole life, ever since their first date all those years ago, but then several months ago he’d gone to kiss her as usual and she’d recoiled and become distressed. The doctor at the care home said not to get upset, or take it as a personal rejection. That it was common for patients to become unsettled or agitated when relatives tried to kiss them. 

‘It would be like a stranger coming up to you and giving you a kiss,’ Dr Khan had explained. 

‘But I’m not a stranger, I’m her husband,’ Valentine had protested. 

‘But she doesn’t always remember,’ she’d replied gently.

Gisele turned to him now, her bright blue eyes running over his face. The carers had dressed her in one of her favourite cerise sweaters and applied her make-up, just as she liked it, but up close, it was as if the light had gone out of her face. 

‘It’s Valentine. Your Valentine,’ he prompted.

She smiled, but he wasn’t sure if it was out of politeness rather than recognition. 

‘Is it Valentine’s Day?’ 

‘Not yet, love,’ he shook his head, ‘but every day is Valentine’s Day when you’re married to me – isn’t that what you used to say?’ he joked feebly, searching her face for a flicker of memory. 

It had started innocently enough; he thought she was being forgetful, getting confused. ‘Well, aren’t we all? It’s called old age,’ he’d soothe, when she couldn’t recall where she’d put her glasses or got lost on the way back from town. Except it wasn’t. When they got the official diagnosis of Alzheimer’s, he put his arm around his weeping wife in the doctor’s surgery and told her not to worry. She’d looked after him for years, so now it was his turn. 

At first they’d managed just fine. They even went on holiday to the South of France, driving in their camper van like they’d done every year. But as the disease continued its grim march through his beloved wife’s brain, it was like having to stand aside and watch helplessly as thieves broke into your home and stole the things that are most precious to you. It robbed Gisele of her quick-witted sense of humour, her uncanny ability to recall any date or recipe, and her joy of gardening. Instead her behaviour became more erratic: getting out of bed in the middle of the night and putting on her coat to go to the supermarket, becoming angry and impatient, when all her life she’d been so calm and kind. 

Worst of all was watching her sobbing uncontrollably in the fleeting moments of lucidity when she realized what was happening to her. Trying to comfort her and failing. He managed for as a long as he could, but even with the help of carers, in the end it got too much.

‘Acqua di Parma.’ 

‘Sorry, love?’

‘Your cologne,’ she said, leaning forward to smell him. ‘I bought you that cologne one Christmas.’ 

‘Yes . . . yes, you did, love.’ 

It was like getting his wife back again for a few brief, wonderful moments and Valentine felt his heart soar as he reached for her hand. Just like he did all those years ago when he first asked her to dance at the Palais. Her teenage skin was firm and smooth then; now it was tracing-paper thin, but it was still the same hand that had held his as they jived around the dance floor. 

‘Is Helen coming?’

Gisele was looking over his shoulder, her expression hopeful, as if at any minute she might see her daughter walking through the door. 

‘No, she’s gone to stay with your sister Agnès, in Paris.’ 

Disappointment flashed across her face and she said something in French that Valentine couldn’t understand. She spoke French more and more these days. One time he visited, she refused to speak any English and he had to try to get by with what little French he knew. 

‘Are we in Paris?’ she said finally in English. 

‘No, Helen is.’ 

Gisele seemed agitated now, as if trying to process this information, and then said, ‘Can we go home now?’ 

‘Maybe tomorrow,’ he soothed, stroking her hand with his thumb. He hated lying to her, but he’d learned it was the kindest thing. She asked this every time he came to visit her, and at first he tried to be truthful and explain that she was living here now, but she would grow too upset. 

So now he lied. He lied to his own wife. 

‘I’ve got you a gift.’ Hoping to distract her, he reached into his shopping bag and pulled out a potted hyacinth that he’d bought on his way here. The DIY shop at the local retail park had a large gardening section and it was right where the bus dropped him off, at the bottom of the hill. ‘They’re your favourite.’

‘Jacinthe.’ Gisele’s eyes lit up. 

‘Aye,’ he nodded now, smiling. ‘I know how much you love the smell.’ 

He held it for her as she dipped her nose into the purple flowers and took a deep inhale. Its effect was magical. Closing her eyes, she appeared instantly calmed as she drew in its fragrance. 

‘I had them as my wedding posy.’ She spoke in hushed tones, as if the memory was being coaxed from her mind and to speak any louder might scare it away. ‘Jacinthes pourpres . . . deep purple ones, tied with an ivory ribbon. It was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen.’ 

‘You certainly were.’ Valentine smiled and nodded, enraptured by his wife. These few precious moments when she remembered were becoming more and more rare. ‘Most beautiful bride I’d ever seen.’ 

She frowned then and, opening her eyes, turned to face him. 

‘Do I know you?’

He fought back tears. 

‘Yes, it’s Valentine, love, your husband.’ 

He should be used to it by now. She didn’t know what she was saying. She didn’t mean it. And yet, every time, it broke his heart a little bit more. 

Gisele looked at him, her expression blank. Nothing. A whole lifetime together and there was nothing there. 

He sniffed sharply. ‘Well, let’s see if we can put it in your room, eh?’ He eased himself up from the armchair. No point sitting here feeling sorry for himself. That wasn’t going to help anyone. ‘I’ll go and ask the nurse if we can put it on your bedside table. Then, when you go to bed, it’ll remind you of your wedding day.’

He smiled cheerfully, but she’d already turned away from him and was gazing out of the window, her hands twisting agitatedly in her lap. She had retreated into a world that he couldn’t reach. Holding the hyacinth in his hands, Valentine watched her helplessly. 

‘Right, well, bye then, love. I’ll come see you tomorrow, as usual.’ 

It was only when he walked away that Valentine finally allowed the tears to fall. Sixty years married this summer, and he couldn’t even kiss his wife goodbye. 
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