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PROLOGUE


Danny, 2009


The cliff face is a cut rock of cocaine. Not that I can see the cliff now, but I’ve seen it in images online, in the planning of this moment. I feel like I’m floating. That’s how high up I feel. Green grass, stone sky, clear today, coastline as far as the eye can see. There were images where a fog had come in. Thick as cotton wool. People stood on top of the cliff as if perching on skyscrapers. Yet this is natural beauty. Though nothing feels natural or beautiful about what I have planned for today.


Mine’s the only car here. Good. I don’t want witnesses to my cowardly behaviour. I see a phone box. Beside it, a sign.




The Samaritans.


Always there day or night.





Then a phone number. A bus stop. I imagine a bus arriving. People stumbling off, nearing the cliff’s edge. A ring of the bell and the bus drives on as the lemmings drop.


Not everyone’s idea of a good day out.


It’s cold. For May. Mind you, it’s early, I wanted to be here before any other contenders got here. I pull the zip up on my jacket so it grazes my Adam’s apple. And not for the first time wonder how it came to this. And yet, there’s a dreaded inevitability to it as well.


I see a wooden floor. Ill-fitting chunks of carpet. The wood looking like ripped-edged lakes between them. Mam with her beehive disappearing behind clouds of smoke as she watches her soaps. Murmuring to the women on the black and white screen. Shouting out sometimes. Topping up her glass from the jug as regularly as she lights her fags.


The bell ringing in the playground as we’re called back in from break. A lad in calipers not making it to the toilets on time. A pissy puddle that lasts for days. He has a week off school coz of the ribbing.


The prefabs. The courtyard. Standing in line like soldiers when all we’d been were bad lads. A mixed-race lad getting in the back of a Rolls-Royce. The windows steaming as it drives off.


The euphoria of my first time on a dance floor. My first clubbing experience. Wanting more. And more. Till that was my life. The highs. The money. The laughs. The lows.


Natalie. Fresh as a daisy the morning after our wedding. In the First Class Lounge. Looking at me blinking, going, ‘Did yesterday really happen?’ Yes, my sweet, it did. But look at us now.


Us and the kids. A beach club in Ibiza. Cold beer and warm heads. Greek salads in the Spanish sun. Cally’s giggles. Owen’s serious face. Me desperate to get him to break a smile. Clown, that’s me. Always the clown. Never really wanted a family. Got one and look what I did to it.


And look at me now.


I know what I do next is going to cause them pain.


Why didn’t I stick to my motto? Look after number one. Just worry about yourself. Don’t get involved with other people and . . .


I’m a coward and I can’t go back.


And no matter how much they might end up hating me, it won’t be as much as I hate myself right now.


And her. The pressure. And the things I’ve done. What I did to Owen. What Cally knows. What they don’t know. What I know. What I’ve seen. Who I’ve let down. It’s too much. It’s time to go. It’s time to make amends.


I hear the crack of tyres on gravel. A car has pulled in next to me. I don’t want to look, to see their face. The engine stays running.


Redemption time.




PART ONE




Natalie, 2014


‘Welcome to suburbia, kids,’ I say brightly as we watch the removal men unloading the last of our possessions from the back of the van. They hoist it aloft and carry it solemnly towards the house on their shoulders, like pallbearers bearing a coffin. I hear Cally tut loudly. At sixteen she hates being called a kid, even when I say it ironically.


‘I can’t believe they got so many things out of that tiny space,’ Owen says.


‘Now that’s magic!’ I say, trying to sound like Paul Daniels. I hear Cally tut even louder. I don’t have to look. I know she’s rolling her eyes.


‘It’s like Mary Poppins’ handbag.’ Owen giggles.


‘Oh shut UP, bumder!’ Cally snaps, then she turns her anger to me. ‘I can’t believe you’ve brought us here. It’s embarrassing.’


Every time she emphasizes a word like that she means to puncture me. I should be used to it by now, but today my guard must be down – they say moving house is as stressful as bereavement – so it’s like a roundhouse kick to the guts.


‘You didn’t seem to mind when we came to view the house three times.’


‘I must’ve been on drugs.’


‘It’s nice.’ Owen tries to compensate for his sister’s rudeness.


‘That’s easy for you to say, you don’t have to live here,’ she spits.


‘You know I can’t keep away from you, Cally.’


‘Oh shut UP, bumder!’ and she flounces off towards the house. She does a good line in flouncing, my daughter.


‘It’s your cheery disposition at all times!’ he calls after her. ‘It’s infectious!’


‘Piss . . . OFF!’


I look to Owen and grimace as we hear the new front door slam.


‘Well. She’s gone inside. That’s a start,’ he says, a little act of encouragement, then links my arm and drags me along to follow her. Have I made a mistake? OK, so the cul-de-sac is a step down from our last place; well, several steps down, but that wouldn’t be hard. This circle of individually designed Eighties mock-Georgian houses has its own bucolic charm.


Or does bucolic mean it gives you the plague? God, I hope not.


As we reach the garden gate a woman appears from nowhere, scuttling towards us. She’s tiny, like a munchkin, and wears Fifties winged glasses. She is carrying a vast Tupperware container, the transparent sides revealing a lumpy cake within.


‘Mrs Bioletti?’ she chirps, all smiles and flicky eyes, sussing out myself and Owen very quickly, the smile never once leaving her lips. Only problem is, because of her height it’s like she’s checking out our nipples.


I smile back. ‘Hello.’


‘Welcome to Dominic Close. I’m Betty Caligary. Number seven. I’ve been here since the estate was built.’


She says ‘estate’ oddly. Like it’s a French word. Éstat. Presumably this is to differentiate between the sort of the place this area wants to be – smart, swanky, aspirational, like a country estate, rather than a common or garden council estate. It makes me laugh.


‘Original cast, you might say. I made you a carrot cake. It’s just a little thing I do. To say hello and I hope you’ll be very happy here. We’re a tight-knit bunch.’


‘Oh, thank you,’ I say warmly as she passes me the incredibly heavy box. ‘It’s really . . .’


But she cuts in, ‘And you must be Owen.’


‘I am,’ says Owen. I hear the defeat in his voice. My heart sinks.


‘So sorry for all your troubles. Nasty business.’


‘Thank you,’ I say. How does she know? How?


‘I Googled you,’ she says conspiratorially, as if reading my mind. She pinches my arm, then turns on her heel and retreats. As she does she calls back, ‘My phone number’s on a piece of paper in there. Anything you need, just give me a tinkle!’


‘Thank you so much!’ I call after her.


I look to Owen.


‘She Googled you, Mum.’


I nod. So that’s it. My identity is out there in Dominic Close.


‘She Googled me,’ I agree, unnerved.


‘Oh well. It’s good they know,’ says Owen. ‘Means you don’t have to keep explaining yourself.’


How did I produce such a lovely, charming, rational young man?


‘Come on. Let’s get inside and have some of that cake,’ he says with a wink.


And in we go.


When I was a little girl I used to have this silly dream of being famous. I wasn’t sure how this was going to happen; sometimes I thought maybe I’d be a pop star, sometimes an Oscar-winning screen idol, possibly even an Olympic gymnast (but a pretty one, not one with a face like a bag of spanners). Other times I considered becoming Prime Minister (again, a pretty one, bow on the blouse collar possibly. I felt there was an opening in the market for that). For most people these childhood fantasies never come to fruition, so it was ultimately quite the surprise that in my mid-thirties I became – sort of – famous. And by none of the above routes.


On the 18th of May 2009, my husband Danny left our old house to go for a pint of milk and never came back. I’d like to be able to say that the last time he spoke to me was significant, that as he left the house he turned one final time and told me how much he loved me, how much I meant to him, how I had been the peaty soil from which his petals flourished. In fact, I was in the bath at the time listening to Popmaster on Radio 2. I heard him calling goodbye and, this is the embarrassing bit, I didn’t even reply. I’ve never told anyone that. When I described it to the police I said I’d called back, ‘See you, Danny!’ but the truth was I’d been concentrating on the radio quiz, trying to remember if Haysi Fantayzee had had their top ten hit in 1983 or 1984. Either way I’d been wrong – it was 1982. By the time I realized Danny had been calling, the front door had slammed and the moment had passed.


Don’t worry. That’s the only thing I lied to the police about. I didn’t omit any gruesome facts like I’d actually killed him, chopped him in a mincer and served him in a lasagne for dinner. And I’d only twisted the truth in that tiny way so I didn’t look like a complete cow, ignoring my husband, and therefore forcing him to run away. Well, Natalie, who wouldn’t want to disappear when his wife snubbed him for a slightly dodgy Eighties pop song, hmm? I could hear the police saying.


There is one thing that plays on my mind. Something I never mentioned to the police at the time because it seemed so minor, and I thought I’d got it wrong. The night before he disappeared Danny had said with a sense of urgency, ‘Nat? I’ve got to tell you something.’


We were in the kitchen. I was cooking. I forget what. I turned to look at him. For a second he wavered, and I worried he was going to say something bad.


Then he burst out laughing and said, ‘Ha, got you!’


And we both laughed. But I couldn’t help but worry for a very long time that maybe he’d been about to unburden himself of some grisly secret.


But he hadn’t been. He’d been winding me up.


These days I don’t like to dwell on the pain of those first few hours, days, then months after we realized he was missing. It’s too painful, still. One minute Danny was there, next minute he was not. He left the house and didn’t come home. He didn’t take his phone, his cash point card and credit cards were never subsequently used, and a few days later his car was found hundreds of miles away near Beachy Head, a beauty spot popular with people who want to commit suicide. The police naturally assumed this meant he had killed himself and every time they called they needn’t have said anything, just played a sound effect of a massive hardback book slamming shut – case closed.


But by then I had become a reluctant media sensation. Danny and I had, back in the day, run a club in Manchester called Milk that had been franchised round the country. We had made a bit of money. There was a touch of glamour to the story. My children were photogenic, and we looked good on newspaper pages, despite having piggy red eyes from crying. I went on This Morning and begged Danny to come home; they kept asking me back even after the discovery of the car, ‘for an update’ or ‘to review the papers’. I turned them down, but by then it was too late – I was recognized wherever I went.


Oh look, it’s her. The one whose husband disappeared. The nightclub one.


There she is. With the kids. Poor thing.


It was a very strange feeling to walk into your local gastropub because you couldn’t be bothered cooking and feel everybody’s eyes upon you. And why? Because they felt sorry for you. Or worse, they disapproved of you.


Why isn’t she stopping in like a proper widow?


If he is still alive, as she claims, why isn’t she out there looking for him instead of ordering deep fried camembert?


I bet she killed him.


Everywhere I went I was judged. Or I felt I was. If one of the kids was playing up, it was evidence of my dreadful parenting skills – no wonder my husband left me. Or if I dared to smile, I was getting over this disappearance thing far too quickly and therefore a bit of a psychopath – and again, no wonder he buggered off.


The papers kept reporting the story, which I was grateful for. Something told me that yes, Danny might have got out of his car and thrown himself off that high cliff. But another part of me saw him parking there and catching a bus to . . . who knew where? According to the papers he was ‘severely depressed’ and our family was experiencing financial difficulties – on the verge of bankruptcy, they actually said – and this was why he’d gone missing, and the story kept running. People felt an affinity with us and the all-too-common despair felt in austerity Britain. The only problem was, none of it was true. I’d made the mistake of saying to one reporter that Danny was ‘a bit fed up’ the week before he went. But this was only because he’d smashed the screen on his mobile phone and had had to cough up a hundred quid to get it fixed. By the time he went missing, the phone was fine. But why spend all that money on something you weren’t going to use? That didn’t make sense. And as for our finances, they were flourishing really. When we sold Milk we had made enough that neither of us had to work again. Not bad for a couple approaching forty.


Yes, we had debts. Big debts. With no income coming in, we had continued to spend, and we’d decided that the time had come to downsize. But it hadn’t caused us any pain. We had enjoyed the ten years we’d had in the posh house with the massive garden, we had enjoyed being profligate and getting the weekly shop from the better class of supermarkets. Now it was time to tighten our belts and buckle down and be sensible. But it didn’t worry us. We had come from nothing, and we would return to nothing; we’d be returning to a very comfortable form of normality.


Except that ‘we’ used to be four. And now ‘we’ are three. And since Owen left home to move in with his boyfriend Matt, ‘we’ are really only two.


Some days I wish I had my mum to speak to. To tell her how I feel. To tell her I miss her almost as much as I miss him. My mum’s name was Sheila, and after my dad walked out on us when I was still in nappies (she subsequently usually only referred to him as ‘that knobhead’; his name, in fact, was Derek) she brought me up in a very ordinary low-rise block of council flats in Stockport. She did a succession of bar jobs when I was at primary school, which meant that she was often out in the evenings, when I would be looked after by a variety of her mates from the local amateur dramatic company, of which she was a leading light. It was a colourful childhood, as Mum loved eccentric people and anything that went against the grain. Ours was a world of Easter eggs for breakfast and impromptu discos with my dolls at midnight. When I started secondary school, her gift of the gab and self-confidence led her to abandon the pubs and take a job doing telesales for Yellow Pages, which was then based in Stockport. She made an efficient saleswoman, apparently, with her warm, friendly manner and good sense of humour. She also never took any shit. She called a spade a spade. These days people might say she ‘told it how it was’ – if that didn’t have overtones of reactionary mouthing-off about nothing. She was wonderful. She was all I had.


I started going to bars and clubs in Stockport and then Manchester from around the age of fifteen. I loved not necessarily to drink but to dance, and could spend all night up on a podium shaping it out to 128 beats per minute. Mum didn’t mind, as long as I always came back when I said I would and told her who I was going to be with.


Then when I was seventeen, Mum got ill. Ovarian cancer. She lost all her hair and started wearing a succession of outrageous wigs. She was like Mum, but fainter. Towards the end, a neighbour called the local priest out. Mum wasn’t religious but she also wasn’t rude, so she humoured him for twenty minutes before he asked if he could say a prayer for her. She was wearing her bobbed wig that day, and gave the impression of being quite prim and proper. It was one of her more convincing hairpieces, even if the impression was less convincing.


The priest took my hand. And her hand. And then dragged them together as if we were about to play ‘One potato, two potato’ and then he broke into his rather long-winded prayer. It felt like we were there for half an hour. I could feel Mum’s hand shaking. I think he took this for tiredness, because he gripped on tighter and prayed more vehemently. I knew her better. She was trying desperately not to laugh.


And when the priest came out with ‘And dear Lord, bless every hair on Sheila’s head . . .’ she could stem the flow no longer, and she snorted an involuntary guffaw which startled the priest into silence. Before winding the proceedings up with a rapid ‘in the name of the Father’ and so on.


After Mum died I lost the flat I’d been brought up in as although it was a council flat, Mum sublet it from someone from the am-dram group and they wanted it back. I took solace in my other family, the people I’d met through the clubs. I lived in a succession of squats in central Manchester before making the brave move South to London with a couple of club kids who’d heard of a squat in a beautiful block of flats in West London going begging. It was the late eighties, and lots of loft apartments and offices lay empty. And it was at a party in one of these that I met a gorgeous guy just a year or two younger than me who was addicted to jelly bean sweets. This was Danny. He claimed he’d seen me out and about around London, working the door of a club near Piccadilly Circus. I had no recollection of him. But before I could say so he’d offered me a sweet. The rest, as they say, is history.


For years he kept a jar of these sweets in the fridge. I used to bicker with him that there was no need, those sweets don’t really go off, but he said he liked the colour they brought to the fridge. They were his sweet of choice and he enjoyed the ritual of opening the door, pulling the nipple shaped lid off the jar in the door, and furtling around inside for a handful of the multicoloured beans. After he disappeared I didn’t dare move them from their home. If that fridge was jelly-bean-free it meant I had given up hope. He would return. He would furtle and eat again.


Last week I discovered that they do sort of go off. I tried a bit of furtling myself and found that they’d all stuck together. One homogeneous mass of rainbow-coloured coagulation. I threw the jar in the bin and felt lousy about it.


Today it’s five years, three months and eighteen days since he disappeared, but even now I can describe in minute detail what he was wearing when he left. I had to say it over and over again to the police, in appeals, to the press. I’d seen him gelling his hair in the hall mirror while my bath was running. Evisu jeans, black bomber jacket from Schott, pale pink Ralph Lauren polo shirt, Nike Airs in baby blue. The distinguishing gold tooth, right at the back, so you only caught a glimpse of it when he was throwing his head back and laughing. Which he did often. He liked a laugh, did Danny. And then there was the necklace. The one I’d given him on the night of the millennium. Silver chain with a dog tag on. On the tag four letters were engraved. D N O C. Mine, his and the kids’ initials. On the back it said please return to . . . and our address. It was a little in-joke about Danny’s dreadful sense of direction. Well, he is lost now. And nobody’s bothered to return him.


I got some smaller versions made for the kids, but I don’t think they wear theirs any more. I don’t like to ask. He never took his off, though.


Any time I think about Danny, I think three things:


Where is he?


How is he?


And the worst:


Is he?


That last question is the hardest. Even if I kind of know the answer.


And then there’s, jelly beans aside, the life choices I’ve had to make. Something as simple as having a haircut can result in months of agony. In the end Cally told me to ‘stop fucking about and get on with it.’


Aren’t teenage daughters kind? So I bit the bullet. And now instead of looking quite unusual – middle-aged woman with lots of hair but not the intellectual capacity of Mary Beard – I just look like everybody else. And d’you know what? After being stared at for five years, that feeling is sweet. Although when Cally saw the new cropped look she commented,


‘Oh my God, no wonder Dad left, you’re a total lesbian.’


‘Good job your brother can’t hear you saying that,’ I said.


‘No he can’t. He’s probably off somewhere listening to musicals and bumming lads.’


My son punches his sister a lot.


And then last year I had to start wearing glasses. After trying to read the instructions on a microwave curry and having to move it close and then far and then bringing it back halfway, like I was playing an invisible trombone, I thought I’d better get my eyes tested. And now not only do I have to wear glasses just to see normally, I have to wear another pair when I’m reading. So not only do I now look just like every other harassed mother of two, I also have not-so-cool specs into the bargain. Danny really will never recognize me now.


‘You look like Velma from Scooby Doo,’ Cally said dully when I returned from the optician, not looking up from her iPad.


‘Velma’s cute,’ countered her delightful older brother as I left the room.


But not before I heard Cally reply, ‘No she’s not, she’s a dog.’


Cally used to be lovely. She was eleven when Danny went and, hand on heart I’m not just saying this because she’s my daughter, she was so sweet. And I can say this now because she’s my daughter, but these days she’s an out and out cow. I put it down to her missing her dad.


I’m unpacking boxes in the living room with Owen when Cally comes in with a face pack on.


‘Cally. We’re meant to be unpacking. And you’ve done a face pack?’


Cally folds her arms, mirroring my body language and spits back, ‘Cally. We’re meant to be unpacking. And you’ve done a face pack?’


One thing she’s good at is mimicking. She can do Cheryl Cole, Ann Widdicombe, Lorraine Kelly, Sharon Osbourne, Kylie Minogue. And me. It never ceases to wind me up, but I’ve stopped rising to the bait. I just glare at her.


She glares back. Then:


‘I just want to point out,’ she unfolds her arms, though thankfully she’s just being herself again. Well, I say ‘thankfully’ – I know what’s coming: ‘that Dad has no chance of finding us now you’ve moved us to this manky old estate.’


‘It’s not old,’ tuts Owen.


‘It’s not old,’ she mimics him.


‘It’s not!’ I back him up. ‘Anyway, we’ve been through all this.’


‘We’ve been through all this,’ she mimics.


‘Cally, drop it,’ says Owen.


So she does. Well, she drops the mimicking me bit.


‘If he’s had a bump on the head and he comes . . . staggering back to the old place, riddled with amnesia, he doesn’t stand a chance. On your own conscience be it!’


She runs from the room.


‘Take no notice, Mum,’ says Owen.


But I know she has a point. It’s my second-favourite fantasy: that he’s had a bump on the head and doesn’t remember who he is. We’ll bump into each other in Sainsbury’s and he won’t recognize me. I’ll show him press cuttings about when he went missing, and slowly he’ll start to trust me and fall back in love with me. My favourite fantasy is that he is living in a cottage near Beachy Head, mortified by what he has done, and one day he will work up the courage to phone home and say sorry.


And she’s right. He won’t be able to find me. And when he does, he’ll take one look at me and go, What happened to your hair, Nat?


Age happened to my hair.


Why are you living in a suburban cul-de-sac that looks like something out of a No-Frills Desperate Housewives?


Because we brought the kids up in a big posh house in the country and it was too big for just me and Cally and it made financial sense to sell and save the profit to live off. And we were going to downsize anyway, it’s just that you buggered off without so much as a by your leave . . .


What is a by your leave?


I don’t know, stop interrupting me. And then when you went I kind of froze and didn’t do anything apart from look for you and campaign for missing people, and I stayed put. And then last year I thought, you might never be coming home and so what did it matter if we moved? And there were so many memories of you there. This is part of my new life.


Thanks.


Yeah, well, thanks for sodding off and never coming back. Really appreciate that, Danny. Nice one.


I realize Owen is talking and I can’t hear him.


‘Sorry, dear?’


Dear? What am I? Ninety?


‘I was just saying. It’s obvious Cally’s winding you up at the moment. Me and Matt are going to Birmingham tomorrow. Why don’t we take her with us?’


‘Birmingham?’ I say incredulously. ‘Why are you going to Birmingham?’


‘Clothes Show Live. Matt got tickets through work.’


‘She doesn’t really like clothes.’


‘I know, but it’s a day out. And that designer from Kings Road’s gonna be there.’


Cally loves Kings Road, the fly on the wall soapy documentary thing about a load of spoilt brats. I hate it, but at forty I don’t think I’m particularly the target demographic.


‘Or d’you need her here helping unpack?’


‘She’ll be neither use nor ornament, Owen; if you can get her to go, do it. Might cheer her up.’


‘I’ll go and get us some of that cake.’


Owen heads out to the kitchen and I pull two framed photos from a tea chest. The first shows Owen, aged thirteen, winning a tennis tournament in Cheshire somewhere, I don’t remember where now. His sunny face beams out at me, light hitting his cheeks from the gold cup that’s almost as big as his head. I don’t think I’ve ever seen him smile like that since his dad went. The other is a photo of me and Danny taken from the pages of Dazed and Confused with a headline: ‘Milking It’. We felt we were so cool back then, having our pictures in this hipster’s bible. The thing I think when I look at it now is a) how badly dressed we were (it might have been the Nineties, but platform trainers were never a good look) and b) how bloody young we look. I also appear to have about three different hairstyles on the one head.


Youth. Platform trainers. What did we know?


I look at Danny. He’s wearing a sort of satin dungaree suit. The stylist for the shoot provided it, he would never normally have worn anything like that. I look at his twenty-something face and feel a stab of pain in my chest when I take in how handsome he was. It’s like I’ve never seen him before and it’s my first time, and yet rolled into that sensation is the realization that one day he won’t be around any more. And he might be dead, he might be alive, but I just don’t know.


I used to have this picture on the wall of the little toilet in the old house. I’m not sure I’ll hang it anywhere now. Too painful.


A huge cube of boxes almost fills the smallest bedroom. They contain all the lever arch files that contain all the accounts and files to do with Milk up until we sold it. I’ve been nervous about throwing it all away because I can’t remember how many years my accountant said I had to hang onto it for. I’m probably safe to chuck it now, but for some reason I packed it all for the move anyway. I make a mental note to email the accountant later.


As I put the frame back in the box I hear a weird slicing noise coming from outside. I look through the window to see an odd sight. A rake of a woman is gliding across the cul-de-sac on a pair of skates, an envelope in her hand. She stops at the gate to our drive and then daintily walks the final few feet to the front door. The bell rings. I go to answer.


‘Hi! I’m Harmony Frayn!’ She does a double take. ‘Oh. You changed your hair.’


I want to punch her. How dare she be so over-familiar.


‘How can I help you, Harmony?’


Harmony has got to be anorexic. And the skating has made her very red of face. What face there is. Mind you, even though she is the size she is, it doesn’t stop her wearing skin-tight jeans that, let’s just say, leave very little to the imagination. She has a topknot and freckles and is wearing a jumper with a treble clef on it. She looks like one of those skeletons medical students have in their halls of residence bedrooms, dressed by Primark.


‘I bought you this!’


She hands me the envelope. It has quite childish, swirly writing on the front which says:




Natalie Bioletti VIP





[image: image]


and then some love hearts.


‘I’m not a VIP,’ I say.


‘Oh, but you are.’


The urge to punch her is even stronger now. Even if she does look days from death.


‘Everyone who moves into Dominic Close . . . we like to make them feel special! Can I come in and look round? This house has been empty so long I’ve forgotten what it’s like inside.’


She is practically pushing me out of the way but I block the door with an iron arm.


‘I’m sorry. No. It’s . . . all a bit of a mess at the moment.’


‘I don’t mind mess.’


‘Why don’t you wait till we have a housewarming?’


‘You’re having a housewarming? Awesome! Do you want me to sing? Me and Melody? My twin sister? We sing, we’re really good, we’ve been on X Factors three times with our group Mirror Image. Simon Cowell said we were a bit karaoke but Melody said he was just hacked off coz he wasn’t sure how to market us.’


‘I’ll see,’ I say, when what I really want to say is, it’s X Factor, not X Factors.


I have no plans to have a housewarming. Even less so now.


‘Anyway, thanks for the card, Harmony.’


She sees me looking suspiciously at her feet.


‘They’re skates!’ she beams.


‘I know.’


‘Did Betty from number seven bring you one of her carrot cakes?’


‘She did.’


‘Awesome!’


And then she lifts up her hand and I think she is going to punch me. I flinch but she screams, ‘High five for Dominic Close!’


So I high five her limply, then, rather rudely, I step back and shut the front door. I listen to the slicing sound of her pushing herself home across the cul-de-sac.


‘Who the FUCK was that?’ Cally says when I turn around. She’s standing at the top of the stairs with a face like thunder.


‘Harmony Frayn,’ I say perkily, as if that explains everything. And from the look on Cally’s face, it does.


‘Oh GOD. I want to kill myself.’


‘Oh, shut up, Cally,’ I say, moving back into the living room. And then, as an afterthought, ‘And don’t say fuck.’


An hour or so later I head upstairs and my heart stops beating for a second. It looks like Danny is stood in the bedroom, his back to me, wearing one of his favourite coats. He’s staring out of the window, looking out across the Oaktree Estate, so-called because if you view it from the sky, the main roads and cul-de-sacs off it form the outline of a many-branched oak tree. IS Danny weighing up whether he approves of this new setting? Or . . .


But then he turns and it is of course Owen. He looks embarrassed to have been caught trying it on.


‘Sorry.’


‘No, it’s fine. D’you like it?’


‘Course I like it, it’s Barbour.’


I never threw Danny’s clothes out. I’ve been meaning to, but . . .


‘You can have it.’


It’s been so hard. What if he comes back? What will he wear?


‘I’m not sure the biker look’s really me.’


‘Oh, stop with the false modesty, you look great.’


‘I look butch.’


‘You are butch,’ I say, and go into the bathroom. I put the loo seat down and sit to regain my composure. It’s then that I hear the doorbell ring again. A few seconds later I hear heavy footsteps descending the stairs, then I hear Owen talking to someone on the doorstep. When I hear the front door closing I brave it and head out.


‘Who was it?’ I call. He looks up from the hall.


‘Harmony Frayn.’


Oh, for God’s sake.


‘What did she want?’


‘She says don’t worry about a housewarming. Her Mum’s going to do a party in our honour on Sunday afternoon.’


As my daughter would say: WTF?


I’m beginning to think Cally was right. It was a mistake moving here. I’ve been here five minutes and already the neighbours are taking over my life.




Cally


My mother is SO embarrassing. Owen is taking me on a day out to the NEC where there will be fast food outlets and really cute eating places and street food stalls probably, and what has she done? She has made us a PICNIC.


I really wish she would die.


I know she’s like an ORPHAN. And never really had her OWN mum. And so didn’t have a role model to work out how you do this family shiz but c’mon guys! A packed lunch? SERIOUSLY?


Normally the idea of being cooped up with Owen and his so called boyfriend Matt the Prat all day would drive me literally mental but:


One. They’re taking me to Clothes Show Live.


Which is amazing because apparently you just walk round the NEC and see loads of famous people and fashion shows and there are stalls with loads of freebies on them and you get hundreds and hundreds of goody bags with amazing things in them like hair straighteners and foundation and breast implants and it’s really really cool and I’ll be able to use the bags as school bags for like the next a million years. Result. Bags for life or what?


Two. Them taking me out gets me out of the hideous Oaktree Estate.


As I said to Mum, they can’t even spell. Oak tree is two words for puck’s sake. I really don’t like it. Every road looks the same. Poo-brown box houses. They are, they are literally like shoe boxes propped up on one end. And the colour of poo. Well. Poo if you’ve not been eating too healthily and they’ve gone a sort of milky coffee colour. OK, they’re cappuccino-coloured houses. And they don’t all look like shoe boxes, I suppose. But my point still stands, like I said to Mum when we moved. How will Dad find us now? He won’t. And this is why I officially hate the Oaktree Estate and everyone who lives there. I want to go back to our old house. Not coz I’m a ridonculous snob or anything, because that house was AMAZEBALLS compared to the current one, but just because DAD WOULD BE ABLE TO FIND IT. I am amazed Mum hasn’t taken this into consideration. She is worse than the Gestapo.


Four. OK, she’s not worse than the Gestapo.


I know she couldn’t afford to keep us in the big house. But I have left a letter for the new owners telling them to look out for Dad and to give him my new mobile number if he ever turns up unannounced. Seeing them might throw him. And I included a photo of him just so they’d know what he looked like. I didn’t tell Mum I was doing this. Not that she’d be cross or anything. It’s just. Well, you never know how she’s going to react. And I’m sure she thinks I should just pull myself together or something. I have tried, but it’s harder than you’d think sometimes.


Ooh yes, and Five. When we get to Clothes Show Live, Rufus De Villeneuve will be there.


Oh my God he is completely amazing and fit and stylish and I just know that if I see him I will literally fall to the ground and have an epileptic fit or faint or something. He’s like really old (33 or something) but he’s really buff and has this massive beard that on most men would make them look like Father Christmas or something but on him makes him look like someone who makes you go, like, hold me back coz I’d so do him in every room of the house!


Of course Owen and Pratley McShatley reckon he’s a full-on massive bender. But I’m like, what the fuck do you know? And they just laugh.


Don’t get me wrong, they’re not laughing because they find me, like, funny and stuff. Seriously, they’re laughing because they think every man that walks this planet is totally into taking it up the pipe.


I say this to them. I also call Matt a retard, and World War Three breaks out. Matt’s driving the car and he is threatening to pull over on the hard shoulder of the M6 as he is ‘so angry with you, Cally’ – deal with it, dog breath. And Owen’s neck has gone red (I’m sitting in the back and can only see the back of his head as he’s too lazy to turn round) and he’s telling me what is and isn’t acceptable.


1) I can’t be reductive and say being gay is all about anal sex.


Yeah yeah, whatever you say, Owen.


2) I can’t call Matt a retard because it’s offensive to people with alternative abilities or something.


I know it’s offensive, that’s why I say it, you IDIOT.


3) And I better not even think about calling Owen a ginge because that’s tantamount to racism apparently.


Oh drop dead and die, hot pubes. Are there countries full of naked gingers walking around starving to death because of the colour of their hair? No. I don’t think so. THAT’s racism.


4) I’m really lucky they’ve brought me today because everyone at both their works wanted the spare ticket but they’ve chosen me and I should be grateful.


Oh God I’m so sorry I’m not grovelling at your shrine, gays! I know you only invited me coz Mum can’t stand the sight of me and wanted me out of her hair so she could arrange all her hideous knick-knacks in her new Wendy house. Deal with it!


I wouldn’t mind, but I haven’t even mentioned the fact that I’ve noticed Owen is wearing one of Dad’s coats. Well, that’s not strictly true; I did say, ‘I can’t believe you’re wearing that,’ under my breath, but I’m not sure he heard me. And even if he did he wouldn’t have said much, coz his comebacks are so lame. I’ve overlooked that in the name of having a nice day out, but seriously, Owen won’t let anything drop! I can’t be arsed to argue with them so I bury my head in my phone and check my Twitter and Facebook.


I love Twitter. I’ve got 325 followers, which is more than some of my friends have got but much less than Macey McIntyre’s got. But then someone said she’d paid like a thousand pounds to get a thousand followers. I’m not sure how that works so I can’t do that but 325 isn’t that bad. I’ve already tweeted the bum cheeks out of going to Clothes Show Live ON A FREE TICKET so I check my mentions to check that everyone at school is suitably jel. And they are! I’ve changed my avi to a picture of Rufus De Villeneuve and that’s got me loads of comments too. I retweet some of them.




Fab avi Cally.


LOL at your pic Hon.




God I love Twitter. It’s just so real.


I see another mention:




Drop dead Cally you skinny alien.




It’s from a girl in Year 10 but she’s only joking so I decide against blocking her. People are so funny. And if I block her I think that might mean one less follower, so . . .


Facebook’s really quiet today. I don’t think anyone goes on there any more. In my feed I see that Mum has put the status:




Got the house to myself today. And breathe.




What a bitch. And she’s got 28 likes for it. I wish there was a dislike button. I would press that like ten million times and see how she breathes then. God she’s annoying. Instead I write her a private message:




Mum maybe you should think twice about writing stuff like that on here in case people think you’re happy that dad has gone missing. #justsaying




And then I press send. God she winds me up.


Matt has put some weird music on the stereo.


‘What’s this?’ I ask.


‘Belle and Sebastian,’ he replies. And they both start humming along.


I remember when my brother was a laugh. He’s only five years older than me but now he thinks he’s got to act like my dad or something. Which is bang out of order because even Dad never behaved like that. My dad is a laugh and is dead cool and always called me Princess. Mum was the strict one, he was the soft one. But then, being married to my mum, is it any wonder he ran away?


I write another tweet.




Brothers are SO annoying. #cantchooseyourfamilydotcom




My brother isn’t just a gay, he’s a professional gay. He runs a website that helps people do the gay thing better and ever since he got into all that it’s like he’s been to homo hospital and had major sense of humour bypass surgery. He may as well not run his stupid website, he should just be honest about what he really does, which is be a fully paid-up member of the PC Police. I know I shouldn’t take the piss out of people with special needs but he is so easy to wind up it’s hilarious, and I only do it to annoy him. And it works! No honestly, I love people with special needs. Keesha Lomax has got a cousin who’s got that Down’s Syndrome and she’s SO SWEET. Last time I saw her she let me put make-up on her and put a false bun in her hair like the Peru Two and she looked SO LOVELY. Keesha’s mum was less impressed though and rang my mum and told her I had treated Patsy like a doll and I should be ashamed of myself. Mum gave her some bullshit about me not being myself since my dad left but she still grounded me. God. You try and help people make the best of themselves and it all gets thrown back in your face. Patsy loved it. She was so happy she cried. AWWWW I LOVE HER.


Time for another tweet.




OMG Literally can’t believe in less than an hour I’m meeting the entire cast of Kings Road.




Everyone at school will be sooooo jel when they read that. I’ll be like the coolest person in the entire universe. I’m already quite cool coz my mum’s been on the telly and my dad was in the papers and it was really amazing because when Dad ran away like, yeah it was really intense and I hated it and I’d rather he didn’t, but for ages the teachers let me get away with loads of things they wouldn’t usually. They excused me from tests and didn’t go mental when I was late with homework, and I hardly had to do any PE coz I’d just turn on the waterworks or say, ‘I couldn’t find my trainers coz I think my dad took them.’ And it was really cool. And all the girls think it’s really cool having my brother being a massive bumder, and being on posters and everything.


Basically when he was 18 he posed for this poster about coming out for some gay charity trying to encourage more people to do it and it was actually quite a good shot and all the girls were like ‘Oh my God why are gay boys so fit?’ and ‘I can’t believe he’s your brother, that’s so cool.’


And even though I was like ‘Oh it’s disgusting’ everyone thought I was joking, so in the end I was like ‘Oh yeah he’s amazing. Like, I totally heart him?’ But fortunately that’s died down a lot lately.


‘Can you pass us a sandwich please, Cally?’ Matthew says.


‘What did your last slave die of?’ I grumble. And then hilariously shout ‘THAT WAS A JOKE!’ and punch him in the neck. Oh my God, giggles! Only now apparently I’m not even allowed to touch him when he is driving as we could have a ‘serious accident’ coz we’re on the motorway and not only would I kill the pair of them I’d kill myself as well and ten or twenty innocent lives if a minibus was passing.


Honestly. I just can’t win.


I grab a sandwich from the plastic bag on the seat beside me and hand it to Owen to hand to him.


‘Just in case I touch him,’ I say.


‘You’re a fucking nightmare,’ he says.


‘And you’re Rafael Nadal. NOT!’ I go, and I piss myself coz if there’s one thing likely to wind Owen up it’s reminding him HOW SHIT HE IS AT TENNIS. LOLZ!!!


God. I am, like, well funny?


Owen is fidgeting with the lining of his coat. Even Matt’s finding it irritating.


‘Stop fidgeting,’ he goes, and I go hysterical. I love it when they argue.


‘DOMESTIC!’ I shout and I can tell Matt’s trying not to laugh.


Owen stops. And then after a bit he starts again. Eventually he pulls something out of the lining of the coat. It’s a small piece of white paper with writing on it. Tiny. He sits there turning it over in his hands. And then I realize that he has started to cry.


Oh God. The MORTIFICATION. What if someone sees? What if someone really cool drives past (which wouldn’t be hard as Matt is the slowest driver in the world) and sees me in the car with this loon? It’s too much to bear.


‘What’s the matter, Bubsy?’ Matt goes.


Bubsy. They have THE most ridiculous names for each other. I can’t bear to find out what’s set him off now. I ram my earphones in my ear and listen to some proper music. One Direction. Then I don’t have to listen to them being so CRAP.


I have that daydream again where Harry Styles is proposing to me and he’s looking really scared in case I say no. All the girls at school are looking and I’m like God Harry, this is SO embarrassing. And he starts to cry and then I laugh my head off and go RINSED!


I look at my phone. Mum has replied to my message on Facebook.




As you know, Cally, my settings are set to private so it’s only close friends who see what I write. I also have a false name. Unlike you, I don’t have a desire to broadcast everything to as many people as possible.




If you say so, Mother! She didn’t even put a kiss! No wonder I feel so unloved! So I jab back, really hitting the phone.




I love you who do you love or what?




And press send. It’s amazing what I have to put up with.




Owen


Sometimes I wish I knew what was going on in Matt’s head. He’s so poor at communicating it’s hard to tell. It’s like all he can deal with is the good stuff, the happy stuff, the silly stuff, and when that’s not on offer he hermetically seals himself away. Like today when I was sitting in the car crying because I’d found that ticket in the lining of Dad’s coat, what does he do? Calls me Bubsy like that’s going to make everything OK, squeezes my leg and then just leaves me to it. Even though most of the things Cally says are incendiary, at least she is honest about her feelings and lets us know them. And some.


‘Owen. It’s just a left luggage ticket from years ago,’ Matt says that night over a stir-fry. We only ever seem to have stir-fries. Quick, functional, healthy, no messing about. Very Matt.


‘I know, but it tells a story.’


He tips his head to one side and I know what he’s thinking. ‘Oh, here we go. Owen mopes some more about his dad and I don’t know what to say, so I try not to yawn and lose interest.’


‘What story’s that?’ he asks, raising a far-too-full glass of white wine to his pursed lips.


‘Well . . . Mum and Dad obviously put some stuff in left luggage once.’


He nods, though I can see he doesn’t understand.


‘I know it’s not earth-shattering but . . . it just brings things up, you know?’


He takes another swig of wine. Soon he will be slurring his words and leaving big gaps between each one.


I’m too hard on him sometimes. It’s a lot for him to cope with, I suppose. It might be easier if I was grieving properly – had Dad died and there’d been a funeral there would be something finite about that, there’d be a grave, closure, forward movement – but there’s not, there’s the eternal question mark.


‘I’m sorry,’ I say, sensing I’m confusing him rather than, say, wasting his time.


‘You don’t have to apologize, Bubsy.’


There we go again. Bubsy. As if that makes everything all right. He then frowns. Something is confusing him.


‘Is it the demo tomorrow?’


We’re taking part in a demo against a UKIP candidate who’s coming to speak at the university. He has blamed the recent poor weather on the advent of gay marriage.


‘No, that’s next weekend.’


He hiccups then nods, relieved. Then repeats, ‘You don’t have to apologize, Bubsy.’


I nod. Maybe he’s on a loop. Better not to encourage him.


‘Wasn’t today mad?’ he says, incredulous, shifting the tone of our conversation and moving us onto safer territory.


‘Mental,’ I say, for it was. And as if on cue, my mobile rings. I check the caller ID and answer.


‘Hi Mum.’


‘Owen, what’s this about Cally being scouted for modelling?’ Mum is sounding impatient, pleasantries have been dispensed with, no beating around the bush tonight.


‘Yup. It’s true. I bet she hasn’t shut up about it.’


‘She’s gone for a sleepover at some hideous posh girl’s. She’s phoned me, I think she’s drunk. Rambling on about having the last laugh. What happened?’


‘Well, we went to the Clothes Show and . . .’


‘God, I wish I’d been home when you dropped her back.’


‘This woman started following us round and . . .’


‘Abba? Is she called Abba?’


‘She is.’


‘What sort of parent names their child after a pop group?’


‘No, she’s African. It’s a real name. Just one B.’


‘Oh.’ Mum is suitably chastised.


‘She’s from Sierra Leone,’ Matt pipes up.


‘Sierra Leone,’ I repeat. ‘Well, her family are. She was brought up in Colchester.’


‘Bloody hell, you got her life story then.’


‘Well, yes. I think she was doing the hard sell. Buttering us up, but she seemed OK.’


‘She was really nice!’ Matt is almost shouting now.


‘Well, whatever she said, Cally now thinks she’s the next Kate Moss. She’s full of it tonight.’


‘I thought she might be, but it was all pretty genuine.’


‘Cally?’ Mum is clearly flabbergasted.


‘She’s a perfect model shape, apparently.’


‘Cally?’


‘Yup. Aba’s going to call you on Monday.’


‘Is she now.’ And the way Mum says it means it’s not a question, but a threat. I can’t help but laugh.


‘Apparently the Clothes Show is a hotbed of talent. All the modelling scouts go there and lurk behind pillars spying on all the teenage girls.’


‘Maybe I should give Operation Yewtree a call.’


‘Mother, you are an outrage!’


We share a soft chuckle. Matt starts clearing the plates noisily. I’m not sure whether that’s to make a point that I’m ignoring him, or because of the amount of wine he’s knocked back.


‘As you can imagine, Cally was a nightmare from start to finish today. And she was even worse when Aba had spoken to her.’


‘Oh God. I wish you’d never taken her now.’


‘I’m sure Matt thinks the same thing.’


‘What?’ Matt calls from the kitchen, furious at feeling left out. ‘What?!’


‘Nothing!’ I call back.


‘What you doing?’


‘Just having our tea.’


‘What you having?’


‘Matt made a stir-fry, now we’re gonna catch up on X Factor.’


‘I can’t believe you’re my son sometimes,’ Mum laughs.


‘I’m a disgrace to my family,’ I agree.


‘You’re twenty-one, not forty-one.’


‘Oh, Mum? I found something today. In Dad’s coat.’ Well, now seems like as good a time as any.


‘What?’ she sounds scared.


‘Oh, it was just a little piece of paper. A left luggage ticket for Manchester Piccadilly.’


‘Really?’


‘From years ago.’


‘When?’


‘2008.’


‘I thought the police had been through everything with a fine-tooth comb.’ And then she adds, ‘I thought I had.’


‘D’you want it or shall I chuck it?’


‘No, I may as well have a look at it. Was it in the pocket?’


‘No, it was in the lining. There’s a little tear under the inside pocket. It was in there.’


‘Weird.’


‘I know. I’ll bring it round tomorrow. Might jog a few memories. Made me cry.’


‘Ah.’


‘I’m fine.’


‘Well, we were always going on the train. I don’t remember leaving stuff in left luggage, though.’


‘Well, you can look it up in your diary.’


I hear another phone ringing at her end.


‘Oh, Owen, I’ve got to fly. Lucy’s calling on the mobile.’


‘All right, Mum. Love you.’


‘Love you, babes. D’you think you can make this vile housewarming thing tomorrow?’


‘I’ll check with Matt.’


‘OK. Speak in the morning.’


And I hang up. Matt is returning with a new bottle of wine and a corkscrew.


‘What do you have to check with me?’


‘One of the new neighbours is throwing a party for Mum tomorrow. Wants to know if we can go.’


Matt rolls his eyes.


‘All right, I’ll go on my own.’


‘I didn’t say I wouldn’t.’


‘See how you feel tomorrow.’


‘You don’t live there, you live here.’ And then he adds, ‘Allegedly.’


I say nothing as I hear the schlopp of the cork exiting the bottle neck. Matt comes in with the new bottle and bangs into a plastic storage box near the doorway. Hacked off, he then kicks the box.


‘Don’t do that.’


‘Well, if we could keep stuff in the loft like normal people,’ he moans.


‘Not now, Matthew.’


‘Well, it’s a waste of bloody good space.’


‘Please.’


‘I’m gonna put everything up there one of these days, it’s ridiculous.’


I decide not to argue with him, hoping soon he’ll stop.


‘Why do you have a phobia of lofts?’


I shrug. Although of course I know full well why.


Matt flops down beside me on the couch.


‘So what did she say about the ticket?’


‘Not much.’


‘She can’t remember it?’ Matt asks, pouring himself a new glass and not bothering to top me up.


‘She’ll be giving herself a hard time about that.’


‘X Factor?’ he says, and although it’s a question it’s also a statement of intent.


Halfway through the first song I see that Matt has fallen asleep. A flush of longing washes over me; he looks like a dormouse, lying on his back, softly clenched fists lying on his chest, mouth open. He looks so adorable when he’s like that. The desire to wake him is strong.


Come on, it’s the girl group next. You like them.


And then I think of the long hours he’s worked this week in the restaurant. This is his first day off since a week last Friday. But then I see the bottle of wine on the coffee table.


I am twenty-one and have a coffee table. I am twenty-one and I’m so boring my boyfriend has to drink to feel some excitement, feel something.


I am twenty-one, and maybe my boyfriend drinks so much so that he doesn’t have to have sex with me. That is possible.


And then I’m flushed with another sensation. Panic. Mum’s words echo in my ears.


You’re not forty-one.


And I wonder if I’m wasting my life away with the wrong man.


I go outside. The pitch-black sky feels thick like velvet. The odd stars scattered across it glint like halogens peeping through. Something about the whole thing feels man-made, unreal. And then I see the three brightest, Orion’s Belt. And I remember that night. A panic rises in my chest. It always does. I swallow big breaths of the cold night air. And hurry back inside.


Matty is still asleep. Snoring now.


I put a DVD on to cheer myself up. It’s the 1993 Wimbledon Men’s final, the year I was born. Sampras beat Courier 7–6, 7–6, 3–6, 6–3. I know the match inside out. My favourite bit is the third set when I always still get nervous that Sampras is going to lose everything. And then he pulls it back just when you think he’s going to succumb.


I look over at Matt and think, Yes. I will claw this back.


But I don’t really know what I mean.


I twiddle the chain I wear round my neck. I always do that when I’m worried. It’s my little comfort blanket. It’s the chain Mum gave me on the millennium. She gave us all one. It’s not the most attractive thing in the world. But I’m used to it now.


Is that how Matty feels about me?


I return to the hypnotic game and suddenly I am anaesthetized.


The panic has gone.


I position myself on the floor. I lie there, head crooked up against the edge of the sofa. Knees tucked up, toes touching the coffee-table legs. It reminds me of when I went with my dad once to pick Mum up from somewhere. I can’t remember what she’d have been doing, but I hid in the back of the car, in the hatchback bit where she usually put the shopping. I enjoyed the sensation of lying down and looking up, of seeing the sky and the streetlamps, and then keeping quiet as Dad made out to Mum he’d come on his own. Then halfway home I’d jump up and shout surprise and Mum’d jump out of her skin, then laugh her head off. I must have done this many times as a child, and every time I would think I was so clever. I took to lying in odd places around the house, waiting to surprise Mum, Dad or Cally. Once I hid myself in the pullout larder in the kitchen. Eventually Mum came to get some herbs out and, of course, jumped out of her skin.


Some days I feel like Dad’s just hiding. And he’s going to jump out at any moment and shout SURPRISE!


He’s not done it yet.




Natalie


It’s a sign. I know it’s a sign. A left luggage ticket? Found so long after he’s gone missing? It has to be a sign!


I am standing in the through lounge of 7 Dominic Close with a smattering of neighbours, a glass of orange juice in my hand, watching Harmony and her identical twin Melody kneeling on the floor singing ‘Jar of Hearts’ in two-part harmony. I say identical. Melody looks like how Harmony would if she didn’t have an eating disorder. In terms of entertainment it’s not exactly the seven gates of hell, but it comes pretty close. My best mate Lucy is standing next to me and I feel her pinching my arm, tight, which is good as I am trying my hardest not to laugh. The convulsions beside me tell me she’s wetting herself as well, but covering valiantly. The ‘girls’, as they call themselves, are staring straight ahead and one of them, not sure if it’s Melody or Harmony, their names confuse me, puts a finger near her ear and presses hard like I’ve seen pop stars do when they’re in the studio.


All the time. All the time I look for signs that he’s alive. Or dead. This has to be a sign. This is a part of him we knew nothing about. It should have been discovered ages ago but it wasn’t. This . . . is a game-changer.


A harassed-looking woman shuffles over. She has straggly hair and a baby in a papoose swaddled around her chest. She snaps me out of my reverie.


‘Bet you’re wishing you’d never moved now,’ she whispers, and I like her immediately. I wink at her. ‘Tamsin. Number three. And this is Phoebe.’


I do what you’re meant to do when meeting someone who can’t answer back but to gurgle, and take one of her tiny fingers and gently shake it.


‘Aww, like her from Friends. The mad one,’ I smile. Tamsin looks confused.


‘The sitcom? Years ago?’ I take a sip of my orange.


She nods, looking rather unnerved. Just then the twins’ mum coos over, ‘Ladies? Voices down please!’


‘Sorry,’ I say.


‘Don’t encourage her,’ Tamsin whispers.


As the song ends and the applause ripples round the room I am about to introduce Tamsin to Lucy when Betty Caligary bounds over, seemingly from nowhere. She speaks out of the side of her mouth today, hoping that half the room won’t hear.


‘Have you seen the size of her now? Skinny Malinx? She’ll be back in the psychiatric ward soon being force-fed through a tube. Are you settling in OK there, Natalie?’


She’s Scottish. How did I not notice this last time?


‘Er, yes thanks, Betty. Still unpacking.’


‘Aye well, there’s no rush, is there. How was the cake?’


‘Absolutely gorgeous. So moist.’


‘That’ll be the yoghurt. My secret ingredient.’


‘Sorry I’ve not returned your Tupperware.’


‘Och, there’s no rush. No rush at all.’


‘Betty, this is my friend Lucy. And Lucy, this is Tamsin.’


They say hello. Lucy even shakes their hands. I see them staring at Lucy’s Senegalese Twists as if she’s dared to come to the party with a stuffed cat on her head. I, however, feel proud to have this beautiful woman as my friend.


‘Hope you didn’t mind me coming, I popped by to see the new place and . . .’


‘Oh, you’re English.’ Betty sounds relieved. I see Lucy’s right eyebrow arc up.


Racist cow!


‘Anyway, it’s not my party,’ Betty says curtly, then zooms in on me. ‘So. Still no news, then?’


Bloody hell. Talk about direct.


‘About . . . ?’


‘Your husband.’


I feel like shouting, Yes. We found him this morning. He’s waiting at home to explain where he’s been but I thought coming to a neighbour’s buffet was more important.


‘No.’


But just you wait. We have found a massive SIGN.


‘You poor wee thing. My heart bleeds for you. Were you not getting on?’ Without waiting for a response, she turns to Tamsin. ‘You’ve had depression, haven’t you, Tamsin?’ Then, quickly, she looks to Lucy. ‘Shocking disease. The silent killer. They say the true sign of clinical depression is . . .’ and then her eyes flit like she’s forgotten. ‘Something like, if you see a ten-pound note on the lawn. If you’re depressed, you won’t go and pick it up.’


‘I thought that was flu,’ says Tamsin.


‘No, it’s depression. Psychosis is if it’s a twenty. Is that your husband smoking in the garden?’


That was directed at Lucy. She nods. ‘Yes. Horrible habit.’


‘Horrible garden. Have you seen the state of her clematis?’ agrees Betty. ‘And there’s your son, Natalie. Is his partner not here?’


We look into the back garden and see Owen chatting with Dylan. How does she know Owen has a . . . oh yes, she Googled us.


‘No, he’s working,’ I lie.


‘Such a shame,’ Betty says dreamily.


‘Sorry?’ I can’t help myself sometimes. I should know better. ‘Shame he’s working?’
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