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  For my family




  Prologue

  Manchester, England, 2006

  Sometimes life takes the best and worst it has to offer and throws the whole lot at you on the same day.

  This probably isn’t an uncommon conclusion to reach during childbirth, but in my case, it wasn’t the usual cocktail of pain and joy that led me to it. It was that, although I was finally about to meet the tiny human who’d shared my body for nine months, those eight agonising hours were also spent trying to reach his father on my mobile – to drag him away from whatever bar, club or other woman he was in.

  ‘Did you remember to bring your notes, Jessica?’ the midwife asked after I’d arrived at the hospital alone.

  ‘I’ve got my notes. It’s my boyfriend I’ve mislaid,’ I said, through an apologetic smile. She glanced up at me from under her eyelashes as I leaned on the reception desk of the delivery suite, waiting for the searing pain in my belly to pass.

  ‘I’m sure he’ll be on his way soon.’ Sweat gathered on the back of my neck. ‘I’ve left him a couple of messages.’ Twelve, to be exact. ‘He’s at a work event. He probably can’t get a signal.’

  At this stage, part of me was still hoping this was true. I always was determined to see the good in Adam, even in the face of clear evidence to the contrary.

  ‘We never used to have men here,’ she reminded me. ‘So if we need to do it without Dad, we’ll be just fine.’ Dad. I couldn’t deny the biological facts, but the title sounded wrong when it was applied to Adam.

  The midwife looked reassuringly matronly, with stout legs, a bosom you could stand a potted plant on and the kind of hair that had been in foam curlers overnight. The name on her badge was Mary. I’d known Mary for about three minutes and I already liked her, which was good given that she was about to examine my cervix.

  ‘Come on, lovely; let’s get you to a room.’

  I went to pick up the overnight bag that the taxi driver had helped me with, but she swooped in and took the handle, staggering under its weight.

  ‘How long are you hoping to stay?’ she hooted and I did my best to laugh until I realised another contraction was on its way. I stood in mute agony, screwing up my eyes but determined not to be the woman who terrified everyone else by screaming the place down.

  When the pain subsided, I slowly followed Mary down the over-lit corridor, pulling out my phone to check again for messages. There were a dozen texts from my mum and Becky, my closest friend, but still none from Adam.

  It wasn’t meant to be happening like this.

  I didn’t want to be on my own.

  No matter how worried I’d been about our relationship in recent months, right then I’d have done anything to have him with me, holding my hand and telling me everything was going to be all right.

  I’d discovered I was pregnant the day after my twenty-second birthday. Even though it wasn’t planned, I’d convinced myself in the nine months that followed that I’d be a confident mum. That suddenly felt like a fragile bravado.

  ‘All right, dear?’ Mary asked as we arrived at the door of the labour room.

  I nodded silently, despite the real truth: even in her capable hands, I felt alone, terrified and certain that this feeling would continue until Adam arrived to do his brow-patting, hand-clutching duty.

  The room was small and functional, with thin patterned curtains that gave it the air of a dated Travelodge. The sky outside was the colour of treacle, black and impenetrable, a pearlescent moon reclining into the shadows.

  ‘Hop on,’ said Mary, patting the bed.

  I followed her directions to lie back and open my legs. She then coolly declared, ‘Going in,’ before manoeuvring her hand up my unmentionables as my eyes popped and I lost the ability to breathe.

  ‘Four centimetres dilated.’ She straightened up, smiled and snapped off her latex glove as the contraction started building. ‘You’re in labour, Jessica.’

  ‘Exciting,’ I replied, too polite to mention that this didn’t feel like a revelation; I’d already christened my kitchen floor with amniotic fluid hours earlier.

  ‘The best thing to do is get on the birthing ball and let gravity help us out. I’m going to check on the lady next door, but don’t hesitate to use your call button. Is there anyone else who could join you? A friend? Or your mother?’

  Becky didn’t live far, but Mum was always the only choice, as humiliating as it had been to call and explain that Adam was AWOL.

  ‘I’ve got my mum on standby. If I haven’t heard from my boyfriend by two a.m., she’s going to drive over.’

  ‘Excellent,’ she said, before leaving me alone with my half-formed space hopper, an iPod full of Jack Johnson songs and a gas and air machine that I’d forgotten to ask how to use.

  I called Mum on the dot of two. She arrived at six minutes past, in slim-legged jeans and a soft linen blouse, the whisper of Estée Lauder Beautiful clinging to her neck. She was carrying a massive gym bag, which contained her last-minute ‘birthing kit’. This consisted of a compact video camera, a goose down pillow, a tube of toothpaste, a copy of Woman & Home, some Neal’s Yard hand cream, a bunch of grapes, two large Tupperware boxes containing a selection of recently baked cakes, some pink towels and – I kid you not – a cuddly toy.

  ‘How are you?’ she asked anxiously, dragging up a chair as she tucked a wisp of short, blonde hair behind her ear. She wore the softest hint of make-up; she had good skin so never needed much, and her brilliant blue eyes were luminous.

  ‘Okay. How are you?’

  ‘I’m great. Over the moon to be here, in fact.’

  Her foot was tapping against the bed as she spoke, the metallic sound clanking through the room. Mum always kept her head in a crisis, but I’d noticed her nervous tics lately; that night her leg had a life of its own.

  ‘It can’t have taken you six minutes to drive from home?’ I said, trying a suck of the gas and air for the first time, before coughing as it caught at the back of my throat.

  ‘I’ve been in the car park since midnight. I didn’t want to get stuck in traffic.’

  ‘If only Adam had been so thoughtful,’ I muttered.

  Her smile faltered. ‘Have you tried texting him again?’

  I nodded and attempted to hide how upset I was. ‘Yes, but clearly, something was more important than being here.’

  She reached over and squeezed my fingers. She wasn’t used to hearing me sound resentful. I hardly ever got really angry with anyone or anything, with the possible exception of our crappy broadband connection.

  But you wouldn’t have known it that night.

  ‘I hate him.’ I sniffed.

  She shook her head as the pads of her fingertips stroked my knuckles. ‘No you don’t.’

  ‘Mum, you don’t know the half of what’s been going on lately.’ I dreaded filling her in, because that would’ve burst the bubble, the idea that my family life with Adam could ever compare with the one she and Dad had given me. I looked back on my childhood as largely blessed – secure and happy, even accounting for some difficult periods that were by now all in the past.

  She exhaled. ‘Okay. Well, don’t get yourself worked up about that now. You’re never going to get this moment back. Are you hungry?’ She opened up one of the Tupperware boxes.

  I managed to smile. ‘Are you serious?’

  ‘No?’ she said, surprised. ‘I was starving when I had you. I got through half a lemon drizzle cake before my waters had even gone.’

  My mum was a brilliant birth partner. She made me smile between contractions, kept me calm until everything felt so out of control that I couldn’t stop myself from screaming.

  ‘Why haven’t they given you something for the pain?’ she said under her breath.

  ‘I told them I didn’t want an epidural. I did a natural birth plan. And . . . I’ve done yoga.’

  ‘Jess, you’re trying to push another human being out of your vagina, I think you need more than breathing exercises and a candle.’

  She turned out to be right. By the time I’d vomited for the umpteenth time I was in the grip of such incomprehensible agony that I’d have sucked on a crack pipe if it’d been available. A muted sun began to blur through the window and a different midwife – who’d probably introduced herself earlier, when my mind was on other things – stooped to examine me.

  ‘Sorry, my love, you’re too far along for an epidural. You can have a pethidine injection if you want, but this baby is going to be born very soon.’

  My legs started shaking uncontrollably, the pain catching my breath, robbing my ability to speak properly, or think rationally.

  ‘I just want Adam here. Mum . . . please.’

  She frantically fumbled with her phone to try and call his number. But she dropped the handset, cursing her clumsiness as she scrambled on the floor, chasing it around like a bar of soap in the bath.

  Events after that are vague because I wasn’t concentrating on phone calls or the needle in my thigh; I was delirious with the terrible and miraculous force of my own body.

  It was about a minute and three pushes after the pethidine was administered that my baby made his entrance into the world.

  He was a thing of wonder, my boy, with chubby limbs and a perplexed expression as he blinked his eyes and unscrunched his little face when the midwife placed him in my arms.

  ‘Oh my God,’ gasped Mum. ‘He’s . . .’

  ‘Gorgeous,’ I whispered.

  ‘Massive,’ she replied.

  I’d always thought of newborn babies as delicate and helpless, but William was a 9lb 4oz bruiser. And he didn’t cry, not in those first moments, he just curled into the warm curve of my breast and made everything all right.

  Well, almost everything.

  As I pressed my lips against his forehead and breathed in his sweet, new scent, the door crashed open. There was Adam, entirely disproving the theory that it’s better late than never.

  I don’t know what was more overpowering as he approached us, the smell of another woman’s perfume, or the bitter reek of stale booze. He was still wearing last night’s clothes. He’d failed in an attempt to wipe the lipstick off his neck, leaving a violent, slut-pink smudge that started by his ear and ended on his shirt.

  I suddenly didn’t want him anywhere near me or our baby – no amount of antibacterial hand gel would’ve changed the fact that he was a complete mess. In more ways than one. I wondered desolately how long ago I’d come to that conclusion.

  ‘Can I . . . can I hold her?’ he said, extending his arms.

  Mum winced as I drew a sharp breath. ‘It’s a boy, Adam.’

  He looked up, surprised, and withdrew his arms. He sat looking at us, apparently unable to say anything, let alone the right thing.

  ‘You missed it,’ I said, brushing away the sting of new tears. ‘I can’t believe you missed it, Adam.’

  ‘Jess, listen . . . I can explain.’




  Chapter 1

  Ten years later, summer 2016

  I don’t know when I became so bad at packing. I was good at it once, in the days when I had the time and headspace to stock up on inflatable travel pillows and mini toiletries. It’s not volume that’s lacking; my old Citroën is bursting. But I have an unshakeable feeling that I’ve forgotten something, or several somethings.

  The problem lies in the fact that I didn’t make a list. Women of my generation are led to believe that lists are the solution to everything, even if the world around them is falling apart. Right now, I’m beyond lists – there comes a point where there’s so much to do that stopping for something as indulgent as list-making feels like pure folly. Besides, if I’ve forgotten anything I can just buy it when we get there – we’re only going to rural France, not the Amazon basin.

  If my packing has been haphazard, I’m not sure what you’d call William’s. The contents of his bag largely involve Haribos found under his bed after a recent sleepover, books with names like Venomous Snakes of the World, several water pistols and a selection of heavily spiced toiletries.

  He’s only recently begun taking an interest in the latter after his friend Cameron decided turning ten was the time to start wearing deodorant to school. I had to gently point out to my son that walking round in a mushroom cloud of Lynx Africa wouldn’t get him very far in France without any actual trousers.

  I jump into the driver’s seat, turn the key and experience the usual flicker of surprise when the engine starts. ‘Are you sure you’ve got everything?’ I ask.

  ‘Think so.’ The flare of excitement on his face makes my heart twist a little. He’s been like this ever since I told him we’d be spending the summer with his dad. I lean over to give him a quick kiss on the side of his head. He tolerates it, but the days of him flinging his arms round me to declare, ‘You’re the best mum I’ve ever had’ are long gone.

  William is tall for his age, gangly almost, despite an enormous appetite and the recent obsession he’s developed with Domino’s. He got his height from his father, as well as those liquid brown eyes, skin that tans easily and dark hair that curls at the nape of his neck.

  As I’m five foot four, it won’t be long before he towers above me, at which point he’ll probably look even less like he belongs to me. My skin is pale, freckled and prone to turning pink in the slightest heat. The blonde hair that skims my shoulders doesn’t curl like my son’s, but it’s not straight either; it has a kink that used to annoy me in the days when that was all I had to worry about.

  ‘Who’s going to look after the house while we’re away?’ he asks.

  ‘It doesn’t really need looking after, sweetheart. Just someone to pick up the post.’

  ‘What if someone burgles it?’

  ‘They won’t.’

  ‘How do you know?’ he asks.

  ‘If anyone was going to break in to a house on this street ours would be the last one they’d choose.’

  I bought our tiny terrace in south Manchester thanks to a financial leg-up from my dad shortly after I’d had William and – fortuitously – before the neighbourhood became trendy.

  I’ve never joined in the ironic bingo nights in the falafel bar at the end of the road and must’ve only bought one quinoa-laced sourdough since the artisan bakery opened. But I’m all for these kind of places, as they’ve made house prices soar.

  It does mean, however, that I am probably the only thirty-three-year-old single parent on a salary like mine who lives round here. I teach creative writing at our local sixth-form college, which has always offered more in the way of job satisfaction than in financial rewards.

  ‘Jake Milton was burgled,’ William tells me sombrely as we turn down the street. ‘They took all his mum’s jewellery, his dad’s car and Jake’s Xbox.’

  ‘Really? That’s awful.’

  ‘I know. He’d got to the final level on Garden Warfare,’ he sighs, shaking his head. ‘He’ll just never get that back.’

  It will take four or five hours to reach the south coast to catch our ferry, but we’re leaving early to make a stop-off, not far from our house.

  We arrive at Willow Bank Lodge ten minutes later and pull into the small car park at the front. The building looks like an oversized Lego house from outside, with uniform mud-brown bricks and a grey tiled roof. But then, nobody chooses a care home for the architecture.

  I key in the code for the two doors and sign us in as we’re hit by the smell of over-roasted meat and mushy vegetables. Inside, the place is clean, bright and well-maintained, even if its interior designer must’ve been colour blind. The swirly wallpaper is a thick avocado green, the floor covered in patterned navy and red carpet tiles, and the skirting boards tinted with a marmalade varnish that someone misguidedly must’ve thought looked like natural wood.

  The sounds of lunchtime drift out from beyond a set of double doors and the television area, so we head in that direction, instead of turning down the corridor towards Mum’s room.

  ‘Are you all right there, Arthur?’ I ask gently, as one of the long-term residents wanders out of the bathroom with an expression like he’s just stepped into Narnia. He straightens his back defensively. ‘I’m looking for my pans. Have you taken my pans?’

  ‘Not us, Arthur. Why don’t you come and try the dining room?’ I’m about to rescue him before he steps into the broom cupboard, when the double doors open and one of the nursing staff, Raheem, appears to offer him a reassuring arm and guide him away.

  ‘Hiya,’ says William. In his mid-twenties and of Somalian descent, Raheem also owns an Xbox, so they always have plenty to discuss.

  ‘Hey, William. Your grandma’s about to have lunch. There might be some pineapple turnover left if you fancy it?’

  ‘Yeah okay.’ My son never declines an offer of food, unless it’s something I’ve gone to enormous effort to make, when he invariably looks at it like I’ve presented him with a plate of steaming industrial waste.

  As Arthur shuffles through the door, followed by Raheem, the figure of a man appears in their place. The skin around his temples is etched with years of spiralling pressure, which has surely had a more potent effect on his health than the fact that he’s a reformed alcoholic.

  ‘Granddad!’ William’s face erupts into a smile and my dad’s pale grey eyes sparkle into life.




  Chapter 2

  It’s one of the small miracles of my world that, even in the face of unimaginable strain, every bit of my dad smiles when his grandson is around. ‘Are you all set, William?’

  ‘Yep. Packed and on our way, Granddad.’

  Dad ruffles his thick, curly hair and steps back to examine him. ‘I could’ve taken you for a cut before you left.’

  ‘But I like it long.’

  ‘You look like a burst cushion.’ William chuckles, even though he’s heard this quip more times than he could count.

  ‘How many minutes in four and a half hours?’ Dad challenges him.

  ‘Hmm. Two hundred and . . . seventy.’

  ‘Good lad.’ He pulls him in briefly for a hug.

  That my son is on a Gifted and Talented register for maths is not something for which I can take credit. Arithmetic is definitely not my forte and the only figures at which Adam excels are the hourglass variety.

  But then my dad, an accountant, was always more of a father to William than Adam ever was. My parents’ semi is only ten minutes away from where we live and it was a second home to William before he started school, the place he’d puzzle over jigsaws with my dad and bake fairy cakes with Mum.

  Even later on, it was Dad who’d wait at the school gates and take William back to their place to supervise homework or ferry him to karate club, while I finished up at work.

  Everything’s changed in the last couple of years.

  My mum is no longer the grandma she once was, someone who, seven or eight years ago would be the first in line to shoot down the big, wavy slide in our local soft-play centre, with William on her knee. She was never concerned about looking like a big kid; she just kicked off her shoes and got stuck in, as William shrieked with delight and other women her age – who hadn’t had the diagnosis she’d already had by then – remained at the sidelines, sipping their lattes.

  ‘Let me give you something to spend,’ Dad says, rooting in his trouser pocket.

  ‘You don’t need to do that,’ William murmurs unconvincingly as my father thrusts a twenty pound note in his hand.

  ‘Buy yourself a comic on the ferry.’

  ‘Could I get some Coke?’

  ‘Of course,’ Dad replies, before I can say definitely not.

  ‘Thanks, Granddad. I really appreciate it.’ William skips into the dining room to find his grandma, while I hold back to talk to Dad.

  ‘You should’ve gone straight off for your ferry, love,’ he tells me. ‘You didn’t need to stop here on the way.’

  ‘Of course I did. I wanted to give Mum lunch before I go.’

  ‘I’ll do that. I was only popping out to buy a paper.’

  ‘No, I’d like to do it, if you don’t mind.’

  He nods, inhaling slowly. ‘Well, listen. Try and relax in France. You need a holiday.’

  I smile dubiously. ‘Is that what you’re calling it?’

  ‘You’ll enjoy it if you let yourself. And make sure you do. For your mum’s sake, if it makes you feel any better. She really wants this, you know.’

  ‘I still think it’s too long to be away.’

  ‘We’ve lived with this for a decade, Jess. Absolutely nothing is going to happen in five weeks.’

  Mum is on the far side of the dining room, next to the open patio window, with William sitting next to her, chatting away. It’s the plum spot at this time of day, when the sun is high and she can feel a cool summer breeze against her skin.

  She is in her wheelchair, wearing the turquoise dress I bought her from Boden a few months ago, and in a position you could call sitting, although that implies keeping still.

  In reality, Mum is rarely still these days, although, thanks to her hefty medication, she no longer jerks as violently as she used to.

  Still, the drugs do not work miracles, as I am painfully aware.

  So she squirms and twists, her facial features and bony limbs contorting into improbable shapes. She is thin these days, joints protruding from her elbows and knees, her cheekbones so pronounced that I sometimes look at her and think her eyes seem too big for her face. Her hands are gnarled too, twisted beyond her years. She looked young for her age once. Now, you’d never know she was only fifty-three.

  ‘Hi Mum.’ I bend down to give her a hug, squeezing her a little longer than usual.

  When I pull back, I look at her drooping mouth to see if she can return the smile. It takes a long time for her to respond to me, but eventually she manages a disjointed: ‘Eh . . . sweetheart.’

  I can still understand Mum most of the time, though I’m one of the few who can. She only speaks in three or four word sentences and they’re always slurred, her voice hoarse and quiet.

  ‘I see you’ve managed to get the best spot. Everyone will be jealous.’

  A long interval follows, during which Mum visibly searches for words. ‘Bribed them,’ she says eventually and I laugh.

  A new member of staff appears and places Mum’s lunch on the table, before unfolding a large plastic bib and tying it gently round her neck. I reach across to smooth it down, but her left arm continues to flick it upwards. It floats downwards momentarily, before flying off again.

  I consider picking up the baby spoon at the side of her plate, but decide to leave it in case Mum wants to have a go at feeding herself. She hardly ever does these days, though she was full of indignation when anything else was first suggested.

  It’s been nearly a year since she moved into Willow Bank Lodge. We all wanted her to stay at home for as long as she possibly could, but it became too difficult, even when Dad set up a bed for her downstairs. Dad still works, which kind of gets in the way of being a twenty-four-hour carer – though it had become obvious to everyone she was going to need more than only him, ideally in a place where just getting to the bath didn’t represent a life-threatening journey. And she’s never short of visitors here. In fact, she has a small circle of friends who’ve helped her through every dark moment of the last ten years. Her best friend Gemma comes every weekend, usually with a new audio book or a batch of the deformed cherry scones she calls her ‘signature dish’.

  ‘Excited?’ Mum asks William.

  ‘I can’t wait!’ he replies. ‘Dad’s planning loads for us, Grandma. We’re having the best cottage, aren’t we, Mum? We’re going kayaking and rock climbing and he’s going to let me help him do some DIY jobs.’

  I seriously worry about my mum’s expectations of this trip, which was all her idea. Not that I was surprised when she suggested it, adding rather dramatically that it was her ‘dying wish’. She openly admits this is a sure fire guarantee she’ll get her own way.

  After Adam and I split up, Mum was as furious with him as I was and understood why I wanted to keep him at arm’s length. But while she never had any aspirations about us getting back together again, she did assume, or at least hope, that William would have some kind of relationship with his father.

  Then Adam moved to France and it became apparent that that wasn’t going to happen.

  Adam is not a neglectful father, strictly speaking. He pays his maintenance on time, remembers William’s birthday and Skypes when he says he will. But our son is no more than a small piece in the jigsaw of Adam’s colourful life. They see each other twice or three times a year, if that. And I’m not even sure Adam would protest any longer at the accusation that he was uninterested.

  Mum has always had a bee in her bonnet, not only about this lack of contact, but about the fact that I’ve never said or done anything about it. I willingly let Adam drift away. If I’m honest I welcomed it. I had enough love for William for both of us.

  I’m fairly sure she never envisaged Adam and me sitting round the dinner table every Sunday for William’s sake, hating each other’s guts as we passed the gravy. But she banged on for years that he needs a ‘real’ relationship with his dad. Perhaps it’s because she was adopted, so never knew her own mother and father. Either way, these days Adam lives a luxurious lifestyle in the Dordogne, while we live in a two-up two-down terrace in Manchester, and the fact that there’s a fancy bread shop on the corner of the road doesn’t bring our circumstances any closer. Still, I hear what she’s saying. I don’t agree, but I hear it. And, every time I look at her these days and think about what she has to contend with, I’m reminded that I am hardly in a position to dig my heels in. So I emailed Adam and suggested we pay him a visit. I suspect he nearly keeled over in shock.

  Anyway, if I could at least get them, I don’t know, bonding, then I’d feel as though I’d achieved something that would give my mum a sliver of comfort. Plus, I’ve got back-up, at least for some of the time when we’re there. My friend Natasha is joining us for a few weeks, and Becky and her husband and kids will arrive soon after she does.

  ‘I . . . love France,’ Mum pipes up, as her eyes land falteringly on William. ‘Take pictures.’

  We had a handful of French holidays when I was a child. We stayed in a mobile home on the same campsite year after year – it was heaven, a new world of endlessly sunny days and breakfasts that involved pastry with actual chocolate inside.

  ‘Try a pedalo,’ Mum says. ‘Your mum . . . loved them.’

  I feel my throat tighten at the memory, of Mum and me pedalling round the lake at the edge of the campsite, giggling together in the sunshine.

  As William starts babbling on, something about a bunk bed, I have to look away to stop either of them seeing the film of liquid on my eyes. I swallow hard and remind myself that we’ll only be gone for a few weeks. It’ll do nobody any favours if I start crying now, no matter how much this is making my chest ache.

  I look down and realise Mum hasn’t touched the baby spoon. So I pick it up and tentatively scoop some of the mush, raising it to her mouth.

  ‘Silver service,’ she mumbles and I let out a snort.




  Chapter 3

  We begin our 825-mile, twenty-eight-hour journey in high spirits, singing along tunelessly to a playlist that includes everything from The Beatles to Avicii. We chat about what France was like when I was little – the soft, sandy beaches, the dreamy ice creams, how Mum taught me to master a mean game of Blackjack for Francs and Centimes.

  William plays on my iPad for a while, hunched over the screen until I become concerned he’ll get stuck like that and finally prise it off him. Instead, we put on the audiobook of Billionaire Boy by David Walliams and are soon laughing so much that my cheeks hurt. Then a particular storyline crops up involving a character who dates a Page Three girl. I’m not even sure he knows what one is. All I know is that I have a similar feeling to when he asked me to explain where babies came from earlier this year. I rushed out and bought a book addressing this and other related issues, suggesting he read it by himself, before asking me any questions. That way we’d avoid any embarrassment. ‘Why would I be embarrassed?’ he asked innocently, forcing me to try to sound cheerfully relaxed when reading out sentences like, ‘and that’s what some people call “wanking”.’

  By the time we get onto the ferry, William is feeling significantly less inclined to talk. His cheeks are pale as we park in the vaults of the ship and make our way upstairs by the window.

  ‘We’ll get a good view from here,’ I remark brightly, to which his response is: ‘I’m going to puke.’ He chucks up seven times over the course of the six-hour overnight trip – the one we’re supposed to be sleeping on – and emerges from the ferry looking like that child in The Exorcist. We stop at the first picnic area we encounter on French soil and wait for his nausea to pass, sipping water as we watch the stream of British families attempting to drive the wrong way at a roundabout.

  William sleeps for the rest of the journey, waking only for pee breaks as we speed along the motorway. This leaves me alone with my thoughts until we encounter the vivid colours of the Dordogne countryside, and we find ourselves brief visitors to dozens of sleepy hamlets, dotted with pots of fiery geraniums and creamy stone houses with shuttered windows.

  Despite the beauty of the landscape, I can’t stop dwelling on Mum, haunted by the same thoughts that have left me so anxious that – for the first time in my life – I started taking anti-depressants earlier this year. I’ve never thought of myself as the kind of person who’d need medicinal help for her mood. I’d always thought of myself as fun. The first to put on a silly hat at Christmas, or leap up and torture a song on karaoke, or join in one of William’s water pistol fights. The most I’d ever need to get over a bad day was an Almond Magnum, with an occasional Pinot Grigio chaser, while work appraisals highlighted my ‘boundless energy and popularity with the students’ – and I never even had to pay anyone to say that.

  But since Mum was admitted to Willow Bank, as great as I think the place is, there’s been a creeping change in me. Six months ago it went off the scale. Not that most people can tell. I put on a good show of being the same old Jess. But inside, things are different.

  What started out as an understandable level of worry took on a life of its own as Mum’s deterioration accelerated. Depression was the wrong word for it. It was a crushing anxiety, an inability to think about anything other than a future that seemed bleaker the harder life became for my poor mum.

  The pills have helped, even though I still don’t like the idea of being on them. And they haven’t changed the fundamental fact that kicked it all off: that my mum is in a home, slowly losing her grip on the person she is. And there’s not a thing anyone can do about it.




  Chapter 4

  As we’re surrounded by serried rows of walnut trees and swirls of lush foliage, our Sat Nav finally announces that we have reached our destination. Given that we’re miles from anywhere, our Sat Nav is very clearly talking crap.

  I root in the glove compartment for the map I’d hoped I wouldn’t have to use and, after several wrong turns, find my way to a junction pointing to Chateau de Roussignol. I crunch onto a sandy driveway, as the flutter of my heart makes me wonder for a moment whether I’m actually pleased at the idea of being on holiday. I suppose it is allowed, even if it does mean being around Adam.

  There was a point when I hated him but that’s not an emotion that comes naturally to me. I found it exhausting.

  So I’ve been the definition of civilised for a long time – smiling, for William’s sake, when he’d arrive to pick him up; exclaiming ‘how fantastic!’ when our son would return extolling the gastronomic virtues of the McDonald’s Happy Meal to which he’d been treated.

  Even if I did want to waste time and energy resenting Adam, I don’t have it in me with everything else going on. These days, I’m numb to him. I go along with the pretence that he’s in France because that’s where work has taken him, not because he never wanted to bother with anything as mundane as monogamy and fatherhood. My son stirs and sits up, rubbing his eyes as we are rewarded with our first glimpse of Chateau de Roussignol. I’ve only seen it in pictures, in every state of renovation, right from the beginning when it was a neglected wreck.

  That was in the days before William was old enough to talk, when Adam would email me intermittently, attaching pictures of the chateau. Everyone thought he was mad when he first bought it.

  You could tell there was a grand building somewhere beyond the thickets of overgrown bushes and unkempt gardens. But it had no electricity, mice under the floorboards, and a sanitation system from the dark ages. But Adam, for all his faults, was always single-minded enough to make it work.

  As the emails dropped into my inbox each month for two years, I got an insight I never asked for and never wanted into his new life: his hours of physical toil, his obsessive approach to planning, the ludicrously ambitious vision he had for the place. I worried endlessly about the financial risk he was taking and how it would affect his ability to contribute to the cost of raising William, without which we wouldn’t have survived in the early days.

  I read the emails with a mixture of intrigue, jealousy, anger and despair. But with hindsight I think his main motivation was merely an almost childlike need to prove that he was really making something of himself.

  When the chateau was nearing completion and our son was approaching his third birthday, it was apparent Adam had managed to pull it off.

  I refused to let myself be bitter, at least not about his success, which he’s worked hard for. Though I’ll admit I could never quite believe how quickly he started sleeping with someone else after our split, while I was adjusting to life with sore nipples, no sleep and the idea that a successful day meant brushing my teeth before three p.m.

  ‘Are we here?’ William asks, brightening. ‘Wow, it’s amazing, isn’t it?’

  ‘Sure is. Your dad’s done a great job.’

  The chateau is disarmingly beautiful, more of a French manor house than my idea of a castle, but with all of the grandeur and neo-classical glamour you could wish for.

  It’s three storeys high, with a silvery-grey roof that slopes towards the biscuit hues of its walls and huge windows, flanked by elaborate shutters painted the colour of seashells. Two old stone steps with an intricate wrought iron banister lead to an oversized arched doorway. A high, ivy-strewn balcony overlooks the gravelled driveway, flanked by feathered cypress trees. Pots of brightly-coloured flowers line the outside of the building.

  We bump along in silence, the scent of thyme and bellflowers hanging in the air. The only sound to be heard is the chirrup of nightingales and the soft rustle of the breeze.

  ‘I can’t wait to see Dad,’ William says. ‘Is he coming to meet us?’

  ‘He’s going to try. He told us to head to reception as soon as we arrived.’

  Adam swore that he would rush out and throw his arms round William the second we appeared, but I’m playing this down. Given that this is Adam we’re talking about – and that he hasn’t responded to the text I sent an hour ago when we stopped for petrol – I’m not prepared to risk it. I turn off the engine and open the door.

  ‘Let’s go and see if we can find him,’ I suggest, swinging my legs out of the car. ‘He won’t recognise you. You must’ve grown two inches since he last saw you.’

  We’ve only seen Adam in the flesh once since Christmas, when he was staying in London at his new girlfriend Elsa’s place. Like many of the women Adam has dated since me, Elsa is several years younger than he is and is positively breathless in his presence, at the mercy of a twinkly look from those brown eyes.

  Most of the time, I find it hard to remember feeling that way about him myself, but logic tells me I must have. Because we were together for more than three years, in love for at least some of that time, and managed to make a baby together, albeit by accident.

  That was before I realised that when Adam had said he never wanted to be a father, he’d really meant it.

  He was the first to admit he wasn’t cut out to be the kind of dad I had. My dad was far from perfect, but his love still shone through in every hour he spent playing with my doll’s house with me or, when I grew up, teaching me to drive. That kind of thing didn’t appeal to Adam, even after fatherhood had become not a lifestyle decision but an unavoidable reality.

  All of which is why I had to end our relationship. It was one of the hardest things I’ve ever done. But I had no choice.




  Chapter 5

  A heavy set of doors lead us into a cool reception hall tiled in weathered stone.

  We approach a long, ancient-looking desk upon which sits a glass bowl of billowing, heavily scented white blooms and a snowy blotting pad. The chair behind it is empty, which William takes as his cue to ping the silver bell several times.

  We’re greeted by a young woman wearing a short black skirt, semi-sheer white blouse and ballet pumps. She has plump, dewy skin, gleaming teeth and long, blonde hair scraped back like the tail on a dressage pony.

  ‘Can I help you?’ She’s English, with a high, confident voice that suggests privilege and breeding. I’d put her in her mid-twenties. She’s not skinny by any means but not a bit of her wobbles, except the bits that are meant to. They wobble quite a bit.

  ‘We’re booked into one of the cottages. The name’s Pendleton. Jessica.’

  Her face breaks into the sort of smile you’d expect on hearing the news that there are no calories in Easter eggs. ‘Jess! I’m Simone.’

  She puts down her pen, marches round the desk, and throws her arms round me. This strikes me as quite an approach to customer service, particularly given that I’m getting this holiday for free.

  ‘And you must be William!’

  William shuffles in his spot. ‘Yes.’

  She keeps grinning. ‘You really look like your dad.’

  He looks pleased. ‘Oh.’

  ‘Honestly, you’re the spitting image. Just gorgeous.’ William’s cheeks are now crimson. ‘Well, I’m over the moon to meet you both. And William, I’m sure I’ll get to know you better because I’ve managed to persuade Adam that we should start some children’s activities this summer and I’ll be organising them.’

  William grins again. In fact, you could put a pencil in the dimples in his cheeks and it’d stay put. ‘If you like football, you’re in the right place. Would you like me to sign you up?’

  William is the only child in his class, and probably the entire eighty-nine-year history of the school, who is not even vaguely interested in the game. The closest he’s ever come to sporting achievement is joining the school bridge team.

  ‘Um . . . yes,’ he replies. I do a double take.

  ‘What team do you support?’

  He swallows. ‘Manchester.’

  ‘City or United?’ she asks.

  ‘Um . . . both.’

  She giggles and so does he. She returns to the back of the desk and clicks on her computer. ‘Right, let’s get you checked in to your cottage.’ As luxurious as the chateau is, I’m glad not to be staying there, where I know Adam has his office. It feels too close for comfort.

  ‘There’s a third person booked in with you too, is that right?’

  ‘That’s my friend Natasha, but she’s not joining us for another week or so.’

  ‘Ah, of course. Well, the rooms are all ready. I can take you over there now.’

  She disappears into an office to grab a key, then tells us to follow her outside, back into incandescent sunshine. There, she leaps into a golf cart as William and I slip into my car to follow her.

  ‘Well, she was friendly, wasn’t she?’ I say.

  ‘Yes and she smelled lovely,’ William replies enthusiastically, to which I can’t think of an appropriate answer.

  The road snakes around the chateau to a beautiful pool, dotted with sunflower yellow loungers and matching parasols. There are a handful of young families there, toddlers in Breton stripe surf suits and kids who look William’s age, splashing in the deep end.

  It is overlooked by a terraced bar area, with a handful of tables and chairs, shaded by a canopy of climbing honeysuckle in full, scented bloom. On the far side, I can see a tennis court, a sports pitch and Crayola-coloured play area, all flanked by well-kept gardens and romantic beds of rambling roses and daisies.

  I spot a sign-post to ‘Les Ecuries’ – The Stables – as I follow Simone’s cart towards a wooded area. The temperature drops in the shade of the trees and after a short drive, we reach a small car park next to a clutch of stone buildings. Each cottage has pale blue shutters and individual patios full of white geraniums, which are arranged around an attractive courtyard.

  ‘It’s gorgeous,’ I tell Simone as we head to the door right at the end. ‘How many cottages are there?’

  ‘Twenty-one. Some of them are two bedroom, others three. They’re not all in the stable block though – the old servants’ quarters on the other side of the grounds have been renovated too.’ She leans in and whispers: ‘These are the nicest though. And they’re only a few minutes’ walk to the chateau if you take the path through the woods.’

  She slides a cast-iron key into a heavy, wooden door and pushes it open. Inside, the cottage is simple and rustic, with a pale, tiled floor throughout and an open plan living room and kitchen. The dominant feature is a big, old-fashioned fireplace in front of which two small blue sofas are arranged. There’s a big dining table and a functional but sweet-looking kitchen, with a deep, ceramic sink, cast iron pots hanging on the wall and worktops made of thick slabs of oak. The bedrooms are whitewashed and beamed, with pretty patterned bedspreads and enamel vases.

  ‘It’s lovely. Thank you,’ I say as William lays claim to his bedroom.

  ‘Adam will be so glad you like it,’ she replies.

  ‘So . . . where is he?’

  ‘Oh! I was meant to say: he had something on this afternoon,’ she replies vaguely. ‘He wanted to be here when you arrived, but it was unavoidable.’ I bite the inside of my mouth and nod politely. Somehow, it always is.




  Chapter 6

  ‘This car isn’t going to unpack itself,’ I say to William, after Simone has gone. ‘If I drive it to the door, will you help me?’

  ‘Just let me finish this,’ he murmurs, his forehead poised three inches from the iPad.

  ‘What are you watching?’ I ask, peering over his shoulder.

  ‘The Woman in Black.’

  ‘When did you download that? Surely that’s too scary for you?’

  ‘Mum, it’s only a 12A,’ he sighs.

  ‘Is it?’

  ‘Yes.’

  Age ten is a strange milestone. William is very much a child, but showing alarming glimmers of his future as a teenager. On the one hand, I’ve explained the facts of life to him. On the other, he still goes along with the idea of Santa (though I’m pretty sure he’s humouring me).

  ‘Just don’t come running to me when you get nightmares,’ I tell him.

  ‘Mum. I’m not going to have nightmares.’

  ‘One minute, okay? Then I need you.’ He doesn’t answer. ‘William?’

  ‘Yep. No problem.’

  I head outside, feeling mildly dizzy from heat and tiredness as I pull the car up next to the cottage, then jump out and open the boot. I gaze inside, wondering how I managed to get all that stuff in there. I’m not even sure how legal it is to have this much clogging up the back windscreen. I gently click the lock and, quickly realising my error, throw my body against it in order to prevent the whole lot from falling out. As sweat beads on my brow, I tentatively begin to pull out the contents, until I’m surrounded by detritus and aware that I’ve still got a picnic basket, twelve paperbacks and my four pound dumbbells to go.

  ‘William?’ I call out, not entirely expecting him to rush to my aid. ‘WILLIAAAM?’

  ‘I’d recognise those dulcet tones anywhere.’

  I spin around and feel my neck prickle at the sight of Adam walking towards me. ‘Oh. Hello,’ I mumble.

  ‘Let me help.’ He flings a bouquet of pretty blue flowers on the patio table, followed by a brown paper bag.

  ‘I’m fine, honestly,’ I insist, but he dives in anyway and takes the strain.

  ‘I’ll hold it, you pull out some stuff and we’ll see if we can manage this without a fork lift.’

  By the time we have an enormous pile on the ground and there’s no longer a danger of anything tumbling out, I register the turned-up corner of Adam’s mouth.

  ‘Have you brought everything you own?’ He picks up one of my mini dumbbells and starts pumping it. They’re the only thing between me and bingo wings, but I’m not going to explain that so I simply snatch it out of his hand.

  ‘There’s not that much. It’s deceptive because my car is really small. And there are two of us – for five weeks. We needed stuff.’

  He lifts up William’s popcorn maker. ‘Is this for emergencies?’

  ‘That isn’t mine.’

  You only have to look at him to see that Adam eats the kind of fresh, ripe food that makes your eyes gleam, enjoys a good red wine, gets lots of exercise and likes the warmth of the sun on his skin. It takes only the faintest prompt for him to smile widely, and there are no signs of stress on his brow. His dark hair is half an inch longer than in the days when he had an office job and now curls loosely onto his tanned forehead.

  ‘You’re looking well,’ I say, politely.

  He seems slightly taken aback, before casting his eye over me. ‘You too, Jess.’ I turn away before he can see the heat in my cheeks.

  Adam peers into the boot and picks up the facts of life book. I’m baffled about how this ended up in the car; surely no ten-year-old needs to know any more detail about the sprouting of pubic hairs than he’s already read.

  ‘You should’ve told me if you needed anything explaining, Jess,’ Adam continues, flicking through it. ‘I’d have been happy to offer some insight.’

  ‘Ho ho.’

  He continues to flick. ‘I take it this is for William?’

  ‘Good guess.’

  He sighs. ‘It only feels like I was pushing him on the swings five minutes ago. Anyway, sorry I wasn’t here when you arrived. I was side-tracked.’

  I feel my jaw tighten but remind myself what I’m here for. ‘That’s okay. Thanks for putting us in such a nice cottage. I know they’re in demand in the summer.’

  ‘I’m glad you like it. Oh . . . I got him a couple of things.’ He walks to the table and picks up the paper bag, before returning and handing it to me. ‘Some sweets and a few tops.’

  I pull out a T-shirt. It’s so small it would be snug on a garden gnome.

  ‘That’s lovely. Have you kept the receipt, in case it doesn’t fit?’

  ‘Oh. Not sure.’ For a brief moment he looks so much like his twenty-one-year-old self, all contradictions and charisma.

  ‘Why don’t you go and surprise William so you can give them to him yourself?’ I suggest. ‘He’s in the bedroom.’

  A heartbeat passes before he nods and says, ‘I will.’ He goes to head to the door, then stops and picks up the bouquet from the table, before thrusting it towards me, straightening out the stems. I take it from him uncomfortably.

  ‘That’s very thoughtful of you. Thanks,’ I mutter, realising how unsettling it is when he tries to be nice to me. ‘Go on,’ I add, nodding to the cottage. ‘He’s dying to see you.’




  Chapter 7

  I’m not sure how I imagined my son’s reunion with his father as this trip approached. Given how excited William is and how long they’ve been apart, a bit of me pictured them in a field bounding towards each other in slow motion, like the stars of a bad 1970s perfume advert.

  In the event, the reality falls some way short, which I realise when I spot Adam creeping round the side of the stable block.

  ‘What are you doing?’ I ask, following him.

  ‘Shhhhh,’ he says, finger to his lips before he peeks through the bedroom window. ‘BOO!’

  ‘ARGGGHHHH! MUM!’

  I look through the window in time to see William crashing off the top bunk and onto the floorboards. I head to the front door as he scrambles out.

  ‘Something crept up on me through the window!’ he blathers, clearly convinced supernatural forces are at work.

  ‘William, calm down. It was your dad.’ Being an arse.

  His shoulders deflate as Adam appears from around the corner. ‘Oh, William. I’m sorry,’ he says, suppressing his amusement as our son stands in mute mortification.

  I nudge him. ‘Go and give your dad a hug.’

  He steps forward and Adam launches himself at him, grabbing his skinny torso and pulling him into his chest. ‘Hello you.’

  William looks up and blinks. ‘I didn’t realise it was you, Dad. I wasn’t actually scared though.’ You can still almost see his heart pounding out from his bony chest.

  ‘Don’t worry about it,’ Adam says, failing to realise that this was his cue to apologise. ‘So how was your journey? Your mum texted and said you were puking the whole way.’

  William scowls at me. ‘Not the whole way. Just a bit.’

  ‘Well, you’re here now. What do you think of the place?’

  ‘It’s brilliant,’ he says, suddenly animated. ‘I love the bunk bed. My friend Jack has got one.’

  ‘Lucky him.’

  Then they stand there awkwardly, three foot apart, and it becomes painfully obvious that this might be the singular thing they have in common to talk about all holiday.

  ‘So,’ Adam says, clapping his hands.

  ‘So,’ William repeats.

  ‘Glad to be off school?’

  ‘Definitely.’

  ‘You like school,’ I point out.

  ‘I know but I’d prefer to be here.’

  ‘Is maths still your favourite subject?’ Adam asks.

  William thinks for a moment. ‘Hmm. I think I like history better. We’ve been learning about Queen Victoria this term. It’s quite sad actually. When her husband Albert died she missed him so much that she had a plaster cast made of his hand so she could hold it.’ He doesn’t pause for breath. ‘And that’s not the only fascinating thing about the Victorians,’ William continues earnestly, before proceeding to give Adam a five-minute lecture covering everything from medical advances at the end of the nineteenth century to the subjugation of women.
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