







If Alison had known I was here, she wouldn’t have come back.

Catherine was glad for once that she had developed the talent of fading into the background. Even so, her heart was racing. She felt light-headed and hot, as if she had a fever. “It’s just a girl you once knew, a girl you fell out with over a boy,” she told herself. “It doesn’t matter. Why should it matter now?” But Alison hadn’t come back alone. She’d come back with two girls and a teenage son… and her husband.

Her husband. Catherine had never known what became of Alison and Marc.

Once again, her eyes swept the room, but this time she was looking for something different. The sight that stopped her heart was the back of a man’s head, dark hair cut short into the nape of his neck. She was looking at her living, breathing past.

And then, as if he sensed the touch of her gaze on his skin, slowly and uncertainly the man turned around and looked right at her and recognized her.
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For my daughter, Lily, who is my sunshine.


Another
Mother’s Life




One

Alison James found that her feet could not move.

“Good-bye fireplace, good-bye window, good-bye spider’s web, good-bye doorknob …” Alison listened to her five-year-old daughter’s litany of farewells and she knew that her husband would be in the car, his forefinger drumming against the steering wheel impatiently as he waited for her and Amy to come out and join the rest of the family on their trip to their new home, their new life. The moving van had left almost half an hour ago and Alison knew that Marc was horrified at the thought of his widescreen TV languishing on the damp front lawn while the movers waited for someone to let them in. What he didn’t know was that despite all that had happened here, for two of the family, at least, it was hard to say good-bye.

The horn sounded from outside, three long bursts that made Amy jump in her skin.

“Come on then, sweetheart,” Alison said, picking up her daughter’s hand. “It’s time to go to our new home, it will be very exciting, won’t it? A proper adventure.”

Amy looked up at her mummy.

“But I haven’t said good-bye stairs, good-bye loo, good-bye airing cupboard, good-bye …”

“How about you just say one big good-bye to the whole house?” Alison prompted, even though she would be perfectly happy to wait while Amy bid farewell to every brick and board. She knew exactly how her daughter felt about leaving their London home because she was just as reluctant to leave it, particularly considering where they were moving to. Everyone else thought they were starting afresh, beginning a new life and turning a clean page. Only Alison seemed to understand that they were traveling back into the past, specifically her past.

But the decision had been made and now it was impossible to turn back.

“Is Farmington nice, Mama?” Amy asked, closing her fingers tightly around Alison’s. Alison felt an echoing clench of anxiety in her gut.

“Yes, darling, it’s lovely. It’s the place where Mummy grew up, remember? And the town where Granny and Grandpa live is only a few miles away. When they get back from their trip we’ll see them all the time. Besides, Farmington has lots more room to play and not so much pollution. And the school will be great. You’ll love it. Just think of all the new friends you’ll make.”

Alison looked down at Amy’s small, quiet face. She could only guess at how terrifying this move must seem to the five-year-old.

What her husband didn’t seem to be able to understand was that going home was nearly as terrifying for her.

“Good-bye house,” Amy said on a heavy sigh. “Be happy with your new family.”

Then, finally, Alison forced her leaden feet to move and, leading Amy by the hand, she shut the door on her old life forever.

“Get a move on, love.” Marc leaned out of the car window. “I’d like to get us all in before dark!”

Once in the car, Alison looked in the rearview mirror. Fifteen-year-old Dominic was slumped in the very rear, his arms crossed, his woollen hat pulled down over his brows so his black hair fanned into his eyes, his beloved electric guitar in its case on the seat next to him. He was plugged into his iPod with his eyes closed, shutting the world out, displaying his disapproval at what was happening with a silent if not peaceful protest. Her middle child, eight-year-old Gemma, was staring happily out the window, her legs drumming in anticipation of a new adventure, a new world to conquer and hundreds of new friends to make—possibly the only one in the whole family who was truly looking toward the future.

Only Amy, who had the flats of her palms pressed against the car window, kept looking back. Only Amy was still saying her good-byes even as they turned the corner and their old street was out of sight for good. Only Amy, who brushed away a tear, then put her thumb in her mouth and clung to her toy for dear life, seemed aware of exactly what they had left behind.

Only Amy and Alison, that is.

“Come on Alison, it’s perfect, admit it.” Marc had pressed her only six weeks earlier when he’d come home and told her he thought they should put the house on the market because he’d found them the perfect place to move to.

Alison had half looked at the details of the new house he had thrust under her nose the minute after he’d walked in the door. That was Marc. He was an all-or-nothing kind of man; things had to be done right away or not at all, and this, it seemed, was one of them. He had made a mistake and now he was taking decisive action to fix it, decisive and drastic. The house in the photo was certainly much bigger than their current house, set in some grounds at the end of what looked like a long driveway.

“There’s no way we can afford a house like this near enough for you to be able to commute, and if you think that I’m going to be stuck out in the country while you’re in town all week, then …”

“That’s not it at all, Al,” he said. “I’ve been thinking and, well, the dealership in Notting Hill runs itself more or less, it’s established. There’s no challenge for me there anymore and I think we all need a change, a proper fresh start for all of us.” Alison looked at him and waited for the hard sell. Marc picked up her hand as he sat down next to her. “You need a change of scenery after everything that went on at Christmas, not to mention what’s been going on with Dom. That’s twice now he’s been brought home by a policeman, Alison. He’s been warned for riding in a stolen car. What will happen next? Will we find a knife in his school bag or have the next policeman turn up on our doorstep to tell us our son’s been shot for looking at some kid the wrong way? You don’t want that life for him, do you, Al? This is the perfect solution, and look at where the house is.”

Alison had stopped looking at her husband the moment he mentioned Christmas. Only Marc could refer to something so painful and humiliating in passing, as if what had happened was merely an inconvenience that a good holiday could sort out. But when she looked at the address of the house, all thoughts of Christmas disappeared.

“This house is in Farmington,” she said slowly, feeling suddenly chilled to the core. “We’re not moving to Farmington.”

“Why not Farmington?” Marc asked her. “We’ll be much closer to your parents, once they get back from their grand tour. They only live a few miles away from Farmington and you know how much you’d like to be nearer your mum, especially now that you two get on so much better. You’re the only one of us with any family, and I happen to think we should make the most of that, for your sake and the kids’. You spent too long separated from your family; this is a chance, maybe a last chance, for you to make up for those years.” Marc paused, holding Alison’s gaze. He sounded so persuasive, so rational. As if he wasn’t asking her to go back to the place where her life had changed course forever, as if she was the mad one for not wanting to go back.

“Besides, you grew up there,” Marc carried on. “It’s the perfect place to bring the kids up, it’s surrounded by countryside, it’s got good schools and low crime rates … and look at what we’d get for our money over there compared to this place. So, why not Farmington?”

“You know why not Farmington,” Alison said, redirecting her gaze at him. “Marc, you’re incredible, you really are.”

Marc stared at her wide-eyed for a moment or two as she waited for him to catch up.

“What? You mean because of … ? Oh, Al, don’t be silly. That’s all in the past now, long gone and forgotten. Nobody cares about that anymore, not even your parents!”

“I care!” Alison told him, fighting to temper her tone because the girls were in the next room and Dominic would be home soon. “Would you move back to Birmingham, to the place where your foster mother told you she didn’t want you living with her anymore and that she was putting you back in a children’s home?”

Marc removed his hand from hers and she felt the chill of its departure.

“I wouldn’t move back to Birmingham because it’s a shithole,” he said, reacting angrily as he always did when Alison mentioned his childhood. “It’s not the same and you know it. I got dragged up through foster care and children’s homes, kicked about from pillar to post. You had everything you ever wanted. A nice safe life, in a nice safe town, with nice safe parents. Is it so wrong that I want to give that life to my children, and especially to Dom, before he messes up his life for good?”

“You don’t give him enough credit,” Alison protested. “If you could have seen him in the school show, you would have seen how talented he is. Maybe if you talked to him every now and again—”

“I have talked to him,” Marc interrupted her impatiently. “I talked to him for hours after the car incident. I don’t know, I look at him and I see myself, Al. The boy needs straightening out. I think living in Farmington could be the answer.”

“Look, if you want to move from here then fine. I’m not thrilled to live here anymore either. But we don’t have to go to Farmington. That is the last place we should have to go,” Alison told him bleakly. “The night I left there with you I knew I was never going back, I never could go back.”

“Who cares now about what happened back then? It was an age ago, Alison, it doesn’t mean anything now.”

“Not to you?”

“Of course not to me!” Marc exclaimed. “Al, the last couple of months have been hard on you, you’re not thinking straight. If you were you’d see how perfect this is.”

“Even so”—Alison looked up wearily at Marc—“it doesn’t have to be Farmington. There are a hundred towns like Farmington, two hundred—a thousand even. Any one of those would give the children the kind of life you want them to have, but not this one, Marc. It doesn’t have to be Farmington. Mum and Dad don’t even live there anymore!”

Marc bowed his head, his hands folded in his lap as they sat side by side on the sofa. “When I came to Farmington I was a railway laborer,” he said, beginning the story she already knew so well. “Working nights repairing the lines, sleeping all day in the park, drinking warm beer in the sun waiting for some girls to walk by, hoping they’d give me a second glance. I was twenty years old and I was already dead, my life was going nowhere. I looked around that town, and those people and those girls, and I knew that it was a world I couldn’t ever belong to. I knew I’d go on drifting from one place to the next until the day I died. I didn’t have anything, Alison, until I met you. I didn’t even have myself.”

“That’s not true,” Alison said, trying to interrupt him.

“You turned my life around. And now I have you. God knows I don’t deserve you, but I still have you and I want to keep you. I want to keep the family I love, with a successful business under my belt and another one in the pipeline. I want to go back to Farmington, Ali, I want to go back to the place that rejected me back then and I want to own it. Most of all I want to deserve you.”

“Tell me,” Alison said, feeling suddenly inexplicably sad as she looked into the same dark eyes that had beguiled her when she was only seventeen. “Is that any better a reason to go back than mine is to stay away?”

“We’re going back for you,” he whispered, moving his lips over hers, tucking a strand of her blond hair behind her ear. “Because that’s the place where you and I started. It’s the place where we belong, and all of the things you’re worried about are long dead and buried. I promise you when we’re there you and I will be happy again. You’ll be happy and I’ll be different. I’ll have more time to spend with you and the kids. Everything will be different, it will be better.”

He’d kissed her then, his hand sliding from her knee to her thigh, and because Alison had wanted so much for this to be the fresh start that Marc talked about, she’d let the discussion slide with it. It was one they would never have again, she knew. Once Marc had made up his mind about something he stuck to it like glue, which was something she supposed she ought to be grateful for. After all, he’d made up his mind to choose her sixteen years ago.

She just had to hope that he was right, that all her fears and misgivings about going back to Farmington were foolish and irrational. That once she got settled back in, it would feel as if she had never been away.

The only problem was, that eventuality was what terrified her the most.

Dusk had fallen by the time their car finally rolled into the driveway of their new home. Amy and Gemma were both asleep in the backseat and Dominic was still nodding his head to some barely heard beat.

“Leave them for a second,” Marc whispered. “I’ve got something I want you to see.”

Glancing back at her children, Alison got out of the car and waited as Marc asked the moving men to give him another few minutes. Alison found herself smiling, suddenly engulfed in the warmth of nostalgia. In this light, in his jeans and jacket, he looked just like the dark-haired, olive-skinned boy she’d first fallen for, the boy she had sworn to do anything for.

“Come on.” Marc held out a hand to her. “Hopefully if all of my plans have worked, then …”

Alison walked into the cavernous hallway just as Marc switched on the lights, and she saw that it was filled with bouquets of red roses. Twelve of them, Alison counted as she looked around, arranged on the marble tiled floor in the shape of a love heart, their sweet scent struggling against that of the new paint, but their color vibrant and bloody against the magnolia walls. It was a dramatic gesture. It was typical Marc.

“Happy Valentine’s Day, my beautiful blond bombshell wife,” Marc said, wrapping his arms around her from behind.

“And welcome home.”

Alison couldn’t help but smile as she bent over and picked up one of the bouquets. Suddenly she heard a noise—a sharp yelp and a whimper coming from somewhere deeper in the house.

“What was that?” she asked Marc, wide-eyed. “Rats?”

Marc laughed. “As far as I know rats don’t bark. That, if everything has gone according to plan, is the other part of my surprise. Only this part is mainly for the kids, to help them settle in. Follow me.”

“Marc, what have you done?” Alison asked ominously as she followed him into her brand-new kitchen.

“Well, they’ve been asking and asking for years, and it turns out that one of my new clients is a breeder, so I did her a deal and this was part of it.” Marc gestured to a pen that had been set up in the corner of the kitchen, a pen that was inhabited by a small chocolate brown Labrador puppy. “Meet Rosie, our new dog.”

Alison’s jaw dropped as she watched the puppy climb up the sides of its pen, yapping excitedly, its whole body waggling in greeting.

“It’s peed on the floor,” she said.

“So she has,” Marc said. “But the breeder says it should only take you a couple of weeks to house-train her. You’ll be fine.”

“Me? I’ll be fine?” Alison exclaimed. “Marc, no way. We are not getting a dog. The puppy has to …”

“A puppy!” Gemma shrieked as she raced into the kitchen. “A puppy! Daddy’s got a puppy, she’s soooooo cute!” Immediately Gemma went over to the young dog and hefted the animal up into her arms, giggling as the puppy licked her face.

“He’s kissing me!”

“He’s so lovely,” Amy said, wide-eyed, stroking the dog’s back as Gemma held it. “Let me hold him now, Gemma.”

Alison had to concede that as Gemma handed the dog over to her sister, it was the first genuine smile she had seen on Amy’s face all day.

“Actually,” Marc told them, “she’s a girl. Her name’s Rosie, but look, don’t get too attached to her. Mummy’s not sure that having a dog is the best thing, and I expect that Mummy is right. We might have to give her back …”

“Mummy, no!” Gemma was horrified.

“Please, Mummy, don’t make us send Rosie back,” Amy wailed, clutching the dog tighter to her chest.

Alison sighed, still holding her Valentine roses, as she realized that her husband had stitched her up.

“We can keep her …” Alison had to hold her hand up until the cheers stopped. “As long as I am not the only one walking her, cleaning up after her, or toilet-training her,” she added, reaching out to stroke one of Rosie’s soft ears. “She is quite sweet, I suppose.”

Amy wrinkled up her nose. “And I think she just peed on my foot,” she said.

“Oh well,” Alison said, setting down her bouquet of flowers to look for the box with detergent in it. “Every rose has its thorn.”




Two

How Catherine Ashley came to be spending Valentine’s Day with her almost ex-husband was a story that pretty much summed up her life.

“You don’t mind booking Jimmy, do you?” Lois, the PTA chairperson, had asked her at the last meeting, with her own special brand of tact. “It’s not awkward at all booking your ex to play at the Valentine’s Dance, is it? It’s just that I know how you two get on still and he’ll give you a reduced rate. You know that every penny counts if we’re going to raise enough money to pay for the new computer suite.”

Catherine had said she didn’t mind, and mostly she didn’t. It was a fact of life that Jimmy and his band were present at every wedding and christening, and even the odd funeral that she attended both before and since they had split up as a couple, playing for the locals in order to pay the bills while they waited for the stardom that had so far eluded them. Besides, for the last few months peace had broken out between her and Jimmy and he had become almost as much a part of her daily life as he had been when they were living together. Maybe even more so, because all the stress and tension between them had dissolved away now that she had stopped waiting for him to leave her and had kicked him out.

Her friend Kirsty said they were the happiest married couple she knew, and she attributed it to the fact that they’d been living apart for two years. Kirsty hadn’t been there for the first year, those long and difficult months when Catherine and Jimmy had tried to find a way to be parents without ripping themselves or their children to shreds. But the second year had been okay, good even. Friendship had finally emerged from the ashes of what they had once had. Catherine knew that one day they’d get divorced properly, but until something happened to push either one of them in that direction, she was still officially Mrs. Jimmy Ashley. That’s why booking her husband’s band to play the Valentine’s Dance was the least of her worries.

The gas bill, the hours her boss wanted her to work, whether or not she’d have the money to get Eloise what she really wanted for her birthday—those were the worries that kept Catherine up at night. But those were practical problems that Catherine could tackle and fight. What she had never been able to overcome was the utterly paralyzing fear of loving Jimmy the way he wanted her to love him, the way she often tried to love him, because doing so would expose her long-guarded vulnerability. That fear had stalked her throughout her marriage until one day Jimmy betrayed her, proving all her misgivings correct and making her thank God that she had never fully committed her heart to him, because the shock of what he had done to her and their family was hard enough to bear as it was.

It had taken her a long time to adjust her feelings for him, but she had done it for her girls, for Eloise and Leila, who she lived for, content to let her life orbit around them with the same ordered regularity with which the earth turns around the sun, letting their happiness and beauty warm her, because their love was all that she needed.

And manning the bar at the Valentine’s Dance with her friend and neighbor while her ex-husband played his guitar, which looked like a mammoth outsized phallus, onstage was just one of those things. It was a Jimmy thing. Like talking endlessly about sex was a Kirsty thing.

“On reflection I think I am in love with my personal trainer,” Kirsty said thoughtfully, for the fourth or fifth time since she had started this one-sided debate. She was holding a plastic cup full of wine and gazing contemplatively at one of the many red cardboard hearts that had been hung from the ceiling and stirred gently, wafted by warm air created by the dancing crowd below.

Catherine looked at her, crossing her arms.

“No, you are not in love with your personal trainer,” she replied, also for about the fourth or fifth time. “How can you be in love with him? You hardly know him. You’ve seen him three or four times for an hour twice a week at most.”

Catherine was grateful that Kirsty had offered to come with her to the dance as the only other single woman in town without a date, because Catherine wouldn’t have come herself if she hadn’t been on the committee. She had been volunteered to run the bar, so having Kirsty by her side took the edge off the whole Valentine theme and helped to make it almost bearable.

“So?” Kirsty was questioning her. “What do you think I should do? It’s hard to pick up your personal trainer, you know, because whenever you see him you are fat and red and sweaty. How can you make a man want you when you are fat and red and sweaty? Particularly when based on the research I’ve done, the kind of women he likes are thin and blond and have massive tits. Any ideas?”

Catherine looked down at her friend. At six feet exactly, she towered over Kirsty by almost five inches.

“You are not in love with your trainer,” she repeated firmly, as if she were telling her five-year-old Leila that no way was she staying up for the end of Strictly Come Dancing. “So you don’t have to try and pick him up because you don’t love him. You probably don’t even fancy him, not really.”

“I think you’ll find I do,” Kirsty avowed. “Have you seen his arms, his chest, his legs, his butt, his … oh God I’m having a hot flash and not on my neck.”

“That’s lust, Kirsty!” Catherine exclaimed, feeling her cheeks color. After a year of knowing Kirsty she was still not comfortable with the other woman’s insistence on conducting full and frank discussions of a sexual nature in public places. “It’s lust, lust is not love and love isn’t even love—it’s hormones.”

“It’s not lust.” Kirsty was adamant. “It’s so much more than that. We talk and laugh and he listens to me. Plus he is the only man in the whole wide world who knows exactly how much I weigh exactly. If that’s not grounds for marriage, then I don’t know what is.”

“It’s transference,” Catherine went on. “Like when people fall for their psychiatrists. You are transferring your sexual urges onto the poor man. Remember, you pay him £59.95 an hour to train you. He doesn’t turn up out of the goodness of his heart or just so he can get a look at you sweating. And anyway, like you said, he fancies blond eighteen-year-olds with breast implants.”

“No, no, he thinks he fancies blond eighteen-year-olds with breast implants, but that’s only because he hasn’t met me yet. I mean he’s met me, but he hasn’t met me. Once he truly knows me, he’ll see what love really is. Or else there’s always plastic surgery.”

Catherine took a much-needed sip of wine. “You are not in love with your trainer and he is not in love with you. He is probably in love with himself. Now get over it. Do me a favor and go and ask someone’s husband to dance with you. I could do with a laugh.”

Kirsty sighed but allowed the change of subject nevertheless.

“You don’t just rush up to a couple and tap the woman on the shoulder and say please can I dance with your husband,” she told Catherine. “There’s no fun to be had there and besides, it never works; the married woman is a particularly fierce and protective creature.

“Why do you do all this PTA lark?” Kirsty asked. “You should chuck it all in and have a proper grown-up life. After all, you and me, mainly me—we are single women, we should be doing proper single-woman stuff, going on ill-advised dates with men who don’t deserve us, setting a terrible example for children and falling out with our estranged ex-husbands, with the emphasis on strange, and not inviting them round to Sunday tea! That’s what proper single women do.”

“You haven’t got an ex-husband,” Catherine remarked.

“Well, there’s no need to brag,” Kirsty sighed. “I could be in the Three Bells Pub right now impressing my trainer with my all-natural if subtle cleavage. You could be with me; maybe he’s got a friend, I don’t know. The point is that you and I could be out on the town getting noticed.”

Catherine raised a brow. At six feet tall with red hair, she had never had a problem getting noticed. She’d always tried to blend in, to stay out of the limelight. She always wore black trousers, a black top, and flat black boots or shoes. Usually she wore her long hair up, knotted on the top of her head, but she never dyed it and only cut it every other month with the kitchen scissors. Beauty was something that Catherine had never quite understood, but she was fairly certain she wasn’t it. Most men were scared of her, and of the two men she had “known” in her life, the one she had married had been caught having sex with a groupie in the ladies’ loos at the Goat Pub. And what’s more, he’d been caught by Catherine. In the end she’d scared him off too. Getting noticed in any way at all was not at the top of Catherine’s to-do list.

She watched the crowd dancing for a minute or two and suddenly found herself remembering the last Valentine’s Dance she had been to. It was a bittersweet memory, tinged with sadness, but this was true of all her memories before she had gotten together with Jimmy. Recalling any of them required her to pay a certain price.

Catherine had been fifteen and she had planned a daring escape for the night, telling her parents she was going to a rehearsal for the school public speaking team so that she could go to the school disco with Alison.

She and Alison had met outside the church on High Street and got changed together in the public loos outside the supermarket, putting on lipstick haphazardly as they peered into the scratched mirrors that were screwed to the walls. Alison had brought Catherine a skirt to wear and she tied a piece of black lace into her red hair. She must have looked a sight, but Catherine didn’t care. When she was with Alison she felt invincible.

Of course none of the boys had asked Catherine to dance, but she was glad of it. She couldn’t think of anything worse than turning in a slow deathly circle to “Love Is All Around” with some boy’s hand on her bottom and his nose in her cleavage. Alison had refused to dance with any of the many boys that kept asking her, telling all of them she wanted to dance with Catherine instead.

When Lee Britton accused her of being a lesbian, Alison had grabbed Catherine’s hand and kissed it, winking at him.

“You’ve got that dead right, Lee,” she’d said. “Imagine that when you’re tossing off in bed tonight!” And she had spun Catherine around and around in a circle until the pair of them, dizzy with laughter from the look on Lee’s face, had collapsed on the floor.

On the way home that night the two of them had stopped once again in the loos outside the supermarket and changed back into jeans and sweaters. Alison too, even though her parents knew she’d been going to the disco and all she had to hide from them was makeup.

“Your parents are weirdos, babe,” Alison had said as she wiped the lipstick off of Catherine’s mouth, holding her chin between her thumb and forefinger.

“It’s just their way,” Catherine had tried to explain, although the older she got the harder she found it to understand them herself. “They were old when they had me. They still haven’t got used to having a kid around.”

“Well, you might not be able to choose your family, but at least you’ve got me, right? And that makes you lucky.”

They had hugged each other before going their separate ways. And for a long time, Catherine had thought that Alison was right, she was the luckiest girl in the world to have Alison as her best friend, her protector, and her confidante. It had seemed like the kind of friendship that would last forever.

“This dance sucks,” Kirsty said, snapping Catherine back into the present. “I thought all the best men were supposed to be married. Why are none of them here?”

“I’m sorry, Kirsty, I should have told you that the school PTA Valentine’s Dance would be no place to meet a man.”

“And that is why you are alone,” Kirsty lectured her. “Everywhere is a place to meet a man if you look hard enough, a pub, a club, the gym, the supermarket, even the optician’s …”

“The optician’s?” Catherine asked.

“Long story,” Kirsty said. “What I’m saying is if you really want to meet a man, then you have to try a bit harder.”

“I’m not trying to meet a man,” Catherine said. “I don’t want to meet a man, I’m a happily nearly divorced married woman.’’

“Your trouble is that you don’t realize what a fox you are. Men would queue up to go out with you if you weren’t so uptight and always slightly scary looking. You know, plucking your eyebrows would make you seem a lot less frowny—I’m just saying.”

“I’m not uptight,” Catherine replied mildly. “I just don’t want to do it again.”

“Do you mean you don’t want to have a relationship again or do you mean you don’t want to do it again? Because if you are telling me you never want to have sex again, I refuse to believe it. You’re thirty-two, Catherine. You are at your sexual peak. Why on earth wouldn’t you want sex in your life again? Preferably with an eighteen-year-old, I’ve heard that’s the perfect match sexual peak–wise.”

Catherine looked at Kirsty and wondered how to answer that question. By the time she went to bed with Jimmy, she’d more or less qualified as a virgin again, such was the length of time that had passed between her first sexual experience and her second. It had been clumsy and difficult and she had been embarrassed and awkward, but to her surprise and relief Jimmy hadn’t run away afterward. He’s treated her sweetly and gently and gradually the two of them began to work together well, becoming easy and familiar lovers. For a while they brought out the best in each other. Catherine inspired Jimmy’s tender and protective side and he made her laugh and relax. She was able to stand tall in a crowd, happy in the knowledge that the man she was holding hands with was two inches taller than her. But although she had cared for him, needed him, she had never fallen in love with him the way he always told her she would do. In all the years they had been married she had never found the courage to let herself go until the night she found him having sex with Donna Clarke in the ladies’ loos of the Goat Pub. Ironic, really, that the peak of her passion for Jimmy had manifested itself on the day he decided to cheat on her, the day she knew she would never be able to trust him again.

It was only when Jimmy tried to explain to her why he’d been having sex with a total stranger that she understood why their marriage was over.

“It’s not that I don’t love you,” Jimmy told her, holding both her wrists so that she wouldn’t punch him anymore. “But you don’t … you don’t …”

“Don’t what—excite you? Is that it? Have you finally realized after making me marry you, after making me trust you and rely on you, after persuading me to build my life with you and have your children, that I’m not good enough for you?” Catherine had shrieked at him.

“No!” Jimmy protested, letting go of her wrists so that she sprang forward and pushed him to the tile wall with a thud. “No,” he repeated as she stepped back, hanging her head, her shoulders heaving. “You don’t love me, not really, you can’t. You’re still waiting for the man you can love to walk into your life. I’m never going to be that person, Cat. I’m never going to change into the kind of man you need.”

“The kind of man I need?” Catherine asked him furiously. “Tell me, Jimmy, what is the kind of man I need?”

“Someone you can let yourself go with again. I’ve spent years trying to make you love me, and it hasn’t worked. And why should you love me? Look at what a shit I am …” Jimmy paused and took a breath as Catherine studied his face. “Tonight has proved it to you and it’s proved it to me. I don’t deserve you, Catherine, and I can’t stand seeing the disappointment in your eyes anymore, just like I can’t stand loving a woman who doesn’t feel the same way about me. I’m worn out. I can’t do it anymore.”

“But …” For a moment Catherine was lost for words, acutely aware that she hadn’t denied his charge. “Why didn’t you just tell me, why do this?”

“I didn’t plan this, I never plan anything, you know I don’t. I didn’t tell you how I was feeling because I didn’t have the guts,” Jimmy said levelly.

It had taken Catherine a long time to stop being angry about that.

Now, at last, Catherine’s life was a calm ocean and she had some peace. There was no way she could explain to someone as restless and as searching as Kirsty how important peace was in her life and that she’d take order and regularity over excitement and change any day of the week. So she decided not to.

“Look”—she nudged Kirsty in the ribs—“Lois’s husband has been separated from the pack. Go in for the kill now, while he’s weak and vulnerable.”

“Right you are,” Kirsty said, her automatic vixen mode revving up, and then she was gone.

Catherine couldn’t decide what was funnier, Lois’s indignation at her husband doing the tango with Kirsty or Mr. Lois’s bright red cheeks and sweaty brow as Kirsty twirled him around the school hall as if they were in Argentina. Either way she kept her mirth to herself, watching with the same implacable mask she always wore to these functions.

The music changed tempo and Catherine realized that Jimmy’s band was taking a break. They put a mix tape on and the floor filled instantly to the opening strains of “Dancing Queen.”

As Catherine scanned the crowd, she spotted Jimmy fending off one of his groupies, who hung around his neck in a swoon, clearly dying to be kissed. In his well-meaning attempt not to embarrass his wife in front of the whole school, Jimmy untangled himself from the girl’s advances and smiled at her as she attempted to lunge at him again.

Catherine looked down at the table and counted to twenty in the hopes that when she looked up again the girl would have stopped pursuing him. It wasn’t jealousy she felt. It was more embarrassment and discomfort in knowing that everybody else in the room who saw him would be thinking the same thing—“Poor Catherine, poor old Catherine, all on her own and heartbroken”—while her husband snogged another floozy in front of her very eyes.

When she stopped counting and looked up, Jimmy was standing right in front her.

“Hey, babe,” he said, pushing the shades he regularly wore in February up into his long, dark brown hair. “Any chance of a beer?”

“I’ve got white wine, red wine, or juice,” Catherine said with a smile. “I could probably rustle up some juice for your girlfriend over there.”

“Ha, funny,” Jimmy said with an easy grin. “I’ll have two wines then, don’t care which color. You look nice, by the way.”

“I look the same and you know it,” Catherine replied as she handed him a glass.

The girlfriend was loitering a few feet away, uncertain about whether to come over, probably intimidated by the Amazonian ex-wife, Catherine thought with some small satisfaction. She did tend to scare his groupies whenever she was around. Probably due to the rumor that Catherine had punched Donna Clarke so hard she broke her nose in the ladies’ loos of the Goat. The truth was far more seedy and mundane. Donna Clarke had been so drunk that in her hurry to exit the crime scene she had careered into the door, catching herself right between the eyes.

“She looks nice,” Catherine said, nodding at the girl. “Very … firm. What’s her name?”

Jimmy shrugged. “Suzie … she is a nice girl but not for me, you know. Nothing much in common.”

“Except for a mutual love of you,” Catherine teased.

“Well, yes, but I have that in common with all women,” Jimmy replied with a grin.

“Are you playing another set?” Catherine asked.

“Yeah, some power ballads to get them going. I was thinking of ‘The Power of Love’ followed by ‘Move Closer.’ What do you think?”

“I think good.” Catherine nodded. “If you can play any Celine Dion, then you’re laughing.”

Jimmy smiled. “What will you do the rest of the weekend?” he asked. “Maybe a trip to Paris? Maybe find some handsome Frenchman to French kiss you under the Eiffel tower?”

“I’m planting the vegetable patch in the back garden,” Catherine said. “We’re nearly self-sustainable now, you know. There’ll be enough for you too, if you want it.”

“Free veg,” Jimmy said, smiling as he watched Catherine realigning the glasses she had just polished. “Radical.”

“Hey, mate!” Gazza, the band’s bassist, beckoned Jimmy back to the stage. “We’re on!”

“I can drop you home later if you like, I’m the designated driver tonight,” Jimmy said with an offhand shrug. “I’ve got the van until tomorrow and I’m going that way after all.”

Catherine smiled at her husband. “Aren’t you forgetting something?” she asked.

“Just because we’re separated doesn’t mean I can’t drive you places,” Jimmy said defensively. “I worry about you out on the street at all hours.”

“No, I meant your girlfriend, idiot,” Catherine told him mildly. “Hadn’t you better drop her home or take her somewhere and do whatever it is you do with them?”

“Oh yeah,” Jimmy said as he glanced back at Suzie.

“I might pop round tomorrow then,” he said casually. “See how you’re getting on.”

“ ’Bout lunchtime-ish?” Catherine asked.

“Why, are you cooking?” Jimmy said.

“You know I am,” Catherine said. “And you know you’re welcome.”

“Cool,” Jimmy said, breaking into a happy grin. “I haven’t eaten hot food in three days.”




Three

Alison sat on her new bed in her new bedroom in her new house and considered crying. She couldn’t allow herself the luxury, she decided. If she started now she’d never stop and then the house would look no better by the time her three children got home from school.

Besides, she wasn’t unhappy exactly. She was just exhausted and stressed and it felt strange being in this literally new house with the scent of paint and new carpet still in the air. The enormity of how her life had changed stunned her, to such an extent that as she tried to come to terms with it she let Rosie chew unchecked on one of her favorite green Nine West pumps. And she was worried about the children and about how the three of them would get on with their first days at new schools.

It seemed surreal to Alison to be back in Farmington. Whenever she looked out of the windows of her bedroom and saw the gentle rise of the hills rolling behind the tree line, she suffered an immediate and unprecedented bout of agoraphobia. You knew where you stood in London, which was largely in the thick of it, shoulder to shoulder with the masses, each of you working through your daily lives trying to interact with as few people as possible.

The Farmington of her childhood could not have been more different than the Farmington she lived in today. It had been a small rural town where everybody knew everybody else and felt as if they had some form of ownership over the lives of others. That’s why her mother especially had suffered so terribly when she and Marc ran away. It had taken Alison a long time, years actually, to see her parents’ side of her unexpected departure. What she had never been able to explain to them was that it wasn’t their fault that she had run away before she could take even one of the A levels she’d been studying for. Just as she couldn’t make them see that there was nothing either one of them could have done or said differently that would have kept her at home to live the safe, loving life her parents had always planned for her.

The simple fact was that her love for Marc had eclipsed everything else. Even the fact that she had been pregnant with Dominic on the night she’d left with Marc had seemed incidental compared to the urgent need she’d felt to escape with him, to make him hers before anything could come between them. She hadn’t told him she was pregnant until two weeks later on an evening when he was drunk and angry and she was tearful and desperate.

“I’m having your baby!” she had screamed at him. “Are you staying with me or what?” He’d decided to stay. That night Alison had been glad for the first time that she was pregnant, not because she wanted a baby but because she wanted to keep Marc.

At least six years had passed before her mother said something that had finally given Alison an insight into the devastation her parents had experienced when she’d left. She and Marc and Dominic had visited them in their new home, in a small village about twenty miles outside of Farmington.

“This is a nice village,” Alison had said as she set out her mum’s best china for tea, a sign that her parents had at last accepted her and Marc as a couple because the best china came out only for people her mum approved of.

“It is nice,” her mother had said quietly. “It’s nice living in a place where people don’t know everything about you.”

At that moment Alison realized how difficult it must have been for her parents to explain to their friends and neighbors what had happened to their daughter, why she had felt the need to run away from home for a life with a man she hardly knew. And now, sitting on her cellophane-covered mattress in her brand-new house after returning to the place where her name had once been the hot topic of gossip, her mother’s simple sentence gained a new significance.

Alison had driven Dominic to school first, before the girls, negotiating her way gingerly around the familiar roads and streets as if she half expected her past to leap out from some dark corner and run her off the road. But the town was indifferently busy, caught up as it was in the midst of the school run, and Alison was able to relax as she realized her 4x4 was just one of many on the roads that morning. Although hers was perhaps the only one with a determinedly destructive puppy in the pack. Rosie, it seemed, could not be left alone in the house unless Alison was ready to sacrifice her real oak kitchen cupboards or specially carved banister rails. As large as the house was, Alison was fairly confident the puppy would be able to eat it in its entirety in just under a month.

As she drove the children along High Street, she even felt a surge of affection for the old place, still so pretty with its Victorian shop fronts and medieval church. There was a Costa coffee and a Chez Gerard in situ now instead of the All Day English Breakfast Café and the Italian restaurant her parents had always taken her to on her birthdays for a gigantic ice cream sundae.

The grocers and the butchers had been replaced with several estate agents and nowadays there were a number of smart fashion boutiques that looked as if they were brimming with exactly the kind of clothes that Alison had far too many of, designer and expensive, the kind of top or dress that would only do for one season and then could never be seen in smart company again. The old co-op had been turned into an exclusive gym. Alison knew if she looked in the estate agents’ windows, it would be difficult to find even a modest house priced under five hundred thousand pounds, which made it a place where it was almost impossible for those on an average income to live. It was an exclusive town now; you could see that by the cars parked along the side of the road. In how many other places on the planet could you see an Aston Martin, a Porsche, two Mercedes, and countless BMWs all lined up nose to tail? The town she had grown up in had been middle class, suburban, and staid, where respectability was treasured and flashiness frowned upon. Back then it was a fusty maiden aunt of a town, prim and proper. Now it was a showy trophy wife, with diamonds on its fingers, a pair of gold leather sling-backs on its feet and a year-round fake tan.

But Farmington’s apparent face-lift offered Alison little comfort; this was not the town that she had once fled, that was true. But it was also not a place that she wanted to come back to. Gentrified or not, this was still the scene of Alison’s darkest hour, the place where she had behaved in the most terrible way, leaving her parents in the middle of the night with only a note of explanation, and, worse still, betraying someone she had loved and who had trusted her.

And although she tried to believe Marc’s all-too-rational comment that no one would care or even remember what had happened back then, from the moment Marc had begun to move their lives back here it had been hard not to believe that somewhere amid the coffee shops and boutiques, her past was still lying in wait for her.

While Alison had been putting on a brave face for the children and Amy had rallied, bravely stoical about the upheaval, Dom was openly disgusted. The thunderous expression on his face as she drove him to the school gates said it all. He was furious with his parents for bringing him here to this place he had already referred to as a dive and a dump on numerous occasions since they had moved in over the weekend.

“I used to go to this school when I was your age, can you believe,” Alison said lightly as she pulled the car up to Dominic’s new high school. She had had to cover the shock of emotion she felt at being confronted with the building that she spent so many pivotal moments of her life in, forcibly reminding herself that it was just a building. “It’s a good school, Dom, you’ll make new friends really quickly here. And there’s Rock Club, don’t forget. Once you’ve started there you’ll be right at home.”

Alison had been pinning all of her hopes of winning her son over on the flimsy promise of Rock Club. He was a dedicated guitarist, it was one of the few things he openly took pleasure in, and he had worked for two summers without complaint to earn half the two thousand pounds required to buy his dream guitar. When the head teacher had taken them on a tour of the school a couple of weeks before they had made the move, the news about Rock Club, run by a local music teacher, was the only thing he had shown any interest in despite his very best attempts to hide it.

“This sucks,” he told Alison as he opened the car door reluctantly. “It really sucks that you are making me go through with this.”

Alison knew he was resentful and possibly even a little bit scared about what his new set of peers would think of him. But she also knew she couldn’t reach out and put an arm around his shoulders to comfort him because he’d find that almost as distressing as getting out of the car and walking through the gates.

“Do you want me to come in with you?” she offered impulsively. He looked at her as if she were mentally ill.

“No,” he said, getting out of the car and slamming the door shut behind him. “I’m not a kid.”

Alison watched him for a few minutes as he walked away.

Once, they had been so close. They had always been side by side and hand in hand—in step with each other. It hadn’t been the birth of his sister Gemma that had changed that, nor even his bumpy and painful ascent into manhood. It was the day he realized that Alison was weak and flawed and incapable of doing anything to change herself. Since then all he had ever seemed to be was angry with her.

“He looks like a right old grump,” Gemma said, leaning forward in her seat to watch Dominic slouch away.

“Will he be all right, Mama?” Amy asked anxiously. “It looks like a big place to be in on your own. Is our school this big?”

“No, darling, it’s little. Remember when you looked round, you said it looked like a doll’s house? And anyway Dom won’t be alone; he’ll be making lots of new friends just like you will.” Alison waited for him to go through the gate and head toward the main entrance; then she took her mobile out of her bag and phoned the school reception.

“Hello, it’s Mrs. James here. I just want to check that my son is signing in with you like he’s supposed to. It’s his first day and you know how boys are. He won’t let me come in with him to make sure he’s okay.”

“Yes, thank you, madam,” the receptionist said in an even tone. “The delivery has arrived safely. We are dealing with it now.”

“Thank you so much,” Alison said warmly, grateful for the discretion.

“Not at all,” the receptionist said.

It was about two minutes later that she got a text from Dominic saying “Stop checking up on me.”

She was a little late getting the girls to St. Margaret’s First School, but she didn’t think it mattered on their first day because she had to go see the headmistress first anyway before they would be taken off to their classrooms.

Whereas Dominic’s school was attended by all the children in the town who weren’t privately educated, St. Margaret’s was not; Alison had not gone there when she’d been her daughters’ ages, and it was something of a relief to be in an unfamiliar and neutral environment. She only wished that both of her daughters felt the same way.

It was a sweet little school, built around an original Victorian schoolhouse, and what it lacked in playing fields because of its town center location it made up for in atmosphere. The thing that Alison had liked about it most was the sense of community in the school. The children all seemed to care about each other, the bigger ones looking out for the little ones. Alison thought that this was especially important for Amy.

Dear, precious, uncomplicated Gemma, who could have little idea how her self-confidence and adaptability kept her mother going, had been chatting happily to her teacher when she was taken off to her classroom to be introduced to her new classmates. Amy had not gone happily at all. She had cried and cried, clinging to Alison’s skirts, begging her mummy to take her home with her. Eventually Alison had had to peel her daughter’s fingers from the fabric, desperately trying not to cry herself, and physically hand her to the teacher.

“Come on, darling,” Alison had said, holding her daughter’s hand out to the teacher. “You go with Miss Pritchard now. You’re going to have a lovely time and I bet you’ll make a lot of friends, you’ll see.”

“Please, can Rosie come too?” Amy begged. “I’d feel better if Rosie could come in with me.”

“Doggies aren’t allowed in school,” Alison explained.

“But I want to stay with Rosie!” Amy’s sob had echoed all the way down the corridor.

When Alison had come out of school the playground was empty of parents and pupils and she had been relieved. She wasn’t ready to meet anybody just yet, particularly after that dramatic farewell with Amy had left her on the verge of tears.

She had made the short drive back to her new house with a heavy heart, and once she had pulled into the drive she sat in the 4x4 and looked at the house for quite a long time. It was a huge house. Six bedrooms, third-floor guest suite, an open-plan hallway with a living room, dining room, and gigantic kitchen radiating off of it. It was twice as big as their London house and ten times as grand. Marc loved it. He loved buying this overstated and opulent palace. He loved the fact that it was brand spanking new and slightly tacky, with none of the grace and dignity of some of the other houses they had looked at, the Victorian villas that populated over half the town. He loved the remote-controlled electric gates, the faux regency pillars that stood proudly on either side of the double front doors, and he loved the fact that he was able to buy up the paddock at the back of the house that one day soon he’d promised would be occupied by a pony for the girls.

“This says we’ve arrived,” he’d told Alison on the night they moved in, kissing her on the forehead. “Who’d have thought that you and I would have made it all the way here, hey? House, kids, dog—the works. We’ve beaten the odds, Al, we’ve proved them all wrong.”

Which had made Alison wonder—who did they have to prove anything to now? Except themselves.

Still sitting immobilized on the bed, Alison looked around at her new bedroom, the cellophane of the mattress squeaking beneath her bottom as she twisted to survey the mountain of boxes that required unpacking.

And she decided she would cry after all. Just then, crying seemed about the only thing she was confident she could do.




Four

Catherine was out of breath when she hit the school gate at three fifteen because she had run the length of High Street from work in order to be there in time. Her job, working as an administrative manager at a local PR agency, Stratham and Shah, couldn’t exactly be called a career, but the hours fit perfectly into the school day as long as she was prepared to sprint there and back every morning and afternoon. Aside from the vital if meager income it provided, it also gave her something to do outside of the house and apart from the girls. There wasn’t much glamour in binding presentations or managing the online calendar for the practice, but Catherine was very good at it. She enjoyed bringing order to the often chaotic and capricious office and garnered quiet satisfaction from the frequency with which the word “indispensable” was used in connection with her name.

Eloise was already on the playground, hopping randomly, her head bowed in concentration as if each hop was being placed with precise care. Catherine stopped just inside the gate to catch her breath and watched her daughter in her one-legged endeavors, her red hair flying in all directions, her green eyes glittering with laughter.

“Mum!” Eloise spotted her and raced up to her at full pelt, using her mother’s body to break her speed.

“Guess what, it’s so exciting!” Eloise hopped on Catherine’s toes. “I’ve got a new best friend! She started today and her name is Gemma and she’s got a sister in Leila’s class. She has just moved to Farmington from London and she has got a bedroom to herself and Mummy—guess what? She’s got a brand-new puppy called Rosie! A real dog! Where is she? I wish she were here, Mummy, and you could meet her!”

Catherine looked at Eloise’s face, her cheeks glowing hotly on her otherwise pale face and she felt her heart sink.

“A puppy?” she repeated. This was bad news. Her daughters begged her for a pet, any kind of pet, on a daily basis, frequently stating that even a gerbil would do. But Eloise’s heart’s desire, the one thing she longed for more than anything in the world, was a dog. And now here was a girl who was going to have her very own dog. Catherine would never hear the end of it.

“And,” Eloise went on, tugging at Catherine’s hand, “she says I can come round and see it whenever I like and walk it and play with it and groom it and everything,” Eloise was almost shouting in her excitement. “So can I go over tonight, Mummy, can I? Can I? Can I, please?”

“I expect tonight is a little bit too soon,” Catherine said. “They’ll still be unpacking.”

“But please can Gemma still come to tea one day soon?” Eloise begged. “Please!”

“Of course she can, one day,” Catherine said, deliberately noncommittal. “Let’s go round and pick up Leila and then when we get back we’ll see Gemma and her mummy and we’ll ask her, okay?”

“Yippee!” Eloise called out happily as she skipped along beside Catherine on their way round to Leila’s class, catching Catherine’s hand and swinging it back and forth.

“I knew eight was going to be my best age,” she said happily.

“How did you know that?” Catherine smiled in anticipation. While her younger daughter, Leila, had the light hazel eyes and wavy dark brown hair of her father, she also had the staunch practicality of her mother, as well as, since starting at St. Margaret’s First School, what appeared to be a quite sincere and devout belief in God.

Eloise, on the other hand, although a carbon copy of Catherine from the ends of her wild red hair to the tips of her long, skinny legs, was the dreamer and the rebel, like her father. Catherine couldn’t wait to hear Eloise’s theory on why eight was such a great age.

“Because one, two, three, four, five, six, and seven are baby years,” Eloise said, gesturing as if she were presenting a news report on TV. “But eight is halfway to sixteen. Halfway to being grown up. When you’re eight you start to count in the world, you’re not a baby anymore.”

“You’ll always be my baby,” Catherine said, putting her arms around Eloise and squeezing her tight on impulse.

“I won’t, Mummy.” Eloise wriggled free. “I’m growing up, you know!”

“I know you are,” Catherine said, picking up a strand of her daughter’s hair. She remembered the morning when Jimmy had put their firstborn in her arms. Her touch, her weight, her smell, and the joy of her tiny fingers enclosing around Catherine’s fingers made the world seem so much brighter and so sharp, as if she was looking at her life through a new pair of eyes. “But I’ll always love you and your sister just as much as I did from the moment you were born.”

“And now I’ve met Gemma, and she’s got a puppy and Leila’s stopped snoring at night and well, things are getting better. They are starting to go the right way, aren’t they, Mummy?”

Catherine paused and looked down at her daughter.

“Are they?” she asked her tentatively. Although it was Eloise who had suffered the most visibly during the pain and mess of the breakup, the first year after Jimmy had moved out had been raw, confusing, and difficult for them all. If Eloise was now beginning to see the separation in a better light, if the work that she and Jimmy had done to restore some stability to their daughters’ lives was finally paying off, then Catherine could not have been happier. “How’s that?”

“Well, now that you aren’t so angry with Daddy anymore and he’s stopped making you angry. Now you let him come round when he likes and have dinner and put us to bed. Things are nearly back to the way they were, aren’t they, Mummy? It won’t be long now.”

“What won’t?” Catherine asked, battling the sensation that she knew exactly what Eloise was going to say next.

“Well, soon Daddy will come home for good, won’t he?”

Just at that second Leila came tearing out of her classroom, her coat attached to her only by its hood, which was hooked over her head, and her arms filled with several sheets of artwork and some junk models, leaving bits of toilet paper and empty yogurt cartons flying in her wake.

“Leila, put your coat on properly,” Catherine said automatically, picking the coat off her daughter’s head and holding it out for her to put on.

“Look!” Leila said, thrusting out a jumble of what had formerly been food containers of various descriptions. “It’s great, isn’t it?”

Catherine hazarded a guess. “It’s an amazing … car.”

“Is it a car?” Leila scrutinized the object. “I thought it was an octopus, but anyway it’s good, isn’t it?”

“Well?” Eloise asked Leila as she unburdened her sister of her treasure and Catherine helped her on with the coat.

“Well …” Leila looked thoughtful. “I learned about China today, Mummy. Did you know its flag is bright red and there are dragons there, but not real dragons because there aren’t really dragons in this world. There are real dragons in Australia, though, and kangaroos, which are true animals because we saw them at the zoo, do you remember, and they went bounce … bounce … bounce … do you think there were kangaroos on the Ark, can we look it up when we get home?”

Leila bounced into her sister, dashing her model octopus/car to the ground, where it promptly exploded. Catherine bent down and began picking it up, stuffing its various components into her capacious bag.

“Not that, silly,” Eloise said impatiently as Catherine, still on her knees, buttoned up Leila’s coat. “I mean what about the new girl in your class? Have you made best friends with her? Has she told you she’s got a puppy called Rosie?”

Leila’s face looked blank.

“Did you meet the new little girl that started today?” Catherine interpreted. “Did you play with her?”

“Oh well,” Leila said, instantly transforming herself into a world expert on the subject. “The new girl’s name is Amy and she cried the whole time and Miss Pritchard didn’t even shout at her or put on her sad face or anything and we were all nice to her, Ryan didn’t even try to chase her, but she cried all day and didn’t do any reading because she cried and said she wanted her mummy, which made Isabelle cry for her mummy and then Alfie did and then everyone was crying for a bit. I joined in too, but I only pretended because I quite like reading.”

“Everyone in your class was crying?” Catherine asked her.

“Well, Amy and Alfie and Isabelle did,” Leila said with a shrug. “And when Amy’s mummy came to school to pick her up they had to go and talk to Mrs. Woodruff. About the crying I ’spect.”

“Typical.” Eloise sighed dramatically. “Can we wait for them to come out from Mrs. Woodruff’s office, Mummy, can we, please?”

“No, we can’t,” Catherine said firmly, feeling some empathy for this unknown mother and her attempts to get her children settled in a new school. “We’ll see her tomorrow, I expect, and I’ll go and say hello to your new friends then.”

“And you have to make best friends with Amy, okay? Even if she does cry all the time,” Eloise ordered her sister urgently.

“Okay,” Leila agreed as she fished a sawed-off plastic bottle from out of her mother’s bag and looked at it. “Actually, it was a pony. It was a good pony model, wasn’t it?”

“The best,” Catherine said. But as she shepherded her daughters out of the school gate, she was only thinking one thing. What if by trying to make things better with Jimmy for her daughters, she had actually made them worse? How was she ever going to be able to explain to Eloise or Leila that their daddy was never coming home?

As the three of them walked down their street toward their terraced house, they could hear music from three houses away.

“Dad’s home!” Leila exclaimed.

“And he’s written a new song,” Eloise said, listening as they approached the front door. “It’s good, isn’t it, Mum?”

Catherine listened for a moment to the wail of Jimmy’s electric guitar, which was barely muted by the walls of the house.

“It sounds very interesting,” she said diplomatically. This unscheduled appearance at home was exactly the kind of thing that was confusing the children. But it was also exactly the kind of thing that Catherine had encouraged over the last year. After all, it was still half Jimmy’s house; he still paid the mortgage. And in order to be able to do that, he lived on a freezing-cold and leaky canal boat that his dead best friend had left him. And why shouldn’t he be there when his children got home from school? She’d have to talk to him; they’d have to find a way to help the children understand the situation.

Just as Catherine opened the front door for the girls, Kirsty stepped out of hers.

“Any chance you could get him to either shut up or cheer up? Whichever one is likely to happen … sooner?” She stopped shouting as the girls ran in and Jimmy put down his guitar to greet his daughters.

“Thank the Lord,” Kirsty said, briefly pressing her palms together in an expression of prayer.

“I’m sorry,” Catherine said. “He says he can’t really hear how it’s going to sound unless he plays it loud. Count yourself lucky you didn’t live next door when we were still together. Actually, that’s probably why the neighbor moved …”

“So divorce him and then it will be all your house and you won’t be a default wife anymore. I’d suggest taking him to the cleaners, but in his case I mean it literally. Look, I’m glad I caught you. I need you to come out with me on Friday night.”

OEBPS/images/pub1.jpg





OEBPS/images/line.jpg






OEBPS/images/9781416584230.jpg
Rowan Coleman

Andther
Mothers Life

&

Pocket Books
New York Londen Toronmzo Sydney








OEBPS/images/pub.jpg
Pkt Baks
i Lol A Al





