
[image: Cover: The Woman in the Middle, by Milly Johnson]


The Sunday Times Bestselling Author

Milly Johnson

The Woman in the Middle

When you’re doing it all, who’s there to catch you when you fall?

‘An unputdownable tale of redemption and hard-won wisdom’—Katie Fforde






Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Join our mailing list to get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.








[image: The Woman in the Middle, by Milly Johnson, UK Adult]






In memory of my own Tanya – my pal Tracey Cheetham who died aged 48 in 2020. Brave, bold, beautiful and bananas. I was beyond lucky to have her as my friend.






Sandwich

Noun: Food item consisting of two pieces of bread with a filling between them, eaten as a light meal, using the most appropriate bread that allows maximum enjoyment of the filling within.

‘a cheese sandwich’.

Verb: To insert or squeeze (someone or something) between other people or things, typically in a restricted space or so as to be uncomfortable.

‘the woman was sandwiched between her children and her parents on the bus.’








Prologue

Twenty-four years ago

Shay Corrigan stepped out of the limousine, holding on to her father’s hand. The photographer freeze-framed the moment for the family album.

‘Nice big smiles.’

The father of the bride did his best but the sight of his wife idling at the bottom of the church steps in her flowery hat was making that difficult because he knew why she was there and he’d warned her not to be. Not that Roberta Corrigan would be in the least bit cowed by her husband’s disapproval, or be swayed from her mission by the bridesmaids, Tanya and Lesley, giggling as she held her hand up in front of the photographer’s lens and said, ‘And you can put that away for five minutes.’

‘Roberta—’

‘Be quiet, Harry, I want a word with my daughter.’

‘Our daughter,’ he corrected her. ‘And you should be in church dabbing your eyes and showing off your frock after what it cost.’

‘Mu-um,’ appealed Shay as her mother grabbed her arm and pulled her far enough away from everyone else to give them some privacy.

‘Shay.’ Roberta looked her daughter square in the eye. ‘I have to ask you, do you want to do this? Because we can get right back in this limousine now and go home, no questions asked. Your father can tell everyone it’s off. Forget the expense, forget the cake, the flowers, forget everything. You can move back in with us. Now, are you quite certain, is this really what you want?’

Shay had thought at first it was a joke, but her mother had her deadly serious face on.

‘Of course I want to marry Bruce,’ she replied. ‘Why would you pick now to ask me this?’

‘Because your father said I shouldn’t, so I held off,’ said Roberta. ‘But it’s been going round and round in my head like a circling crow and it won’t go away, and you should never deny a mother’s intuition. So I’m asking you before it’s too late, do you want to marry this man? Have you thought it through? Do you love him?’

‘Yes, yes and yes,’ replied Shay, without a pause, without letting thought have a chance to answer before her mouth did. She did love Bruce. She had wanted to and she had managed it. She stuck out a defiant chin. ‘I’m old enough to know what I’m doing, Mum. So go and sit in the pew and let me get on with it.’ Then she pulled her veil hurriedly over her face because she didn’t want her mother staring into her eyes again, finding that shadow of doubt there that she’d forced into the ‘wedding nerves’ box in her head, even though it didn’t belong there and was fighting its way out.

‘Well, if you’re sure,’ said her mother, resignedly. She helped adjust her daughter’s veil so it was aisle-perfect. ‘I love you.’

‘I love you too. Now go sit.’

Her mother turned, went into the church and Shay let go the breath she didn’t realise she was holding.

‘Ready to be a wife?’ asked her dad, holding out his crooked arm.

‘Yep, I’m ready,’ Shay answered him. Ready to be a wife and hopefully soon a mother. Not that she’d fall into the trap of ever letting any child take over her life; she wouldn’t be Roberta mark II and have her identity buried under all her various personas: wife, mother, daughter. When a child came along, it would have to fit around her, not the other way round. She wouldn’t sacrifice herself at the altar of family. And she would never lose her sense of self for anyone.






Falling





Sometimes we need to fall to find out where we stand

ANON






Chapter 1

For as long as she could remember, Shay Bastable had felt like the equivalent of a sandwich filling which had got more and more compressed over the years until her once fresh and jaunty ingredients had been squashed into a pâté by the two fat slices of bread at either side of her. She didn’t resent her life, that was just how it was. Her presence was there to be central in order to hold the sandwich unit together – to glue, to serve, to bind. But she did feel somewhat relieved at the outer slices relaxing their press upon her over the past year. Her twenty-three-year-old son Sunny had left the family home nine months ago to live with his fiancée Karoline, and her daughter had packed up and moved out to flat-share with her best friend six months later. Shay had expected her back within twenty-four hours but nope, there was silence on that front – and with Courtney, no news was good news. She hadn’t cried when Courtney had left home, but she’d sobbed buckets when Sunny had, cried until the salt had made her cheeks red and raw. Not because she loved her son any more than her daughter, but because he was easier to love. He’d been hard work, as all kids are, but his sweet, easy disposition, his affection had been enough reward to sweep away the fatigue. Twenty-two-year-old Courtney was mercury personified, a shape-shifter. Her beliefs, hair, fashion, likes and dislikes changed with the wind and Shay had stopped trying to figure her out and had to stand back and let her find her place because – as she herself had once thought – parents knew nothing. They had grown out of the ways of the present world and were no longer in touch with it, their accrued wisdom of little value. Two very different children who had been raised exactly the same way and yet had turned out polar opposites. Shay knew, of course, that children were not the sum of their mothers’ and fathers’ influences, because she and her elder sister Paula had been brought up in the same household, yet apart from the equivalent number of limbs and head, there weren’t a lot of other similarities between them.

Shay’s parents had divorced only five years ago, in their seventies. Roberta Corrigan had settled well into single life, although she kept her (relative) independence thanks only to the amount of scaffolding her younger daughter supplied to hold it in place. Shay went to visit her mother every day: sometimes she’d bob up in the morning, but she was always there at teatime to cook her a meal, sort out her tablets for the following day and ensure she was warm and safe for the night. There was more and more memory slippage going on, but the doctor had said that as long as Roberta was remembering the important things like turning off hobs and locking doors, not to be too troubled by the fact that she couldn’t remember who the prime minister was or her twelve times table. Plus she had wonderful neighbours who kept an eye out for each other. Their Neighbourhood Watch made the SAS look like a bunch of amateurs.

Shay pulled up outside her mother’s house and noticed that building work had commenced next door. It had been expected, of course, why else would there have been a huge orange skip parked on their drive for the past two rain-sodden weeks? Odd couple, her mum’s neighbours. Middle-aged and reclusive, they stuck out like a pair of sore thumbs from the sociable, elderly residents of Merriment Close. The close had always lived up to its name; it had been a happy cul-de-sac of ten bungalows; an outer circle of dwellings around an inner round of green which the pensioners themselves maintained to an impeccable standard. Then last year Doris at 1A had died and her daughter had sold the bungalow to the dour Drew and Ann Balls who did not wish to engage with their neighbours on any level. Christmas cards to them had not been reciprocated, hellos in passing not returned, invitation to join the residents’ association ignored.

When Shay walked into the house it was to find her mother standing at the window, eyes glued to the skip as if trying to outstare it in a competition in the hope it would melt away in defeat. She had been strangely fascinated by it since it landed without being able to explain why, but it had obviously triggered something in her cloudy mind.

‘What are they doing, do you think? All afternoon, they’ve been flinging bricks in that… orange thing. What’s it called?’

‘It’s a skip, Mum. And I suspect they’ll be having some building work done which is why people usually hire them. They’ll fill it and then it will be gone, out of your way forever. Now, is there anything you fancy for tea?’

‘You’ll be able to see it from space, that thing,’ said Roberta, ignoring the tea question. ‘I can see it every time I look through the window, all shouty and orange.’

‘Then don’t look through the window at it,’ said Shay. Her mum’s brain chewed on minutiae these days, as if it were everlasting gum, the flavours refreshing every few minutes to encourage new mastication. Roberta was so much less tolerant of change than she had been even just a couple of years ago. Now, change and her mother were mortal enemies. One night they’d moved the broadcast time for Coronation Street forward by half an hour and it was right up there with the world’s catastrophes: a volcano erupting in Iceland; a tsunami in the Philippines; Ken Barlow not being on screen at the allotted hour.

‘Skip.’ Roberta repeated the word over and over. ‘Why didn’t I remember the name? They tell you to do crosswords to keep your brain active and all they do is frustrate me. I used to learn a new word every day, now I forget an old word every few hours.’

It hurt Shay’s heart when her mum said things like this. She never knew how to answer, didn’t want to acknowledge it, brushed it under the carpet hoping it would wither and drop through the floorboards so she didn’t have to face it.

‘I thought baked potato and cheese for tea,’ Shay said with a bracing smile.

‘I’m not really that hungry.’

She always said this but she always ate what was put in front of her.

‘You finish off your crossword and I’ll get it ready.’

Her mum did the puzzles in the newspaper every day, but she wasn’t getting the same pleasure from them as she used to. Too many holes had appeared in her vocabulary and her concentration levels weren’t anything like what they once were.

When Shay bobbed her head around the door to announce that tea was on the table, her mum was still standing at the window, lost in the view. ‘Mum,’ she called again more loudly, and Roberta jumped slightly, dislodged from whatever was occupying her thoughts, and wandered into the kitchen, almost reluctant to leave her post.

‘That looks nice. I haven’t had a baked potato for a long time,’ said Roberta, sitting down to eat. Shay didn’t say that she’d had one only a few days ago.

‘Good, well, enjoy it then. I hope I haven’t put too much cheese on it. I don’t want you having bad dreams.’

‘I’ve got plenty of time to digest it before bedtime,’ replied Roberta, picking up her cutlery in that delicate, cultured way she had. She’d always had such a ladylike manner about her.

Shay took some milk out of the fridge and checked the date on the carton. Left to her own devices, her mother would be eating mouldy bread and green bacon.

‘What could they be doing in there that merits the need for a…’ Roberta shook her head impatiently.

‘Skip.’ Shay supplied the word again as she poured a stream of tea from the old brown faithful pot that’d had its place on the kitchen table since she was a young girl. ‘Maybe they’re having a new kitchen or a bathroom. You said yourself that Doris still had the original 1970s fittings in the house when it was sold.’

Roberta pressed her knife into the potato. ‘They’re up to something. Everyone’s saying they are.’

‘I don’t think so,’ Shay replied, making less of it.

‘Derrick at number five says he looks like a serial killer. Christie. The one that young man was hanged for.’

Shay laughed at that.

‘You’ll have to put it out of your mind, Mum. Let them get on with taking out the avocado bathroom suite or whatever it is they’re doing because it’s not going to affect you. Live and let live, that’s what your mantra was once upon a time. Oh and guess what I’ve got for you – I found you a DVD of The Quiet Man.’

‘Oh, wonderful. Thank you, Shay.’ Roberta was clearly delighted by that.

‘Yep. So now you and Dagmara can watch it the next time you have one of your cinema mornings. You have remembered that I won’t be here for the next two days, haven’t you?’ She asked the question but could guess the answer.

Roberta’s jaw dropped open. ‘Why won’t you be here?’

Up until last year Roberta had always sent them a card unprompted; now she couldn’t even bring the date to mind.

‘Bruce and I are going away to a hotel for a little treat. We’re driving there tonight, that’s why I’m here early.’ Shay didn’t mention the anniversary because she’d been taught to try not to bring up the things her mother had forgotten, highlighting them, reminding her of her deterioration. ‘Paula’s coming to see to you. I’ll leave her number by the phone so if you need anything, ring her not me because I won’t be around.’

Roberta’s face broke into a smile. ‘Paula. That’ll be nice. I can’t remember the last time I saw her.’

Neither can I, Shay said inwardly, and her mental faculty was functioning perfectly. But then her older sister did have a proper job that made driving twenty minutes to see her mother – or father – on a regular basis very difficult.

Roberta’s smile closed down then at the prospect of not seeing her younger daughter for a couple of days. ‘She’s not as patient as you though, Shay. She snaps at me.’

‘Well, I’ll have a word and tell her not to,’ Shay said to that. She’d have the talk that lovely Dagmara from next-door-but-one had had with her last year, the one that made Shay see things so differently she’d been shamed by it, though she’d been glad of the insight, grateful for the lesson. Shay used to get herself in a bit of a stew about her mother’s failing memory, automatically correcting her at every turn when she misremembered facts until Dagmara, who had nursed her husband through dementia, had taken her on one side and given her a gentle, well-meaning, but essential, lecture.

‘What does it matter if she remembers it that way, Shay? Who is it hurting, what does it change?’ she’d said in her lovely Latvian accent. ‘It’s the new truth she remembers. Don’t cause her stress by telling her she’s wrong when her brain is telling her she’s right.’

Dagmara was a bastion of patience, understanding and common sense and she was spot on with what she was saying. What harm was it doing to Roberta, remembering she was on a lovely holiday with her sister the day Princess Diana’s car crashed, when Shay knew for sure her aunt had died the previous year? Being impatient with her, forcing her to try and remember the real truth when her brain wanted to reject it as a lie would not glue all the missing pieces back together and make her whole again. When coping with a loved one with the onset of dementia, it was necessary to acquire a new set of skills, one of them being knowing when to back off and shut up.

Roberta Corrigan had once been such a sharp cookie, an intellectually gifted woman fluent in five languages, with a working knowledge of at least two more; she absorbed them like a sponge. She’d been a teacher in a private school, then she’d become a self-employed tutor in order to fit around looking after her two daughters and her aged parents. Now, she couldn’t even remember the name for a skip in her own native tongue.

‘When are you back then?’

‘I’ll see you Monday.’

‘That’s a long time.’

‘Just a weekend.’

Roberta scraped some potato away from the skin and then dumped the latter at the side of her plate.

‘You should eat that skin, it’s the best part,’ said Shay, feeling, not for the first time, as if their roles had reversed. Roberta had made her daughters eat potato skins, stressing it was where all the nutrients were. Shay didn’t like these moments; they were a pollution of world order.

‘Nope, I’ve never liked it.’

But she had. Another tongue-biting moment. It was hard to watch a loved one lose her sense of self. Her mother’s mind had always been so strong and here it was being chipped away at so cruelly.

Roberta had her usual small tub of ice cream after her tea. Tonight it was strawberry which triggered off a recollection.

‘Oh, I had a phone call from Courtney this morning.’

‘Did you?’ More than I’ve had, thought Shay.

‘She’s changed her name, hasn’t she?’

Shay rolled her eyes. Courtney had rechristened herself Strawberry Blue for whatever reason just before she’d left home. Bruce had refused outright to call his daughter Strawberry Blue, said the name that fitted her best was ‘Wrecking Ball’.

‘She sounded jolly,’ said Roberta, speaking through her ice cream and spraying pink droplets. ‘She’s working at a clothes shop, isn’t she?’

‘That’s news to me. Last I heard she was behind a bar in a nightclub,’ said Shay. She didn’t disbelieve it, because Courtney changed jobs like underwear and none of them seemed to fit. Shay respected that her daughter was just trying to work out who she really was and what she wanted and if it entailed a little exploration, then so be it. Bruce, who had always been perfectly content in his own skin, had never wanted to change his name to John Pliers/Marvin Starface, and had known since he’d been a foetus that he wanted to be an electrician, was less understanding. When post started arriving at the house addressed to Ms Strawberry Blue, he’d had a mini meltdown, declared that she was an embarrassment and said that the sooner she sorted herself out the better. It was then that Courtney had made an accelerated effort to find an alternative place to stay and wouldn’t be persuaded by her mother to change her mind.

‘Not heard from Sunny though,’ Roberta carried on. ‘There’s something not right there,’ she added. ‘It’s not like him not to ring his grandma.’

It wasn’t, Shay had to agree with that.

‘I don’t like her that much,’ said Roberta, scraping the last of the ice cream out of the tub with the small plastic spoon supplied. She preferred that to a teaspoon, said it made her feel as if she was at the cinema having a treat.

‘Who?’ asked Shay. Her mother often flitted from one subject to another and it was hard to keep up sometimes.

‘That Karoline our Sunny’s with. Something not right about her.’

‘There’s something not right about everyone you know,’ said Shay with a chuckle. The Balls, Karoline, her local MP, Chris – Paula’s husband. Maybe she had a point with him though. He was so far up his backside, he could have sucked his own uvula.

‘Not everyone. And you can scoff all you like, but I’ve always had a very strong intuition where people are concerned. She’s not all she seems, that one,’ said Roberta, disapproval shading her expression.

‘You’ve only seen her once.’

‘You only need to see someone once to know.’ Roberta tapped the side of her nose.

‘What’s she done to make you think that?’

‘Nothing, yet.’

‘There you go then. Anyway, Sunny’s happy with her and that’s all that matters.’

He’d been bowled over by her from the off, she was like no other girl he’d ever met he said, and if Karoline was good enough for him, then she was good enough for Shay.

‘I’m not changing my opinion,’ Roberta sniffed haughtily. ‘As I said, my intuition tells me otherwise.’

‘Okay, Mum,’ Shay smiled, amused by the mention of her mother’s famous intuition.

After tea, Shay sorted out Roberta’s tablets and did the washing up while her mother went to watch some TV, except she didn’t because the distraction of the neighbour’s skip proved too much to ignore. When Shay walked back into the lounge, Roberta was once again at the window, her lips moving over the words stencilled on the side like fingers working over the texture of cloth: SHARIF’S SKIPS.

‘Mum? Tipping Point will be on in a minute.’

Roberta carried on staring at the skip with a faraway look in her eyes.

‘I knew Omar Sharif once, I’m sure I did,’ she said eventually. Her memory pool had been stirred by something and a recollection had popped to the surface like a bubble. A rogue one though, because her mother had never met the famous screen god. But, as Dagmara would say, what did it matter? It wasn’t the worst false memory to have.

‘Did you?’ asked Shay.

Roberta’s brow creased in thought. ‘I think so. I wanted to marry him.’

‘You and every other woman in the 1960s,’ said Shay, giving her a gentle nudge.

But Roberta wasn’t listening to her, she was lost in some other world, eyes closed, holding up her hand as if stroking the cheek of someone, feeling their skin beneath her fingers. Then she opened them and saw she was touching only empty air.

‘Where did you meet Omar Sharif then, Mum?’ Shay watched her mother’s exit from wherever her reverie had taken her.

‘What are you talking about?’ came the scoffing reply. ‘As if I ever met Omar Sharif.’






Chapter 2

Shay’s father, it had to be said, looked nothing like Omar Sharif. Even in his heyday Harry Corrigan was heavy-set with thick sandy hair, muted blue eyes and pale skin, all of which Shay’s sister Paula had inherited. Paula had never tried to make the best of the physical hand of cards she had been dealt: highlights and a different hair style would have flattered her face, make-up would have made the best of her full lips and long lashes. Instead she stuck to au naturel – even when she’d gone prematurely grey – and openly resented that her younger sister Shay was the pretty one with skin like amber honey, large brown eyes and long, shiny ink-black locks. Shay looked like no one in the immediate family except, so Roberta said, her aunt who was a fellow throwback to their Italian ancestry. Underneath her bleach-blonde hair, apparently, Roberta’s sister Stella looked just like Sophia Loren. At least from the back with the light off, or so her dad used to joke.

Shay loved her father, though he hadn’t been that much of a hands-on dad when she was growing up. He was either working or out watching football, playing snooker, having a pint with friends. He didn’t go and see her act in plays or attend school prize-givings. He didn’t take her to the swings or help her with her homework. He was just there, an affable presence who painted and wallpapered, tinkered about with his car and mowed the lawn. Then, when she was sixteen, he’d stepped up to the plate and become a dad, not just a father.

She’d never held his hand as a child, but now, here in the Whispering Pines care home, she was feeling the solid weight of it, the gravitational pull of his thick sausage fingers and it made her sad that even though he was a hollowed-out shell of himself, it had still taken her a long time to dare reach for his hand, to place it in her own as if expecting him to shake her off, embarrassed by such intimacy. She wondered if he knew she was there; she had to hope that he did. But then, would that mean he had sense of who didn’t come and see him?

She’d checked the visitors’ book, as she always did, waiting at reception for someone to give her an update on his situation. The book went back three months and only once did Paula’s name appear – three weeks ago. She’d signed in and out within fifteen minutes and Shay wondered why she’d even bothered for so short a time, but that was Paula to a tee: duty over, so no one could say she hadn’t done her bit. His wife Barbara tended to visit in the mornings, so their paths hadn’t crossed for a long time. Out of respect for her mother, Shay had resisted getting overly close to the woman who had dealt the fatal blow to her parents’ marriage. She’d always been polite and pleasant whenever she’d had to pick up her dad to take him to have his kidneys/prostate/ears/eyes looked at by medical professionals now that he didn’t drive any more, but she’d desisted from any cosy chatty coffees in their kitchen. She had also been present at their small registry office wedding, though Paula hadn’t attended, having been struck down with a convenient bout of shingles which gave her the excuse she’d wished for not to attend. It had been very weird seeing her eighty-year-old father so happy because he was marrying his mistress and she’d wondered what it did to children’s heads in similar circumstances because it just about cabbaged hers as a fully grown adult.

There had been a lot of information for Shay to get her head around six years ago when seemingly out of the blue her seventy-three-year-old mother had filed for divorce on grounds of adultery. Shay’s loyalties hadn’t just been split, they’d been chopped up and mascerated.

It was only then that all the truth came flooding out with the force of the water behind an obliterated Hoover Dam: Harry Corrigan had been a serial adulterer for many of the years of their marriage, Roberta finally admitted to her daughters. She had forgiven him over and over to keep the family intact, and she’d mainly succeeded because neither Paula nor Shay had ever had the slightest inkling what had gone on behind the scenes of their parents’ relationship. There were some years when Harry’s priorities were focused first and foremost on the family unit but then, as the need for his command of the ship subsided, his faithfulness began to wane again. Harry’s affair with Barbara had gone on for a long time behind their spouses’ backs before they walked out of their marriages for each other. They enjoyed four and a half years of wedded bliss before a stroke clobbered him from left field, robbing him of everything but his breathing. Barbara had chosen, with care, a nursing home for him with a peaceful air and where the staff were kind and skilled.

He would have felt guilty to have people worrying over him, Shay knew. He’d never liked a fuss, didn’t want to put anyone out. This would be hell for him; it was hell for them all.

She’d never spoken to her father as much as she had since he’d been in this comatose state and she didn’t know if he could even hear her; but she’d taken another lesson from Dagmara, that hearing was often the last sense to leave, and never to assume the father she knew wasn’t still there inside, needing comfort and familiar voices. So Shay sat there for hours sometimes, reading the newspaper aloud to him, talking to him about what Sunny and Courtney were up to. Sometimes she gave him a shave because the nurses never quite gave him the perfect one his exacting standards required, and she’d splash some of his aftershave on for him. He’d always smelt lovely, her dad. Nothing expensive, but clean and fresh as pine trees.

‘What’s the point in going?’ Paula had said once. ‘He’s not Dad any more, is he? He’s more or less a vegetable.’

‘How do you know what’s going on in his head?’ Shay snapped back.

Then Paula had come out with the classic, ‘Well, I don’t like to see him like that. It’s upsetting.’

‘Do you think I do, Paula? But I’m willing to take the risk he knows we’re there and is comforted by it.’

Then Paula would let loose her final big gun. ‘Well, he doesn’t deserve us after what he did to Mum.’

In a past life Paula must have been an eel, Shay thought. She could wriggle out of anything. She’d have made a great politician. Shay didn’t judge her dad as a husband, and as a father he’d been there for her when she needed him to be. He hadn’t let her down; she wouldn’t let him down either.

Sitting here with her father, just being with him, breathing the same air, her mind unwrapped memories like sweets. Today, she remembered seeing her father come in late one night, head and shoulders covered in snow, carrying a bag that didn’t quite cover the doll in a box, the doll she desperately wanted for Christmas. She remembered him painting Paula’s bedroom ceiling black with glow-in-the-dark stars on it, so it would be a surprise when she got back from her school camping trip. She remembered him leaving a Mars bar on her desk when she was revising for her GCSEs, telling her it was ‘brain food’. And that same summer, she remembered overhearing the conversation going on downstairs when she couldn’t sleep. Her mother and father, a rally of heated voices: We can’t leave. We have to. It’s totally the wrong thing to do. I won’t have her living it over and over again. She’s done nothing to cause this, and that’s why she has to stay. No, we’re leaving and that’s that. Her mother’s will had won, and they’d moved from their home village to the city at what felt like breakneck speed. It meant her father had a little further to travel to work; it meant leaving behind everyone they knew; it had meant upheaval and cost and disruption but they’d moved, shed their old life like a skin. To protect her.

She didn’t like to admit this, but Harry had seemed happier these past six years than he had ever been with her mum. His and Barbara’s love for each other was clearly true and tender; they were always out having lunch or catching a bus to the coast and they’d been looking forward to many more years of the same, only for their hopes and dreams to be snatched away one Sunday morning when he was lazing in the conservatory. Barbara thought he’d died; maybe it would have been kinder if he had.

Shay placed her father’s hand onto her face, moulding the fingers around her cheek, wishing they’d stay there when she let go, but they didn’t. She spoke into his palm, in the hope that the soft whisper would sink into his pores, join his bloodstream, drift into his brain.

‘I shan’t see you for a couple of days, Dad, because I’m going to a nice hotel in the Dales for the weekend with Bruce. It’s my twenty-fourth wedding anniversary tomorrow. Next year we get all the silver, like you and Mum did. Do you remember? I sprayed my hair silver for your party and then I couldn’t get it all out for weeks.’

She willed him to respond with a facial tic, a bend of the finger, a blink – anything. But there was nothing. Just a breath in and then out again: life, without living.






Chapter 3

Shay picked up the satiny scrap of underwear, put it in the case, took it out again. She had shaved off a few pounds to fit into these knickers that she’d bought in the spring sales so she could take them with her, but suddenly she felt rather silly and a teeny bit nervous. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d worn such a blatant flag of availability, although there hadn’t been much point because she and Bruce hadn’t been intimate for months, he’d been totally off it. He hadn’t touched her in bed and on the couple of occasions she’d tried to initiate anything, he’d told her he was too tired and she’d respected that and not pushed it. He seemed to be working longer and harder for less and less return. Electricians were ten a penny these days, he’d grumble, and people seemed to want cheap prices before quality work.

She wished her best friend Tanya were still around because she would have opened her heart to her about it, asked her advice on what to do. Les would have made a joke of it, told her to jump on Bruce and not take no for an answer, but Tan would have been more sympathetic and constructive. Tanya, Lesley, Shay – the Yorkshire Charlie’s Angels, as Les’s dad used to call them. The three of them had been a tight, solid band since sixth form but Tan and Shay were just a little bit closer. Not even Bruce knew the full story of why Shay’s family had suddenly upped sticks to the other side of Sheffield when she was sixteen and he didn’t know anything about the year of her life spent in darkened rooms, hospitals, pill-induced sleeps and with doctors who couldn’t slice bits out of her brain with knives but tried to do it in other ways. But Tan knew it all. It had been three years since she died and Shay still struggled to believe she wasn’t there any more, that she’d never hear her voice on the phone again pretending to be a scam call or a dodgy salesperson. She was mad, bonkers, beautiful, loyal, fabulous and it was the finality of it that had hit Shay the hardest; that someone so alive and vibrant could somehow not be there any longer, that they would never meet again, that there was a hole inside her where only Tan could fit.

Shay lifted up the scrap of pants and stretched the sides. Once upon a time Bruce would have torn them off her with his teeth, but she wasn’t sure what his reaction would be this weekend. Their sex life sat like a big fat lazy elephant in the room, silently condemning. It was their anniversary and expectation hung heavy that they should indulge in more than a peck on the cheek and a ‘sleep well’. She felt not unlike a virgin anticipating her wedding night. They shouldn’t have let things get this far, become an issue as sensitive as a gout-riddled toe.

Shay’s thoughts were interrupted by the noise of the letterbox flap. She dropped the pants into her case, went downstairs and retrieved the post from the mat. Cards, judging by the stiffness of them. She ripped open the first with a smile at the large swirly writing on the front, unmistakably Courtney’s hand. She took it out of the envelope and a spray of metallic confetti fell out with it. A sweet, traditional Happy Anniversary Mum and Dad card. Inside:


Shit card alert – this was all they had in Tesco. Happy Anniversary you two – hope you have a great weekend away, Lots of love and see you soon – Court xxx



Courtney never failed to send cards and they were never late either. Odd, considering how much her focus was on herself, that she had a real thing about cards: the choosing of them, the sending of them. But Courtney was a mass of enigmas and contradictions. She likened herself to a salmon, swimming upstream because her nature dictated it. But not even Mother Nature was infallible: the effort it took the fish to do that knackered them, ultimately destroyed them. But then, all mothers made cock-ups.

Another card from Great Aunt Freda whose handwriting became more spidery with every passing year. The last envelope bore the unmistakable loopy style of Lesley. Inside, a card with two swans on the front, their necks entwined, and the words: ‘Did you know that swans mate for life?’ Once opened, a drawing of those swans bleeding as they pecked at each other, along with the caption, ‘No wonder they’re so f***ing bad-tempered’.

It was a card that said more about Lesley and Morton Jagger’s marriage than hers and Bruce’s. Tan always said that if Les and Morton hadn’t rowed they would never have spoken to each other. Les moaned constantly about her husband, in fact she’d been threatening to leave him since their honeymoon. But despite her many whinges about him, they were still together twenty-three years on and were on course for Les to be nagging him about his shortfalls through to their diamond anniversary. It wasn’t Shay’s notion of an ideal set-up, but whatever happened behind closed doors was pumping plenty of oxygen into the lungs of their relationship to keep it going.

Short and sweet: ‘Love, Les’ and a single kiss. They hadn’t been in touch for ages. Too often, life got in the way of living, and after Tanya had died, Shay had been determined not to let that keep happening. Easier said than done, though, when you were snowed under with work and family commitments.

There was no card from Sunny; it might arrive tomorrow when she was away, but she had a strange feeling that it wouldn’t and that would be very out of character for him. She hadn’t expected him to come back and visit them every week, but since he’d left home to go and live with Karoline, they’d only seen him once in the last six months.

He’d texted a few times to check all was well and said that he was busy and would call in soon, but he hadn’t. Bruce said he had left his old life behind and was enjoying being in his new one and if she couldn’t accept that then she was just jealous that she’d been supplanted as number-one female in her son’s life, which was ludicrous because she wanted him to be happy with a nice woman like Karoline. She couldn’t rationalise why she felt just a teeny bit anxious about not seeing her son for such a long time, nor could she shake it off, it was just intuition. Just as her mother had blamed intuition for trying to press-gang her into jilting Bruce on her wedding day.

Stop worrying and finish your packing. The voice of reason in her head these days sounded just like Tanya’s.

‘Okay, I will,’ Shay answered it aloud. This weekend was about her and Bruce for a change. There was no point in leaving everyone behind only to take them all with her in her head.



Birtwell Manor was a crumbly old mansion which had been converted into a hotel after the war. It stood in acres of grounds with cultivated gardens, a woodland walk and fishing rights attached to the bordering river, so said the online blurb. Shay had booked the grand Buckingham Suite with its surfeit of wood panelling, imposing four-poster bed and heavy red tapestry drapes at the windows which afforded a stunning view of the estate. Coming to places like this always reinforced to Shay that she was a country, not a city, girl at heart. She liked to have greenery, fields, rivers and farms on her doorstep. Bruce preferred the anonymity of bigger places; villages were always full of nosy bastards, he said. He’d been brought up in one and couldn’t wait to leave it.

There was a bottle of champagne waiting for them in a silver ice bucket and a tray of handmade chocolates. Bruce strutted around the space, checking out the en suite, testing the day-bed sofa in the corner for comfort, opening the wardrobes, poking about in the drawers, all the while nodding approvingly.

Bruce was a good-looking man, one of those enviable types who grew sickeningly more attractive with every crinkle to his eyes and those handsome genes had been passed down to their son. Sunny had his father’s mouth with its generous lower lip, the strong square jaw, the height and broad shoulders, but he’d inherited his mother’s dark eyes instead of his father’s blue ones. Also, like his mother, his skin tanned when the sun merely brushed it, whereas Bruce had to work at getting brown. Father and son may have looked like each other, but in temperament, they were very different. Sunny was much more gentle in his manner and he had a kindness of spirit that hung around him like an aura. Bruce saw the world in blacks and whites, Sunny saw the greys. Sometimes Shay found herself wishing her son were less sensitive like her, more resilient like Bruce. It was a hard world and the Bruces fared better in it.

‘Let’s get the lid off this, shall we?’ said Bruce, pulling the champagne out of the bucket and tearing off the foil. She’d picked this place for him more than for herself, something old-grand, caviar and champagne, sophisticated and civilised. He would have liked the high life twenty-four-seven, she knew. If they ever won the Euromillions, he’d have put a down payment on a Ferrari as soon as he’d checked the Lucky Stars numbers. A soft pop as the cork jumped from the bottle, then a small wisp of gas escaped like a genie. Bruce poured it out too eagerly and the champagne frothed up and over the rim of the flutes. He handed one to his wife but it was she who made the toast.

‘Here’s to the next twenty-four.’ Shay chinked her glass gently against her husband’s.

‘Yep,’ he said and Shay found herself waiting for more words that didn’t come.



As Shay sat at the dressing-table mirror to put on her earrings, she watched Bruce behind her, checking himself in the full-length mirror with the thoroughness of James Bond before a mission. She liked that he had pride in how he looked. He’d gone a little metrosexual over the past year, because he’d definitely had his eyebrows attended to and those greys at his temples had been reversed. Personally, she thought both detracted from his handsomeness rather than added to it, but she hadn’t said so. Rather that than be like Morton Jagger, who wasn’t averse to using string for a belt and needed surgical intervention to remove his steel toe cap boots.

Bruce’s suit was black, slim-fitting, his shirt snow-white, shoes patent shiny. He was hot property, even more so since he’d cut out the fried bacon and egg breakfast sandwiches and pasty lunches and hit the gym a couple of years ago after one of his overweight mates, ‘Jabba’, had had a fatal heart attack at the age of forty-two. Bruce worked hard because he wanted to retire early and live somewhere sunny near a taverna and he wanted that retirement to be very long. They used to get holiday brochures and look for possible places where they’d settle, design their perfect villa on a notepad, though they hadn’t spoken about it for ages. Maybe tonight over dinner was the perfect time to reinject some energy into their joint project, she decided. It was also something for them, not about her parents, their children – just them.

I wonder how he’s aged.

The thought came into her head from an unseen direction and she felt the impact in her heart as it launched a trio of pounding beats. Twenty-nine years had passed since she’d last seen Jonah Wells and yet the memory of him was as clear and shiny as if it had been polished daily. She leaned on the door in her mind to keep him out; his boyish fresh scent, the dark chocolate colour of his hair, the bright hazel of his eyes, the press of his mouth against hers… none of it had any right being there; she’d had to bury everything: the sweet and the sour. She’d even picked her wedding date specifically to stamp over that portion of her life, to give her something in June to smile about, to blast the shadows into oblivion with some sunshine. But the date never held up to close inspection because she could still see him there in the background, never quite disappearing because the roots were too deep to dig out; he would always be part of her. The sweet and the sour.






Chapter 4

The dining room of Birtwell Manor was textbook classic elegance. Ridiculously high ornamental ceilings with just the right detail of cracked plasterwork to suggest age and authenticity, upmarket shabby chic. The tables were dressed in crisp heavy white fabric with a satin sheen, the cutlery old silver. Shay wouldn’t have been surprised to see Hercule Poirot dining among them.

‘Blimey, this is a bit posh, isn’t it?’ said Bruce, not quite trusting the waiter who tucked him under the table, as if he expected him to whip the chair away at the last second.

‘We deserve posh today,’ said Shay, smiling at him because she knew she’d chosen well. For the next forty hours, Bruce could imagine this life was his norm and he’d play it to the beat. Once upon a time, their plans for their house in the sun were much grander and featured his and hers dressing rooms; his with rails of suits and shirts – all designer names and a secret compartment for his many Rolex watches. He liked ‘names’; it wasn’t her thing but she respected it was his.

Shay was wearing a black velvet dress, only a high-street purchase, and she’d worn it before, but she felt lovely in it. Coupled with heels, it lengthened her medium height and gave shape to her slim, curveless figure. She’d piled her long, thick hair into a half up-do, a style that suited her oval face, made her look every inch the Italian of her ancestors. In short, she felt as glamorous as she was ever going to get and she was so looking forward to this evening – with her handsome husband.

The waiter gave them both a leather-bound menu and Bruce’s eyes almost popped out of his head when he opened it.

‘Jesus Christ, look how much for a fillet steak. You could buy a bloody yacht for…’

Shay threw him a look that withered Bruce’s words on his lips.

‘Okay, okay, I’ll not look at the prices,’ he relented. Bruce wouldn’t have thought twice about paying ridiculous money for clothes, but he didn’t splash the cash so easily on more transient pleasures.

From the food menu, Shay chose the lobster-tail salad with Thermidor butter starter, then a fillet steak with Bearnaise sauce. Bruce chose the creamed mushrooms and a sirloin. She knew he’d ask for it rare because it sounded classy, but he’d eat around the edges and leave the red-oozing middle section – happened every time.

‘Well, this is nice, isn’t it?’ said Shay, when the waiter had taken their choices to the kitchen and they were settled with a large glass of Chablis each. Bruce had chosen it. He hadn’t a clue about wines but pretended he did. He’d peruse the descriptions, and the prices, at length then pick the second or third cheapest.

‘It’s fantastic,’ replied Bruce. He sighed in the way he did when he was relaxed and she smiled at that. He’d been working too hard recently and needed this break.

She picked up her glass. ‘Here’s to a lovely couple of days. I can’t remember the last time we went out for a meal, can you? We haven’t done it nearly enough in our marriage, just having you and me time.’

‘Well, we’ve both had too much on, haven’t we? Kids, my parents, your mum… then your mum and dad, then your dad… then your mum again. You really should put your foot down where that sister of yours is concerned and tell her to pull her weight a bit more.’

‘I know. But then she has a proper job, unlike me.’ Shay loaded the two words with all the sarcasm they could carry. She didn’t expect Bruce to say, ‘Well that’s as maybe, but it still doesn’t excuse her not going to see your mother more. She doesn’t exactly live in the Outer Hebrides, does she? It’s less than a twenty-minute drive with a fair wind behind her.’

Shay’s jaw dropped slightly open.

‘What do you mean by “that’s as maybe”? Don’t tell me you don’t think I have a proper job either.’

‘Well it’s not a proper job in the true sense of the word is it?’

‘Because I work from home at the kitchen table, you mean and I don’t have a swanky plaque on my door that says “Paula Houston, Financial Services Manager”?’

‘Well I don’t either, do I?’ said Bruce.

‘Yet you’d class what you do as a proper job?’ She started bristling so much, she was in danger of popping out spines like a hedgehog.

‘All I’m trying to say is that it’s convenient for Paula to see you as a mug, isn’t it?’ said Bruce. ‘You’re always going to be first call for going to your mother’s when you only live around the corner.’

‘Well I’m not going to be a mug this weekend,’ said Shay. She couldn’t turn off her phone in case her dad’s care home rang, but she’d put it on silent and she’d promised herself that she would not open any texts Paula sent because there were bound to be plenty of them: Where’s the salt/bin-liners/Tenaladys? Is she allowed the sherry she’s just asked me for? How do you turn on the DVD? It would do Paula good to think for herself, tread a couple of days in her shoes.

The waiter arrived with their starters. They looked beautiful, like pieces of artwork on plates.

‘I wish we could go out more often than we do,’ said Shay. ‘We should make it at least once a month…’

‘You what?’ said Bruce, scooping some mushrooms up with his fork and trying to balance them on a miniature slice of bruschetta. ‘We’d be bloody bankrupt.’

‘Let’s talk about selling up and splitting. I know you want to.’

Bruce’s eyes bugged out and he stopped chewing, as if a giant pause button inside him had been depressed. It seemed to take an age before he spoke.

‘What do you mean?’

‘What do you think I mean, Bru—’ Her brain caught up with her mouth then and the penny dropped. ‘Splitting as in going away, not splitting up. Don’t tell me you’ve forgotten the master plan. Us, villa, sunshine?’

A beat. Then Bruce started chewing again.

‘Well, that’s not going to happen, is it? It’s all right planning that tripe when you’re twenty, but as the years go on… well… you see it for the pipe dream it is.’

‘I’m not asking you to pick an exact date to go, Bruce. It’s just talk. We used to love to talk about it.’

‘What’s the point? Your mother would never leave her house and she’ll most likely outlive us all. You’ll probably drop dead making her dinner one night. Then there’s your dad…’ His voice trailed away, as he saw the look of horror his wife was giving him across the table.

Shay wished she hadn’t brought up the subject of a life in the sun. It was all becoming a bit bogged down in reality, more of a nightmare than a dream. They ate in silence for a few minutes, Shay trying not to be cross, trying not to think horrible thoughts about death and medical states of limbo. She didn’t want this evening spoiled, tried to get it back on track, forced some jollity into her voice as she speared the last piece of lobster.

‘I suppose the next occasion for dressing up in our best bib and tucker will be Sunny and Karoline’s big day in September,’ she said.

‘I can’t wait to be related to that lot,’ replied Bruce with a grumble, launching into an impression of Karoline’s mother with her affected accent. ‘We h-absolutely h-insist on paying for h-everything because we h-are loaded and like to lord it over h-everyone.’

Shay grinned. ‘Very good,’ she said.

‘It would have been more realistic if I’d got a few more chins.’ He shuddered at the thought of Karoline’s mother, Angela Stannop. ‘That’s what Sunny’s got to look forward to, because Karoline will turn out exactly like her mother in a few years and Sunny will end up like Simon, squashed underfoot. What a pathetic little man. I bet he has to ask his wife’s permission before going for a waz.’

Shay was just about to protest that not all patterns repeated themselves, but her own marriage and that of her parents had too many similarities to discount. A thought best not dwelled on today.

When the waiter brought their mains, Bruce asked for another bottle of wine. He was knocking it back a bit, thought Shay, who was just at the bottom of her first glass.

‘We should go out with Les and Morton somewhere for a meal. I don’t mind being designated driver,’ said Shay.

‘God, do we have to?’ Bruce rolled his eyes. ‘He’s a pain in the backside.’

‘It would give me a chance to see Les, because I haven’t seen her for yonks. She’s been really busy at work,’ said Shay. ‘The last time we spoke, she said she had a new boss who was cracking the whip. She’s had to do a lot of unpaid overtime.’

‘More fool her then,’ mumbled Bruce.

‘It’s what you have to do in some places. I know because, if you remember, once upon a time I had a proper job where you were expected to earn your salary by working far more than the hours you were contracted to do without overtime pay.’

‘Anyone who does that needs their head looking at,’ said Bruce, cutting slices of steak from around the more well-done edge. ‘That’s why I like being my own boss. The only person I’m a slave to is myself.’

‘Do you remember when I was getting in at all hours and hardly saw the kids? I would never have got a parking space had I set off for Leeds later than six in the morning and there was no point setting off home before six in the evening or I’d have been stuck in traffic.’ Looking back, she’d no idea how she’d managed it.

‘All for a shit wage, too,’ said Bruce, with a shake of his head.

‘It wasn’t exactly a shit wage, Bruce. I was paid quite well.’

Very well, as it happens. She’d enjoyed the admin job and ended up being drafted to becoming PA for Colin Parks-Davis, the chief exec, not that she’d sought the promotion; her quiet diligence and pleasant personality had done all the work for her. Then the firm upped sticks from Sheffield to Leeds and she’d had to move with them. They were two years she wouldn’t have wanted to repeat, hardly seeing the children, getting in at stupid o’clock – thank God her mum and dad had been on hand to help. She’d either been working, travelling or knackered and something had to give. She had her letter of resignation in her pocket when Colin summoned her to his office. He was leaving the company, he said, starting up his own from his home in Lincoln. Would she consider working for him remotely: managing his diary, organising travel, compiling expenses and whatever else he might need? It was the perfect solution. She charged him by the hour for her services and earned a reduced, but not bad, wage without the nuisance of commuting. She could do the job and work around the household, shop, clean and tend to everyone’s needs as they arose, including having a hot meal on the table for her husband when he came home every night. She knew that Bruce would say that what he did was a proper job and what she did was a few part-time bits in between washing things. He was basically right, but it felt so much more.

‘So… a night out with Lesley and Morton then,’ said Shay, herding the conversation back to them.

Bruce lowered his head, shook it slowly from side to side.

‘Put me off my dinner, why don’t you?’

‘He’s not that bad. He’s quite funny when he’s on form.’

‘I really don’t want to, Shay. Not after the last time.’

He read the blank expression on her face. ‘The Taj Mahal,’ he reminded her. ‘When he got plastered on Cobras.’

Shay nodded, cringing. ‘I’d forgotten about that.’

‘How could you? It’s seared on my brain. Forever. Mort telling his “famous fart jokes” in his loud voice. And let’s not talk about him going off to the loo and coming back with soaking wet trousers because his flies had got stuck and he “couldn’t stop the flow happening”.’ Bruce’s shoulders juddered with revulsion.

Lesley had been mortified. She’d spent the whole taxi journey home railing at him, telling him she really was divorcing him this time.

Shay hooted, without meaning to and covered up her mouth after Bruce gave her a disapproving look. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said, ‘I don’t know why I’m laughing, because it’s not really funny. It’s just that I’ve always had a soft spot for Morton. There’s no harm in him at all and he adores Les. If they ever did break up, it would be so hard on him.’

She knew there was little chance of it. Les would have done it years ago if she were serious. And they still had a lot of glue holding them together in their marriage. Lesley was very open about what sort of glue it was too.

She raised her head and found Bruce staring at her with such emotional intensity that she gave a little embarrassed laugh.

‘What’s up?’ she asked him.

‘You’re so beautiful, Shay. I’ve never said it to you enough, have I? What a truly lovely person you are – inside and out.’

Her first instinct was to dismiss his words as a wind-up, dash them away, but that look in his stunning blue eyes implied he really meant them and they came from a very deep place.

‘Thank you.’ She wasn’t sure what else to say. It had been a long time since he’d given her a mushy compliment. Actually, she wasn’t sure when the last time was. He wasn’t exactly the gushy type.

‘I don’t want to talk about them when we’re here to celebrate our anniversary,’ Bruce went on. ‘I don’t want to talk about anyone but you and me.’

There was a shine of tears in his eyes. Or maybe it was all the alcohol he’d drunk making a bid for freedom.

‘Yes, you’re right,’ she said. ‘It’s too easy to get distracted.’ She cut a piece of steak; it was perfection. She chewed it until it was gone, and then opened up her mouth to ask what he thought about Courtney working in a shop now but stopped it just in time. It was ridiculously hard to talk about things that didn’t expand into a wider circle of friends, kids, work…



Bruce surprised her by ordering a sweet. He never had dessert usually. Shay wondered why he’d asked for a giant slice of cake when all he did was pick at it in between large glugs of wine from the second bottle. She could tell he was getting a bit hammered but that was fine. She wanted him to let his hair down, plus it might unloosen his inhibitions, which, in turn, would unloosen hers.

After dessert, she ordered a coffee; he had a brandy, which he necked like a shot then ordered another – a double this time.

‘You okay?’ she asked him, starting to wonder if he was trying to anaesthetise himself.

‘Yes, fine. It feels like ages since I had a good drink and this’ – he lifted up the brandy balloon – ‘is very good stuff.’ His words were slurring now. ‘Have one with me. Go on, let’s sit in the lounge and mellow.’

‘Okay. If that’s what you’d like us to do.’

Bruce waved over a waiter, gave him an order for two doubles.

They went into the lounge, sat on a beautiful antique sofa in front of the massive unlit fireplace. The waiter followed with the brandies and Bruce hurriedly downed the one he had carried through with him to start on the new one. He was travelling fast from a bit tipsy to totally bollocksed. His eyelids had started to droop and he’d settled in a weird angle against the corner of the sofa, like an abandoned Victorian doll.

‘So, we’ll get up tomorrow and have a lovely breakfast and then mosey around the village, that work for you?’ she asked him. She’d checked out the area before she came and there were shops, a pub, nice walks, a cheese factory.

His brow creased in an attempt at concentration. ‘Yep,’ he replied eventually. ‘Let’s just…’ he flapped his hand like a seal’s flipper ‘… see where we are when we are.’ This seemed to make perfect sense to him. He leaned forward, scooped up a few complimentary Japanese crackers from a bowl on the coffee table, then pressed his back into the sofa again.

‘Isn’t this great?’ he said, smiling like a benign, well-dressed, arseholed scarecrow. It might have amused her at another time but now, it narked her a little because it crossed her mind that he might be deliberately sabotaging any possibility of intimacy by drinking too much. Then she felt mean for that thought: it wasn’t a trait of hers to think the worst of someone before the best.

She watched his eyelids drop completely down and she pondered in the silence if she had changed as much as he had in the years since they’d met. In looks, neither of them had, really; both were still easily recognisable from their younger selves. But yes, she reckoned, they’d both changed a lot, not just him.

For her twenty-year-old self, just being with Tanya and Lesley was enough. She didn’t want to open her heart to anyone, she’d just wanted to go dancing and get ratted and snog people with whom she had no intention of taking things any further. But then Tanya had met someone and fell hook, line and sinker and Lesley met Morton and though their friendship never broke, it had stretched and changed to allow for new priorities. Shay was the last of them to meet her life partner and maybe that had its part to play in softening her resistance to Bruce’s cheeky persistence when, in a nightclub, he wouldn’t take no for an answer. He had a killer grin, eyes like a Caribbean sea and a cracking line in patter. Tanya used to say they were the best-looking couple she’d ever seen and then would pretend to stick her fingers down her throat. She and Bruce used to laugh loads together in those days; she couldn’t remember when they’d stopped.

He’d worn a black suit to their wedding, similar to the one he was wearing now. Yellow tie, to match her bridesmaids’ dresses and all the flowers. Tanya looked stunning in her frock, Lesley looked like one of those dolls that sat on a bog roll. She couldn’t think of that day though without recalling her mum waiting outside the church to give her the eleventh-hour option of pulling out.

‘I’m asking you before it’s too late, do you want to marry this man? Do you love him?’

And she’d answered yes because she did love him. But she hadn’t told her mother that she loved him enough to chase a boy called Jonah Wells out of her thoughts, out of her heart, because that would have been a lie; though she’d try and keep on trying, because she couldn’t have Jonah Wells and that was that.

The sound of Bruce snoring pulled her abruptly out of her memory pool and she leaned over and nudged him. He stirred; looked around him, the way drunk people do trying to remember their bearings. Time for bed, she reckoned. Time for sleep. Not time for scraps of pants and long-overdue sex.

Sure enough, when she came out of the bathroom after brushing her teeth, Bruce was laid out on the bed in a fully-dressed crucifix, dead to the world. She left him there and slept alone on the day bed in the corner.






Chapter 5

Shay was awoken the next morning by the tortured sound of retching coming from the bathroom. A flush, then Bruce emerged, looking on the dead side of white.

‘I feel shit,’ he said, clambering into the giant bed, holding his head. ‘I think it must have been something I ate last night. I’ll be okay after a little sl…’ Then he tumbled back into sleep with the ease of someone falling off a chair.

There was no way Bruce would rally this morning and she had the gut feeling that if she so much as mentioned the word ‘breakfast’ he would be hanging over the bowl again by the time she’d got to the ‘t’. Shay lay in the narrow, single daybed staring up at the ceiling, trying not to feel cross or resentful but failing dismally. She gave up the ghost of enjoying a lie-in, showered, dressed and went downstairs for breakfast by herself. A maître d’ showed her to a table set for one because she hadn’t even attempted to lie that she’d be joined by her husband. He laid a complimentary newspaper down for her to read then waved over a waitress who took her order for coffee and told her to please help herself to any of the continental breakfast items laid out on a long trestle table where nothing had been omitted. There was every kind of fruit, seed, yoghurt, bread, cereal, ham, or cheese one could imagine. Bruce would have loved this, she thought, battling down the vortex of annoyance spiralling inside her.
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