



  [image: cover]





        
            
                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: ]




Also by Kate Long


The Bad Mother’s Handbook


Swallowing Grandma


Queen Mum


The Daughter Game




[image: Title.jpg]




 


 


First published in Great Britain by Simon & Schuster UK Ltd, 2010


A CBS COMPANY


Copyright © Kate Long, 2010


This book is copyright under the Berne Convention.


No reproduction without permission.


® and © 1997 Simon & Schuster Inc. All rights reserved.


The right of Kate Long to be identified as author of this work
has been asserted by her in accordance with sections 77 and 78
of the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act, 1988.


1 3 5 7 9 10 8 6 4 2


Simon & Schuster UK Ltd


1st Floor


222 Gray’s Inn Road


London WC1X 8HB


www.simonandschuster.co.uk


Simon & Schuster Australia


Sydney


A CIP catalogue record for this book
is available from the British Library


Hardback ISBN 978-1-84737-750-0


Trade Paperback ISBN 978-1-84737-751-7


eBook ISBN 9781847377562


This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places
and incidents are either a product of the author’s imagination or are
used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual people, living or dead,
events or locales, is entirely coincidental.


Typeset by M Rules


Printed in the UK by CPI Mackays, Chatham ME5 8TD




For Alexandra WILLOW Lister
9 May 2005 – 15 June 2008




 


Thanks to the following for their help with research: John and Margaret Green, Kat Dibbits, Susan Donley, Joyce Carter, Judith Magill, Judy Strachan, Joan Turner, Anna Eveley, Joanne Ash, Tracey and Den Hartshorn, Ruth and David Riley, Amanda Dubicki, Reg Moorland, www.grandparentsapart.co.uk and Ben Long.


Also, thanks as ever to the WW girls for their excellent feedback, to Suzanne Baboneau, and to Peter Straus.




[image: ]




CHAPTER 1


Photograph 46, Album One


Location: the back garden at Pincroft, Bolton


Taken by: Dad


Subject: The rear of the house, flat and rendered, looks over a straight-sided lawn bordered by bare black earth. Can a garden look packed-away? This one does. The beds remain unfilled, and will stay that way till spring. Round the front, though, it’s a whole different story: Carol’s mother Frieda has planted blocks of purple and white pansies, there is an Alpine rockery and even a little sundial. But the front of the 1930s semi boasts a gable with a tile pattern, and a bay window, and a proper porch, and is on view to passers-by. This is 1963. Appearances matter.


At the top edge of the picture is Carol White, aged eight. She is raking up fallen beech leaves, as a punishment. She has on her black wellies, brown crimplene trews, a yellow jumper, and a face like thunder.


Asked, the day before, to go round and pick snails off the hedge, Carol instead attempted a rescue. She should have drowned the snails in her bucket, but when it came to turning on the outside tap, she couldn’t bring herself to do it. They were, when she examined them, unexpectedly beautiful, the radiating flecks on their shells reminding her of the patterns in her own irises. Then there were the little jelly feelers, so friendly and sad. Nothing else to do but line an Oxo tin with leaves, and tumble the snails on top, with the lid open a crack for air.


For such slow creatures, snails (it turns out) can cover a lot of ground in six hours. The square of bedroom carpet has had to be scrubbed, the wallpaper wiped down and the candlewick bedspread put on a hot wash. There it hangs at the opposite edge of the picture, a soggy curtain in tufted salmon.


‘What did you think you were doing?’ cries Frieda, her voice shrill with martyrdom. ‘As if I haven’t enough on, trying to keep this place decent.’


No good trying to explain. In her mother’s book, cleanliness will always trump invertebrate welfare. If it wasn’t for Dad, Carol thinks, she’d pack her satchel and go live in the forest like the Babes in the Wood.


2007


Sometimes I think I had a premonition. That the moment I picked up the phone, I had this sense something was wrong. But more likely, it being a Wednesday evening, I’d have been rushing round trying to get washed up and cleared away before going to the gym, and not thinking about anything other than where I’d put my water bottle and whether it was too late to walk – in which case I needed to shift the wheelie-bin and get the car out of the garage.


I do remember I couldn’t tell who was speaking at first, because Jaz was in such a state. Then I managed to make out ‘Mum’, and that’s when I started to get frightened. I said, ‘Jaz, love, what’s the matter?’ She just cried harder. I said, ‘Jaz, are you all right?’ which was a daft question because of course she wasn’t all right, she was absolutely beside herself, incoherent. And she’s normally so cool, so laid-back; that or in a temper about something. Not tears, though, she’s never been one for tears.


So I said, ‘What’s happened? Whatever’s the matter?’


She said, ‘He told me, Mum, he told me straight out.’ Which I couldn’t make sense of. All I knew was that something was dreadfully wrong.


It’s amazing how you can go from calm to terrified in a few seconds, like revving up a car. I made myself ask, ‘Is it Matty?’ Because that was the very worst scenario I could imagine; the call every grandparent dreads. I remember looking down at my hand where it was holding the edge of the chair and the knuckles were white, and at the back of my mind I was making all these mad bargains with heaven and fate – anything.


‘It’s not Matty,’ I heard her say.


My legs nearly gave out with relief. Thank You, God, thank You, God, I was saying in my head. At least if Matty was all right, if my Matty was safe and sound, I could cope with whatever was coming.


‘Tell me, love,’ I said. ‘Whatever is it? Surely we can sort it out?’


‘No, Mum,’ she said. ‘It’s all shattered, all of it.’


They say families follow certain patterns. Like, if you’re knocked about as a kid, you might end up marrying someone who knocks you about, and if your mother’s a cold fish, you’re going to find it hard to bond with your own children. I’d have said that was phooey: thinking of my own mum Frieda, and how she was with me, and how I’ve been with Jaz, there’s no comparison. But then, you don’t know what children take in when they’re young. You can run yourself ragged for them, and they’ll still seize on the one thing you did wrong. Which in my case was to marry a cheat.


Which, it turned out, was what Jaz had done.


Normally it takes me fifteen minutes to get to the other side of Nantwich: I did it in eight. I don’t know what I was expecting when I pulled up outside the house. Smashed windows, a pile of Ian’s belongings on the front steps, maybe. Instead, everything looked normal: planters full of dead lobelia, plastic cart of Matty’s in the middle of the drive, gate off its hinges. One day, I thought, Ian might actually get round to fixing the place up. Or not.


Jaz had left the door on the latch for me, so I went straight in. There’s always a lot of clutter in Jaz and Ian’s hall and it’s narrow to begin with, so I had to go carefully, stepping over shoes and squeezing round the pushbikes and pausing to pick up clothes I’d dislodged from the radiator. Piles of stuff on the stairs, as usual; it would drive me round the bend if I lived here. I don’t ever criticise, though. That would be asking for trouble.


As soon as I called her name she appeared in the kitchen doorway.


‘Oh, love,’ I said.


She’s always been a beautiful girl. I’ve tried never to make a big deal of it, but other people would comment, especially when she was little. ‘Child model,’ Mrs Wynne next door used to say. ‘You should send her photo off.’ Even when she started with her piercings and her long clothes, my daughter still turned heads.


Now, though, standing in front of me in this gloomy hall, she just looked a mess. Her eyes were red and swollen, marked with tracks of mascara, and her long, thick hair was all over the place. The baggy black jumper made her seem much younger than her twenty-seven years.


I moved forward to give her a hug, but she started to talk in a way that kept me back.


‘Complete fucking bastard,’ she said. ‘I can’t believe what he’s done. Just goes, “Yeah, I’ve slept with someone”. Like it was nothing. Like it was fucking nothing.’


Even though there was no questioning her distress, I had some trouble taking in the image. Ian – casually announcing his infidelity? Surely not. One of us must have it wrong.


‘Are you saying – he’s admitted he’s having an affair?’


‘Of course he’s fucking admitted it! That’s what I’ve been telling you!’ She struck the doorframe with the flat of her hand, and I saw tears drop off her chin.


So that was it. There didn’t seem to be any doubt. Ian, the boy everyone liked: shyly spoken, posh, gawky. Decent, we’d thought. Straightforward. Good for Jaz. That big wedding four years ago, all for nothing. Marquee, open-topped car, special bamboo holders for the flowers. Dress that she wanted altering right at the last minute. I still had the pillars off the cake sitting on my kitchen shelf.


‘Oh, love,’ I said again.


‘I hate him, Mum. I hate him. If he was here now, I swear I’d fucking kill him. I would, I swear. I’m not joking. I’d fucking kill him.’


‘Where’s Matty?’ I asked cautiously.


Jaz looked at me as though I was mad. ‘He’s up-fucking-stairs. In his cot. Where did you think he was? On the fucking moon?’


I didn’t dare ask if he was OK in case she took it the wrong way, but suddenly I was desperate to see. ‘I thought I heard him calling,’ I fibbed, and scooted back down the hall.


By the time I got to the top of the stairs, my blood was pounding. Matty’s door was a few inches ajar and the night light showing. With extreme care I pushed the door open further, wincing at the shush-scrape of the carpet, and stuck my head round.


The sight of him asleep always makes me catch my breath. He was lying on his back with his fists balled, the way he used to when he was a tiny baby, and his lips were slightly parted. Dawg was underneath him, grey cloth tail poking out. ‘You’re going to have to get him one of those toddler beds soon,’ I’d said to Jaz only the week before. ‘And you reckon he’ll stay there, do you?’ had been her reply. ‘You think he’ll lie down, stick his thumb in his mouth, and that’ll be it till the morning?’ She said she wanted to wait till he could climb out of the cot unaided before letting him loose with a bed. So I went along with it. He’s her child, after all.


I stood there in the calm dim glow of his moon-shaped lamp and watched his little chest move up and down, up and down, till I felt ready to go back downstairs. To be honest, I could have stayed there all night.


She was sitting at the kitchen table, head in hands, her coloured scarves draping down over plates and mugs and papers and books. When she heard me, she sat upright and I thought, At least she’s stopped crying.


‘Where’s Ian?’ I asked, drawing back a chair.


‘Fuck knows.’


I waited for her to go on.


‘It was a text.’ Jaz looked as though she was about to spit. ‘We were in here, talking about his day, everything normal. A bog-standard tea-time. Next thing his phone bleeps, but he doesn’t open it, he takes it off into the lounge, really shifty. And you know that way he has of pushing his glasses up when he’s nervous about something? It was such a weird reaction he might as well have waved a fucking flag, though I don’t think he realised. Too much on his mind. When he went up to run Matty’s bath, I got out the phone and checked.’


The lights on the baby monitor flickered briefly, settled.


‘What did it say? Can you tell me?’


She shrugged as if she was past caring. ‘It said: What did you dream last night?’


I was seeing it with her, imagining the letters on the screen.


‘Well, perhaps it wasn’t necessarily—’


‘Then some kisses.’


‘Oh.’


‘Then a name.’


Without warning she got up, grabbed a mug off the table and slammed it onto the quarry tiles at her feet. It shattered like a bomb.


‘Her fucking name. Now I’ll always know it!’


‘Good God, Jaz. You’ll wake Matty.’


Her eyes, when she looked at me, were wild and stary, and for a moment I didn’t know what to do. What do you do when everything you thought was safe is just falling apart?


Then I thought, Sod it, someone’s got to get a grip.


I began to stack the dirty plates on the table, because I can’t think straight when everywhere’s untidy. While my daughter stood in the middle of the room grasping her own hair, I ferried crockery to the sink, ran the hot tap, and set to gathering pieces of broken cup. ‘You can’t leave it like this,’ I said. ‘If Matty walks in here with no slippers tomorrow morning—’


She bent and took a single sliver of white china between her finger and thumb.


‘Come on, love,’ I said. ‘Let’s clear away and then I’ll make us a hot drink and we can go sit in the lounge. It’ll be better there.’


I guided her to the bin, then handed her a damp cloth so she could wipe up all the very tiny fragments. As I washed and stacked, I kept an eye on her.


‘Don’t touch my papers,’ she said at one point, when I reached across the table for a dirty spoon.


As if. Even when she lived under my roof I never dared interfere with her stuff.


Once I’d finished the dishes it was tempting to go through the whole kitchen, collect up all the books and toys and carry them next door, put away the pans and bowls that had been left out, stick the pot plants in for a good soak and wipe the soil off the windowsill. Some of her leaflets and postcards had fallen off the cork board; there was a pile of assorted boots on the doormat. I longed to put these small things right.


Instead I brewed two teas, picked up the baby monitor, and led Jaz through to the sofa. We sat for a while watching the television play mutely, pictures of a bossy-looking woman preparing vegetables in a low-beamed kitchen.


‘Don’t,’ she said, when she saw me eyeing the hearth, and the tumbler containing six wax crayons in an inch of orange squash.


‘It might tip over.’


‘And you think I care?’


The woman on TV yanked a chicken open and paused, smugly. I wondered where Ian was and what he was doing right at this moment.


Jaz said: ‘When I asked him about the text he looked – frozen. Like he had no idea what to say. I mean, he obviously wasn’t expecting the question. So I asked him again and he came right out with it. I suppose he didn’t have time to think up a story. No time to prepare a defence.’ She laughed bitterly. ‘He could have said it was a mistake. People get phone numbers wrong, don’t they? Why didn’t he go for straight denial? I might have bought it.’


‘You wouldn’t.’


‘No, you’re right, I wouldn’t. Fuck him. Why didn’t he delete it?’


I said, ‘Did he tell you much else?’


‘Only that he’d seen her twice. He met her in the pub near where he works. The first time they did anything, they only kissed. Apparently. The next time, he went back to hers. It was a lunchtime. So much more convenient.’ She flopped back against the Indian throw. ‘What I don’t get, Mum, what I don’t get is – you know, actually I don’t get fucking any of it. It’s so, it’s out of the blue, I wasn’t expecting it, I didn’t think there was anything wrong. There’s nothing wrong with me, is there?’


That made me want to cry. Really I needed to hold her, but she was still too spiky; she’d have pushed me away and I couldn’t have stood that on top of everything else. I said, ‘Jaz, there’s nothing wrong with you. Ian must be having some kind of, I don’t know, crisis.’


‘I’ll give him a fucking crisis,’ she said.


By now the woman chef was sharing her chicken with some laughing friends at a pristine table. ‘See my glorious world,’ she was saying. I’d have turned the bloody TV off if I’d stood a chance of finding the remote.


‘Did he say he was sorry?’


‘Yeah. And that he’ll never see her again, it meant nothing, one-off, blah blah. Like they do.’


‘It’s not always talk,’ I said. ‘Sometimes they mean it.’


Jaz gave me a withering look.


‘I’m sure he’ll come back.’


‘He’d better not.’


‘I don’t mean straight away, obviously. When things have calmed down. Then you can talk, and try to get to the root of—’


She sat up and leaned towards me. ‘You’re not getting it, Mum. Ian’s gone because I’ve thrown him out.’


‘Well, yes, I see. And I know that just at this moment you’ll be feeling—’


‘Mum, read my lips,’ she said. ‘This marriage is over. Over. Ian’s made his position clear. I’m not good enough – this isn’t good enough for him.’ She swung her arm round to take in the room with all its evidence of family life: the stack of toddler vests balanced on the chair arm, the tumbled Duplo, Ian’s computer magazines mixed with her foreign language dictionaries, and cardboard wallets dumped all along the top of the sideboard and the coffee-table and the windowseat.


‘Oh, I’m sure it is enough, love, it’s—’


‘The one thing I won’t do,’ she cut in, ‘let’s be totally clear on this, is live with a man who doesn’t put his marriage first. A man who lies and cheats. A man who thinks he can get away with treating me like a fool because I’ll always turn a blind eye, I’ll always forgive him. Make like I’m a fucking doormat. ’Cause that’s not me and I won’t have it; I’ve never taken shit from anyone and I’m not about to start now.’ The baby monitor crackled and she nodded at it angrily. ‘Plus, I’m not bringing Matty up in that kind of a household. No way. I’m not putting either of us through that pantomime. Damaging him. He doesn’t need a childhood like that.’


And I thought, So here we go. I might have known it would come down to this. Somehow it turns out to be my fault, again.




CHAPTER 2


Photograph 294, Album Three


Location: Acton Scott Historic Working Farm, Shropshire


Taken by: Carol


Subject: Twelve-year-old Jaz stands within a semi-circle of interested geese and ducks, her back against the wall of a pigsty. She is wearing a frilly cap and an apron, and carrying a bucket of grain. If it weren’t for the jeans and the trainers showing at the bottom, she could be a dairymaid from the 1800s – which is the general idea. She has already had a go at making butter pats, and been taught the correct way to hold a chick. She’s watched a demonstration of spinning and carding, and how you’d saddle a carthorse. The sun is out and it should be a top day, except that Phil is AWOL again after a fight and Carol is as blue as a wife can be.


Not that she’s letting on to Jaz. ‘Dad’s having to work extra hours,’ she’s told her, and so they make free in the gift shop and eat triple-scoop ice creams and hire a rowing boat and order a Victorian cream tea. Every ounce of Carol’s strength goes into keeping that smile.


Meanwhile, Jaz plans what to do when they get home. She will run her own bath, put her nightie on, then attempt to make her mother a hot drink. Perhaps she can add a snack and bring a tray through, the way her mum does when anyone’s ill. It is all Jaz can think to do in the face of her mother’s despair, and even now she’s guessing it’s not enough.


The obvious course of action was to take Matty for a few days. ‘Give you time to get yourself together,’ I told Jaz, the morning after both our lives had caved in. ‘He was due to come to me on Saturday, anyway. It’s no trouble.’


‘Would you?’


‘Of course. You need some space.’


She nodded.


‘And you need to speak to Ian,’ I added unwisely.


‘I’m never speaking to him again,’ she snapped. ‘So you can forget that idea.’


Don’t be daft, I nearly said. There’s all kinds of stuff you need to sort out. Even if you both decide the marriage is finished, there’ll be maintenance and access and divvying up your assets, and you can’t do all of it through a solicitor – well, you can, but it costs an arm and a leg. And, in any case, I don’t believe the marriage is over: I think you’ll get through this, maybe with some counselling, and come back together for the sake of little Matty. I think Ian’s had a stupid bloody selfish slip, that’s all it is, and after you’ve both done a lot of soul-searching, and he’s apologised and you’ve had a good old shout, probably lots of shouting, you’ll move on. It might take months, but you will get there.


I didn’t say any of that, obviously. Sometimes I think my head’ll explode, all the unspoken words in there.


I keep Matty’s room ready, because not only is he with me most weekends for a stopover, give his mum and dad chance to have a lie-in, but you never know when there might be a crisis.


‘Is that new?’ Jaz asked, putting the changing bag down on the chest of drawers and pointing to a wall light in the shape of a gecko.


‘It is. I meant to store it away for a Christmas present, but then I thought, well, it seems a shame not to have it out, let him have the enjoyment of it now.’


‘You’re hopeless.’


‘I know.’


I straightened the cot cover and plugged the monitor in. Between our feet, Matty sat and rolled a wooden truck back and forth like someone planing floorboards.


‘Car,’ he said.


‘And tonight,’ I said, sinking to my haunches, ‘you’re going to stay with Nanna. Won’t that be nice? We can read Dear Zoo and On the Road. And you can have a boiled egg.’


The truck crashed against the leg of the cot and Matty cackled.


‘You’re talking to yourself,’ said Jaz.


‘He has a special egg cup,’ I said, hauling myself up again. ‘Mrs Wynne brought it me back off holiday. It’s shaped like a Highland cow.’


Jaz drew her hand over her face.


‘Look,’ I said, ‘you need to go back home now and get some sleep. I bet you were up all night, yeah?’ I’d sat up till 3 a.m. myself, watching the night sky from Jaz’s old room, wondering who the hell my daughter had married. But there was nothing to be gained from sharing that. ‘Stick the answerphone on and put your head down for a few hours. You’re fit for nothing at the moment.’


‘Yeah,’ she said. ‘I should be working. There’s a translation I need to finish for Uniflect.’


‘Can’t it wait? Look, I’ll make us a cup of tea.’


‘I’m still drinking this one, Mum.’


‘Can I get you something to eat?’


‘I’m not hungry.’


‘Syrupy porridge? I’ve got some in. Or I could do cheese on toast; Matty likes that.’


‘Brrrm brrrm,’ said Matty.


‘I’m not hungry.’


‘How about if I do some, and then you see how you feel?’


Jaz looked as if she was about to speak, then she turned away and began to tug at a lock of hair.


The problem, I felt like saying, is that I don’t know what to do. I’m grown up, I’m the mum, I’m supposed to know. But I don’t.


I bent down and picked up Matty’s beaker. ‘Cheese on toast it is, then. And an egg in the cow cup?’


‘Egg,’ said Matty.


Jaz turned back to me, her face pinched and white. ‘Actually,’ she said, ‘there is something I’d like. Do you mind if I crash out upstairs for a while? I can’t face driving back right now. I just want my old bed for a few hours.’


I tell you, I could have wept.


After we’d eaten – after Jaz had sat and stared at her food, and Matty had spread his over a wide area – I took her up and closed the curtains.


‘Sit there while I make up the bed,’ I told her, and she plonked herself in front of the dressing-table. I got fresh sheets from the airing cupboard and grabbed the pillows off my own bed because they’re the decent ones.


‘You’ve taken my posters down,’ she said, as she watched me shake out the duvet cover.


‘Well, yes. It’s my guest room, now.’


I could see her eyes swivelling round, clocking all the changes. ‘And you’ve repainted the ceiling. And the lampshade’s new. And that’s not my duvet.’


I said: ‘Love, I couldn’t leave it untouched for ever. If I have people to stay, they don’t want to be looking at pictures of half-naked men waving guitars about or leaning on gravestones.’ I tried a laugh. ‘Could give them nightmares.’


‘Well, I hope you haven’t thrown them away.’


‘Of course I haven’t. They’re on top of the wardrobe in Matty’s room.’


‘And what about my lampshade?’


I paused, pillowcase in hand. ‘What about it?’


‘Did you keep that?’


‘No, it went to the tip. I didn’t for one minute think you’d want it.’


‘I customised it,’ she said. ‘I painted it myself.’


‘Black, with crosses and roses. It didn’t really go with anything any more. And it was very battered. You wouldn’t have wanted it up in your house, would you?’


‘Dunno. But you could have offered it to me before you chucked it out.’


I shook the pillow down and dropped it onto the bed.


‘Did you keep my old curtains?’


‘They’re in the loft,’ I said quickly. I didn’t dare tell her I’d cut them up to make a garden kneeler.


‘Good.’ She continued to watch me in a glazed, spacey way. ‘I suppose I should be helping with that.’


‘You stay where you are. Just this duvet to sort out and we’re done. Then you can put your head down. Matty and I might go for a walk so you can have total peace.’


‘Yeah.’


‘Do you want to borrow one of my nighties?’


For a moment she actually smiled. ‘I’ll give that one a miss, Mum. I’ve got a T-shirt on under this jumper; I can sleep in that.’


I left her to get undressed, and when I came back she was under the covers. I drew the curtains closer to block out the little triangle of light at the top, and went to sit on the bed next to her. ‘Can I get you anything? Cup of Horlicks? Do you want the radio out of my room?’


She shook her head and closed her eyes. ‘Oh – you have still got Kitten?’


‘Of course. I’d never throw Kitten out. He’s in Matty’s cot.’


‘Can I have him?’


‘Now?’


‘Yeah.’


I stepped across the landing and retrieved the cat-doll from under a pile of bright, newer teddies. ‘You’re in demand again,’ I told it. ‘I hope you’re more use than me.’


‘Thanks,’ she murmured, when I placed it in her hand. She never opened her eyes, and I think she was asleep two minutes after. You sod, Ian Reid, I thought as I closed the door on her quietly. You utter, utter sod.


Matty didn’t want to go for a walk; he’d been watching a cookery programme on CBeebies, and it was baking or nothing.


‘Shall we make rolls for tea, then?’ I asked, because I knew I had a packet of bread mix in the cupboard, and all you do is add water and knead. Matty made a drilling noise which I took to mean yes, so I got down the big mixing bowl that was my mother’s, and carried a chair in from the lounge for him to stand on.


‘You’ll need to let Nanna measure out the water,’ I told him. I didn’t want him near the tap. Laverne-next-door’s cousin’s little girl was very badly scalded with a hot tap last year. That story’s haunted me ever since I heard it. Her mother was only in the next room, ironing.


I opened the packet, and a little bit of flour puffed up into the air. ‘Oh,’ said Matty, impressed. I patted the sides for fun and another tiny cloud rose up. Matty squealed. I slid the packet slightly over towards him, smiling, and without hesitation he stuck out his palm and walloped the side. Bread mix exploded out of the top and the packet fell over, spilling a long white plume across the kitchen surface.


‘Oops,’ I said.


‘Oops,’ echoed Matty.


‘My fault,’ I said. ‘Nanna’s fault. Silly Nanna. What was I thinking.’


I began to scrape the mix back up but, as I did so, Matty leaned in over my arm and sneezed spectacularly. The air in front of us became at once thick and misty. Flour hung in suspension, like smoke, like the pall after a bomb’s gone off. ‘Uh-oh,’ he said.


‘Uh-oh indeed. My goodness. What a mess.’


‘All-gone.’ He waved his arms.


‘Not really, Matty. Not even slightly, in fact.’


While I wetted a piece of kitchen towel, he began to blow at the flour like a maniac, spreading it as far as his lungs could reach. I thought, I’m going to be cleaning this room till midnight.


‘Gotcha,’ I said, swooping in and lifting him off the chair, out of range of the bread mix. ‘Now, mister, let’s see if we can clean you up. Oh, good grief. It’s all in your hair, down your T-shirt. You’ve even got it on your eyelashes. If your mummy sees you like this . . . Close your eyes. Close your eyes, Matty. No, don’t wipe it on your trousers. I’ve got a cloth. Close your eyes while Nanna sorts you out.’ As he twisted away from me I could see that my front was covered in streaks of flour too, and that a pale film had settled over everything even as far as the sink, which meant it must be on all the plates in the plate rack and the cups above and the storage jars, and the lot would need taking down and washing.


And at the same time I was thinking, His nails need a proper scrub with a brush if I’m going to let him help knead the dough, and is there enough mix left, should I weigh it out and scale down the amount of water, and when is he due a nappy change, and I was just asking him again to stop blowing at me when the phone rang.


It took me about twenty rings to brush the worst of the mess off myself, shepherd Matty into the living room and shut the kitchen door behind us, pull the toy box out again from under the coffee-table, and locate the phone. If it was Ian, I was going to tell him what I bloody well thought of him. No, I couldn’t do that because Matty was at my elbow. I was going to be icily polite, then, and tell him Jaz would ring back when she was less upset, then hang up. No, I’d be better just hanging up, full stop. Unless that was too rude. Except he’d gone beyond rude with what he’d done, even if he was the father of my grandchild.


Then, as I reached for the handset, I had this flash that it might, in fact, be Phil, and I wondered what the hell to say to him, because Jaz had said to me twice now, Don’t tell Dad yet. But if he asked after Jaz (and he always did), or if he heard Matty in the background, I wasn’t going to lie. I wasn’t going down that route. There’d been enough lies in our family.


So when I pressed the accept button, I was already worked up, and not fully on the ball. Which is why I made such a hash of it; why I managed to make everything a whole lot worse.




CHAPTER 3


Photograph 271, Album Two


Location: the hallway, Sunnybank, Shropshire


Taken by: Carol


Subject: Jaz, ten, in a blue sequinned party frock. She stands stiff and furious, the Deco glass of the front door fanning behind her in an accidental headdress. It’s clothing that’s the issue: Jaz would prefer to wear a black strapless top with jeans, and has stated this preference energetically for the last hour. But Phil says the outfit’s too old for her and, just for once, Carol’s backing him up. ‘Nobody else’ll be in a dress,’ complains Jaz. ‘Dresses are lame.’ ‘Then wear your jeans with a nice blouse,’ says Carol. If looks could kill, Carol would be eviscerated on the spot.


But this is not actually the argument. This is an add-on, an extra layer on top of something else. What Jaz is really sulking about – has been for weeks – is that she’s been banned from the travellers’ camp that’s appeared on the wasteground behind the local GP surgery. ‘Why would you want to keep going there anyway?’ asks Phil. ‘Because they’re interesting,’ says Jaz. And, when she catches him making faces behind her back, adds, ‘More interesting than either of you, anyway.’ Phil laughs his head off, but it’s a line that cuts Carol to the quick.


‘Hello? Am I speaking to Carol Morgan?’


The tone was formal, and I thought it might be a cold-caller. At the same time, Matty was holding up a pot of Play-Doh for me to unscrew, pushing it into my chest.


‘Who is this?’ I said crossly.


‘David.’


I still wasn’t with it.


‘David Reid,’ he said. ‘Ian’s father.’


There were, I saw now, white footprints across my blue carpet and a shower of white over the arm of the sofa. When I turned to look in the mirror, there was flour in my hair and also caught in the top folds of my blouse. A tilt of the head dislodged another flurry.


‘We should talk,’ went on David, his tone ultra-cool. I stopped seeing the marks on the furniture and pictured him instead at the wedding in his morning suit, and his snooty girlfriend buzzing around in the background as though it was her son getting married. I’ve moved the flowers so they’re in the centre of the table, Carol.


‘Talk?’ I said.


‘Nanna,’ said Matty, thumping the pot against my breastbone. ‘Nanna.’


‘Is Jasmine with you?’ he said. ‘Is she around? Because Ian’s been trying to call her, and she won’t answer. Is that Matty?’


‘Jaz is with me, yes. But she’s having a lie-down, I’m not disturbing her.’


‘If you could. Ian needs to speak to her urgently.’


‘He’ll have to wait. She’s not ready.’


‘You should know, he’s staying with me at the moment. He’s very upset.’


I snatched at the Play-Doh pot and flung it at the hearth. The top pinged off, and Matty scrambled after it.


‘Upset?’ I said. ‘Upset? I should damn well think he is. Jaz is pretty “upset”, too. She’s devastated. What Ian’s done to her is –’ I almost said ‘unforgivable’, but stopped myself in time –‘despicable. At the very least she needs some time to come to terms with it.’


‘There’s nothing to be gained from silence,’ David was saying. ‘The sooner they get together and talk it through, the better.’


‘She needs time,’ I repeated.


‘I disagree. The longer she shuts him out, the harder it’s going to be.’


‘For who, exactly?’


There was a pause, then David spoke again. ‘For everyone. Look, I’ve always had you down as a very reasonable person, Carol, so if the two of us could—’


‘Oh, reasonable, is it? Depends what your definition of reasonable is, doesn’t it? I suppose you want me to go upstairs, wake her and tell her it’s all OK, Ian’s sorry, and she should be a good girl and take him straight back. Four years they’ve been married, four years, and if he can’t keep his hands to himself in that time then they’ve no chance. She might as well ditch him now. Everything on a golden plate, he’s had, you’ve seen to that –’


‘I resent the implication there.’


‘– and it’s still not good enough. I don’t know who he thinks he is, what right he has to – That lovely girl up there – God, what’s wrong with people that they can’t hold on to what they have and be grateful?’


I realised I must have been shouting, because Matty had stopped playing and was looking at me. I put my hand against my mouth, ashamed, and at that moment the living-room door opened and Jaz walked in.


‘What’s going on?’ she said. ‘I could hear you on the stairs.’


I shushed her, but it was too late.


‘Can I hear Jasmine?’ came David’s voice, thin and powerless out of the receiver. ‘Jasmine? Jasmine?’ I held the phone to my chest, muffling him.


Her face fell. ‘Oh God, what have you been saying, Mum?’


‘I don’t know,’ I said. ‘It just came out.’


‘Well, it shouldn’t have. This is my crisis.’ And she took the phone away from me and switched it off.


There’ve been several notable occasions when I’ve opened my mouth and come out with the opposite of what I wanted to say. Sometimes, if I can’t sleep at night, I play those times back and then I have to get up and stick the radio on and have a milky drink or maybe do a few stretches. Must be nice to be one of those people who aren’t bothered.


After Jaz had taken Matty upstairs to change him I felt the urge to haul out her wedding album, compound the misery of the moment. The album (hand-tooled, gilt-finished) lived in the space under the bureau, in a special white box. Last time it had an airing was the night Jaz came round to tell me she was pregnant.


I wiped the dust away with my sleeve and lifted the lid.


Inside, it smelled of the past. Leather, cream card, tissue paper edged in gold: all those layers protecting, and not one of them any use in the end. Here at the front was Phil – open-faced, amiable cheat. It’s eight years since I finally threw him out – an age ago – yet if I look at his picture for too long, time’s compressed to nothing. He was standing under the archway at the entrance to the church, Jaz clutching his arm. Later she’d told me she was so nervous she thought she might be sick, right there in the porch, but Phil had distracted her with a story about how he’d sneaked into the hotel earlier and drawn a penis on the inside of David’s place-card. She’d been so busy being annoyed, she’d forgotten to be scared. So Phil had been some use. And at least he had turned up, without Penny in tow, and had given Jaz away properly. He even behaved himself at the reception, if you didn’t count trying to kiss me at the end of the evening.


On the next page was the immaculate David with his lovely consort, Jacky, like a couple out of Cheshire Life. ‘I tell you, I’d have sold my bloody flat to pay for this wedding if I’d known he’d be so up himself,’ Phil said to me afterwards. ‘Lording it over everyone.’ I’d thought that was a bit unfair at the time; put simply, David had money, and we didn’t.


I suppose you want me to go upstairs, wake her and tell her it’s all OK, Ian’s sorry, and she should be a good girl and take him straight back, I heard myself say again. Lord above, why had I come out with that, when ultimately I wanted them reconciled?


I turned the page quickly.


Now it was Dad’s lost and vacant eyes staring back at me. We’d picked confetti off his front, lifting his arms out of the way to get at the little horseshoes. ‘I think he enjoyed himself,’ I remember saying to Jaz as we got him ready to wheel back. ‘I’m sure he knew what was going on.’ You tell yourself all sorts.


The next page was a close-up of the happy couple: Ian now, to my eye, slightly shifty behind his metal-framed glasses, as though he’d pulled off something that he didn’t deserve, and Jaz tragically radiant beside him. Her long hair was drawn back at the temples, mediaeval-style, and she had a circlet of artificial daisies on her brow. ‘We do some very nice tiaras,’ the woman in the bridal shop had said. But Jaz wouldn’t budge. ‘I want it to look as though I’ve picked them fresh from the fields.’ The shop woman wrinkling up her nose when she thought I wasn’t looking. God knows what face she’d have made if she’d known we were having black ribbons too.


A memory came suddenly of a teenage Jaz getting ready to go out one night, popping her head round the living-room door and asking whether she could borrow my jacket, and me saying, ‘Which one?’ Jaz tilting further so her body was hidden by the jamb, mumbling, ‘Oh, just that velvet one.’ So I knew she already had it on. ‘But you’ve got a velvet jacket of your own,’ I’d said. ‘Not like yours. Mine’s a blazer-type. Yours is all silky and drapey.’ She’d come in then and showed me, lifting up the tails, waggling the bell sleeves. I seem to recall her with crimped hair, or that may have been another time. ‘That’s because it was very expensive, Jaz. It’s meant for special occasions.’ Of course she won, beauty over age, and the jacket became hers. You want to borrow it back from her, I imagined Phil saying, and then David’s voice sliced in again: I resent the implication there.


I let my gaze fall one last time, then closed the album against the brightness of her smile.


Thing about Matty is, he’s at that terrifically portable stage. True, I can’t take him to the gym, or when I do my swimming, or on any of the Beavers excursions (or to work, of course, which is another bone of contention with Jaz). But aside from that, as long as the place we’re going to can supply him with a container plus some small objects to put in and take out, he’s fine. Failing that, there’s entertainment to be had from anything that can be rolled, anything that can be hidden under, any object that can be used to strike another object, and all pipework and cabling.


So when I go to see Dad, Matty makes himself at home wherever we’re based. If we’re in the central lounge, he’ll explore the toy box they keep there for visiting grandchildren, and submit to being ruffled and cooed over by any number of elderly strangers. If he’s in Dad’s room, he’ll make a bee-line for the yucca in the corner with its fascinating white gravel. As long as you check he’s not putting any of it in his mouth, you can pretty much leave him be. Give him a mug to fill and he’s occupied for half an hour.


These days, Sunday mornings are a good time to visit, because I always have Matty with me then; he’s stayed over Saturday nights since he was weaned. I have him till tea-time, till Songs of Praise he’s all mine. And visiting my dad is now part of the routine. What used to be a potentially upsetting part of the weekend is transformed, because I tell you, it’s a heck of a lot easier to go along with Matty than it is to go on my own. He’s a fresh, new thing in the land of the old. He’s something to focus the conversation on, something to distract from the horribleness that is watching your father leave you by degrees.


This week we arrived to find Dad propped up in bed, having his tea out of a lidded cup. ‘Well, I’m glad you’re here,’ went the hearty nursing assistant, ‘because we’re doing very nicely indeed today.’


‘Yes?’ I wondered whether Dad had done something remarkable.


‘His chest’s completely clear, what do you think about that? None of the nasty coughing that kept him awake before. He’s had three really good nights, and today he’s full of the joys of spring, aren’t you?’


Dad, glassy-eyed and weary underneath her strong arms.


‘Great,’ I said.


Once she’d finished and left, the first job was to go round the room moving pills, pads, hearing-aid batteries, unsuitable sweets, coins, pen tops. I plonked Matty with his changing bag by the yucca and gave Dad a kiss, and then I sat down to assess the state of play.


She was right, I thought, when I got a proper look at him. He was a better colour, and he was sitting up straighter than last week. The blue shadows under his eyes had almost gone.


‘I’ve brought Matty,’ I announced brightly, as I always did. Matty paused at his name, then carried on shovelling stones with his fingers.


‘He’s staying with me for a few days,’ I went on.


Dad blinked.


‘So we’re both enjoying that.’


‘Bee,’ said Matty, pointing at a fly on the wall above him.


‘Not a bee,’ I said. ‘Just a fly. Dirty fly. Bleah.’


Dad cleared his throat, like someone about to speak.


I waited, but nothing came.


‘Anyway, it’s great to have him, but it is making life a bit tricky, because I’m having to take him to nursery the mornings I’m in the shop, and it’s the wrong direction so that adds an extra half an hour to the journey. Cutting across from Nunheath isn’t an option because I have to come back for Josh next door; I can’t suddenly tell him to start taking the school bus. Although I suppose he could, but it’s messing his mum about, and she’s enough on. You remember Josh’s mum? Laverne?’


We used to joke about Laverne, how thin she was. ‘Not as far through as a tram ticket,’ Dad used to say. ‘She daresn’t step over a grid in case she falls through.’


Matty laughed suddenly. ‘All-gone,’ he said.


‘What has, sweetheart? Oh.’


He’d found a cup of cold tea I’d managed to miss on first inspection, had tipped it onto the floor in the space between his legs and was measuring the effect of liquid on nylon fibre. I took the cup off him and placed it out of reach. Then I dabbed up the pool with a handful of tissues. Not for nothing do they have mottled-pattern carpets here.


‘Hey, I’ve got your Scooby car with me,’ I told him. ‘And let’s see if Nanna doesn’t have a packet of raisins for a good boy.’ I extracted both items from my bag, then came and knelt beside him so I could lay the raisins out in a row across the little table. He likes it when I do that, and I needed him to be occupied, to let me think for a minute. There’s a fine line between being a distraction and a nuisance.


Above me, Dad sighed. I got up and went back to the chair.


‘I was thinking on the way here,’ I said, leaning forward in the hope I might catch his interest, ‘do you remember when Jaz was little, and you let her help make a bird scarer for your veg?’


For a second I thought he was nodding in acknowledgement, but it was just a wobble of the head.


‘Do you remember,’ I went on, ‘all the milk bottle tops and foil pie cases and strips of tinsel she tied on? And there was a budgie bell and a couple of old forks, strung on about a mile of twine. How many pegs did you use in the end? I know it was more bird scarer than garden when she’d finished. I’ve a photo of it somewhere. And we were watching out the kitchen window, it had only been up an hour, and this jackdaw came down and started taking the tinsel off. Pulling away at it, like it was a worm. Do you remember, Dad? I thought she’d hurt herself with laughing so much. You said, “I reckon you’ve made a bird disco, Jaz”. She thought that was fantastic.’


I paused, because you can do that with Dad. Silences are OK. Over in the corner Matty was busy squashing raisins under car wheels, but overlaid with that was an image of his mother, aged about nine, clapping her hands to her face with delight.


‘It’s different being a grandparent, isn’t it?’ I said. ‘I know there were times, when she was growing up, Jaz would talk to you when she wouldn’t to me. Not that I minded. What I say is, thank God there was someone she would talk to.’


Outside the room a trolley rattled; someone shouted a greeting. Matty’s car fell off the table, scattering raisins.


‘I went to a talk on nineteen thirties’ suburban architecture last week,’ I said, because as well as long silences, non-sequiturs are also fine when you’re talking to Dad. Whatever pops into your head, really. ‘Gwen from the gym invited me. It was good, you’d have loved it. All houses like Sunnybank, and Pincroft. The speaker was saying how few Thirties buildings still have their proper metal windowframes, and I felt like sticking my hand up and shouting, “Mine has!”.’


Dad’s eyes were empty, but I never let that put me off. Because it’s like they say about comas: you can have someone lying there apparently unconscious, and then when they wake up they can tell you word for word what they’ve heard people saying around them. And Matty, months before he could speak, could point to all sorts. You’d go, ‘Where’s the light?’ And his arm would ping straight up. ‘Where’s the car?’ And he’d swivel to the window. So just because Dad’s so quiet doesn’t mean he’s not still with us at some deep level. And the strange thing is, I can tell this dad things I would never have been able to before.


I reached out for his hand.


‘Do you ever wonder,’ I said, ‘what would have happened if you’d taken different decisions in your life? I do. If I’d stuck with Phil, say, and made more of an effort to blot out what was going on, how Jaz would have turned out. Or should I have kicked him into touch right at the start, when I first found out? Would that have been better? I wish now I’d confided in you, but coping with someone else’s upset on top of your own . . . And Mum would have gone, “I told you so”. Sometimes I used to imagine you coming round to our house and punching him in the face. I want to punch Ian. I want to sock him in the jaw.’


The shadows on the wall were focusing and unfocusing as the sunlight altered; Matty’s fly crawled across the headboard.


‘Jaz must think it’s all men ever do. Sorry, sorry, Dad. Not you, obviously.’


Someone far off was playing Glenn Miller.


‘Or David. Oh, did I tell you he’d rung? I made a hash of that, too. Typically. They’ll put it on my headstone: Tried Hard, Made Everything Worse.’


And just as I was thinking I shouldn’t have mentioned graves, the sun came out, making a tiny brilliant spotlight from my watch appear on the wall just by Dad’s shoulder. Matty lifted his head, transfixed. ‘That?’ he said. For fun I jiggled my wrist so the spot danced about, and within seconds he’d left his pot of gravel and was up by the bedhead, tugging at the nearest pillow in an attempt to reach it.


‘Careful,’ I said, torn between delight and concern.


Matty slapped his palm against the wall. Slowly Dad turned his head, like a man trying to locate a sound in thick fog.


I made the beam slide down to the end of the bed, out of Dad’s way, and Matty followed it, patting the bedcover. There I let the light play on his fingers and he stood still for a moment, puzzling. At the same time, Dad shifted so his right arm came out from under the covers, and now you could see both sets of flesh within touching distance: the chubby unblemished, and the freckled slack.


The scene held me. Were Dad’s eyes watching Matty, or were they fixed on some point beyond him? If I had my camera, if I took a photo now, would the picture turn out happy or sad?




CHAPTER 4


Photograph: newspaper clipping between the pages of a Christmas 1967 Woman’s Realm inside Carol’s bureau, Sunnybank.


Location: the square outside the Red Lion, Tannerside


Taken by: the Bolton Evening News


Subject: The Big Switch-On reads the caption. Tannerside’s Tree of Light is illuminated by councillors Bob White and Tommy Pharaoh.


At the base of this twenty-foot Douglas fir, the two men shake hands. There’s been a good turn-out despite the drizzle – too many people for them all to fit into the shot. Carol, Councillor White’s daughter, just squeezes in, though she’s not actually that keen to appear in the local rag wearing this stupid tam o’ shanter her mother forced over her ears before she was allowed out. ‘You want to try looking smart, for once,’ said Frieda.


For all the icy wind and headgear humiliation, Carol’s enjoyed the walk up, just her and her dad together.


‘How you doing?’ he asks.


‘Happy as a sandbag,’ Carol says.


A standard and much-loved exchange.


When they draw near the cemetery and a car slooshes through a puddle, soaking them both, Bob goes, ‘There’s nowt like good manners, and that was nowt like it.’ It’s a turn of phrase which never fails to make Carol laugh.


He has dozens of these sayings. They are who he is. Every time she drops something, he chirps, ‘Did it bite you?’ If she complains that something’s not fair, she gets, ‘Neither are th’ hairs on a black pig’s bum.’ Then there are his nicknames: people from Horwich are ‘sleepers’; from Standish, ‘powyeds’; from Bolton, ‘trotters’; from Wigan ‘purrers’. Purrers sounds nice, thinks Carol, the first time she hears it. She pictures Tenniel’s drawing of the Cheshire Cat, perched on the gates of Mesnes Park. But ‘purring’, Bob enlightens her, means kicking someone with clogs on. It’s all good fun.


The only saying she can think of that her mother uses is, ‘Go rub it better with a brick.’


Ian caught up with us eventually. He was waiting for me one morning when I got to The Olive.


‘Carol,’ he said, pushing at the bridge of his glasses. ‘I need to see you.’


‘Not here, not now,’ I said, fumbling with the keys in my eagerness to escape inside. What if Moira popped in to check a customer order or a delivery, walked through the door and found a family drama unfolding in the middle of her shop? Tears and accusations amid the wooden mushrooms.


‘Carol,’ he said.


‘It’s Jaz you should be talking to,’ I told him. The key slid home and turned. ‘Go round there. She’s in.’


‘No, she isn’t.’


I was genuinely surprised. ‘She was in an hour ago because I stopped off to pick up some more of Matty’s clothes. She must have nipped out for something. I’d try again.’


And with that I slipped inside and locked the door against him.


He loitered for five minutes and then walked off. Good, I thought. I got on with my jobs: turning on the lights, the till, checking the post and answerphone, unpacking a load of cat-motif mugs for examination and then flattening the cardboard box ready to go in the bin out the back.


After that I flipped the sign round and opened the door. Ian was standing on the pavement opposite.


‘You can’t come in,’ I called, stupidly.


‘You can’t stop me, I’m a customer,’ he said, and walked straight over, crossed the threshold, installed himself by a display of slate clocks. No one else was around. We don’t usually get anyone till ten at the earliest, so why Moira always wants the place open at nine-thirty sharp is beyond me.


Ian glanced at the shelf nearest, then picked up a marble egg and weighed it in his hand the way everyone does who touches them. ‘I’m not hanging round there indefinitely, Carol. She’s in but not answering the door, and she’s got the deadbolts on. She won’t pick up the phone either.’


‘She will. I was chatting to her last night.’


‘We’ve got caller display. She won’t pick up when she knows it’s me.’


‘Ring from a friend’s, use a different mobile.’


‘I tried that. She hung up.’


‘Can you blame her?’ I said.


I watched his expression flicker for a moment. Ian isn’t the kind of man who’s built for deceit; he’s nowhere near cool enough.


‘No, of course I don’t blame her. But we can’t carry on like this. I have to explain.’


‘To her, though, not to me.’


He put the egg down – I was relieved about that – and approached the counter.


‘You need to hear, Carol. You need to help. You understand Jaz better than anyone.’


It was an astute compliment on his part. ‘Well,’ I said.


‘I know what I’ve done, I know just how badly I’ve messed up. I love Jaz, and Matty; they’re the only things I care about. Not that woman, she was nothing. What happened was a slip. It absolutely didn’t mean anything. It’ll never happen again.’


‘Why did you do it, Ian?’


He shook his head. ‘I don’t know.’ And he did look bewildered, as though he truly couldn’t fathom it.


‘You need to take responsibility,’ I said.


‘That’s what I’m trying—’


‘She’s very, very upset.’


‘Yes. She must be.’


‘Devastated.’


‘Tell me what I can do, Carol.’


I let myself imagine, for a moment, what might have happened if someone had taken Phil aside all those years ago and told him. Whether Phil could have been straightened out. I turned my head away from Ian, and across the floor of the shop, ground-in specks of glitter winked and sparkled at me; we’d had some frosted twigs in over Christmas and they’d shed like billy-o, we’d been hoovering every day. Christmas, when Matty wasn’t even walking.


I had a chance to make things good.


‘She is dreadfully hurt,’ I said.


Ian hung his head. ‘I feel terrible. Please, tell me what to do.’


‘OK, then,’ I said, sitting myself on the edge of the counter because by now my legs were trembling. ‘Firstly, don’t corner her. Don’t stake out the house or ring every half-hour. She doesn’t react well to being pursued. Send her a letter – I’ll give it to her if you’re worried she’ll just stick it in the shredder, though I don’t think she will. Give me a letter and I’ll make sure she gets it. In it you say what you’ve told me: that you love her and Matty; that she’s not done anything wrong, it’s entirely your fault; that it was a stupid, joyless one-off and it will never ever happen again.’He was nodding emphatically. ‘That last bit’s really important. You must never let her down again, Ian. She won’t give you a second chance.’


She might not even give you a first, I thought, but I kept that to myself.


‘Will it work? Will she have me back?’


‘I don’t know.’ In my head I saw Matty, pyjama-ed, rolling his toy car up and down the newel post in their hall. ‘But you have to give it a try.’


After he’d gone I turned on the shop’s CD-player and listened to some Celtic harp. I felt drained, as though I’d been doing some hard physical labour. The urge to ring Jaz was enormous, but I made myself stay off the phone because I knew I’d only blurt out something I wasn’t supposed to. Though I did call the nursery and check on Matty. ‘Is anything wrong?’ the girl asked me when she came back from the toddler room. ‘Nothing,’ I said. Then, because I didn’t want to sound weird, I said, ‘He looked a bit flushed when I dropped him off this morning.’ ‘Well, he’s fine now,’ she said. ‘He’s playing Funky Footsteps.’


We had four paying customers all morning – you can see why Moira frets – so I had plenty of time to go over events. Mainly I thought about Ian: how much did we ever really know about him? The first time Jaz mentioned him was the Christmas after she started at the Rocket café. ‘I met him on a protest, Mum,’ she said, and when I told Phil he went, ‘Of course she did.’


We thought we knew what was coming. The Sullen Boys, Phil used to call them, the thin, shifty youths who refused to meet your eye and slipped away upstairs the moment you paused to draw breath. The bedroom door would shut and you’d be crashing around in the kitchen, trying not to think about what was going on above. Couldn’t believe it when Ian turned up in a shirt and tie, normal hair, voice like a BBC newsreader. His table manners were lovely. ‘Were you protesting, too?’ I asked him over the washing up. ‘No, I was trying to get into my office,’ he said. We were so busy admiring what he wasn’t, we never thought to probe what he was.


And he seemed so kind. One time he came and dug out my pond while I was at work, for a surprise. I came back to find a moulded liner, like a giant tortoise shell, propped against the back fence. I love that pond. When I spied my first load of frogspawn a few months later, he was the person I rushed to tell.


Phil reckoned Jaz was the happiest she’d ever been, and we were happy for her. How much had we all invested in this charming, earnest, motherless young man, taking him into the family, knotting him into our hopes and dreams. The day Matty was born, I’d thought my world was complete, that everything was stable at last. Goes to show how wrong you can be.


Jaz had Matty that night, so it was a chance for me to catch up on jobs before I drove up to Chester library for a lecture on Clarice Cliff. The clematis wanted tying back before it snapped, and I’d some raffle ticket stubs to fill out and give back to Laverne, an outrageous estimated gas bill to chase up, plus my hair desperately needed a wash and blow-dry. I knew I’d have to scoot if I was going to make it out of the house for half-six.


The phone went while I was leaning over the bath side with my head under the shower.


I threw a towel round my sopping hair and ran to pick up.


‘Carol?’ It was David Reid.


‘Yes; what?’ I said abruptly, because once again he’d caught me on the hop.


There was a slight hesitation.


‘Ian and I were talking at breakfast this morning. I gather you’re acting as mediator.’


‘Ahm, I suppose, yes.’


‘He’s very relieved. Jasmine’s still not taking his calls.’


‘No.’


‘So what’s been the reaction? Do you think we might be making progress?’


The towel was sliding to one side and cold water was trickling down the back of my neck. I said, ‘I’ve not spoken to Jaz yet, but I’m seeing her for tea tomorrow and we’ll talk then. To be honest, just at this—’


‘Good,’ he said, sounding like a headmaster. ‘That’s good. I’m so glad you decided to help.’


I felt a hot flare rise up inside my chest.


‘Well, someone’s got to try and make something out of this mess,’ I said. Then I hung up and stood with my hand over my eyes for a moment. It wasn’t David’s fault; he hadn’t deserved that. But then, what a bloody imperious thing for him to say. I was right, I was wrong. I was very hot, suddenly. When I looked across the room I could see myself in the mirror: Middle-aged Woman in a Turban, Flushed. You’d think I’d have learned by now to be wise and serene. I put my palms to the sides of my face and lifted the slack skin tauter.


The next second, the phone rang again.


I snatched at the receiver. ‘Yes?’


‘God’s sake,’ said the voice of my ex-husband. ‘No need to be like that. I only wanted to ask what’s going on with our Jaz.’


Too late now for Clarice Cliff, but I reckoned I could still make it to the gym if I put a spurt on. I needed to work out my temper on something. And to be with other women, have a giggle, listen to some music and get out from inside my own head.


Why didn’t you tell me, Carol?


Because Jaz said she wanted a chance to think.


So how come she’s just told me now?


I don’t know, Phil. I don’t know why Jaz would do that.


Upstairs, then, for my T-shirt and leggings. My trainers were supposed to be in the bottom of the wardrobe, but weren’t. Were they by the back door? What was this? My top slipped off the hanger and crumpled to beggary—


Is she right?


What do you mean?


Has he been playing away?


Of course he has. He’s confessed.


Fucking hell.


That about sums it up, yes.


A different top, then, with longer sleeves. That would be too warm, but no choice. At least the leggings were in an OK state.


What are we going to do?


I don’t see what we can do. I’m looking after Matty.


You do that anyway.


Not this much. Everything else is on hold, I can’t get on with my ordinary stuff. I’m not complaining, Phil, I love him being here. I just want it to go back to normal, for us all.


Answerphone on, trainers located and laced—


Have you talked to her?


Obviously I’ve talked to her, I’ve done nothing else for over a week. But she’s confused at the moment. I think it has to come down to Jaz, whether she wants him back or not. Then we have to support her either way.


What do you reckon she should do?


Whatever she thinks is best for her and Matty.


Bottle of water, bottle of water, keys keys keys—


Ian’s a shit.


Well, yes.


Keys. Coat—


And that’s when the phone rang again, and it was Jaz on the machine, and this time I knew I wasn’t going anywhere.




CHAPTER 5


Photograph 311, Album Three


Location: Chester Rows


Taken by: Carol


Subject: Jaz and Solange Moreau, school French exchange student, stand arm in arm, grinning. Solange is neat and minxy in her mini-skirt and boots: obviously French mothers are more liberal regarding their daughters’ attire. Jaz is much more suitably kitted out in jeans, sweater and long, lime-green scarf. Next to them is Jaz’s friend, Natalie, standing apart, looking suspicious. Behind them all is Phil. He’s pulling the same stupid expression as the one in his school photograph of 1968.


Carol has enjoyed having Solange to stay: she is drawn by the girl’s fractured English, and the fact that she’s away from home at such a young age. And the attraction seems to be mutual. Not an hour ago, Solange produced from nowhere a lovely set of soaps bearing an impossibly expensive label, and handed them over. ‘For my vacation mother,’ she explains prettily. ‘Well, aren’t they beautiful?’ says Carol, impressed. ‘But you shouldn’t have. However did you afford them?’


When Jaz translates, Solange laughs and laughs, as though it’s the funniest line she’s ever heard. Carol can’t see the joke, and nor, judging by their expressions, can Jaz or Nat. Strange creatures, teenage girls. There’s been a terrible atmosphere in the house for nearly two days now. She presumes they’ve had some kind of a fall-out. Whatever it is, it can’t be Carol’s fault, because she’s bent over backwards to make the visit a success.


Not to worry. Solange returns to France tomorrow, and then everything will be back to normal.


Jaz said she’d gone to pick Matty up from nursery as usual, and he had not been there.


‘It’s all right,’ she went on, before I could begin hyperventilating. ‘I mean, he’s with me now.’


She paused, and I could hear him chuntering in the background. ‘Oh, God, love,’ I said.


And she told me this: that while she stood shaking in the hallway, among all the little coats and bags, the nursery manager came with a message about Matty’s daddy collecting him twenty minutes ago. No, he hadn’t mentioned where they were headed. But Mr Reid had forgotten Matty’s jumper, so maybe Mrs Reid could take it. Jaz hadn’t waited to argue, she’d simply grabbed the jumper and dashed out onto the pavement, scanning up and down in case she could see Ian’s car. For a few minutes she ran the length of the road and back again without knowing what she was doing. Then she gathered herself to ring Ian’s number on her mobile. It took two goes before he answered, at which point he calmly told her to cross the street. So she did, and through the window of a grotty little café she saw them: Matty in a high chair eating a bowl of chips, Ian with a newspaper open in front of him. ‘He waved at me, Mum, like it was no big deal.’ When she went in, he invited her to stay and have a coffee with them. But she was too agitated to sit down. ‘I didn’t know where the hell you were!’ she told him. ‘You could have taken him anywhere.’ And Ian said simply, ‘He’s my son, Jaz. I can take him anywhere I want.’


My stomach flipped over when I heard that. Not just because I was annoyed with Ian for not waiting, for ignoring what I’d told him – Don’t confront her, don’t corner her, I’d said – but because of the implications. And I knew, before Jaz finished the story, exactly how she would have reacted. My throat got tighter and tighter as she told me what she’d said to him, there in the café while the other patrons sat and watched, while Matty played with his chips. All the words she’d been holding back, brooding over for the last few days, flooding out. Matty hearing it, breathing it in like poisonous smoke.


‘What did Ian do?’ I said at last.


‘I didn’t give him a chance to do anything. I picked up Matty and left.’


I saw in my mind’s eye a howling toddler dragged from his chair and bundled into the car, Ian dashing outside, watching them drive off while Matty sobbed and kicked in his booster seat. It was unbearable.


‘I was going to tell you, he came to the shop today.’


‘That was bloody sneaky of him.’


‘I don’t think he knew what else to do. He was desperate to see you.’


‘You sound like you feel sorry for him,’ said Jaz, dangerously.


‘I don’t—’


There was a clattering noise in the background. ‘Fucking hell,’ Jaz said under her breath. ‘Matty? Matty! Leave it. Come here. Come here.’


I said, ‘Bring him round to mine, give yourself a bit of peace. Have a nice bath. Or I’ll pop over now and pick him up. I can be with you in ten minutes. Yeah?’


Silence. I was picking up my keys again, ready.


‘No,’ she said. ‘He’s staying with me. From now on, I’m not letting him out of my sight.’


‘Make the most of it while she’s small,’ people used to say to me when Jaz was young. ‘The time goes by in a flash.’ It’s one of those mantras parents pass between themselves. I remember saying it to Laverne when her Josh was at primary school. I’ve come out with it in supermarket queues, to young mums waiting in the nursery foyer, to Mrs Wynne-on-the-other-side’s granddaughter, to friends and acquaintances and strangers. I said it to Jaz and Ian six months in when they were beside themselves with lack of sleep. ‘None of it lasts long,’ I told them, ‘none of these stages you’re convinced will go on for ever. In the blink of an eye they’re gone.’ You get to my age, you suddenly feel the urge to warn everyone, to explain that you were there once, and you were left gaping at how quickly your children passed through. Even now I’ll sometimes be clearing out a cupboard, or moving a piece of furniture, and I’ll discover an object belonging to girl-Jaz. This can be an unexpected treasure, or an irritant, like the time a Kinder dragon got into the hoover and broke the roller mechanism. But other days such finds are a blade through the heart, and I could lie down and weep that this tiny sock no longer has an owner; that the milk teeth which made the marks on this discarded plastic spoon now live in my china cabinet inside a pot with a fairy on the lid. That moment when you go to take your child’s hand, as you’ve done for years, and she shakes you off because she’s too old: that’s a killer.


Thank goodness for grandchildren, our second chances.


It was easier in the mornings without Matty, I had to admit. It wasn’t just the dressing, the feeding, the clearing up – procedures which often had to be repeated, from scratch. It was the run to nursery that really stretched me. To get him there, settle him, unpack his stuff, come back, pick up Josh from next door, drop him outside the high school and be at the shop on time, I had to be out of the house by 7.45 at the latest. Any accidents, any tantrums or fevers or suspicious rashes, and we were all scuppered.


So although I missed him, it was certainly less complicated to have only myself to get ready. I got half an hour’s lie-in, ate my breakfast at one sitting, listened to the news and managed a proper job with my make-up and curling tongs. Josh would be relieved too, I thought, to avoid all that last-minute rush. Or be forced to listen to Matty-anecdotes the whole journey.


He was sitting on the wall when I got outside.


‘You should have rung the bell,’ I said.


‘Needed some fresh air.’ He got to his feet and shouldered his sports bag.


Needed to get away from his mother, I guessed. Laverne was fine as a neighbour, but I shouldn’t have liked to share a house with her. Small, stringy, artistic, over-attentive, she buzzed round her son’s lumbering frame like a mosquito. Where was Josh’s dad? I used to wonder. Not that I ever dared ask her. There was a brittleness there I didn’t want to test.


‘Mum OK to pick you up tonight?’


‘Uh-huh.’


Laverne didn’t want him going on the bus in case of what she called ‘rough elements’. And since I drove past the school gates every morning, at exactly the right time, it was no bother to take him. He was a nice lad. Meanwhile Laverne would don a leotard and sweatpants and head in the opposite direction to teach dance at the Opel-Warner Studios. So I saw a fair bit of Josh, holed up as we were in my Micra every weekday morning, and I guessed he talked to me far more than he talked to his mum.
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