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  As we come out of the Arndale, Melody breaks into a run and we end up sprinting across the precinct, shopping bags swinging as we dodge leafleteers and

  people with clipboards. I ask her why we’re running and she shouts back that she doesn’t know. Passers-by must assume we’re shoplifters, evading pursuit. I can see them checking

  the crowds behind us for security guards. It’s a wonder no one tries to make a citizen’s arrest.




  We stumble into the entrance of H&M and thank God it’s cool and calm in there, Mika playing cheerily over the loudspeaker. Melody takes a moment to adjust her little skirt where

  it’s ridden up round her thighs, and I unzip my camouflage jacket. No one turns a hair.




  First thing that draws me in is a stand loaded with plimsolls, because my last pair got ruined when I had to check the cattle after it had been raining all week and the nature reserve was like a

  swamp. There are some navy trainers I think are smart, and I’m turning them over to see the size stickers on the soles when it occurs to me I ought to be keeping at least half an eye on

  Melody. I look round and she’s in the far corner, trying on dark glasses and a beret and draping ten scarves round her neck and shoving twenty bracelets up her arm. As I watch, she prances

  off round the store, still loaded with unpaid-for goods.




  Well, so far, so good. She’s not upset anyone and the accessories I can strip off her before we pass through the security portal. Mika finishes, Take That comes on. Suddenly I can tell by

  her body language she’s spotted something. She quivers, like a pointer. Then she starts rifling through one of the clothing racks, shoving hangers left and right, eager at first and then with

  increasing irritation. She scans the store, does a double take, strides over to a two-foot podium where a half-mannequin’s kitted out in a Union Jack blazer, and clambers up to examine the

  label. Next thing she’s trying to wrench the jacket off, tugging at the buttons, cursing the pins at the back. Other customers are beginning to stare.




  I have the choice of either going across and claiming her, or walking out of the shop and leaving her to it. With my head lowered I make my way quickly to the podium.




  ‘The smallest on the rail’s a ten,’ she says in explanation. Pins tinkle to the floor. The mannequin rocks.




  ‘Get down. Ask a member of staff,’ I hiss. ‘They’ve probably got a box full of eights in the back.’




  ‘It’ll be fine. God, don’t they want people to buy stuff?’




  The blazer slides off, bringing with it the mannequin’s lower arm. Melody jumps down smartly. Assistants are closing in.




  ‘See,’ she says, pulling on the jacket. She twists to look in the mirror. The labels from the hat and glasses dangle over her nose.




  Here comes the manager, a young guy in a suit that’s too big for him.There’s a terrible shaving rash all down his neck. The rest of the staff part respectfully to let him

  through.




  ‘Could you and your sister leave the shop, please,’ he says.




  Melody starts to laugh: she’s laughing at my expression, at the boy-manager with his scraped-raw skin, laughing at her own laughter, and at the assistants frowning. Behind her the loose

  forearm rolls off the podium and bounces onto the lino. I think she might die of laughing.




  I reach out and take her collar because whatever happens, we are not buying that jacket in this store today. And I tell him, ‘She’s not my sister, she’s my mother.’




  Later, back at Liv’s, and I’m feeling peckish. There being nothing in the fridge and the bread gone to mould, I venture into what Liv refers to as the

  ‘downstairs cloakroom’ to see what’s in the freezer.




  Before I can get to the freezer itself, I have to pick my way through boxes of pamphlets on Meres and Mosses, towers of mammal traps, a pile of wellingtons and waders and grabbers and poles, and

  shift a stuffed otter out of the way.




  Next, having tugged the door open, I spend a minute or two chipping off a layer of ice because the last person to close up – Liv, or possibly the idiot Geraint – didn’t do the

  job properly. When I do free the top drawer I find it’s empty apart from a lone sandwich bag containing nibbled iris leaves. I shove the drawer back in again lumpily.




  Pointless pulling out the second one down as it’s permanent home to Victor the vole who Liv uses for field study training sessions. Melody claims the freezer also houses Billy the

  Bacterium and Gerry the Germ, but to be fair Liv’s always scrupulous about how she stores her props. Inside his box Victor’s shrouded in cling film, kitchen foil and a zip-seal plastic

  pocket. God forbid any harm should come to the vole.




  The bottom drawer’s worth a try. Usually there’s a packet of emergency fish cakes to be had, or sausages, or at the very least frozen Yorkshire puddings. Very versatile is your

  Yorkshire pudding. You can eat them on their own, or with tomato soup, jam, beans, anything really.




  But today all I see as I pull out the wire basket is a white polythene bag with something grey showing through. I lift the bag out and have a feel. Encouragingly, there are the remains of a

  supermarket label still stuck to the side. The shape is long and solid, cosh-like.




  I think what we have here is a trout.




  I consider for a moment. Yep, it’s OK, I can cook a trout. All you have to do is stick it under the grill. It needs defrosting, but if I take it out now I could conceivably have it for

  supper, especially if I give it a quick blast in the microwave to start the process off. You sprinkle lemon juice and salt on; I’ve seen Nigella do it.




  Grasping the trout in one hand I try to wrestle the drawer shut with the other. It won’t budge. I swap hands. I put the trout down and try shunting with my knee.




  Then Liv’s voice calls across the corridor from her office: ‘Freya? If you’re in the freezer, don’t touch the trout. Geraint wants to use it for baiting mink

  traps.’




  And this is my other mother.




  





  From Liv’s diary, 12/04




  First meeting over, I think OK.




  Dropped Frey off at station entrance & went for pointless walk round back streets of Crewe. Christmas lights up, gloomy afternoon, eerie atmosphere like before a storm. Must have checked

  watch every 2 mins. Promised F I’d wait in car park till they’d finished but needed loo so had to go past station café anyway. Freya & Melody sitting in window,

  couldn’t believe how young M looks. She was waving her hands around in the middle of some story. F completely rapt. Wanted to stand & watch but knew I mustn’t .




  Was dreading having to go in & get her in case seemed needy, but she came out when she said she would. M small next to her, gypsyish, in huge long coat. Pointy cat’s face, eyes like

  a cat. F’s face.




  M came up to me & speech I’d rehearsed went out of head. Left F in the car & had ¼ hour with M. She said, ‘It’s a dream come true, isn’t it?’

  Didn’t stop for me to answer. I managed to get in that I was grateful for her letters, & tell her how well F doing at school, predicted grades etc. M began to talk about her own time as

  schoolgirl, best/worst subjects etc. Had to cut her short because it began to sleet & F waiting. Said we’d all meet again, hugged briefly. Thought she might say thanks for bringing

  up her daughter, but she didn’t. Perhaps meant to & overwhelmed.




  F quiet on way home. I didn’t press her. When got back made cheese on toast, couldn’t eat mine & found F’s in the bin later. Suggested we watch Meerkats United

  DVD. F said she was tired & wanted to go up to her room. Whole house felt odd.




  Later got out some of her toddler clothes & the wooden blocks Col made for her. F came back down & we had chat about her early years. She said she hated not being able to remember

  Col, that it was sometimes hard to believe he’d been real. I said, ‘Oh, your dad was real & he loved you to bits.’ Felt weepy but fought it. She said, ‘It’ll work

  out all right, Mum, I promise you.’ Hope she’s right. I want to be hopeful.




  





  A THURSDAY




  November




  When I tell people I work in a nursery, I like to watch their faces. ‘Oh,’ they say doubtfully, ‘do you really?’ The expressions of relief when I

  explain it’s the plant kind, not kids, because I know full well they’ve been trying to imagine me with my orange hair and black eyeliner looming over some bawling infant. Luckily no

  seedling has ever been traumatised by my appearance.




  So then it’s, ‘I see. You mean a garden centre.’ Because they’ve got me installed in one of those vast Percy Thrower emporiums, the ones that sell floral china mugs and

  scented candles, fluffy toy owls and hamster mazes and Barbour jackets. Whereas our outfit’s not much bigger than a school playground, and our only non-garden sideline is ice cream in the

  summer. Or, for the winter, Christmas decs. We shift a fair few of those around now, though Ray insists on a garden theme – spray-painted fir cones, silk poinsettias, resin berries. Fair

  enough. It’s his shop. Bird food sells steadily, and pansies, violas, some of the bare-root hedging plants, but if it wasn’t for December 25th, we’d have a lean time of it this

  quarter.




  I was in Greenhouse One watering the indoor plants – an acceptable gift for every occasion, just ask and we’ll stick a ribbon round the pot – when the shop alarm buzzed. From

  spring to autumn the counter’s staffed, but during winter when it’s quiet Ray has us on general maintenance. It makes sense. No point paying someone to gaze at a wall of seed packets

  all day. I put down my can, wiped my hands, and went to serve.




  My heart gave a little skip of pleasure when I rounded the corner and saw the frog-green Mazda parked by the gate. Christian was standing just inside the shop entrance, waiting.




  ‘Excellent,’ he said. ‘I was hoping it would be you.’




  I felt myself begin to glow. There are some people you meet in life who light a place up simply by being there. They smile and the sun comes out, they drop a compliment and you’re bathed

  in warmth for hours afterwards. Christian’s not just young and fair and good-looking; he’s genuinely charming, a nice bloke, a man you want to be around. You can’t help

  yourself.




  ‘Shouldn’t you be at work?’ I said.




  ‘Day off. I’m not required this session.’




  ‘I thought you were indispensable.’




  He grinned, and it was like sparkles on water.




  ‘What’s your current project?’ I asked.




  ‘We have to film a woman in Bradford who says she can’t diet because she eats in her sleep.’




  ‘Honestly?’




  ‘That’s what the lady claims. Sleepwalks to the fridge, sleep-makes-a-sandwich, sleep-roots-through-the-freezer-after-chocolate-brownie-ice-cream. Our job’s to hang around her

  kitchen in the small hours and catch her at it. Only she’s had to be rushed into hospital with a septic finger, so some of us are kicking about for a day while the producer

  re-schedules.’




  ‘I bet he’s pleased.’




  ‘He won’t be sending a get well card. But all’s not lost apparently. Tomorrow we can whizz over to Nottingham to film a narcoleptic.’




  He stepped back while I slid myself behind the counter.




  ‘Sleep disorders, is it?’




  ‘Yup. All delivered in our usual sympathetic style. We’re hoping to sell to Tru-World’s freak slot.’




  Made me laugh, the way he said ‘we’. In the tiny Manchester-based film company he works for, he’s third assistant to an assistant’s assistant, right down the bottom of

  the food chain. Meanwhile, back in Oxford, his parents write out cheques to keep him in petrol and M&S ready meals. As far as they’re concerned, he’s a star in waiting.




  ‘So why are you kicking around here? Your flat doesn’t even have a garden.’




  ‘I have a window box.’




  ‘Which you use as an ashtray.’




  ‘Not me.’




  ‘Your meedja friends, then.’




  He stood there, smiling at me. ‘OK,’ he said. ‘I’ll come clean. Can I trust you with a secret, Freya?’




  Fizz fizz, my insides went. He does that to you, to everyone: makes you feel as though you’re the most fascinating person in the room. It’s hard not to be sucked in by it.




  ‘Go on,’ I said.




  He brought his face closer and lowered his voice conspiratorially. Behind him a bunch of silvered beech twigs twinkled with fake frost.




  ‘Tonight I’ve decided I’m going to go for it. I’m going to ask Nicky to marry me, and, well, I need your help.’ Fake snow on fake berries, fake robin lurching.

  ‘Will you help me, Frey?’


  

  ‘’Course I will. That’s great. No question. Fab!’


  

  I don’t know why the news shook me so much. It’s not as if I’m in

  love with him.




  The nursery’s only five minutes’ drive from home, so I can go back and have my dinner with Liv if I want. I considered it all the rest of the morning, as I helped

  Christian pick out half a dozen standard bay trees and four hundred outdoor fairy lights and organised the trailer and booked the delivery.




  ‘I have this idea of an illuminated avenue,’ he explained. ‘So when she comes home, her front path’s all magical. I’ve just been round to Joan and Derek’s,

  squared it with them. They’re going to wait in the kitchen till I call them through. I’ll be behind the front door, with the ring. Derek’s sorting out some champagne.’




  Of course he is, I thought. What dad wouldn’t be delighted to have you as his son-in-law? I could see it all in my mind’s eye: her astonishment as she came to the end of the street

  and saw the trees, the slow walk of wonder to the front step, the door opening, Christian outlined in light like the Angel of the Annunciation.




  ‘What do your parents think?’




  ‘I haven’t told them yet. It’s going to be a surprise. Obviously I’ll give them a bell as soon as I have Nicky’s answer. Do you think she’ll say

  yes?’




  I just looked at him.




  After he’d gone, I went back to Greenhouse One and carried on watering. Then I swept the front yard and the area round the pots, unpacked a load of bulbs, filed the invoices, had my tea

  break, answered a phone enquiry about hedera screens, did some deadheading and sold a door wreath. By then it was coming up to midday and I knew for definite that the place I most wanted to be was

  in Liv’s kitchen eating tomato soup to the sound of Radio 4.




  I couldn’t find her in the house, but when I glanced down the garden I could see the garage door was open so I guessed she was working in there.




  I hunted through the cupboard next to the fridge and located a tin of soup. While my dinner was heating, I wandered into the dining room and checked the morning’s post. It was all for Liv:

  a flyer from Natural England, a form from North Shropshire Council’s planning department, a receipt from the Game and Wildlife Conservation Trust. Nothing for me, as usual. To get letters,

  you have to write them, as Melody says. She doesn’t get letters, though, just parcel after parcel of clothes off eBay.




  The soup began to spit so I went back through, decanted it into a mug, stuck the pan in the sink and took myself up to the garage. I found Liv kneeling over a bucket of clay which she was mixing

  with her bare hands. She greeted me with her usual mild distraction.




  ‘Ooh, is that a cup of tea?’




  ‘It’s soup.’




  ‘Oh.’




  ‘Sorry, I didn’t think. I can make you one.’




  She wiped her forehead with her wrist. ‘No, it’s OK, I’ve nearly finished.’




  I watched her fingers knead and squelch. With her long red-grey hair spread across her brown cotton shirt she had a look of some ancient tribeswoman. She could have been grinding corn or casting

  runes.




  ‘Was it busy at the nursery?’




  ‘No.’ I was thinking that now would be the time to tell her about Nicky.




  ‘Pass me that trowel, will you?’




  I did as I was told, and Liv began to scoop out the clay and drop it onto a small plastic tray packed with wet oasis, spreading the surface smooth with the action of a plasterer, or maybe an

  enthusiastic cake decorator. It was calming to watch.




  ‘You after some animal tracks?’




  She nodded. ‘We’ve had a sighting of something small and dark-coloured by the main drain at Fenn’s dyke. It’s most likely a polecat. But just in case it’s a mink, I

  thought I’d stick a tracking cartridge down.’




  Mink are Liv’s nemesis. They sneak into her nature reserve and eat up her water voles and her wading birds. So she’s eternally vigilant, though it’s a fine line between

  watchfulness and obsession.




  At last she got to her feet and stood, pushing her hair back behind her ears. ‘Can you see the cling film anywhere, Frey?’




  ‘Leaning against your display boards.’




  She grabbed hold of the box, laid it on the workbench, and rolled out a length of film. Then she put the tracking cartridge in the middle and proceeded to wrap up the damp clay so it was

  airtight.




  ‘Where’s Geraint?’ I made myself ask.




  ‘At a Wetlands Trust conference down in Shrewsbury.’




  I pictured him: the big belly and the fluffy grey beard, the round glasses, the eternal stripy sweater, the irritating sing-song of his Rhyl accent. And always a pair of binoculars hanging round

  his neck like an outsize talisman. Melody calls him Bin-man. I have other names for him.




  ‘He says he’s stopping the night there,’ Liv went on. ‘That way he can have a beer or two in the evening while he networks.’




  ‘He likes his beer.’




  ‘He does.’




  She straightened up and dusted her palms together. ‘Could you—?’




  In time-honoured fashion, I ducked out of the garage and turned on the outside tap for her to rinse her hands. The trouble with clay is it gets everywhere. It dries light on dark clothing, and

  dark on light. If Liv ever thinks to take in washing off the line, you can end up with a basket of clothes that need to go straight back in the machine.




  ‘So it’ll be just you and me tonight?’ Cloudy water spattered down onto the soil between us.




  ‘Uh-huh.’




  Excellent. ‘Shall I do a stew for tea? It’s not too late to stick something in the crock-pot if I put it on high.’




  ‘Oh, would you?’ Liv was wiping her wet hands on her shirt.




  ‘We could have it round the fire, in bowls.’




  ‘I must clean out the grate, actually . . .’




  ‘Come in now and help me chop some veg.’




  I walked ahead of her down the path, kicking aside crusts of bread, gearing myself up to tell her about Nicky.




  ‘We’ve definitely got onions. Well, I think we have . . .’ said Liv as we reached the back door.




  Only because they last for bloody ever, I thought. But it was OK, I knew we’d had a meat delivery two days before, and there were sliced carrots in the freezer. She switched the radio on,

  You and Yours, and I dropped some tea bags into a couple of mugs to sit while I dug out a tin of tomatoes. Liv wiped down the chopping board. I said, ‘I had a bit of news

  today.’




  She squatted by the base unit next to the sink, opened the door and peered in.




  ‘Christian’s asking Nicky to marry him.’




  Liv made a small noise of surprise at the back of her throat, but carried on rooting in the cupboard. Pensions, said the man on the radio. Successive governments, tax

  credit.




  ‘He’s asking her tonight,’ I said.




  I’d have thought she hadn’t heard, except she turned her head and raised her eyebrows at me. Then she pulled herself up, onion in hand. She placed the onion on the chopping board and

  regarded it.




  ‘A nice bit of news, them getting married,’ I said.




  ‘Mmm. If it’s what she wants.’ Liv picked at the onion skin. Fragments of crackly brown came away and fluttered to the floor.




  I could have hugged her for that flat remark. I so needed her not to be impressed or excited, and she wasn’t. Where ordinary mothers would have clucked and fussed, for Liv an engagement

  like this barely registered in her consciousness. She wasn’t stirred to ask about place settings or dress designs or reception venues; they didn’t interest her. Fripperies, they were,

  examples of needless consumption. Now if I’d told her Nicky would be releasing helium balloons at the reception, that would have grabbed her (‘Do you know how many turtles are choked

  each year by balloons landing in our coastal waters?’).




  The blade sliced wetly into onion flesh, and at the far corner of the kitchen, the kettle clicked off. I poured the tomatoes into the pot. At the back of the fridge was a bag of cubed stewing

  steak. I drew it out, wrinkling my nose at the blood smell, and tore open the thin plastic with my nails. In days gone by, I thought, Liv would probably have cooed over weddings: when she was with

  my dad and they were young and in love. And look at how fate paid her for it. In that sense, and that sense only, I could see the attraction of settling for an old gimmer like Geraint. He was never

  going to break anyone’s heart.




  Once the stew was stirred, I brewed the tea and sloshed in some milk. I wondered what Nicky was doing at this moment, in these last hours of being unengaged.




  ‘It is nice, she’s a nice girl,’ said Liv. ‘Tell her congratulations from me. Oh, and do you think she’d consider guests throwing bird seed instead of

  confetti?’




  ‘She might but I bet her mum won’t.’




  ‘No, I bet she won’t. Ask anyway. It does no harm to ask.’




  It was dark when I finished at the nursery and drove back home. The red curtains in the lounge were still open – Liv was busy on the computer in the front room – so I dragged them

  closed across their ancient metal rails. I remembered her getting those curtains through Loot, driving down to collect them off a woman in Stoke, and the struggle we had afterwards to hang

  them. I was too young to be much help and they weighed a ton, being floor-length lined velvet. So sometimes, when I’m at this big window, I get this mental flash of Liv collapsed on the sofa,

  her head in her hands and a mound of red cloth at her feet.




  The fire wasn’t laid either so I started on that, pushing the cold cinders through the grate, removing the tray and sweeping up the escaped ash. And as I carried the tray outside, that

  reminded me of another of Liv’s domestic crises, a pan loaded like this accidentally dropped in the middle of the dining-room carpet. Everything around it grey, like a bomb had gone off.

  It’s awful when you’re little and your mother cries and there’s nothing you can do about it.




  I came back in and shut the door against the cold. The night was clear and sharp: Christian had probably ordered it specially.




  In the lounge I knelt by the hearth and laid eco-firelighters and sustainable kindling, scrunched up copies of the Shropshire Star. As I worked I imagined Christian’s progress.

  He’d be jostling the trees into order – no, he’d be further on than that – draping the lights? Unravelling Derek’s extension cord? More likely he’d already be in

  their kitchen, relaxing with a drink while Joan fussed round him. He’d have changed into a suit. The ring would be a slight bulge in his breast pocket.




  What time would Nicky call me?




  I checked the coal scuttle and calculated timings. Nicky got back from Chester about six. The proposal itself would be swift and immediate, but then you had to factor in family celebration and

  private rapture. So at about seven I thought I’d hear from her. I wanted to have talked it through with Liv by then. I wanted to be completely ready to shoulder the full weight of my best

  friend’s happiness.




  The stew was simmering nicely. I set the table, with my slab pot in the centre and some silver twigs from the nursery. Then I poured two glasses of elderflower cordial, switched on the radio for

  the news, and called Liv.




  She emerged from the front room rubbing her neck and yawning. As she walked towards me, her silhouette against the hall light looked almost fat. She isn’t, even though she’s nearly

  fifty; she just has really wide hips. ‘A child-bearing pelvis’, she likes to say, ironically. Still, part of me can’t help being pleased it’s Melody’s narrower frame

  I’ve inherited. Whatever other dodgy genes might have been included in the package.




  ‘Had a productive day?’ I asked.




  She nodded. Emailing some university zoology department, she’d have been, or harassing a council planning officer, or researching the relationship between numbers of water-vole latrines

  and breeding females. To be fair, she doesn’t generally inflict the details on me.




  ‘This smells nice,’ she said as I spooned out the stew.




  ‘I don’t know why you don’t use the slow cooker more. It’s dead easy.’




  ‘I know. I will.’




  Or Geraint could cook something for a change, I thought.




  For a minute or two we ate in silence because the man on the radio was talking about a new ruling on farmers and set-aside land, and the possible impact on birds and invertebrates. Liv listened,

  frowning. I thought she looked tired. The report finished and she came back to herself, I could see her re-focusing on me like a camera adjusting its depth of field.




  ‘Bloody government,’ she said. Then the words I’d been waiting to hear. ‘So, have you spoken to Nicky yet?’




  I took a gulp of cordial, put my glass down and drew a deep breath.




  Which was when we heard the latch go on the front door. Geraint was back.




  Nicky rang at two minutes past seven.




  ‘Frey? Frey? Oh, Frey. I’ve got – yes, I’m on to her now, yes, yes, I will – Mum and Dad say hi – Listen, did you know? Did Christian tell

  you?’




  ‘Tell me what?’ I asked generously. I wanted her to have the pleasure of saying it out loud.




  ‘Oh, Frey, he’s proposed!’




  Liv had taken herself to the kitchen to wash up, but Geraint was still at the table, watching me mole-ishly through his glasses. I took the phone into the hall and sat on the stairs.




  ‘Congratulations,’ I said.




  ‘You knew, didn’t you? The trees.’




  ‘I had an idea.’




  ‘Oh my God, there were all these lights, he’d strung them all along and it was just – I thought my dad had maybe put them there, although – no, I know you don’t,

  Dad – and then I was putting my key in the lock and the door opened. I suppose Chris must have been waiting, he must have been – what? I knew you were – he says he was

  watching for me through the window.’




  ‘Or on his knees peering through the letterbox.’




  She let out a shriek of laughter. I heard Joan say, ‘What is it?’ Then Nicky’s muffled repeating of my nothing-joke. More mirth.




  ‘You all sound high,’ I said when she came back on.




  ‘I am. I can’t believe— Actually, it’s Mum who’s gone mental. She’s been on her mobile for about an hour, ringing everyone she knows. Next she’s going

  to start randomly dialling strangers. She’s had a stack to drink. She’s gone bright red. Yes you have, Mum. Look in the mirror. Like a tomato. Even your ears.’




  ‘Have you set a date?’




  ‘No— There’s another bottle in the fridge, Chris. Oh, I don’t know, Mum had it last. On the sideboard.’




  ‘Look,’ I said. ‘Let’s meet up tomorrow night. Then you can tell me all the gory details uninterrupted.’




  ‘I’ll come round to yours.’




  ‘No, don’t. I’m not sure where I’ll be. I might be staying at Melody’s for a day or two.’




  ‘Oh, well, you come here, then. Yeah?’




  ‘Yeah. Tell Christian congratulations from me, won’t you?’




  ‘You can speak to him yourself – hang on, no, he’s on the phone, they’re all bloody on the phone except my dad. Oh, God, Mum’s started crying. It really is—

  God, I’m so bloody happy, Frey, I think I’ll explode.’




  In the background I could hear her mother exclaiming, the tinkle of glass being broken, her dad calling cheerfully for a cloth. I imagined the back-slapping and the hugging that had gone before,

  the way they’d be up tonight for hours talking, reliving events, as a family and then, later, as two couples. The months of planning and discussion ahead, the joy of detail. It’s

  possible Joan Steuer would die of ecstasy. And I thought, I’m glad for you, Nicky, I really am. The truth is, whatever my own fears and failures, you need this more than I do.




  Melody’s house is a twenty-minute drive away in Nantwich, a tiny terraced cottage on a road called Love Lane. Her mum left it to her when she moved to Ireland. Since then

  Melody’s redecorated completely and filled the place with colourful junk. Chaotic but chic, you might say. Like Melody, in fact. She gets most of her stuff from car boot sales and the market

  and her current obsession is birds, so she’s on the lookout for bird pottery, bird fabric, fancy bird cages. She has a string of red and blue felt birds hanging by the bathroom mirror; a

  cushion covered in bird brooches rests on the floor against the bookcase. She’s tracked down some swallow-shaped mobiles which she’s strung up in the kitchen.




  When she papered the walls (in pre-bird days), she used ends of rolls only, so each side of the front room is a different floral pattern, and the upstairs landing changes colour halfway along.

  The sofa’s ancient and shot, but Melody’s covered the torn fabric with a gold and red tapestry throw. Scratches on junk-shop furniture are hidden under embroidered mats and jewelled

  coasters and lava lamps and scrimshaw. None of it’s seen a duster in years, but you’re so busy taking in the quirky detail you don’t notice the shabbiness. Well, I don’t. It

  took Liv to point it out to me.




  Amazing to think how physically close Melody was to us for all those years. That fantasy so many adopted children have, of bumping into your birth parents and not realising who they are, could

  actually have come true in my case. Did it ever happen, just momentarily? Say, in a shop doorway, or at adjoining checkouts? Sometimes I wrack my brains for hidden memories but I never come

  up with anything. Speculation’s pointless now. When I did meet her properly for the first time it was at a coffee bar on Crewe station.




  There’s no parking on Love Lane itself so I left the Mini by Morrisons and walked. I rang the bell and, when I got no answer, tried the key. The deadbolt wasn’t on, which meant she

  was around. I rang again and went in.




  Evidence Melody wasn’t far away: the sash window to the yard left up; a magazine open on the sofa; a steaming cup of tea on the carpet next to her pointy Arabian Nights-style

  slippers. Looking at the slippers put me in mind of a scene last Christmas. Melody coming to drop off presents, bouncing up Liv’s front path in an ankle-length black coat, a Russian hat and

  fingerless gloves. Round her neck she’d wrapped half a dozen lengths of different material, lurex-threaded, fringed, bobbled, tasselled, spangled. ‘She couldn’t just wear a scarf,

  could she?’ Liv had muttered.




  I dumped my overnight bag under the table and shouted up the stairs. The only response was a dull thudding beat which, after a moment, I identified as Eddy Grant’s Electric Avenue.

  So I flopped down on the sofa, took a quick sip of tea, then picked up the magazine that was lying across the cushion next to me. How Do Men See You? was the title of the article Melody had

  been reading. The pages were slightly yellow at the edges, and the model studying herself in the mirror sported a bubble cut and massive false eyelashes. I flicked to the cover:

  Twenty-Twenty, the magazine was called. This was the July 1976 edition. When I went back to the article I could see it was actually a questionnaire Melody had been filling in. Take a Look

  through HIS Eyes, urged the subheading. You might be surprised at the view!




  This was what she’d put so far:




  

    

      

        When you enter a crowded room at a party, do you:


      


    


  




  

    

      

        

          a) search about for a face you know?




          b) shrink against the wall in terror?




          c) head for the buffet table?




          d) stride in like a warrior queen and scan for good-looking guys?


        


      


    


  




  She’d circled d. That made me grin, because I imagined it was true.




  

    

      You’re introduced to a man you find physically handsome, but he only wants to talk about car engines. Do you:




      

        

          a) try to steer the conversation onto something more interesting (like yourself)?




          b) let him drone on – you’re too polite to interrupt?




          c) fake enthusiasm and join in as best you can? After all, men like women who are keen!




          d) tell him he’s got as much charisma as a wheel nut, and walk away?


        


      


    


  




  Melody had circled a, then crossed it out in favour of d again.




  

    

      Your most attractive feature is:




      

        

          a) your smile.




          b) your ability to listen sympathetically.




          c) the way you dress. You’re one foxy lady!




          d) your sparkling wit.


        


      


    


  




  That one had rated a c.




  

    

      The sexiest item in your wardrobe is:




      

        

          a) your denim shorts. If you’ve got great legs, why not show them off?




          b) your romantic frilly blouse. It makes the guys come over all protective!




          c) your strappy wedges.




          d) your fave jeans.


        


      


    


  




  Melody hadn’t marked any of these answers, and suddenly I knew what she was up to. She’d halted the quiz so she could go up to her bedroom, check through her

  outfits and rate each one for allure.




  I put the mag to one side, hauled myself up and went again to the foot of the stairs. This time, when I called her name, the music quietened. I tried again. A door clunked open and I heard her

  voice.




  ‘Freya?’




  ‘Yep,’ I shouted.




  ‘I’ll be down in a minute.’




  The magazine drew me back; I took it with me into the kitchen while I made myself a drink. Tacky it might be, but the questionnaire held a kind of hideous fascination.




  

    

      The pattern of your dating history is:




      

        

          a) there hasn’t been anyone special, but you’ve had lots of fun.




          b) one or two serious relationships from which you’ve learned a lot.




          c) confused. Some unfortunate overlaps, a few bad boys – your love life isn’t always as tidy as it could be.




          d) one heartbreak after another.




          e) seven long years of intermittently mucking about with a bloke who drives you up the wall but you’ve known him since you were twelve and it’s easier

          than starting with someone new.


        


      


    


  




  It didn’t really say e, but if it had, that’s what I’d have ticked. Melody was an a through and through.




  At last she came downstairs wearing nothing but a Hello Kitty vest and knickers set, and a long open shirt in orange silk. I watched her weave, barefoot, between coffee tables

  and potted palms like a species of urban dryad.




  ‘That’s the sexiest item in your wardrobe, then? Seems a touch, I don’t know, forward.’




  She whipped the magazine away. ‘Naff off.’




  ‘And it’s lovely to see you too, Mother-dearest.’ I flicked on the kettle. ‘Is it all right if I stay over tonight?’




  Melody ran her fingers through her dark hair. ‘Yeah, of course, hun. You know it is. Always. Mi casa es tu casa. You’ll have to make up the bed yourself, though.’




  No change there, then. If I wanted a hot meal I’d also be cooking again, since Melody prefers to follow the Picnic Diet – fruit, biscuits, yoghurts, cold meat, bread, cake, crisps

  and chocolate. Anything that can be unwrapped and eaten on the spot. Liv says it’ll catch up with her when she’s forty-five. In the meantime Melody grazes on junk and looks bloody good

  on it.




  Her slender arm reached up towards the cereal boxes. Sugary ones she likes best, ones with cartoon monkeys on the front and pixies and mice in hats. I have this theory that, essentially, she

  froze at fifteen, which is the age she was when she had me. I think I arrested her development.




  ‘So why are you doing crappy magazine quizzes?’ I asked her.




  ‘For fun. Keep myself out of mischief.’ She took a bowl off the drainer and tipped in a handful of Coco Pops. ‘Are you OK, hun? You look gutted. Something’s up,

  isn’t it?’




  ‘No. I wasn’t prepared for this disgusting level of cheerfulness, that’s all.’




  She pinched a cluster of cereal with her fingers. Why bother with a spoon when it only meant extra washing-up?




  ‘Have you even got dressed today?’




  ‘Yes! I’ve been helping Michael at the garage, actually.’




  ‘Helping at the garage?’ I tried to picture her lacquered nails clamped round an oily spanner.




  ‘Only answering the phone, booking appointments, that sort of thing. He was stuck. I was free.’




  ‘And it went OK?’




  ‘Yep.’




  ‘Is it going to be a regular set-up?’




  ‘God, no.’ A fragment of cereal burst from her lips. ‘I told you, he was stuck. It was a favour. There’s no way I could cope with my brother as a boss full-time.

  I’d brain him within a week.’




  ‘Bet the feeling’s mutual.’




  ‘Could be. Hey, sorry, have you eaten?’




  ‘Ish. I made a stew, but then when it came to it, I didn’t have much of an appetite. I’m hungry now, though. Have you got anything in? Apart from cereal, I mean.’




  The cupboard above me was still open and she nodded at it. ‘Jam, honey, marmalade. There’s a hunk of cheese in the fridge, anything you like.’




  ‘I’m not having just toast. I’ve been shifting bags of Osmocote all afternoon. What’s in the freezer?’




  Melody looked vague. ‘There might be some battered cod.’




  ‘That’ll do.’




  ‘Don’t know how old it is, though.’ ‘I’ll take my chances.’




  She wandered off, bowl in hand, back up the stairs. I lit the oven and carried on with the quiz.




  The fish was pretty much ready to serve and I’d plated up some bread and butter to go with it. But when Melody came back down, she was all glammed up. Her skirt was a

  black sequinned tube down to her knees, and for a top she had on an emerald camisole which may or may not have been meant for outside wear. She’d twisted up her shoulder-length hair into a

  messy chignon.




  I said, ‘You look as if you’re going out.’




  ‘I am. Didn’t I mention it?’




  ‘No.’




  ‘Sorry. You can still stay, though. We can catch up later. Do you want to open a bottle of wine?’




  My spirits dipped. What I’d been hoping for, what I’d been sure Melody would provide, was a good long session of hard-core cynicism. I’d thought, I can tell her about

  Nicky’s engagement, about the fancy preparation and fairy lights, and Melody will do what she always does on these occasions, which is to pour scorn. Flicking Vs in the face of

  happy-ever-after is one of her favourite entertainments. ‘The only reason people marry,’ she says, ‘is for legal security. To nail down stuff like who turns off your life support

  machine, or who gets custody of the hi-fi system. The rest is bollocks. And weddings are the worst: poncy dress, boring speeches, half the congregation taking bets on how long till the divorce.

  It’s a humiliation I’ll never put myself through.’




  She certainly seemed to be sticking to her word. In the five years I’d known her, I’d met maybe a dozen of her boyfriends, and every one she’d delighted in slagging off behind

  his back. The guy with the weakness for jewellery she’d initially called ‘Jingle Bells’; after they split up, he became ‘Pimp’. Another she tagged ‘The

  Gobbler’ because he ate with his mouth open. There was ‘Lurch’ and ‘Mr Potato Head’, and another she referred to as ‘Whopper’ (glad I didn’t meet

  him; I wouldn’t have known where to look).




  ‘Why do you date them if you don’t like them?’ I remember asking her.




  ‘I do like them,’ she’d said. ‘I’m just not stupid about it.’ Another time she told me, ‘It’s a hobby.’ I don’t know whether she meant

  the men or the casual cruelty.




  Sometimes it was funny, other times it got a bit wearing. But there’s no doubt Melody’s was a great place to be on Valentine’s night. Two years in a row we spent the evening of

  the 14th getting drunk and watching Dawn/Day/Land of the Dead, then mocking the soppier of the love messages from the local paper. Happy hours, where I’d felt

  as though Melody was just about the only person I knew who was on my wavelength.




  I’d thought we might do something similar tonight. She could bitch about Nicky and Christian and the Engaged in general, and I could scold her, and we’d both enjoy ourselves.




  Except she was going out and leaving me to eat unwanted fish.




  I did try before she went. While she was fiddling with the cap on the wine bottle, I related the story of Christian’s proposal and Nicky’s reaction.




  ‘Jesus!’ was Melody’s first response, but then I realised she’d cut herself on the metal edge of the screw top. So while she sucked her finger, I gave her the news again,

  in summary.




  ‘Oh yeah, Mr Posh-Pants,’ she said.




  ‘Don’t call him that.’




  ‘Why not?’




  ‘Because I might come out with it myself.’




  She dabbed her hand on her skirt and grimaced. ‘When’s the date?’




  ‘Not sure yet. Mad, aren’t they, though? She’s only twenty-three. Don’t you think that’s too young?’




  ‘Totally.’




  She glanced round the room, frowning.




  ‘What feels weird—’ I began.




  ‘Shit, you haven’t seen my phone, have you? It was on the window sill, I’m sure it was on the window sill. I definitely put it there.’




  So we stopped to hunt. All the cushions off the sofa, her bag tipped upside down on the carpet, every pocket in every coat turned out. She found a tenner she didn’t know she had, and a

  mysterious number on a scrap of paper. No mobile, though. Next she got dust in her eye, and I had to follow her to the big mirror on the landing while she poked under her lashes and swore. I was

  still trying to talk about Nicky, but she wasn’t listening.




  ‘Who is it you’re meeting?’ I asked as she repaired her eyeliner.




  ‘Joe.’




  ‘Joe who?’




  ‘Sounds like a knock-knock joke.’




  ‘I meant, what’s his particular strangeness? Have you a nickname for him yet?’




  Melody bared her teeth at her reflection, then started down the stairs. ‘Nah. I only met him a couple of months ago.’




  Two months? Plenty of opportunity to have dismantled his character, I thought as I followed her.




  ‘Will I meet him?’




  ‘Soon, hun. Promise.’




  She looked back over her shoulder at me and she was doing this twinkling thing, this cutesy half-smile at me. I swear, if she’d had a fan she’d have fluttered it.




  ‘What’s he do?’




  ‘He’s a shop manager at Comet. Pass me my coat, will you?’




  Hanging by the front door was the Union Jack blazer; she’d had to order it online in the end. It looked tiny, like a child’s garment. I’m only a size twelve, but I feel like a

  cart horse beside her sometimes.




  ‘Do I look OK?’ she said, hooking the blazer off its peg and slipping it on over the camisole.




  ‘You want to stop shrinking into the background. Stand out from the crowd for once.’




  She smiled sweetly. ‘Says the girl with the fluorescent hair.’




  A car horn bibbed. Melody grabbed her bag.




  ‘Where’s he taking you? If you haven’t got a phone and anything happens – you’ve not known him that long. Stranger danger.’




  ‘Don’t be a div.’ I caught a whiff of her perfume as she opened the front door. ‘Finish the wine, watch a DVD. Eat anything you can find. Don’t wait up.’




  And then I was on my own. Again.




  I binned what was left of the fish, then sat and zapped through the TV channels, eventually settling on a stupid romcom where we were supposed to believe the gorgeous glossy

  lead was actually a moose. ‘If only I could get him to notice me,’ she simpered, flicking her hair about like she was in a shampoo ad. These films do your self-esteem no good at

  all.




  Then the bell rang. I assumed it was Melody, back after a row, or to retrieve some vital piece of kit. But it wasn’t. It was Michael, returning the missing phone.




  ‘She swore she hadn’t taken it to work,’ I told him as he stepped in, shaking the rain out of his curls.




  ‘She’d left it in the toilet. God knows what she was doing with it in there.’




  ‘Texting Joe, I bet.’




  ‘Ah, Joe.’




  ‘You’ve met him?’




  ‘Only the once. He’s younger than she is.’




  ‘By how much?’




  Michael shrugged. ‘Visibly.’




  ‘What’s he like?’




  ‘All right, I suppose.’




  ‘Go on.’




  ‘Nothing else to say. We didn’t talk for long, they were going to see a film.’ He laid the phone on the coffee table and perched himself on the sofa arm. ‘What’s up

  with you, anyway? You look like you’ve spent the afternoon sucking crab apples.’




  ‘Get lost,’ I said.




  ‘Come on, Mrs Glum, give us the news. Let me see if I can’t sort you out.’




  He always adopts this teasing tone with me. He doesn’t do it to other women; I’ve heard him in the pub, in the garage, and I know he can hold a perfectly normal conversation if he

  wants to. I suppose he likes to think of himself as a kind of uncle, except he isn’t blood relation to any of us. His dad moved in with Melody’s mum when Michael was five and Melody was

  thirteen, then moved out a decade later, leaving Michael behind at his own request. ‘I was doing my exams, I was settled,’ he’d told me. ‘Staying seemed the easiest

  thing.’




  All of which makes him a paper-brother only. But he’s still loose family and, having already been married and divorced, he does have a fair bit of life experience under his belt.

  He’s not a bad listener either.




  So I told him.




  ‘Your best friend’s engaged.’




  ‘Yeah.’




  ‘And, naturally, you’re thrilled for them both.’




  ‘I am.’




  ‘You bloody great liar, Frey.’




  ‘I am. Of course I’m happy for Nicky. She’s my friend.’




  Michael stared at me till I looked away. Then he said, ‘She’s all right is Nicky. I’ve never forgotten that time you had glandular fever and she came round every few days with

  books and fruit, pictures she’d taken on her phone, all that girly shit.’




  ‘I’d have done the same for her.’




  ‘Yeah, yeah.’




  ‘I helped you when you fell down the inspection pit and broke your ankle.’




  ‘That’s true. You made me at least one cup of tea.’




  ‘I should have poured it over your head.’




  ‘Thank you, Florence Nightingale.’




  ‘You pretended you couldn’t get to the toilet and needed to pee in a milk carton. Is it any wonder I left you to your own devices?’




  ‘Poor, gullible Freya.’ He grinned and raised his eyebrows. ‘Hey, I think I know what’s bugging you. It’s that you might have to wear a frilly bridesmaid’s

  dress. In pink, I shouldn’t wonder. You couldn’t bear the humiliation.’




  ‘If she does stick me in a daft frock, I’ll make sure I have my DMs on underneath.’




  ‘And your combats.’




  ‘I wonder if they do camouflage taffeta?’ I flopped down on the sofa next to him. ‘Seriously, though, I must be a bit crap if I can’t just be happy for her. She’d

  be ecstatic if it was me getting married. She would. Because she’s everything I’m not. She’s straightened out, and uncomplicated and grown up.’




  Michael snorted. ‘What are you, then? Still a teenager?’




  ‘You know what I mean.’




  ‘I don’t.’




  ‘Nicky – she’s got everything, she’s done everything in the right order.’




  ‘What’s the “right order”?’




  ‘She stuck the course out at uni, for one. Then she got her legal qualification. Then her training contract. It’s all mapped out.’




  ‘You chose to do something different.’




  ‘I flunked it.’




  He pushed affectionately at my shoulder with his knuckles. ‘Not that again. Look, what’s done is done. There’s a lot to be said for admitting you’re wrong and doing

  something about it. Unfairly maligned is the U-turn. I wish I’d walked away before I got married, it would have saved everyone a lot of grief. But you get so far down the line and it’s

  difficult to untangle yourself.’




  ‘There’s more to it than the degree. Nicky’s going to leave her mum and dad’s, get her own place. Choose curtains. Hold dinner parties.’




  ‘I can run you to Homebase if you’re desperate.’




  ‘It’s the moving-on thing. She’s being normal.’




  That made him laugh.




  ‘’Cause we all want to be that, Frey, don’t we?’




  ‘It’s not as if I want her life. I don’t want to get married. It’s just – it’s change. Yeah, that’s it.’




  ‘And you’re not good with change, are you?’




  ‘I know it shouldn’t matter in the face of my best mate’s happiness. But the thought of the wedding feels, urgh. Crap.’




  He drew in a long breath. ‘OK, listen, I’m going to put it to you straight, and I’m only asking because I think you need me to: are you sure this isn’t a plain case of

  jealousy?’




  ‘No. I told you, I don’t want to get hitched.’




  ‘You’ve got a crush on Christian.’




  It sounded shocking, hearing it out loud. ‘No!’




  ‘You’ve got a crush on Nicky?’




  ‘For God’s sake,’ I began.




  At which point the landline began to ring. We both jumped.




  ‘Go on,’ he said. ‘It’ll be Melody, in some sort of bother. Forgotten her eyelash glue, broken a heel.’




  So I picked up the receiver. There was a pause, then Geraint’s voice came down the line, cautious, rusty, Welsh. ‘Freya?’




  ‘Yeah.’ What the hell was he ringing me here for? Wasn’t there anywhere I could go to escape his wheezy old-man presence?




  ‘Can you come back?’




  ‘What, now? I’m stopping here tonight. I told Liv. She was fine with it.’




  ‘She’s—’




  ‘What? What’s the matter?’ I caught the fear in his voice, and that made me frightened too. ‘Is there a problem?’




  ‘It’s Liv.’




  ‘Is she ill?’




  He made a sick strangled noise. ‘Yes, I think she is.’




  ‘What, Geraint? Tell me.’




  ‘She’s, she’s found a lump. In her. In her. A lump in her chest. She’s gone a bit – upset. Can you come home now? I don’t know what to do.’




  No, you never bloody do, I thought.




  I replaced the handset with extreme care. Michael said, ‘Frey?’


  

  ‘I’m all right but I have to go,’ I said shakily.


  

  Funny how just one short phone call can be all it

  takes for your world to begin unravelling.




  





  Case Notes on: Melody Jacqueline Brewster




  Meeting Location: 42, Love Lane, Nantwich




  Present: Miss Melody Brewster, Mrs Abby Brewster, Mrs Diane Kozyra




  Date: 11 a.m., 11/11/86




  Spoke with Melody and Mrs Brewster for approximately 45 minutes, both women chatty and forthcoming. Melody feels she is recovering well physically from the

  birth but is still very tired (appointment with health visitor two days previously, no concerns). She has been seeing friends at home and would like to resume school as soon as possible. She says

  she thinks going back to her normal routine will help her in forming her decision about the best course for her baby.




  Mrs Brewster agrees that Melody would benefit from returning to her classes. However she would prefer her daughter to have made a firm decision before that date. Mrs Brewster is keen to see

  an adoption go ahead, and asked what they had to do to begin the process once the six weeks was up. Melody is as yet unsure how she wants to proceed. Spoke to them both about the timescale

  involved.
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