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For my Rosie –


Through love, laughter and tears


Thank you for holding my hand


Love you, darling girl, always


Px










Chapter 1


The first casualty of hard times had been spontaneity and even that had been a whispering death by a thousand paper cuts. Jamie pushed aside thoughts of day trips to the beach, or even a simple evening at her favourite tapas bar on the corner; her priorities these days were so much simpler.


In theory at least.


As she arranged the bottles of olive oil in a perfect phalanx, labels all facing front, she allowed herself to enjoy the pleasing symmetry. There was no harm in taking a certain pride in her work, no matter how far she had strayed off course.


Jamie mentally ran through the contents of her fridge at home as she worked, planning out their meals for the rest of the week. Bo’s packed lunches, in particular, were a triumph of creativity, a bittersweet pride in her ability to make something out of nothing. And not one single gnarly potato would go uneaten.


There was simply no room in her life for waste or extravagance. She glanced at the bottle of olive oil in her hand and sighed – £37.99.


Obscene, really. And more than her entire weekly shop for two.


But if she was lucky – and if his ever-fluctuating mood allowed – there was always a chance that Nick Harrison might yet allow her to buy the out-of-date stock at the end of her shift.


Discounted.


But still.


It probably wouldn’t even occur to him to give the stuff away.


She smiled at Daniel, one of her favourite colleagues, as he waltzed along the aisle, sweeping arcs with the heavy, cumbersome mop. Finding his own satisfying distraction in the soothing, rhythmic pattern.


They were none of them here for the mental stimulation or career opportunities, after all. But in the small, suburban town of Harnley, a pay cheque was a pay cheque and not to be sneezed at. As more and more of the small shops along their High Street closed their doors, a quiet pall had settled over their once-vibrant community, the haves and the have-nots never so clearly delineated – in her lifetime at least. 2020 had put paid to their energetic, bustling street of independent shops; 2021 had all but broken them. And to think they had once been so very proud not to have a single chain store, not one single franchise, among them.


Yet Harrison’s had survived, their clientele still wanting the niceties that their trust funds, well-endowed pensions or comfortably secure public sector jobs allowed.


It was just a shame that Nick Harrison was such an entitled arsehole. He’d even had the gall to rebuff Daniel’s suggestion that they have a basket by the door to collect contributions for the local food bank, on the basis that his customers didn’t want to be reminded of ‘things like that’. Not when they’d just shelled out nearly forty quid for a bottle of olive oil without a second thought, presumably.


It left a bitter taste in Jamie’s mouth.


The very notion of the food bank at the community centre made her uncomfortable too – but not for the same reasons. Every week was a balancing act, robbing Peter to pay Paul. Staying awake late at night, trying to prioritise where her meagre salary should go. And which of her creditors might shout loudest if she fobbed them off again. Trying not to think of the escalating, debilitating interest.


Turning to the food bank still felt like an admission of defeat, though. An admission that she couldn’t take care of her own son. Of herself.


All her years studying, training and building a satisfying career for herself, and yet still she couldn’t make ends meet. It was hard not to feel like an abject failure, in the grand scheme of things. But truly, she reminded herself, as she always did: she was one of the lucky ones. She had Bo. And she had this job, even with its lousy hours and minimum wage. And she had her health.


Never something to be taken for granted.


She instinctively checked her pocket for Bo’s folded prescription and glanced at her watch. As always, she’d be cutting it fine – the sweaty dash to the pharmacy from Harrison’s a familiar part of her routine these days.


‘Are we keeping you from something more important, Ms Matson?’


Nick Harrison should wear a bell around his bloody neck, Jamie thought crossly, as she fixed a smile on her face. ‘Of course not.’


Of course, he wouldn’t call her Jamie. And she bitterly regretted the instinctive way she’d corrected him at her first interview. Only a man like Nick Harrison could imbue her chosen ‘Ms’ with quite so much judgement and disdain. A faux respect afforded to her, when Daniel was Daniel, and Neil was Neil.


‘Perhaps you could up the tempo a tad then, Ms Matson. I need the new grissini displayed for our promotion tomorrow.’


Jamie blinked hard. ‘But that’s next week—’


‘I changed my mind. Make sure it’s done before you leave. It’s not my problem if you can’t manage your time properly.’ He swept away, leaving Jamie flushed with anger and not a small amount of panic. There was no way to get to the pharmacy before it closed unless she left on the dot.


‘I’ll help,’ said Daniel, stashing his mop against the jars of roasted red peppers. ‘Many hands and all that…’


‘I owe you one,’ Jamie said gratefully, as they carted armfuls of the delicate breadsticks in artfully rustic Italian flavours across the store to a more accessible vantage point.


‘Don’t be daft. I think we can spare a little solidarity for each other, don’t you?’ he grinned.


He looked exhausted, worn down by life, yet still his grace and good humour always made Jamie smile. ‘I just don’t think that Nick’s realised yet that he’s nailing the whole team building thing. I mean, there’s nothing like a common enemy to bond the troops, is there?’


They deftly arranged the display, many hands making light work of the balancing act required. ‘Is Bo on the mend at all, Jamie?’ Daniel asked quietly, his English nearly on a par with Jamie’s since he’d acquired his beloved dictionary of idioms; only the gentle lilt of his Syrian accent remained as a giveaway. ‘Is there any news on seeing that consultant, because you know I’ll cover your shift if I can. Just say the word.’


‘Thank you,’ Jamie said with feeling.


Bo’s worsening asthma was a constant in her thoughts, a low, demanding hum in the back of her mind whatever she was doing. And the waiting – the endless waiting, yet again, to see the consultant while they juggled his meds and dealt with the increasingly frequent dashes to A&E for the nebuliser, stretched Jamie’s nerves to breaking point.


Yet another thing that Nick Harrison could hold against her: ‘More time off, Ms Matson?’ with that raised eyebrow that had the power to invoke such rage in Jamie, as though Bo’s hospital appointments were a jolly luxury. Just for shits and giggles, to make the very most of a day away from arranging the fancy fayre on Harrison’s shelves.


‘You are sweet to help me, Daniel. Truly,’ Jamie said with a grateful smile, as they stepped back and admired the display they’d assembled in record time.


‘Do you know what, Jamie, I think it’s high time you had a bit more help. You do so much, and with such grace.’ He gave her a wink. ‘Now bugger off before the Silent Assassin comes back with another pointless closing-time task to assert his superiority over us mere mortals.’


He gave her a nudge. ‘Seriously. Shoo…’


Jamie didn’t need telling twice. She glanced out the window and saw that the rain had passed; abandoning her coat in her locker for the night was a small price to pay to get out the door on time for once.


As the electric door swooshed shut behind her, she heard Nick Harrison’s voice, calling out, calling her back, but she feigned deafness and broke into a jog. The new inhaler for Bo her priority, no matter how much sway, how much power Nick Harrison held over her.


She’d pay for this tomorrow. She knew that. He’d find some way to undermine, to admonish. And she would fall on her sword, as always, apologising for the sheer audacity of leaving on time.


Within the mini empire he’d built up – Harnley’s answer to Wholefoods – Nick Harrison considered himself quite the deity, and his daily power plays had become just a sad part of doing business when you were all out of options. He seemed to be oblivious to the incongruence of offering minimum wage, minimum respect to his employees, yet always – always – demanding maximum commitment.


She ran on, past the cosy Brazilian café she had so loved, its vividly coloured windows now boarded up and disconsolate. She closed her eyes, not wanting to see the gaudy discount store that had replaced the independent bookstore she and Bo had so adored. God, how she longed for those Saturday mornings browsing the shelves with Bo and chatting with Sara, a fountain of all knowledge and so very sadly missed. Yet another loss. And one among so many, but that didn’t make the pain any less.


And then, of course – as every day when she walked this route – there was the empty shell of her own hopes and ambitions. The Big Trip lettering already fading to a silvered, flaking memorial to the energetic and exciting team, her team, which had organised travel to the furthest corners of the world.


A team she and Anik had chosen together, nurtured together and that she had always felt fortunate to be a part of. Boldly striking out, daring to dream.


Not offering holidays – never ‘holidays’.


These were adventures, for single parents who wanted to travel, yet longed for a cushion of security. Adventures that took every ounce of her logistical skills to organise, and her psychological intuition to plan. And yes – she had been amazing at her job.


Successful, but also fulfilled.


And how rare was it to find a job that didn’t actually feel like work?


The question was, of course, purely rhetorical. Because it was already obvious to Jamie that, in this newly shaped world, it had been a once in a lifetime opportunity. And she tried to be glad that at least she’d had the chance to experience such a rush. All those trips, all those wonderful, appreciative clients…


Being appreciated was like a drug, Jamie had long-since decided. And it had been a very, very long time since her last fix.


She swallowed hard, the hot flush of discomfort bringing a now all-too-familiar wave of disappointment. And yes, if she were honest, a little shame. An uncomfortable taste of bitterness, striking through the grief of losing Anik so suddenly, so abruptly, before any of them had really known what was happening, and how their lives would never be the same again.


Borders closed, lives lost and their precious business quietly folding. Without fanfare or drama – just another statistic – and nothing compared to the loss of her very best friend in the whole damn world.


It just wasn’t supposed to be this way, she thought, as she queued to collect Bo’s prescription. And not for the first time.


Yet somehow, looking around her, knowing she wasn’t the only one struggling, didn’t take the sting out of it. Not one little bit.










Chapter 2


‘Oh love, catch your breath. You’re fine.’ Rea leaned forward and dropped her voice. ‘His Nibs has me doing a stocktake this evening so there’s no rush and you look done in.’


Rea’s kindness was very nearly Jamie’s undoing. She handed over the green paper with a tired smile. ‘Well, maybe this new inhaler will be the charm and we can finally get some sleep?’ Her natural optimism had been taking a battering of late.


Even Bo – normally animated and affectionate, with her at least, if not with the world at large – was becoming more and more withdrawn and quiet. His sketchbook his constant companion these days, in lieu of the few sparse playdates he’d entertained before. Yet another thing to worry about and doubtless the reason she’d been summoned to sit on the tiny chairs by Bo’s earnest and well-meaning form tutor, Mrs Taylor, next week.


Rea frowned as she read the details and typed into the pharmacy’s computer. ‘Grab a seat, sweetheart. We might have to order some of this in.’ Rea tutted at the computer and then did what she always did: ‘Harris? Harris, can you check on the shelf for me?’


Her ever-tolerant husband poked his head through the curtained doorway. ‘And this, my love, is why we need to do yet another stocktake, and you really, truly need to master this software.’ He gave Jamie an apologetic smile, took the green script and disappeared, rubbing his wife’s shoulder reassuringly as he passed.


Rea shook her head. ‘This blasted computer will be the death of me.’ She came round and sat down beside Jamie. ‘How is the lad, though?’ Rea knew better than most on this small High Street the juggles and struggles that went on behind the scenes in Jamie and Bo’s tiny flat. ‘You seem to be in here every five minutes, and if you don’t mind me saying, you do look so tired.’


Jamie shrugged. ‘I keep thinking it’ll get better when the weather improves. When it’s not so cold and damp, you know?’


Rea sighed. ‘And there’s still no news from your landlord about sorting that out? Because Harris and I were saying only the other day, that kind of damp and mould is almost certainly breaking all sorts of regulations…’


‘Rea, you’re so kind,’ Jamie put aside the niggle of unease that her living situation had been a topic of marital debate, ‘but I think we both know that Kieran Jones doesn’t really care about regulations.’


There was an awkward pause, a moment of shared understanding. The economy would flourish, and pigs would fly, before Jamie’s tight-fisted landlord provided more than the very basic care and attention to his properties. His tenants, on the other hand…


‘Is he still hassling you?’ Rea said crossly, dropping her voice to an angry burr.


‘Well, he’s still threatening that rent review. And he always wants to talk about it “over drinks”…’


‘Creep,’ Rea said with feeling. ‘I swear to God, Jamie, nobody would blame you for reporting the guy.’


‘To whom? Who would genuinely give a shit? I’m employed, and we have a roof over our heads. Bo gets his treatment on the NHS. We’re provided for, aren’t we? Box ticked as far as the powers that be are concerned.’


They were both silent for a moment, thinking of friends who couldn’t honestly say the same right now.


‘Doesn’t mean it isn’t hard though, Jamie. Doesn’t mean a bit of help sometimes wouldn’t, well, you know, help…’


It seemed to be the story of Jamie’s life the last two years. Falling into the gap – out of sight, out of mind – and barely scraping by.


She blew out her cheeks as she exhaled. ‘I did phone that number you gave me – the careers support thingummy? – but I don’t qualify. I’m not unemployed.’ She shrugged. ‘And obviously I’m grateful to have a job, you know. But I can hardly get my life back on track with a part-time minimum wage.’ She shook her head sadly. ‘They told me I’d be better off signing on.’


Jamie felt that hot flush of rage and impotence that was never far from the surface these days. It went against every fibre of her being to take something for nothing. Her pride furiously protesting.


‘Maybe they’re right though, love?’ Rea said gently. ‘All those nights at the hospital with Bo, all the struggling with childcare and bills. You might get a bit more support if you weren’t actually working? Might be worth talking to someone, at least?’ She turned around and pulled a flyer from the noticeboard behind the till. ‘The Citizens Advice Bureau’ picked out in a jaunty, optimistic font.


Jamie shook her head. ‘There’ll be people who need their time more than me, Rea, I promise you. I’m just having a bad day. Or maybe a bad week…’ She tugged her bag onto her lap and pulled out her phone to check the time, an easy and familiar evasive manoeuvre. ‘Thanks though. Seriously, I do appreciate it.’


That particular role reversal was just too great for Jamie to contemplate. The memories of how capable, resourceful and yes, altruistic, she had felt manning the phone lines at the CAB of a Sunday morning still felt all too vivid. Making a difference, however small, in whatever way she could.


No desire to become a painful ‘do-gooder’, but equally knowing that her conscience demanded she volunteer her time and her experience, to actually be a good person. All those lessons she herself had learned the hard way growing up were not to be wasted.


Before 2020.


When everything had changed.


When suddenly she was the one in need of advice again, rather than having what she now understood to be the luxury of dishing it out.


Redundant – on so many levels.


‘I’m here, I’m here! Don’t close—’ The door slammed back against the wall as a young woman burst in, dishevelled and out of breath. Her dark curly hair pinged out like a halo around her face, and her cheeks were flushed from running.


Jamie stiffened for a second, caught off guard seeing her out of context.


Rea shook her head and smiled benevolently. ‘Stand down, Bonnie. We’re still open. Catch your breath.’


‘Argh, sodding stitch.’ The girl – Bonnie apparently – bent double, clutching at her side. ‘How can I be so unfit when I’m on the go all day?’


‘That’ll be the booze and the fags, Ms Fuller,’ Harris said drily, with an affectionate smile, as he emerged from behind the curtain, a small white bag in his hand.


Bonnie laughed, a breathless but incredibly rich sound that took Jamie by surprise. After all, when was the last time she had heard an adult laugh? Properly laugh. Without inhibition or guilt, or politeness?


She found herself smiling, warmed by the sound.


‘You girls,’ Rea fussed, ‘always rushing, always trying to fit too much in…’


Bonnie caught Jamie’s eye with amused solidarity; after all, it was rarely a choice to be running around like headless chickens.


She gave a small shiver, glancing out of the window at the grey mizzle that had now descended over Harnley High Street. ‘Don’t suppose you’ve bottled any sunshine back there, have you, Harris? Can you pop some in with my meds? I’m so sick of this never-ending grey…’ She turned and smiled at Jamie. ‘Am I right? My body’s just not designed to drop below twenty degrees.’


Bonnie let out a heartfelt sigh, as she wrapped the layers of her eclectic – and almost certainly vintage – outfit tighter around herself. Her slender body now completely out of proportion with the proud statement of her hair. She sat down, flopping like a rag doll, into the chair beside Jamie. ‘Seriously, wouldn’t you give anything to be getting on a plane to somewhere warm and fabulous right now?’


‘Ah go on, Jamie, show the girl your photos. Give her a boost and let us all live vicariously.’


Rea had always been obsessed with the brochures and window displays at The Big Trip, but never once had Jamie been able to tempt her onto a flight away from Harnley. ‘It’s not natural, to be up in the air like that,’ Rea had always said, brooking no argument. If she couldn’t get there in Harris’s Volvo estate, they weren’t going.


But still, she liked to look, to flick through the album of Jamie’s Greatest Trips on her iPhone. It was, indeed, a semi-regular event.


‘Oh—’ groaned Bonnie in appreciative longing, as Jamie flicked open the album, landing on her favourite crystal-clear lakeshore in the Rockies. ‘And you actually went here? I mean, this is for real your photo?’


Jamie nodded, a bit choked up by Bonnie’s reaction. ‘Back in another lifetime…’


She looked away as Bonnie flicked through the album, unable to deal with the slight claustrophobia that increasingly washed over her these days. Just knowing that her globe-trotting days were over, that her entire existence had taken place within just a few square miles these last few years, was enough to make her feel that incipient prickle of confinement.


‘Jamie? Here you go then,’ Harris said, holding out the pharmacy bag. ‘I’ve only got the one in stock, but I’ll order the second and it’ll be here in a few days.’


Rea tutted. ‘I’ll drop it over to you at Harrison’s when it comes in, love. You haven’t got time to be traipsing back and forth.’ She shook her head at her husband, as though he were personally to blame, before Jamie could say thank you.


‘If only we had a better ordering system that would reorder low-stock items automatically,’ Harris said, returning her hard stare. ‘Oh wait, we do.’


‘Don’t you start…’ Rea huffed.


Jamie couldn’t help it; a small hiccup of laughter escaped her, and she looked away, trying to swallow it down, only to find that Bonnie was similarly afflicted.


‘You two are like some adorable sketch show, you know?’ Bonnie said with a grin. ‘All that bickering, but you love each other really.’


‘That we do,’ Harris said, as Rea leaned into his side. ‘That we do.’


‘Do you two actually know each other?’ Rea said. ‘Jamie, this is Bonnie. Bonnie, meet Jamie.’


Bonnie frowned for a minute. ‘You know, you do look kind of familiar, actually…’


‘I work at Hamilton’s,’ Jamie offered.


Bonnie snorted. ‘Yeah, like I could afford to shop there! I get most of my food from the—’ She paused for a second, as the penny dropped.


Don’t say it. Don’t say it. Don’t say it… Jamie begged with her eyes, a pleading look of desperation. And yes, a certain embarrassment at her own ridiculous need to still save face.


‘—from the Lidl,’ Bonnie finished. Another soft smile of solidarity. ‘And you know I can’t resist the crazy stuff, Rea. I got me a cracking slow cooker for a tenner from the Lidl the other week. That and some snow shoes, because you never know, right?’


There was a small flurry of paperwork and handing over of bags. Jamie tried not to stare at the size of the carrier bag stuffed with prescriptions that Bonnie collected.


It was none of her business, she told herself, even as she swallowed the thought that maybe Bonnie, too, might be in need of more help and support than she was actually getting.


They stepped out into the drizzle, almost in tandem.


‘Thank you,’ Jamie said quietly.


‘Not a problem, truly.’ Bonnie said with feeling. ‘I guess I’m past the stage where I care if people know I’m relying on the food bank. Desperate times and all that…’


‘I think I’m still a work in progress on that front,’ Jamie admitted.


‘Yeah, well, looking at the life you used to have, I imagine it’s more of an adjustment,’ Bonnie said magnanimously. ‘Was it every bit as wonderful as it looks, in the mountains and lakes and stuff?’


Jamie nodded. ‘Oh God, Bonnie, it really truly was.’


‘Well then, at least you know what you’re aiming for, right?’ Bonnie stopped suddenly. ‘My plans are a bit more local.’


They stood outside the old Churro kiosk, the faint smell of hot sugar and warm dough still noticeable on a dry day. Inside, a banner had been erected.


OPENING SOON   CRAP BUT CHEAP


HAIRCUTS WHILE YOU WAIT!


Bonnie grinned. ‘I’ve got three months’ free rent and rates from the council to give it a go as an entrepreneur.’ She picked up a lock of Jamie’s sodden hair. ‘Pop in one day and I’ll give you a trim.’










Chapter 3


Jamie tucked her hair back behind her ears, instinctively trying to look just a little more respectable as she approached the school gates. It had been a gradual evolution for sure, but Jamie was increasingly aware that she teetered closer to the brink of becoming a source of embarrassment to her son with each passing school year. Long gone were the days when he would run towards her, talking nineteen to the dozen, proudly waving his artwork and leaping into her arms.


Instead, there was the awkward shuffle, both of them concealing their true feelings in their own way. For Jamie, it was just as often a question of relief as delight.


Another day navigated. Another bullet dodged.


Perhaps, if they were lucky, another day without bruises and incident forms to sign.


Another day without Robbie Clark asserting himself as the bane of Bo’s everyday existence.


Bo’s day would be ‘fine’.


Even if all evidence suggested otherwise.


For Bo, it would be three streets – at least – before he would lean into Jamie’s shoulder, bumping against her in lieu of taking her hand. Any hope of a hug would have to wait until they were at home – and then his slight, gangly body would fold into her arms and she got to hear about the reality of just how ‘fine’ his day had been.


The last whispers of daylight caught, reflecting in the many windows of Bo’s school building – so many young lives tangled together simply by virtue of their postcode. And so few of them still here at the tail end of the day – the tiny minority thrown together for Breakfast Club and After School Club, rather than being ferried around town to soccer practice or ballet class…


A tiny, tired, minority whose school day extended far longer than it should into their young lives.


Tugging at her hair again and smoothing down her bobbly jumper, shivering against the chill, Jamie pressed the buzzer and waited for Clare to let her in. Clare – the incredibly patient, overly enthusiastic, wonderfully kind woman who ran the After School Club with no nonsense but plenty of fun and affection. Almost as though she knew that these young kids would so much rather be anywhere else but here – had earned the right, really, to loaf on their own sofas, or let off steam after a long day of phonics and fronted, fecking adverbials.


Who sweetly ignored ‘activity guidelines’ in favour of letting her charges follow their feet into a book or into the art corner.


Instead, it was Andrew Davies who pulled open the door with an apologetic smile.


Jamie’s heart sank instantly. ‘Evening, Headmaster,’ she said.


‘He’s fine,’ Mr Davies said immediately, holding up his hand reassuringly, only too aware that it was all that parents ever really wanted to hear. ‘I just wanted a quick word, if I may?’


He stepped outside, the door swinging closed with a hush behind him. The lack of clipboard in his hand persuaded Jamie to breathe a little easier, but she couldn’t help wishing they could have this conversation inside. Whatever it was, it would be so much easier to concentrate if she wasn’t utterly freezing.


‘I’m sure you’re aware that Bo hasn’t been having an easy time of late? Thankfully we’ve been there to intervene on a few occasions when things might have got more, well, physical – but that’s for us to worry about. What I need your thoughts on, Ms Matson, is how we can best support Bo in finding his feet here. Socially that is, I have no real concerns academically. But then, we both know where the kids’ priorities lie at this age.’


He paused, as though waiting for her to respond. But what could she possibly add?


They both knew it was the twirling.


It was always the twirling, or the humming to himself as he worked, or just simply Bo’s apparent inability to communicate with his peers, to understand their teasing and boisterousness. His daily confusion was only comforted by the endless hours he spent sketching, but even his unerring eye could cause ripples – there was nothing tactful about Bo’s pencil.


Clever and insightful? Absolutely.


But it was hardly the currency of friendship among ten-year-old boys. As Bo knew to his cost.


And so Jamie – and apparently Andrew Davies – was watching her funny, artistic son dilute himself day by day, just to stay under the radar of idiots like Robbie Clark. The sporty, untouchable cult of popularity seemed to start earlier and earlier, Jamie thought. What chance did these kids have to explore who they were, who they actually were, without the weight of social opinion pinning them down?


And without the common currency of sport, Bo was left on the sidelines in every sense. Any hint of athleticism eclipsed by the inhalers in his pocket.


‘We’ve been talking to the children today about their application options for secondary school and they’ll be coming home with information packs in the next day or two. I’m sure I don’t need to tell you how quickly all that comes round,’ the headmaster said earnestly. ‘And I know,’ again with the reassuring hand in the air, ‘it’s not always possible to get your first choice. In fact, it’s incredibly unlikely. But I wanted to let you know that I’d consider writing a statement of support, if you’d like?’


Jamie nodded, caught off guard. The very thought of Bo’s impending move to secondary school and the dearth of decent options on their doorstep was yet another topic that haunted the wee small hours of her sleepless nights. Impotence and sheer frustration stymieing her every consideration of the rational, proactive steps she needed to take. Sooner rather than later, apparently.


‘If you’re looking at Stoneleigh and, let’s be honest, it’s the only option with a decent arts programme, then every little helps.’ Mr Davies looked serious. ‘I know the head there and she’s a formidable woman, so it would need to be a very specific letter, Ms Matson. I would need to disclose quite a lot about Bo, about his circumstances, and his particular, er, challenges…’ He paused, his professional respect making this conversation awkward for both of them. ‘So I need to know that you’re happy with that?’


Jamie blinked. It was something she’d considered, of course. The spectre of the necessary steps they might need to take for Bo looming long into their lives of late. With each passing year, the truth of his unique view of the world becoming increasingly difficult to brush off as simply ‘artistic’.


Still, the very idea of a formal letter – of what it might include – made Jamie feel vaguely nauseated with guilt for a moment. She wasn’t a bad parent; she knew that.


And yet still the labels stuck.


Asthmatic child.


Social integration issues.


Single mum.


Free school lunches.


Minimum wage worker.


And those were just the monikers they couldn’t avoid. Helpful and supportive, or pejorative and judgemental, simply depending on who was using them.


And how.


It wasn’t supposed to be like this.


She’d worked hard all her life. And yes, she’d made the decision to have Bo by herself, his father just a fleeting summer fling, but in many ways that only meant she’d been more prepared for life as single parent, rather than having it thrust upon her by a cheating husband, having been worn down in a war of attrition over whose needs were more important.


She’d been prepared, or so she thought, for everything life could throw at them.


And Bo had always been the priority. Always.


Shelving her last vestiges of pride, Jamie nodded. ‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘And please don’t spare our feelings – write what you need to write. The thought of Bo ending up at Kingsway is just too awful…’


Two thousand kids. The vast playing field that thrilled other prospective parents, but left her cold. No music, no art, no drama. Anonymous blocks of buildings and still the long bus ride to get there.


‘And if there’s anything – anything – that Bo and I need to do to improve his chances for Stoneleigh too…’


Mr Davies nodded. ‘Bo mentioned something about buses being a problem?’ He hesitated, clearly choosing his words with care. ‘Is that, I mean, is that a medical issue or more of a—’


How could the poor bloke finish that sentence without sounding critical? Jamie stepped in to save him searching for a polite descriptor.


‘It’s the smells,’ she interrupted. ‘The perfumes and body sprays – the wet, musty coats when it’s raining. They all set off his asthma. It’s a nightmare really.’


Too many times they’d had to step off, mid-journey, the air catching in his lungs, stealing his breath. And, for sure, there was a touch of anxiety in the mix too – a self-fulfilling prophecy, as so many asthmatics discovered. The very fear of an attack, in the face of a previous catalyst, enough to trigger a response.


Not to mention the concern that so many shared, after the last few years – the legacy of feeling off balance in crowded places. So many people. On the Tube, in a queue, even a crowded restaurant. So many breaths… She could hardly blame him.


‘We walk everywhere we can, and sometimes it really is unavoidable. But for him to do that journey twice a day? We’d never be out of A&E.’


Mr Davies nodded. ‘Can you get that in writing, from your GP maybe? I can add it to his file. I know it seems like an impersonal lottery, but we do have some leeway with special cases, Ms Matson. And, in my opinion, Bo is a wonderful boy with a bright future ahead of him. We just need to be clear on what he needs. His particular needs.’


Jamie blinked.


In her small world, it was increasingly rare for anyone to share that opinion of Bo.


‘Thank you,’ she said, ‘you have no idea how much that means to me.’


Mr Davies just nodded again. ‘Come on in and get Bo. I know he’s tired, so we can talk another time about the importance of those special assessments and the like. Denial isn’t always the best parenting strategy, Ms Matson.’ He frowned. ‘Oh, and I’ve got a flyer somewhere about a weekend art club he might be interested in…’


Oh, Mr Davies – so close, Jamie thought. If there was room in the budget for an art club, didn’t he think that Bo might also have had some new school shoes that weren’t a size too small, or even a new Big Coat for the winter that extended beyond his wrists.


And as for these ‘assessments’ – well, she knew full well what he was alluding to.


She just wasn’t ready, or maybe Bo wasn’t ready, to address the elephant in the room.


Yet another label marking him out as somehow ‘other’.


But all of those worries fell away the moment she turned the corner and saw Bo – her Bo – sweeping a paint brush over a large painting, whorls and swirls of colour that had no form or meaning, and yet still spoke so vividly. Singing away, he was in a world of his own as he daubed with an instinctive flare that she herself could never hope to replicate.


‘He really is a very special boy,’ Mr Davies said quietly beside her as they watched. Bo yet to notice their arrival, so absorbed in his own little world, the last child to be collected.


Special.


Jamie glanced at the man beside her sharply, trying to read between the lines. Trying to interpret which of the very many meanings of that word he had intended. Whether this was his non-too-subtle segue into that conversation, yet again.


‘Mum!’


Jamie couldn’t help but smile though, as Bo abandoned his brush and launched towards her, tugging at her sleeve with indigo hands. ‘Come and see this. I’m being a little bit Monet, a little bit me!’


‘A little bit fabulous,’ Jamie agreed, her whole day lightened by the sheer exuberance on his freckled face.










Chapter 4


It was one way to spend a Saturday morning, Jamie supposed. Although she couldn’t pretend the constant conflict in her head, swinging between thwarted pride and sheer relief, was exactly relaxing.


Bo tugged on her hand as they walked the pavements, leaping across puddles that shimmered with iridescent oily rainbows in the morning sun.


Get there early. Get in. Get out.


It had become a familiar routine and yet this morning nothing had gone to plan. The chaos and the dust from next door’s building project had eclipsed any chance of Bo having a decent night’s sleep. In fact, sitting with him as they ran the shower in the small hours – ever hopeful that their tiny steamy bathroom might yet be enough to evade another midnight dash for the nebuliser – Jamie had been mentally counting the coins in her purse to feed the meter.


And so now, with hair still wet from her own, cold, shower, she was reframing their day – the library was an easy and welcome respite, of course. Warmth and comfort for free was not to be taken for granted.


But before that: food. Food for the week ahead and hopefully enough to supplement the meagre supplies still sitting in her larder. Exactly one can of kidney beans, one packet of rice noodles and the lurking packet of dried chickpeas that nobody seemed to know what the hell to do with.


And it wasn’t as though she came to the food bank every week. Sometimes just knowing it was there took the pressure off a little, but there were also weeks – like this one – when seemingly every bill came due, the interest on that stupid emergency credit card alone enough to break her, and there was simply not enough left over.


Not even to go hunting for snarks – rootling through the end-of-date discounted items in their local supermarket. Even if Bo was still young enough to see it as a game, it dented Jamie’s sense of self every single time. Making it ‘fun’ helped a bit.


But not a lot.


‘Jamie!’


She turned, one hand on the door handle of the community centre. No way of disguising their intended destination.


‘Morning!’ Bonnie’s exuberance spoke of too much caffeine, or perhaps a surfeit of sleep. Or perhaps simply her youth. She jogged towards them, loud turquoise bag banging against her side, arms held wide. ‘And this must be Bo…’


‘Hi,’ said Bo quietly, taking a small step closer to his mother’s side, yet at the same time apparently fascinated by this peacock-like apparition in their otherwise bland morning.


‘Right then, Master Bo – do you want to play food bank bingo with me?’ Bonnie’s dark eyes twinkled. ‘You get points for the following: I don’t normally come here. Is there a choice? Do I really have to queue? You mean, you come here every week? Who actually eats this stuff?’


Bonnie grinned. ‘Am I right? All these entitled sods who think they’re the first people to have ever fallen on hard times. As if coming here is beneath them somehow.’ She shook her head and her hair flew outwards. ‘I mean, you can blame Brexit, you can blame Covid, or the government or whatever – but when it comes down to it, if you’re hungry and you’ve got no cash, then you’re out of options. So at least be polite and grateful about it, am I right?’


Bo smiled shyly. ‘You are absolutely right.’ He looked up at Jamie enquiringly, checking if it were okay to engage with this exuberant woman, who apparently knew his mum.


‘D’you mind…’ A middle-aged man in a tailored jacket pushed past them and went into the community hall, the tell-tale yellow voucher clasped tightly in his whitened grip.


Bonnie raised an eyebrow and looked at Bo. ‘My bag of Jelly Tots that he doesn’t say thank you – what do you say?’


Bo laughed. A proper laugh too, not the polite ones he normally offered up when talking to anyone other than Jamie. ‘I think that would be a bad bet.’


‘And I think you’re right. But you can have my Jelly Tots anyway.’


They turned, the three of them making their own small group, and walked into the main hall. There was no rush, as the queue snaked ahead of them towards the front where the volunteers did their best to hand over the food parcels and still manage some conversation and conviviality.


Jamie blinked. It was never this busy at 7am and somehow, despite the inevitable wait ahead of them, it felt easier, more wholesome, than skulking in at first light. And it wasn’t just the number of people here waiting either, it was the sheer diversity – a snapshot, with almost everyone who lived in Harnley represented.


It was easy to spot the first timers though, the ones staring at their feet, or folding and refolding their voucher, mortified to find themselves here. And of course, like the chap who had barged past them moments before, it was the clothes that told the tale – his smart tailored jacket spoke of a fall from grace, from a world where it was acceptable to spend the equivalent of a month’s rent on a single item of clothing.


‘I wonder,’ Bonnie said quietly, as though reading her mind, ‘whether they knew just how many people in the middle would be coming here when they set it up? I mean, it’s a different world here these days, not just the indigent and unemployed anymore, is it?’ she huffed. ‘Case in point, for God’s sake: there’s Kath from the hospital over there. I mean, she’s like a staff nurse or something, but her husband’s an absolute chancer so who knows.’


Jamie glanced up to see who Bonnie was waving at now. Shocked to see one of the lovely A&E nurses in the parallel queue. ‘Hi,’ Bonnie smiled, giving a small wave as Kath looked over, exhausted and still in her uniform after the night shift.


‘Morning,’ Kath said, shaking her head at Bonnie’s boundless enthusiasm. ‘I swear to God, Bonnie Fuller, I’ll have what you’re having—’


Bonnie snorted with laughter, nodding towards the identical crates of food parcels lined up at the front of the hall. ‘I’d bet on it!’


Kath laughed, her innate good nature eclipsing the exhaustion for a moment. ‘And how are you doing this morning, young Bo? I missed you last night – not one single patient I could talk to about Minecraft. Not one.’


Bo grinned. ‘I built a new fortress but I burned it down. Not on purpose. I’m not a monster!’


She looked up at Jamie. ‘And how about you, Jamie? If you don’t mind me saying, you look like a proper night’s sleep would make the world of difference.’


‘What’s that then?’ Jamie said, knowing that of all the people here, Kath would understand just how unlikely that would be.


‘I was reading,’ Bonnie interrupted, ‘about how siestas are better for you anyway.’


‘Were you now?’ Kath smiled. ‘And would that be on top of your full eight hours?’


Jamie watched the easy familiarity between the two women as they bantered back and forth, Bo smiling too, as they teased each other. This was a whole new experience. And somehow the solidarity in waiting for their pre-selected groceries outshone the frustration that this whole process was even necessary.


‘Morning, ladies, gents.’ Father Bill held out a tray of hot drinks and orange squash towards their little group, as he made his way along the queue, checking in with his flock. He winked at Bo, as he crouched down lower. ‘This hot chocolate here is made with soya milk and no dairy, just in case you fancied one.’


Jamie swallowed hard, blindsided by his consideration for her son.


‘Can I, Mum? Can I have it?’


Before Jamie could express any concern, Bill held out his phone towards her, a photograph on the screen. ‘That’s the ingredients if you wanted to check first?’


Never one to ascribe to any religious fealty, Jamie found herself blown away, week after week, by the small yet meaningful ways that Father Bill welcomed and included everyone who had need to be here. His cosy maroon cardigan clashed with his pink cheeks, and he had clearly never met a body spray he didn’t like, but the man had a heart of gold.


‘Thank you, Bill. That’s perfect – go ahead, Bo. What a treat!’ And a treat it truly was – dairy-free fun was hardly the stuff of spontaneous snacking – and she knew that Bo missed out more often than not.


‘I’ve popped the rest of the jar in your parcel, over there, okay? Seemed like hot chocolate weather this week…’ Bill gave Jamie an understanding smile, before wending his way towards some new arrivals who didn’t yet know the form.


‘That man is almost enough to make me believe in God,’ Bonnie said quietly.


‘Almost,’ Kath said sadly under her breath. ‘But if he exists, he wasn’t in A&E last night. It was brutal.’


How was it possible, Jamie so desperately wanted to ask, for someone like Kath – with her highly skilled job, her dependable, important job – to be standing next to her, here, in this queue. Waiting on the benevolence of strangers.


When did life stop making sense, Jamie wondered? When did hard work and being a good person stop being enough?


Bonnie rummaged in her handbag and pulled out a hot pink canvas roll. ‘Haven’t you got that staff appraisal with Tanya the Tyrant coming up, Kath? Do you want me to give your fringe a trim while we’re waiting? Have you looking all presentable and polished?’


And to Jamie’s astonishment, there, in the queue, Bonnie whipped out her hairdressing scissors and comb and set to work.


‘Don’t look so surprised, Jamie,’ Bill said as he walked back past her, his tray now empty. ‘There’s a whole world that goes on here that you’ve been missing with your early morning dash. And we’re hoping to set up a cosy café zone so people can catch up properly and chat, maybe even get the kids together, if you’d be interested?’


Jamie nodded, even as the very thought made her feel uncomfortable. What did she really have in common with half the people here? After all, wasn’t she just another one of those people in the middle that were dipping into the system temporarily, possibly even taking resources away from others that really needed them?


Somehow, on some level, it was still utterly incomprehensible to her that she actually was one of those people in need right now.


A brash, loud woman pushed past them all on her way to the door, not looking up as she rummaged through the bag of provisions she’d just collected. Her vowels and accent marking her out as different just as much as the smart leather handbag swinging from her arm. ‘For God’s sake, there’s some chicken to roast in here, but have they included any stuffing or gravy? Of course not. Honestly! I’m not sure anyone’s put any thought into this at all. I mean, seriously, who even uses evaporated milk these days?’


There was an awkward silence as she looked up and saw Bill standing in front of her. Not to mention Bonnie, Kath and Jamie looking aghast at her ingratitude and snobbery. After all, she would hardly qualify to be here if she wasn’t in need…


‘And that’s bingo!’ said Bo, his reedy voice echoing clear and loud, as he smiled shyly at Bonnie. ‘I get the Jelly Tots, right?’










Chapter 5


‘You know,’ Father Bill leaned down towards Bo, ‘everyone who comes here has their own story. And we try to cut everyone some slack because lots of people here have had a really tricky time.’ He paused, clearly wondering whether this tactful understatement was actually necessary for Bo.


After all, he was hardly your average ten-year-old.


‘Like us,’ Bo offered with a frown. ‘But that doesn’t make it okay to be so rude, when you’re all working so hard to help.’


‘Out of the mouths of babes,’ Father Bill said with a wry smile, straightening up. ‘But then, it’s also possible to be grateful for our help and still embarrassed for needing it at the same time, Bo.’


Jamie looked away, unable to meet his gaze. As always, Bill had the unerring knack of getting right to the heart of the matter. And she knew she wasn’t the only one here experiencing that strange duality. Kath, she noticed, had coloured instantly, her neck flushing a dull hot red.


It was probably the disbelief that registered more than anything, Jamie decided. That half the people in this queue had jobs, worked long hours, and yet still were unable to meet that most basic need of having food on the table three times a day.


As if tuned in to her train of thought, Jamie’s stomach rumbled loudly.


Father Bill didn’t miss a trick though, as he silently proffered his tartan biscuit tin in her direction.


‘Thank you,’ she said quietly, taking a large digestive over a pink wafer, thinking only of filling the void since lunchtime yesterday.


‘Right then,’ Bonnie said, combing Kath’s bob into place so it swung like a neat curtain onto her shoulders. ‘Who’s next?’ She held up her scissors and twirled around. ‘Anyone got a job interview this week and need a little tidy-up?’


‘Seriously?’ A young red-headed girl beside them in the queue turned around. Her eyes were wide and almost Disneyesque in disbelief. ‘You would do that?’


‘I would and I will,’ Bonnie said with a grin. ‘Tell us about the job – do you need to look sophisticated and fabulous? Because I could really do something statementy with this if you’d let me…’


Apparently not one for holding back, Bonnie had pulled the girl’s mane free of its clip and watched it tumble over her narrow shoulders. Her shabby-chic vintage dress hovered on the line between style statement and necessity, right down to the rather battered leather brogues on her feet.


The girl snorted. ‘I was aiming for reliable and slightly dull actually—’ She gave a small sheepish smile. ‘I’m Amy, by the way.’


There was a flurry of introductions and Jamie couldn’t help but wonder why someone like Amy wanted to hide herself away.


Jamie couldn’t help herself, it seemed. It soothed her anxiety to try and put the pieces together, to try and understand what had brought people here.


‘Why dull?’ Bo asked, intrigued. ‘Why would anybody want to be dull?’ He reached out, his hand hovering inches from Amy’s thick, tumbling red locks, clearly longing to touch. ‘And with hair that red, how is that even possible?’ He sounded wistful, almost as though he were jealous.


Amy smiled, probably closer to Bo in age than any of the women standing around her. ‘With hair this red, everybody assumes you’re going to be trouble. That you have a filthy temper, or you’re all about the partying. So, sometimes it’s easier to play it down a bit.’


Bo nodded, his expression serious. ‘Like me at school? Mum thinks I should dial down the twirling and the humming and stuff, then maybe I wouldn’t get picked on so often.’


Jamie mouthed incredulously. Had she said that? Had she actually articulated that thought to her young impressionable son? ‘Bo—’ she began, before he cut her off.


‘I know you haven’t said that, Mum, but we both know that you’ve been thinking it really loudly.’


Bonnie snorted with laughter. ‘Christ, these kids don’t miss a trick, do they?’ She combed through Amy’s hair as they all stepped forward in unison, the queue getting longer behind them even as they got closer to the front, an ouroboros of need.


‘Is it an office job?’ Kath asked. ‘Because you’re more than welcome to borrow my seriously boring black suit…’ She hesitated. ‘I don’t even wear black to funerals anymore.’


Bonnie nodded her agreement. ‘Say it loud and celebrate the life that was lived, I say. I have the most amazing turquoise jacket that’s waved off many a good friend.’


A mantle of silent understanding hung in the air around them for a moment. Not many people had escaped the losses and heartbreak of the last few years.


‘I like that,’ Bo said with feeling. ‘Mum says we should celebrate a little bit every day, just because we’re here and we can. I mean, not here-here. But, you know—’


Kath smiled. ‘I do know, Bo. I really do. And you are absolutely right. My Grandma used to say that you only get each day once, so you have to do at least one thing, every day, to make it count.’


Bo gave his mum a knowing look. ‘So maybe my humming isn’t something I should give up. Actually. If it makes me feel better.’


Amy laughed. ‘Well, I can’t see how humming would hurt. But all-night concerts and turning up late, hungover, hasn’t exactly been the best career path for me.’ She shrugged, somehow looking incredibly young and incredibly jaded at the same time. ‘So, I’m going for dull and dependable desk jockey from now on.’


Bonnie grinned. ‘Shall I apply for the same job too? You know, to make you look even better by comparison?’


Jamie laughed, and then stopped for a second. When was the last time she had felt like this? A part of something? She glanced around at Kath, and Amy, and Bonnie – not one of these women were natural allies – and yet she felt an immediate solidarity with them that she couldn’t quite define.


Forever on the periphery of life these days, Jamie so often found herself looking at the women at the school gates, gathered together in cliques: the career mums, the stay-at-home-and-go-to-Pilates mums, the tiger mums with their insistence on a full extracurricular schedule for their little darlings…


And not once had she felt as though she fit.


‘I can take a look at your CV if you like. I have a certain way with words,’ she offered tentatively, not wanting to patronise in any way, but falling short of any other discernible skill she could contribute.


‘It’s true,’ Bo piped up. ‘The letters she sends to my school are really something. They talk about them in the staffroom…’


Bonnie snorted again. ‘Oh Jamie, you are so screwed.’ She paused for a moment, looking around. ‘You know, if Father Bill does sort out that café zone, he might really be on to something here. I’d walk past every one of you in the street and have no idea we were in the same boat.’


‘Ah, but not all boats are created equal, are they?’ Kath said quietly. ‘Sometimes a fresh perspective is worth a lot.’


Amy nodded. ‘I’ve lost count of the number of jobs I’ve applied for recently, so I’m clearly getting something wrong. I mean, if you guys really didn’t mind helping…’ She shifted awkwardly from foot to foot. ‘And it’s not even like I’m that picky. You can’t really afford to be when you’ve only got two GCSEs and a bus pass to your name.’


They were all silent for a moment. Only the week before, the Harnley Standard had reported over four hundred applications for jobs at the out-of-town supermarket, half of which were from graduates.


Chances are they were no longer talking about ‘career advancement’ and ‘networking’ – it was more a case of finding a living wage.


Suddenly Jamie’s job at Harrison’s didn’t seem quite so bad.


Building The Big Trip with Anik from an idea sketched out on a paper napkin, through the early starts, the late nights and buoyed by their shared passion and determination, had been everything Jamie had ever dreamed of. And even if that dream had died, at least she’d had that experience, that joy of throwing herself wholeheartedly into her work.


Even if she had no idea how to get her life back on track and reclaim some measure of independence – starting with the ability to choose and pay for her own groceries!


Even if her degree certificate still hung on the loo wall at home, mocking her with her First in Psychology as she scrabbled around to rebuild her working life from the ground up. About as useful as a chocolate teapot right now. Unless…


‘Seriously, Amy, I’d be really happy to take a look, maybe rephrase things here and there. Maybe we can make your application more, well, persuasive?’


Amy nodded enthusiastically, causing Bonnie to yelp. ‘If you don’t want a fringe, you should really keep still, while I tackle these split ends.’


Father Bill walked past, patrolling his flock and handed Bo a dustpan and brush with a wink. ‘Keep an eye on that one for me, Bo,’ he said, nodding towards Bonnie. ‘She leaves a trail of destruction in her path.’


Kath swished her newly neatened bob defiantly. ‘I wouldn’t say that, Bill. You’d be amazed at the boost a little TLC can provide.’


Bonnie tucked her scissors back into their pouch. ‘Pop by and see me on the High Street, Amy. I can give you a proper trim – and maybe you’d let me take some photos for the window?’ She held out a neat printed card from the machine in the arcade: Crap But Cheap in swirling italic font.


‘Should we maybe talk about your branding while we’re at it?’ Jamie said hesitantly, wondering why it was always so much easier to view other people’s choices with 20:20 vision.


Bonnie shook her head, glossy afro curls flying. ‘Nah, I know my market. Nobody wants to spend a fortune these days – half my clientele will be there looking for the churro guy anyway.’ She handed cards to Kath and Jamie too. ‘Under-promise and over-deliver, that’s my thing. And it hasn’t let me down yet.’










Chapter 6


Jamie stepped out into the midday sunshine with Bo at her side, tiptoeing as always between the cracks on the pavement, concentrating hard. The plastic handles of her two carrier bags strained under the weight of a week’s worth of groceries, packed like Jenga by the willing volunteers at the food bank. Every care and attention considered, and a large Dairy-Free sticker on the side of each bag.


As promised, Bill’s jar of vegan hot chocolate powder nestled at the top of one bag, promising long evenings with popcorn and cosy drinks for Bo as he watched and rewatched his favourite black and white films on repeat.


Jamie tilted her head back and let the sun warm her face; after a pretty brutal week, she felt surprisingly enthused about the weekend ahead. Time just to be, to breathe. To leave worry about her bank balance and dead-end career for another day.


‘You know,’ said Bo beside her, the last vestiges of his hot chocolate still colouring his top lip. ‘I don’t think I realised how many other people, nice people, did their shopping at the food bank too.’ He laughed self-consciously. ‘Well, not shopping, but you know what I mean?’


‘Me too,’ Jamie agreed. ‘In fact, maybe standing in a queue with them is actually better than dashing in the door first thing? What do you think?’


‘Duh! If I get to sleep in as well, it’s a no-brainer, Mum, really.’ Bo paused, his face wrinkling in thought. ‘And I think it will be really easy to choose my three good things today.’


Bo took his three good things very seriously, to the point that Jamie almost regretted introducing them. But hundreds of psychologists said it helped, training the mind to seek out the positives rather than dwelling on the negatives – and so they persevered. Even if some days the only things they could come up with stretched the definition a little.


I have clean pants every day, was a classic they both resorted to from time to time. Still, never something to be taken for granted!


Along with Bo’s favourite: fresh sheets on his bed.


Jamie’s was easy – she had Bo.


Even as her son pooh-poohed this one, forcing her to look beyond, to dig a bit deeper, Jamie stayed resolute. Without Bo in her life, nothing else made sense. The compromises, the sacrifices… The quirky little guy twirling beside her put everything into perspective.


Even the sheer paraphernalia of inhalers and spacers in her handbag, banging against her thigh with every step she took, was just part and parcel of helping Bo to be Bo: healthy and happy and content to be himself, at least two days a week, without the spectre of Robbie Clark’s flailing fists.


‘Shall we watch Sabrina again tonight? We could eat on our laps in front of the TV?’


‘Deal,’ Bo said, his face lighting up. ‘And then we could start on my collage for Arts Day? I want to do something really soft and flowy and different.’ He hesitated. ‘They said we could do anything, Mum.’


Jamie’s pulse quickened instinctively, her protective instincts screaming against her desire to always, always encourage Bo to be himself.


‘Sure,’ she said, making a mental note to tuck her one and only smart dress out of reach of his scissors and thread. ‘I actually wondered if you wanted to show one of your portraits? Maybe a fabulous black and white one? Super cool, super casual.’


He raised an eyebrow, seeing right through her clumsy ploy to steer him away from his instinctive desire for soft and silky fabrics.


‘Like the Brie Larson one,’ Jamie said with a smile. ‘It’s just stunning, Bo.’


‘It’s my favourite,’ Bo said, nodding. ‘But I wanted something more swooshy, to be honest, Mum – something you can touch, you know? Something that feels nice.’


His gaze was open, trusting and incredibly sweet. His sentiments with her, at least, so rarely diluted, that she daren’t even hope how much longer that might last.


Being Bo’s friend, his only confidante perhaps, was an honour she never took for granted.


And yet she knew that its shelf life was limited. Once he found his feet, found his tribe or his voice, she would doubtless be relegated – exactly as she should be. And yet…


‘Then let’s stop by Oxfam for some fabric,’ Jamie suggested lightly, as they walked along, side by side.


Side by side, she was quickly learning, being the best possible way to have the most nuanced conversations with her growing son these days. And if he chose to sit down and talk to her face to face, that was his call, but Jamie just wanted them to keep talking, keep communicating, however confusing it was for both of them at times.


She leaned against him fleetingly as they walked, listening to Bo chatter on and on about his plans for Arts Day. The one day of the school year, apparently, that her son was actually invested in. Her input wasn’t needed. He knew his own mind, for the most part. And Jamie had no desire to always be the voice of caution, of holding back and reticence.


Maybe she could talk to Mr Davies, just quietly, and get the lay of the land?


They stopped at the traffic lights, waiting to cross, and Jamie’s eye fell on the display in the estate agent’s window… She couldn’t help but stare; her obsession with the local property market only increasing as her own options dwindled.


Quietly edged further and further afield by an ongoing wave of gentrification, Jamie’s own options had become increasingly limited over the last few years. The bane of being dependent on a buoyant rental market was the frequency with which she found herself priced out of the market. And that was just renting…


Who were these people who could afford half a million to buy a semi-detached ‘villa’? Who were these people who could shell out three or four grand each month in rent, should they want to keep their options open, while keeping up appearances?


God knows, even the bland and insipid couple on her favourite property show last night had a budget of six hundred thousand.


How?


Seriously – there was nothing rhetorical about Jamie’s confusion. She wanted answers. Needed answers.


And she refused to believe that, as a graduate, as a hard-working single mother who was prepared to compromise on everything except her child’s well-being, that there was nothing out there for her. No prospects. No hope, really, of turning the corner and making life just a little easier.


Not much. She wasn’t asking for a handout. She was prepared to put in the graft.


She just needed a small sign.


She just longed to go home at the end of the day to a home that was clean and warm and dry. Without bankrupting herself in the process.


Without the prospect of more and more debt, just to get by, with fewer and fewer possibilities to ever pay it down.‘Can we live in a proper house one day, Mum? I really like the idea of going upstairs to bed.’ Bo looked up at her with a soft smile. ‘And having a bath as well as a shower…’ He stared at the window display beside her. ‘Can you even imagine?’


And that was part of the problem because Jamie could more than imagine; she could remember.


Not only her own beautiful en-suite in their last rental, but also the nights in beautiful hotel rooms, as she’d led The Big Trip groups on their travels to some of the most inspiring spots on the globe. Watching single parents and their children revel in the experience, knowing that her team’s hard work and support had made it possible. Revelling herself in a taste of luxury.


She so rarely allowed these thoughts headspace anymore – what could she seriously hope to gain by the comparison? Not just of her lifestyle, but of the hopes and dreams she had so carefully nurtured for herself and Bo.


And while Bo may not remember the vast bathtub he had practically learned to swim in, the photos were still pinned to their kitchen noticeboard – his wide gappy smile and flotilla of yellow ducks emerging from the foam. Making Jamie smile with nostalgia for an easier time, a more optimistic time, filled with promise and possibility.


‘One day—’ Bo began again with a cheeky grin, looking up to catch his mother’s eye. It was a much loved and familiar refrain.


The sillier the suggestions, the better.


‘I’m going to have a pet llama called Pickles and he’ll be housetrained and sleep on my bed,’ Bo said firmly.


‘One day,’ Jamie countered, ‘I’m going to…’ She paused, the lack of sleep and long week catching up with her. The only suggestions that sprang to mind were the things she really, truly longed for, both for herself and her son.


A meaningful career that paid the bills.


Flexibility.


Spontaneity.


Security.


‘One day,’ she began again, ‘I’m going to dye my hair bright pink and only wear evening dresses. All the time.’


Bo’s face lit up. ‘One day,’ he said with a wide grin, ‘I’m going to draw dresses from the softest, silkiest silk and everyone who’s anyone will want to wear them.’ He hesitated, deep in thought, ‘Obviously you’ll get first choice, Mum, if you’re still wearing evening dresses every day.’ His burst of cheeky laughter was uninhibited and joyful. ‘But I really don’t think pink hair would actually work with your skin tone.’


‘One day,’ Jamie said, sticking out her tongue, ‘I’m going to cook a Thai feast, with oodles of noodles and sticky ribs and teeny tiny crab cakes that make your tongue tingle with chilli…’


‘Like sherbet?’ Bo asked, confused. ‘And this is a good thing?’


‘This, my love, is very definitely a good thing. Because then, when – one day – we can get on a plane to Ko Samui, you won’t be asking for fish and chips like a daft English numptee. You can have huge bowls of delicious pad thai from a shack on the beach.’


Bo frowned and shook his head. ‘How will I know if it’s safe for me to eat? Is this one of those “one days” where I don’t wheeze like Darth Vader anymore and I can actually eat dairy?’


‘Nope. Although that would be amazing, wouldn’t it?’ She ruffled his hair. ‘This would be because they don’t really use dairy in Thai cooking. Italy, France… well you’re right, that’s a bit trickier. But as long as you’re okay with a coconut and a peanut, then Thailand will be your friend, my love.’


‘Show me?’ he said, snuggling into her side and tapping on her mobile phone screen. ‘Just quickly so we don’t use all the minutes. Show me a beach in Thailand so I can think about it later when I want to fall asleep.’










Chapter 7


Hours later, replete from their jacket potato fiesta, splurging with both beans and little sausages on top, Jamie tucked Bo into bed, layering on a second thick duvet against the chill. Hesitating for a moment, as she heard the breath grind tiredly into his lungs, and wondering whether to crank up the fickle night storage heater tonight, or save enough for the meter for a few more nights to come over the week ahead.


Everything was a balancing act.


It had taken all her powers of persuasion to convince Nick Harrison to pay her weekly instead of monthly; he bore no truck with advances. And it was four full days until the next instalment of her child benefit would drop.


Yet again, she considered the option of unemployment, universal credit and stepping back from her stoic, proactive approach to getting their lives back on track.


Still, her stupid, stubborn pride prevailed.


But at what cost.


She lay down beside Bo; her body heat was free and, most days, he didn’t object.


‘One day, Mum,’ Bo whispered in the dark, his small gangly body cocooned and cosy, ‘I’m going to go to school with my hair all long and nobody will give me detention for it.’


His fingers instinctively reached for her hair, habitually seeking comfort by curling her locks round and round in a perfect spiral. Whether it was hair, like Amy’s earlier, or silky fabrics, Bo’s comfort had always been tactile.


‘And it wouldn’t have to be a one-day-dream. Like, I could actually have my hair longer at school. Like in the holidays…’ He sighed and there was a wobble in his voice that spoke of unshed tears and frustration.


‘I know, Bobo. I know.’


‘The girls are allowed long hair, but Mr Davies says boys’ hair can’t touch their collar. And that’s not really fair, is it?’ The injustice was one they had revisited time and time again.


‘It’s really not,’ Jamie agreed. ‘But the school have their uniform code and—’


Jamie broke off – there was no logic in that code. And certainly no room for manoeuvre. Even if it was obvious, to Jamie at least, that Bo was more settled, happier, more able to concentrate when his own hair offered that same kind of self-soothing opportunity. Not something he could get from the crackling acrylic sweatshirt that every child wore to Harnley Primary. Even with every label removed and lashings of fabric softener.


And the small jelly cat keyring on his pencil case had been a complete disaster as a compromise; catnip to the bullies and fools.


Long hair in the school holidays had been the compromise they always adopted, and it was increasingly clear, to Jamie at least, that Bo needed more and more by way of a soothing environment with every passing month. That he didn’t feel the need, necessarily, to fit in the way the other boys did. His needs seemed more urgent, more a part of who he was.


But it wasn’t always her place to point this out; this was his journey of self-discovery. She could only make sure she was there, ready with support, guidance and unconditional acceptance. And occasionally – increasingly – a shoulder to cry on when everything became confusing and overwhelming.


But would having some kind of formal assessment change anything for the better?


Her personal loathing of labels aside, she could only be grateful that Bo had been born into a generation with a positive bounty of descriptors. One day, he might choose to embrace them.


The daily minefield of getting it right weighed heavily.


And Jamie so badly wanted to inform herself; to be whatever the Mum-equivalent of ‘woke’ might be, but the goalposts just kept moving.


The English language kept evolving – as indeed it should – but for someone like Jamie, with no free time to read the papers, go to the movies, even listen to radio – she could only wish there was a crib sheet somewhere she could refer to. One that was regularly updated to avoid the crushing, stifling embarrassment of getting it wrong.


Anything to escape that hot mortifying sensation of being badly out of touch, of sounding less than tolerant through a simple lack of vocabulary.


Because the very last thing she wanted to do was make Bo uncomfortable around her, lest perhaps he decide not to confide, not to share…


‘Creative’ was Bo’s descriptor of choice right now, and he was comfortable with that, so Jamie chose to simply focus every ounce of her energy on loving and supporting her wonderful boy. Being his champion, being his voice when his was drowned out in a crowd.


She swallowed hard, listening to his wheezing settle as he snuggled in beside her.


She just never wanted him to feel alone.
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