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Prologue

She rinses the cup in a sleepy daydream. Something tells her she’s being watched. She senses the person there then, catches sight of a shape in the identical window opposite. She knows instinctively who it is, feels an energy, a warmth pass through the glass and leap the few feet from house to house and into her chest. Her heart drums out a response; she is scared to raise her head yet feels exhilarated, a thrilling tremor. Her ears fizz, her mouth dries, she cannot resist any longer and tentatively raises her eyes.

She’s back.
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Christy

Twenty-four hours earlier

Christy drains her glass, unsteadily hoicks up her skinny jeans and trots downhill towards the ladies’, self-consciously trying to give off an air of not caring who’s watching. She needn’t worry – nobody is. The other drinkers are a blur of raucous youth. Everything in the bashed-up old pub in Hoxton is slightly wonky; it reminds her of the funhouse at the fair. Full of clowns too. The Kestrel is her and her team’s new favourite haunt for Thursday night drinks. After the pressure of a live television show, it’s good to let off steam and as executive producer of The Fair Files it’s only right she joins in. She’s good at joining in – she’s a margarita and four skinny bitches in; in the good old bad old days she would be after a sharpener now, a cheeky line of coke charmed from some sucker. But there’s nothing charming about a forty-year-old still on the gear.

The lock on the cubicle is broken, so as she sits on the loo she leans forward awkwardly to hold the door shut. Her phone pings. Mum.



Call me please, love. It’s important.

Christy groans, ‘No thank you.’ She washes her hands, looking in the domed mirror above the sink. Her nose looms cartoonishly large, like she’s peering at herself in a spoon. Her slim frame looks odd in the glass – her trainers a vanishing point while her hair as usual looks too big, her shoulders thickly cloaked in dark blonde curls. Her eyes are huge and round, a startling blue-grey. They have been called mesmerising, ethereal, weird. She blinks and squints – her skin looks deathly in the gloom. She stumbles slightly, limbs flimsy with the booze. She’s getting too old for this.

Back at the table Pippa is holding court, mean cheerleader ponytail swishing as she yaps. She’s twenty-three and one of the runners on the show. Face of a Disney princess, gob of a tabloid headline writer. She’s in full flow. ‘Urgh – imagine shagging that, then waking up next to a pile of his fake bits? False teeth, wig, hearing aid . . .’

The three others quieten down as Christy approaches. Ade sits up straighter, her big brown eyes growing wider, trying to warn Pippa. But she’s in full flow. ‘Bet he’s got a cock like an old jalapeñ – oh.’

Christy slips back into her seat. ‘Who’s this then?’ she asks brightly, although she knows the answer. Pippa flinches and gulps for air, a freshly landed tuna in a crop top.

‘Oh, no one.’ She smiles shakily, glaring at the rest of the table, pink blooming on her cheeks.

‘No, come on,’ says Christy, with a grin that doesn’t reach her eyes. ‘Tell all.’ The entire table is swallowed by a yawning chasm of distilled awkwardness.

Then it is broken by Ade, always fire-fighting – ‘Who wants another drink?’ – and the team gratefully leap at the chance to move on, shouting their orders.



‘I’ll help you,’ Christy says, and it’s only when they’re at the bar that she allows herself a deep breath.

‘Ignore them,’ Ade says softly, staring straight ahead. Christy replays Pippa’s words in her head; the man she was talking about is barely fifty-two years old and definitely doesn’t have any false bits, but the part that irked her most was Pippa referring to him as ‘that’.

Little madam should watch her mouth.

‘It’s fine,’ Christy lies. ‘I don’t blame them for gossiping – an executive producer sleeping with her top presenter? Not my finest moment.’

Ade, a wise head on young shoulders and Christy’s most trusted producer, chuckles. ‘Nobody’s perfect. Just think of it as a dropped stitch in life’s rich tapestry.’

Christy groans. ‘Another one?’

Over the years, she’s developed a terrible habit of mixing business with pleasure.

An hour later Christy is in an Uber, the driver pulsing his foot on the accelerator pedal so the Prius gently lurches every few seconds. The warmth of the car and the guy’s oud aftershave makes Christy’s stomach churn. She opens the window a touch and a light drizzle spritzes her face. She closes her eyes, surrenders to the breeze and tries not to think of her team talking freely about her now she’s gone.

Last week’s hurried and surprisingly hot post-show fuck with her presenter Marty Michaels was heard by the soundman, Steve. Normally the soul of discretion. Trouble is, his sideline as stage tech for metal band Throttle Punch has wrecked his hearing, so his headphones, which monitor all the mics, are cranked up so high that most of the sound bleeds out. A researcher had been standing right next to Steve just as a commotion came crackling down one particular radio mic that’d been cast aside on the small sofa in Marty’s dressing room. It took a couple of seconds for those listening to decipher the muffled moans – but then, loud and clear, boomed Marty’s unmistakable voice, shouting, ‘Fuck, Christy! I’m coming!’

Christy groans as the Uber pulls up. Clearly, gossip this hot travels like wildfire.

The cat greets Christy as she opens her front door. The hallway is dark and there’s post on the doormat. Costa curls her tail around Christy’s calf and meows hungrily. ‘OK, OK,’ she says. She heads to the kitchen, and as light floods the room she takes in the dirty coffee mugs in the sink and the banana quietly going brown in the fruit bowl. Not so much home sweet home. When she bought the flat five years before, she had imagined one day sharing it with someone. Being in love. Instead, it’s just her and the black and white kitten that was dumped behind the wheelie bins of a coffee shop.

Costa paces up and down the kitchen worktop, stepping dexterously over the stacked bowls encrusted with cereal, and looks at Christy meaningfully. ‘Right. Yes. Sorry.’ There’s no cat food, so she digs around in the cupboard, finds some tuna and tips out a tin into the cat’s bowl. As she crouches beside the cat she loses her balance, slowly toppling backwards onto her bottom. She stays there a minute, leaning against the cupboard, legs stretched out in front of her on the cold tiles.

Thank Christ today’s show was the last in this series. The live consumer-affairs programme is a ratings winner, but it’s a full-on production. She needs a break. Her phone buzzes.

Sorry it’s late, sweetheart. I imagine you’re working. Please call, it’s about Dad.
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Abi

‘My name’s Abi and I’m a chocoholic,’ Abi murmurs to herself, moving the jar of crinkle-cut beetroot along the top shelf of the fridge to locate the half-bar of Dairy Milk stashed behind the Dijon mustard.

As the two children grow taller, her hiding places have had to get more cunning. Snacks hidden in places teenagers rarely dare to roam – vegetable compartments, pan drawers, within clusters of condiments. Abi is petite and slender but still her internal monologue nags that she could be trimmer. Neater. She is still in her work uniform: skinny jeans, white tee, navy Topshop blazer, white Nikes. Her dark bob is pulled back into a ponytail. Smartish but practical. Ready, if need be, to run towards disaster: a hyperventilating bride, a venue with a power cut, a bat mitzvah cake that’s not nut-free.

Abi’s fingers pull delicately at the sliver of purple wrapper and she extracts her prize like an archaeologist unearthing a tomb’s treasure. She snaps off a piece and allows the chocolate to soften on her tongue. Chewing and swallowing, she lets out a tiny moan of delight at the illicit treat. The fridge emits an impatient beep which snaps her from her reverie. She rewraps the last two pieces and, on tiptoe, slots them behind the pesto, swinging the fridge door closed.

Abi jumps. Archie is stood right there: a magic trick. ‘Why are you sneaking about?’ she asks, guiltily.

‘I’m not,’ he huffs, looking offended. ‘I’m just . . . walking about. Anyway’ – he looks at her closely now – ‘why are you being weird?’

Archie towers above her now. Almost thirteen years old but still her baby. Mop of black hair and a smile that causes her heart to flutter like a trapped bird against her rib cage. A sweet sorrow – how did she produce such a gorgeous boy and for how long will he be hers? He’s growing up and away from her more each day. Each minute, it feels like sometimes. He sniffs the air now. ‘I can smell chocolate.’

‘Really?’ Abi says, feigning puzzlement. ‘I wish.’ She scoots away from him and heads to the sink. ‘Have a banana; dinner’s in half an hour.’ He grumbles good-naturedly and mooches over to the fruit bowl. She smiles to herself at the deceit: a small victory in the snack wars.

Abi looks around the kitchen, taking in the oak Shaker cupboards concealing long-dormant baking equipment, best china and countless memories. This is the kitchen she grew up in. This red-brick Edwardian semi, one of dozens stretching along the wide road that winds its way through Bernbridge, a ­little ­neighbourhood dwarfed by its neighbouring towns with their high streets, bars and bingo halls. Eight miles north of ­Manchester and its myriad cool independent shops and cafés, but two miles from the Pennines with their endless walks and skyline – the former she loved as a teen, the latter she ­appreciates now.

Each house on the street has distinctive white timbers above the large upstairs bay windows, like face paint stamped on a warrior’s forehead. Only the differing colours of the front doors and the owners’ varying enthusiasm for gardening set the houses apart. When she was a child, this road was her kingdom, along with the streets beyond: the cul-de-sacs she explored on her bike, the deserted avenues she walked on cold Northern nights as a teenager with her best friend, looking for adventure and finding none. This kitchen, with its concealed clutter she doesn’t dare part with, feels at once like home, but also not. The nest she escaped from and has now returned to.

There have been some changes – the three large bedrooms made into four and a modest en suite for the master – but that was many moons ago and the house is beginning to feel a little dated.

Abi and her family moved in almost two years ago, when her mum, Hannah, became ill. Her mum – petite, elegant, sharp. Occasionally conniving. The glue that held the whole family together, so when she died it felt as if everything started to fall apart.

‘Mum?’ Archie says, peeling the banana.

‘Yes?’

‘Do you miss Gran? Like, every day?’

‘Yes. I do, sweetheart, do you?’

He gives a little shrug, a tilt of the head. He’s back at the fridge door now, taking small, thoughtful nips of the banana, studying the photos held in place by magnetic letters. One of him with his gran. They’re both shoeless, Archie’s little feet balanced atop Hannah’s as they dance a clumsy waltz. The letters are arranged to spell out G-R-A-N. Despite the larking about, Hannah doesn’t have a hair out of place in the picture, her glossy dark bob neat, midway down her neck. A lot to live up to, a mother like that.

Underneath is a school portrait of Archie and his sister, held up with the letters A-R-S-E, and another one of their dad, framed by a wonky, pastel-coloured D-I-C-K.



‘I think living here makes me think of her more,’ he says.

‘Does it upset you? Being in this house?’ Abi asks gently.

‘No. I like it. I like feeling her around here. It’s like she’s not fully left.’

Abi feels tears prickle at her eyes. ‘Hug?’

Before he can reply, she has wrestled him into her arms. He softens and relaxes for a second – she inhales the scent of his deodorant mixed with coconut shampoo and the half-eaten banana – then he’s gone, ducking and simultaneously rotating out of her embrace. He makes his escape sliding on stockinged feet.

At least one of us is happy here, she thinks.
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Christy

Costa is the last item to be loaded into the car. Christy has packed in a panic, with no idea how long she’ll be gone for. She threw in a couple of black hoodies, a black skinny sweater – Bernbridge seems to have its own climate, squatting as it does at the bottom of some Northern moors; a small town playing cosmopolitan commuter belt. The old cotton mills that ducked demolition may now be trendy office blocks, but pull back the skin of the place and underneath beats the heart of a simple working-class Northern town. Christy already feels claustrophobic, anticipating the net curtains twitching as she pulls up from her fancy-pants life in London.

Her mind raced as she packed, thoughts pinballing around her skull. Work would be fine; she could work remotely as they planned the next series of The Fair Files. If it were recommissioned. Surely it would be? A weekly consumer affairs show that had been rating well? There would always be topics – there were enough bastard landlords, corrupt water companies and online scammers targeting Granny’s savings to fill a dozen more series. She and her team took great pleasure in trying to take down these scumbags on national TV. Marty Michaels as presenter was perfect too; his hot-dad-at-the-school-gates energy meant female viewers loved him and his no-nonsense ad-libs and sports-casual get-up made it OK for men to admire him as well.

The flat would be fine – her cleaner would get it sorted. Maybe she’d put it on Airbnb; she had done in the past when off filming abroad for weeks at a time.

Don’t worry about that for now, just get going, she told herself.

Christy knew her mum could tell she was drunk when she called to discuss her dad’s diagnosis.

Her mum didn’t judge, though; she never did. ‘I just want you to be happy, that’s all I care about,’ she’d say, on the rare occasions Christy let the mask slip and confided in her mum about her patchy love life.

Snatches from last night’s conversation float to the surface now. It could be four months, could be a year or more . . . Treatment plan . . . He’s no different, cracking silly jokes . . .

Christy had promised she’d come to stay and when she got off the phone she thought she might be sick right there, still slumped against the kitchen cupboard. Costa had finished her dinner and rubbed up close to Christy, leaving tiny flecks of tuna on her sleeve.

Costa mews now staring balefully at Christy through the plastic bars of her temporary prison. Christy slides the cat carrier onto the back seat of the Audi and secures it in place with the seatbelt. ‘You ready for a trip up North? Meet your doggy cousin?’

Her phone buzzes. A text from Marty.

Hey

Hey

How was the pub? 

Fine. How was the wife?



Also fine. Luckily.

Three little dots pulse on the screen: he’s typing again.

I had a good time tho.

Me too.

We could do it again sometime. Without a microphone in the room, just to be safe.

[image: ]

Best not, sadly.

Yeah [image: ] he responds. 

The three dots appear again. She sighs and watches them. Come on, Marty, wrap it up for fuck’s sake.

I meant every word. You’re awesome.

Thanks. I know.

You know you’re awesome or you know I meant every word?

Both 

She chucks her phone on the front seat, then remembers something.

Marty?

Yes? 

She can feel the urgency in his instant response. She’s playing with him a little. Cruel, really.

Best delete this convo.

[image: ] [image: ]
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Abi

Abi smiles at the bride-to-be but she is busy studying her nails and looks close to tears. Her round face is tanned a deep russet and her lashes are a blackened strip of privet along each lid.

‘I didn’t know she had an allergy,’ she gulps.

‘Don’t worry, Saskia,’ says Abi. ‘It’s nothing we can’t sort. A big part of my job is last-minute hiccups – completely normal when organising a wedding. I’ve dealt with bigger dramas, believe me.’

‘I mean, it’s ridiculous,’ tuts the mum of the bride. ‘I just feel she’s being a little awkward. Fancy being Jewish and allergic to salmon? I’ve never heard such a thing.’

‘She’s not doing it on purpose, Mum.’

‘I know, darling.’ The woman pats her daughter’s hands a little too firmly, emerald ring glinting in the light of the bulbs surrounding the mirror.

They are all in the dressing room of a grand house in the upmarket area of Howelsden. Abi looks to the make-up artist who, at the mother’s request, is doing a final practice run before the big day. She, at least, is a calm presence, speaking in soft murmurs as if performing intricate surgery. She grabs a tissue just in time to catch a fat tear as it breaches the painted rim of the bride’s eye.



‘Don’t cry, Saskia!’ shouts her mum. ‘We’ll have to start all over again! It’s just nerves, my little ketzeleh – it’s going to be the best day of your life, remember?’

Abi stifles a smirk at the Yiddish for kitten; Saskia looks more bovine – a mournful cartoon cow with big watery eyes, pink mouth turned down.

The older woman rolls her eyes at Abi, presuming she’s found her ally. After all, she’s paying Abi a lot of money to agree with her, to become her confidante, therapist and occasional verbal punch-bag until the moment her youngest daughter and her new son-in-law are safely ensconced in the Mercedes S-Class to Manchester Airport at the end of Sunday’s wedding reception. Abi is counting down the hours until then.

She tries to sound chipper. ‘I’ll speak to my caterer; we can provide alternative menus for Alex’s grandma and aunt. Not a problem.’ Abi dreads the conversation. Fred, the caterer, will go ballistic.

The older lady nods, all ash-blonde waves and high cheekbones, Chanel clip-ons twinkling.

‘What with, though? Please god, no more mushrooms. If one wants to be – sorry, is – allergic, or even vegan, that’s fine, but why must the rest of us suffer?’

Abi first began working in events as a fresh-faced twenty-two-year-old. Eighteen years of pacifying fraught mothers, reassuring nervous brides, sourcing candy-floss carts and baskets of kittens for bat mitzvahs.

She’s seen it all. A bar mitzvah boy in a harness, being lowered from the rafters onto the dancefloor as the tux- and taffeta-clad teenage crowd, high on fizzy pop, went wild – whooping and screaming as he made his slow descent, squinting into the spotlight to the strains of Flo Rida’s ‘Good Feeling’.



It made her wonder if the rest of the lad’s life would be an anticlimax, if that’s what had happened to him at thirteen. Where could he go from there?

Her own bat mitzvah had been a low-key affair – she’d marked becoming a woman by reading a bit of the Torah at their liberal synagogue followed by a Pizza Express and a cinema trip to see My Girl. Her parents were Jewish, but not religious. As her mum had explained to her, ‘We’re Jewish-lite. It’s a cultural thing, it’s part of who I am. I’m a Jew. I don’t need to go to schul every week or follow ancient rules to feel my Jewishness. Besides, your dad and I like prawns too much.’

The only gods worshipped in Abi’s house while she was growing up were sporting ones. Those who wielded a bat controlled a ball, dominated the field. Her dad, David, was a sports journalist and had met her mum through the beautiful game when he was taken on as a junior writer by his future father-in-law at the local paper, the Bernbridge Reporter. A home game at Arsenal’s Highbury football ground was where David and Hannah had first clapped eyes on each other. ‘The twentieth of April 1974 was a good day,’ her dad was fond of saying. ‘Not only did I meet the love of my life, but we beat Derby two-nil at home.’

Abi excuses herself from the grip of the older woman’s exasperated glare now and heads out and along the plush cream carpet of the hallway until she’s out of earshot. She perches on the top step of the sweeping staircase, her bum actually sinking into the carpet, it’s so thick. She takes a breath and calls the boss of Fork of the Town, the catering company run by ‘Fred the fork’, a name he loves for its Soprano-esque mafia connotations. The nickname is often (unbeknownst to him) tweaked to ‘Fred the fuck’, due to his fondness for incredibly imaginative food-based expletives, no matter the situation.



Two rings and he picks up. ‘Abi, my little bagel bite, what can I do for you?’ Within moments he is in full flow. ‘Well, fuck a dumpling. What kinda schnitzel-for-brains bridezilla decides to shag me backwards up the ring doughnut forty-eight hours before the big day?’

Despite his outrage, Fred has long had a soft spot for Abi and comes up with a solution – smoked mackerel it is. She thanks him and heads back to the three women. The bride’s make-up is now complete, both mother and daughter seem pleased and the make-up artist looks relieved – a jester who’s entertained the queen and escaped a beheading.

Abi eventually says her goodbyes, repeating her promises that the food, the flowers, the DJ – even the weather – will be perfect come the big day. It’s only once she’s safely reversed out of the drive and pulled away that she allows her smile to droop. She yawns and hears her jaw creak. It’s only 5 p.m. and she just wants to get home and into her pyjamas. She fantasises about a hot bath.

Then she remembers it’s a Friday and groans. As usual, Friday night dinner will be a very last-minute affair; she has the cholla bread to say a prayer of thanks over, but the roast chicken may have to be a Nando’s, again. Still, it’s the thought that counts. FND was her favourite meal growing up: her mum’s clear chicken soup, made a couple of days in advance; the relatives and family friends turning up, the women in clouds of perfume, pinching Abi’s cheeks, the men slipping her a pound coin with a wink. FND was a part of their Jewish identity that her parents had clung to until Hannah died and Abi clumsily took over the reins. She yawns again and leans over at the lights to rummage in the glovebox. She finds a Twirl and tears at the wrapper with her teeth. The healthy eating can start on Monday.
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Christy

Late afternoon, Christy pulls onto her parents’ driveway. Only four hours from the big smoke to back up North but it always feels like a lifetime away, a step back in time. The house looks the same as ever. In fact, the whole area does: these streets where she played hopscotch as a kid and hung about the precinct as a teen, and which she fled before her teenage years ended.

It’s been a long time since she returned. ‘Get home much?’ is the question always asked of anyone who lives in London but isn’t a native – which is most people. ‘Nah, they come and visit me now – can’t keep ’em away,’ she jokes, when asked. And it used to be true. For years, her mum and dad would visit, driving the 207 miles down the M6 and M1, arriving with a carrier bag of rubbish from her mum’s in-car catering – balls of compacted tin foil and an empty flask smelling of milky coffee.

At her first tiny flat in Kensal Rise, they’d sleep off a night with her pals down the pub in her bed whilst she lay awake on a lumpy futon. Later, in more salubrious flats, they’d have the spare room and she’d treat them to dinners out and West End shows, and escort them backstage at the TV studios when she was working; her mum couldn’t get enough of the green room and the warm Chardonnay. Everyone gravitated towards her dad, though; celebrities could instinctively tell he wasn’t impressed, so were drawn to him. A no-nonsense Welshman backstage in London? They lapped him up.

The visits became less frequent once her brother Aled had the twins. Two tiny mewling grenades, lobbed into everyone’s lives. Apart from hers, of course, safely ensconced as she was hundreds of miles away. Weekends were suddenly eaten up by grandma and grandpa duties. Dad especially cherished his new role as ‘taid’ – Welsh for grandad.

Christy climbs out of the car and stretches, looks up at Number 49 and sighs. The driveway runs along the right of the medium-sized red-brick semi. Number 51, the house next door, is a mirror image at first glance, separated by both driveways and a low privet hedge leading to a wooden slatted fence. Every house on the street is identical, but Number 51 has always been neater, a shiny penny next to their scuffed one at 49. The exteriors reflect the inhabitants of both houses, yet despite their differences, the families had been close. Especially Christy’s mum, who blossomed in the flattering glow of her neighbour’s affection – and the neighbour, who in turn was nourished by Christy’s mum’s earthiness and warmth.

On next door’s driveway, their car is gleaming, their front lawn snooker-table neat. Even the windowsills of Number 51 sparkle.

Their house, on the other hand, remains, as her mum calls it, ‘welcoming’.

The white-painted woodwork is peeling in patches and the lawn is tufty, with a sprawling pink rose bush leaning over onto the path. The wonky basketball hoop, a twelfth birthday present for Christy’s brother Aled, has since been replaced with a new one for the twins. What are they now, twelve? Christy is bad with birthdays, bad with ages, not great with family any more. She is isolated down in London; it’s hard to connect with goings-on up here. That’s the excuse, anyway. The reality is a little more complicated.

All that will change now she’s back; she’ll build bridges. She glances again at the identical house next door, remembering two summers ago. She bites her lip, guilt gripping her stomach.

Costa gives a disgruntled meow from the back seat and Christy leans in to grab the cat carrier. The back of her top rides up as she bends over, exposing the bottom of her spine. A fat raindrop lands with a splash and trickles down into her bum crack as she stands. Classic Northern weather for the first day of June. Welcome home, Christy.

She smiles to herself at the new door knocker: a brass squirrel, to match the brass ‘49’ that is nailed to the brickwork above a straggly olive tree in a tin bucket. Mum has always had an eye for kitsch. She goes to knock, but the door flies open, leaving her hand floating in mid-air. Her mum, Margot, has clearly been spying through the nets. ‘Here she is!’ Then louder, over her shoulder, ‘Alwyn! She’s here!’ Christy’s mum folds her into a hug, squeezing her tight against her ample chest. As Christy emerges from her grip, she can see that her mum looks a little weathered. Beyond the touch of lippy, her tired eyes betray sleepless nights.

The ancient Cavalier King Charles spaniel, Jones, comes ambling over to say his hello. Named after one of her mum’s heartthrobs, Sir Tom, or as her dad says, ‘Mum’s second-favourite sexy Welshman.’



Jones sniffs at the cat carrier, eyes widening as he comes face to face with Costa, who emits a low grumble.

‘Oh, Jones loves cats, they’ll be pals!’

Margot looks like she might cry then.

‘Oh, Mum,’ says Christy, hugging her again. ‘Come on, it’ll be OK.’

‘I’m so glad you’re back, sweetheart,’ is all she says, muffled into Christy’s shoulder. She lets out a huge sigh, then straightens, propping her mouth up into a plucky smile.

The kitchen is knocked through, creating one big room with a lounge area at the front. It is flooded with light despite the rain and as Christy crosses the threshold it takes a second for her eyes to adjust after the darkness of the hallway. She can see the back of her dad’s head over the top of the armchair, the once-dark curls now streaked with silver – still, very impressive for a man of seventy-one. Christy tries not to panic that he hasn’t stood up to greet her yet. Usually both her parents are at the door like matching salt and pepper shakers, shiny-faced and eager to see their daughter up from London. The telly is on loud; a property show host babbles on about a Shropshire cottage.

Christy feels like time has slowed down as she steps closer towards the back of her dad’s chair. She peeps round at him and sees he’s snoozing, mouth slack, breathing deeply.

She is relieved, but her brain drags her to a darker place: is this how he’ll look when he dies? When will that be? She shakes the thought away; her head twitches with the effort.

Dad looks like Dad; a little leaner, maybe, a little more crinkled, but still Dad.



Christy sits down on the sofa a couple of feet away. She feels lightheaded with the lack of sleep, the long drive, the emotional welcome from her mum. The sun is streaming through the skylight and she leans back and closes her eyes against the glare.

Her mum’s hand rests on her shoulder. ‘Brew?’ She mimes a cuppa. Christy nods.

The TV is still blaring. A couple are looking round a semi in Ludlow, the presenter saying the galley kitchen could go if they removed a wall. Christy reaches to press the remote on the arm of her dad’s chair, and as she turns down the volume, his eyes flicker. She pauses, caught in the no man’s land between sitting and standing as she watches him. She notices a silvery streak of dried dribble in his stubble. He looks vulnerable then, and it feels wrong to be studying him so closely while he sleeps. She sits back, and in the silence she can hear his breath. There is a wheeze there, his lungs working to grasp the air and pull it inwards. Mum returns with a tray. Three cups of strong tea and a plate piled high with shortbread and chocolate biscuits – not exactly healthy, considering her dad’s condition, but it’s too late for diets and lifestyle changes now. This remaining time should be filled with small pleasures.

Her mum and dad have always had a sweet tooth, especially her mum. ‘I love your curves, Margot,’ her dad used to say, grabbing her mum in a cuddle. ‘More of you to love . . . and boy do I love every bit of you.’

Teenage Christy would cringe. ‘Urgh, you two!’

Her dad smacks his lips a couple of times now, as if tasting something delicious, then opens his eyes slowly. He takes a moment, then turns and sees Christy.

‘Hello, love,’ he croaks, then clears his throat and sits up, wincing slightly.



Margot moves his brew onto a little side table next to his chair and gently pecks the top of his head.

‘Hiya, Dad.’ Christy’s voice catches in her throat as she puts her hand on top of his. He looks poorly, now she can see his eyes. They are rheumy and sad. ‘How are you feeling?’ she asks.

‘Oh, I’m all right. Nothing a visit from my favourite daughter can’t fix.’

‘Are you in pain?’

‘No love, not really. Been given some cracking drugs, I have. Me and you should wash ’em down with some Malibu and hit the clubs like you used to do. We could go to that Ibiza.’

‘It’s been a while,’ she laughs. ‘I’m not a party girl any more, Dad.’ She feels a hot shame as she remembers last night’s booze.

‘I’m sure it’d come back to you,’ he says.

They are silent for a moment. Christy feels a question build in the air, one her parents want to ask but feel afraid to. Her dad reaches for a biscuit.

‘How long are you staying for, Christy?’ Her mum’s lightness of tone is forced. Alwyn glances at his wife.

‘I don’t know. There’s work I need to do, but I can do it on my laptop, so I was planning on being back for while . . . if that’s OK?’

‘Course!’ they both chorus, looking relieved, grinning. It feels good to Christy to say it out loud. Her dad’s cough comes suddenly, making Christy jump. His whole torso crumples as his shoulders hunch with the effort. He looks embarrassed, as well as in pain. Her mum calmly rubs his back until it passes, then hands him a tissue from up her sleeve. He dabs at his mouth, breathless. There is a pale pink dampness on the tissue and Christy tries not to stare. All three look at the silent telly. The couple are now stood on the decking of a bungalow – they don’t look keen. Her dad’s breathing settles into a rhythm.



‘I’ve done your room all nice, love,’ her mum says.

Her dad nods, brave face covering the drama. ‘Oh aye, new bedding, the lot. You’d think Tom Jones was coming to stay.’

‘I wish,’ says Margot, then adds, ‘I’m joking, of course – we’d much rather have you.’

‘Well, you’ve got me.’

Margot looks tearful again.

‘It’s been a while, Christy. We’ve missed you’
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Abi

Abi busies herself in the kitchen unpacking the food she’s just picked up, pre-heating the oven, peeling spuds still with her coat on. Despite being knackered, she’s resisted ordering a Nando’s and wants to make a nice Friday night dinner. It brings the family together even when they’d pay good money to remain apart. Judging from her daughter Grace’s scowl, she’d rather be on another continent from her brother right now.

Grace is nearly fourteen and to Abi it feels like all her style choices were made by looking up the school rules and then doing the exact opposite. Peroxide-blonde hair, shaved undercut, double ear piercings, black skinny trousers instead of regulation navy, the permanent eyeliner – either daubed thickly or sketched delicately in intricate whorls, depending on her mood, which is like the June weather she was born under, unpredictable at best. She’s beautiful, though. Underneath all that. When she’s scrubbed pink from a hot shower, hair twisted up in a towel, coming into Abi’s room to find nail scissors or to nick her roll-on, she looks like a delicate water nymph: upturned nose, huge hazel eyes, slightly pointed chin.



At school, Grace is said to be very polite as well as bright and artistic, three reasons why her ever-patient head of year Mr Smart turns a weary blind eye to her appearance. He is also, handily, head of the Art department, whose walls are bedecked with Grace’s works.

‘Archie’s being a dick.’

‘Grace, please don’t use “dick”.’

‘Knob?’

‘No.’

‘Penis?’

‘I’d rather you didn’t use any male genitalia to describe your little brother, please. It’s been a long day.’

‘Twat?’

‘Grace!’

‘Sorry.’ She picks up a carrot and nibbles at the end solemnly.

‘Could’ve been worse, I suppose,’ Abi says to herself, then to Grace: ‘Make yourself useful and peel that, please.’

Grace finds the peeler and ineffectually nicks tiny shavings from the carrot.

‘What’s he done, then?’ Abi asks, working her fingers between the cold skin of the chicken and the flesh on the breast, separating the two. It feels mildly obscene, stretching the puckered skin taut, her fingernails visible through the tented area she’s created.

‘So, I’m having my birthday party on Saturday because my actual birthday is on Friday?’

‘Correct. Though I thought you called it a “gathering”? The word “party” strikes fear into my very soul.’ The chicken’s skin tears a bit. ‘Bollocks,’ Abi mumbles.

‘Gathering. Yes. Well, now Archie is saying because his actual birthday is on the Saturday, a couple of his mates might be coming round!’



‘And?’

‘And . . . That’s not fair. It’s my party. Gathering.’

For the umpteenth time, Abi silently curses the half-bottle of rosé she drank in the garden, basking in the late September sunshine, when Grace was a tiny three-month-old, which led to her having children one year and a day apart, sentencing her to an annual disagreement over birthday celebrations. Not to mention the horrified looks on the faces of the other mums at baby massage class when they saw her belly start to reinflate.

‘Archie didn’t even want a party of his own, so I doubt he wants to come to yours,’ she says to Grace now. ‘He’s going to the cinema with some friends.’

‘Yes,’ Grace says slowly, as if talking to an imbecile, ‘but afterwards they’re coming back here.’ She uses the half-peeled carrot as a gavel to hammer home each word.

‘He lives here, Grace!’

‘So does Dad, and you don’t like him!’

‘What does that mean? Of course I like him!’

Grace gives a little snort

‘What?’ 

‘I just see the way you look at him sometimes, like he gives you the ick.’

‘We’ve been together a long time, Grace. An occasional ick is all part and parcel of being married.’

‘Whatever. Sorry. I just mean that just ’cos we’re stuck together living here, why should we pretend to like each other?’

‘OK.’ Abi counts to ten in her head. ‘What do you expect your brother to do, Grace? Sleep in the park? Emigrate?’

‘Oh, you don’t get it.’ She slams down the carrot, sticks out her bottom lip.



Abi goes to the fridge to find the least desiccated clove of garlic rattling around in the door’s shelves. ‘Sweetheart. I don’t know what to suggest.’ Time to activate the classic age-old method of passing it on. ‘Did you talk to Dad about it?’

‘I did.’

‘And?’

‘He said talk to you.’

Of course he did. Abi finds the garlic and spots the opened bottle of Chablis in the door too. She grabs it. ‘Set the table please, sweetheart,’ she says, reaching up for a glass and glugging some wine in to it. She takes a long sip. It tastes of citrusy salvation.

Despite Grace’s bold attempt to keep the atmosphere icy throughout the whole of dinner, she can’t keep it up, and by the end she is grudgingly joining Archie in their favourite pastime of mercilessly teasing their dad, Sam.

Abi half listens as all the tropes are trotted out: his receding hairline, his dad bod, his skinny arms, his penchant for Adidas tracksuits. He takes it well. Abi doesn’t care what Sam looks like on the outside; it’s the inside that counts. It’s just that she doesn’t know what’s on the inside of him any more: maybe a vast space, a disused warehouse, old emotions stacked on a pallet covered in cobwebs.

She forces herself to laugh along with the joshing, like she’s playing a role in a cheesy sitcom about a loving but dysfunctional family. In reality, she wants to scream. She feels so hemmed in by Sam. Bored.

‘You know they’ve dropped the D now, Dad?’ Archie is saying.

‘Who?’

‘Well, it’s Manchester now, not Madchester.’



‘I know that, thank you. Can you pass the water jug please, Archie?’

‘Well, why are you wearing that trackie?’

‘It’s comfy. And it’s incredibly cool. You’ll learn about true style one day, son.’

‘It might’ve been cool thirty years ago, but it’s not cool now,’ chips in Grace.

‘Though it really shows off your moobs,’ adds Archie.

‘Thanks. Cool as fook.’ Sam smiles at Abi. ‘Remember Inspiral Carpets had that on all their merchandise? With the cow with the swirly eyes?’

She nods, spears a piece of chicken with her fork.

‘What carpets?’ sniggers Archie.

‘Oh, never mind,’ Sam says. ‘I don’t care what you two say.’

On it goes. Abi tunes out, gazing through the back window, a melancholy settling over her. For Abi, Friday night dinner summons up too many feelings. Maybe that’s why she reaches for the wine, to soften the edges. She feels frozen in time, trapped. Since she was tiny, she’s sat either in this kitchen for a family FND, looking at the same view out along the same lawn towards her dad’s shed and her mum’s rhododendrons, or for bigger occasions, squeezed in with a dozen or so others around the polished mahogany table in the dining room at the front of the house. Friday after Friday, her own teenage dramas would unfold over the chicken soup, gossip exchanged, drunk guests tolerated. She remembers being clucked over by the women when she was pregnant, the babies jiggled at the table when they arrived. She misses her mum more than ever at FND.

When her mum first became ill, Abi drove the thirty-minute trip across town every day from their little terraced house to see her. When Hannah became very ill, Abi moved back into her teenage bedroom.

Just before Hannah died, she had made it clear to Abi that Abi’s dad, David, wouldn’t be able to bear the deafening quiet without her. Abi’s mum made her promise to move in properly, back to the family home. ‘Make it your own,’ she’d said.

Hannah had got Sam invested in the idea, too. ‘It’s what your mum wants,’ he’d said. Abi resented the ease with which Sam had got his feet under the table. Even wanting to renovate the garden, dig up her mum’s beloved rhododendrons before the earth had barely settled on her grave.

But it had worked. The kids got their own rooms and a proper garden for the first time and her dad got the colour back in his cheeks, smiling again as the kids ran rings round him. So how could she complain? Everyone was happy but her. She didn’t have the heart, the energy or the finances to ruin it and insist they live elsewhere. And then, within months of them moving in, her dad started to struggle again, seeing Hannah in every corner of the house – standing at the sink, checking her hair in the hallway mirror. So when an old buddy from the newspaper mentioned a flat had become available at the retirement community where he lived, her dad jumped at the chance, leaving his daughter behind in the house she’d simply inherited early.

Abi can still feel Hannah here. She glances at her place at the head of the table. It is empty, of course. As is her dad’s seat tonight; the excuse he gave felt flimsy at best.

Plates are cleared, leftovers refrigerated, dishwasher stacked, surfaces wiped. The cat gets some scraps of chicken.

The kids rummage through the freezer and find a mini Magnum each before disappearing upstairs to their rooms. The radio is burbling away, playing Patrice Rushen’s ‘Forget Me Nots’. ‘Great song, this; I just can’t seem to remember its name,’ quips Tony Blackburn over the intro.

Abi goes to fill the sink with hot soapy water to soak the roasting dish, the final job of the evening. Sam comes up behind her and hugs her, leans to kiss the sweet spot behind her ear and she tenses. He shrinks away, rejected. Abi senses there is relief in his rejection, so that when tempers next flare about the lack of passion in their marriage, their lack of . . . marriage full stop, he has an alibi. He can say, ‘I was there! Kissing you at the sink, but you pushed me away.’

They both know it takes more than a token kiss. She can’t just turn it on like a tap. What little passion was there originally, dried up long ago. Passion for him, anyway. She tuts softly to herself and moments later hears the front door close.

Over the sink is a large square window which looks straight over the two driveways and the dividing fence, and across to an identical window belonging to next door. Like a mirror image, both rooms stretch out into a lounge in the background beyond, the lights of the TVs flickering over the sofa area. The artwork on the walls, the light fittings, the potted plants – all different, of course, but they echo with familiarity. An almost-parallel universe playing out a few metres away.

It is a subtle skill to stand at the sink without staring into next door. Occasionally eye contact is made, but not acknowledged; an unspoken agreement not to nosey into each other’s privacy.

Hannah always said she used to like the window, especially when Abi and her brother were little. She found it a comfort that another woman was there, also minding small children alone, the two of them apart from each other through the glass. Her life twin, who lived in the mirror.



Abi notices that the lights are on next door. The water is scalding hot and Abi adds a little cold. The steam rises, bringing with it the lemony scent of the washing-up liquid. The bubbles form a thick foam on the surface and just before they flood over the rim of the roasting dish, she turns the tap off. She glances up – and her breath catches. She is trapped, frozen to the spot. Cannot pull her eyes away from the figure in the window opposite.
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Christy

‘Yeah, she’s back,’ says her mum, as if reading her mind. Christy jumps and drops the cup into the sink with a clatter.

‘Oops, steady!’

‘Sorry.’ Christy moves backwards and away from the sink, away from the window, away from the vision of Abi. Their eyes met for the briefest of seconds. Christy sits down unsteadily at the table. Thankfully, her mum is busying herself rinsing and drying the mug. Christy feels sick.

‘Been back a while, actually. Her and the kids. Since Hannah passed away.’ There is a silence for a couple of beats. Hot shame floods Christy’s neck. Margot pretends not to notice and frowns into the cupboard, tweaking the cups so they are in a neat row. ‘Such a terrible tragedy, Hannah taken like that,’ she says sadly. ‘She was some woman – always looked so chic, even elbow-deep in a chicken.’ She sighs. ‘I do miss her.’

‘I know you do, Mum.’

Of course, Christy had wondered as she’d sat in the queues of traffic on the M6 if she’d cross paths with Abi – if Abi might be visiting her dad – but she hadn’t dreamed she’d see her so suddenly. That bloody window. 



‘How are Abi and Sam doing?’ Christy asks casually.

‘Oh, fine, I think. We don’t see that much of them, really, apart from the odd hello if we’re getting into our cars at the same time. It’s not like the old days.’
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Hannah

September 1982

The doorbell rings just as Hannah is sliding the chicken into the oven. She heads into the hallway – she’s not expecting anyone. It rings again, an urgent trilling. ‘OK, coming!’ Hannah pauses by the oval mirror, lightly touches her hair.

On her doorstep stands a very pregnant woman, her swollen tummy straining against the flowery fabric of her dress. She is pretty, with dark blonde curls tumbling over her shoulders, round blue-grey eyes and a shy smile. She looks like a farmer’s wife from a children’s storybook, all rosy-cheeked and dishevelled. Her face is slightly pink, either from exertion or embarrassment.

It turns out to be both.

‘I’m so sorry to bother you,’ she says, flustered. ‘I’ve managed to lock myself out. My husband is on his way with the spare keys, but he’ll be ten minutes yet and . . . well, I’d be so grateful if we could use your bathroom please? I feel I might burst!’



The woman glances down at her huge tummy and it’s only then that Hannah notices a little girl hiding behind the woman, in the folds of her dress.

The girl’s matching blue-grey eyes study Hannah from behind her hand as she sucks on her thumb.

‘Of course, come in,’ Hannah says, stepping to one side and gesturing to the door along the hall. The two strangers disappear into the loo.

Hannah lingers in the hall, briefly panicked. Esther Rantzen on That’s Life was talking about people posing as meter readers, then stealing life savings from under victims’ beds. This woman seems genuine enough – she actually looks a little familiar; she’s obviously local. The swollen tummy looks very real, unless there’s a swag bag stuffed up there. Hannah chuckles to herself – she knows she’s being ridiculous. She checks the mirror again, notices a tiny fleck of parsley on her chin and picks it off. She pouts at her reflection and quickly freshens her lipstick.

The toilet flushes. Hannah slips into the kitchen and bustles about, looking busy. The woman and the little girl appear, gently knocking on the kitchen door. ‘Would you like a cup of tea?’ Hannah asks.

‘No, thank you. I don’t want to hold you up, you’ve got your hands full.’ Hannah watches as the woman takes in the huge pans bubbling on the stove; the kitchen smells of butter and roasting chicken. Friday is Hannah’s busiest, but favourite, day. ‘It’s lovely to meet you, though. I’m Margot and this’ – the little girl is hiding again and peeps round – ‘is Christina. She’s not normally so shy, can’t shut her up at home.’

‘Hello,’ says Hannah, crouching down slightly. ‘I have a little girl just like you.’ Then, to the lady, ‘She’s at school. I’m Hannah.’



‘Hopefully they’ll become friends,’ says Margot. ‘We’re your new neighbours next door, at Number 49. Moving in today – well, we will be when my husband and the keys arrive . . . He’s following the removals lorry. I’ve been cleaning all morning till I managed to lock myself out.’

Relief floods through Hannah – she’d noticed various yuppie types in suits as shiny as their Saabs pulling up to view Number 49 and is pleased a family is moving in. ‘Oh, how lovely! Welcome! It’s a fabulous street, very friendly.’

‘I can tell that. Thanks for your kindness.’ Margot blushes pink. ‘We needed a bigger place because . . .’ She glances down at her tummy.

‘Yes, of course. Congratulations, when are you due?’

‘Five weeks and counting, though if I carry on getting bigger, my boobs will be in a different postcode to my bum soon.’

Hannah laughs. ‘It’s all worth it, though.’

‘Yes,’ says Margot, ‘definitely. Though you know how it is; you only fully relax once they’ve arrived and they’re safe in your arms.’

‘I never fully relaxed.’ Hannah feels tears prick her eyes and looks away, embarrassed.

A car horn toots outside. ‘That’ll be Alwyn,’ says Margot, clearly relieved.

A dusty Austin Metro has pulled onto the driveway next door. A man with a mop of curly dark hair waves at them from behind the windscreen. As Hannah closes the front door behind her visitors, she feels a familiar sickness wash over her. Envy.
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Abi

Abi looks at her hands and notices the slight tremor, her fingers playing out an arpeggio on an invisible piano. She is in the front room, away from that damn window. For so many years it was a magical portal through to another land, where she could see her best friend. They were so close, it was like she could see herself reflected back – another Abi, but this one with blonde, long curls, living the same life in a parallel universe. As a child, Abi would sometimes stand there for a while, watching for her friend, but she wouldn’t come and Abi would just see her own reflection: dark hair accentuated by pale skin, softly pointed chin, serious eyes staring back at her. Hannah would come and shoo her away from the window. Other times, the girls would catch sight of each other and giggle. Breakfast, lunch and dinner they would wave or pull faces at one another. They each witnessed the other’s familial confrontations, the resulting tears and frustrations played out silently in flashes past the window. Happier times too, though, birthdays and Christmases especially, when Abi would peer enviously through into the Morgan house, marvelling at the twinkling lights, the tinsel, the excitement.



Despite the shock of seeing Christy, Abi feels a dark excitement too. Perhaps this will shake things up – a welcome combustion of the day-to-day dreariness, a chance to feel alive again?

Sam had been so keen to take on her childhood home
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