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Ten candles
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The school day was like a treadmill that Gracie was desperate to jump off, especially today when her birthday present was waiting for her at home – the blue suede roller-boots with bright-yellow wheels she’d been asking for all year. Gracie’s head filled with daydreams as she stared out of the window across to the willow trees that were softly sweeping the edges of the playground. The sun-filled sky promised that she could play outside after tea. Soon she’d be zooming up and down her cul-de-sac in her new roller-boots, getting faster and slicker with each loop.

‘Coming to the roller-disco tomorrow, then?’ Faye, her best friend, whispered to her, as if reading her mind. Faye had had her roller-boots for months, which meant Gracie had spent endless Saturday afternoons staring at the kitchen clock while Faye whizzed around the roller-rink.

Gracie hadn’t even had a chance to reply when Mrs Mansfield looked up from behind the overhead projector with stern eyes. ‘Something you want to share with the rest of the class, Gracie?’

Gracie shook her head. ‘No, miss.’ There was no point in explaining that it was Faye who had been talking.

Before Mrs Mansfield could interrogate her further, the bell rang to signal home time. Chairs scraped across the floor and desk lids were slammed shut on the school day. Gracie stuffed her pencil case into her bag and rushed out of the classroom, wishing there was a law against having to go to school on your birthday. Usually she walked home with Faye, but today she ran straight past her and didn’t stop until home was in sight and she was hot and breathless. After charging upstairs, she threw off her uniform and rummaged through the pile of dirty washing, trying to find something to wear. She pulled on her favourite ra-ra skirt and found a T-shirt on the floor that smelled of strawberry laces and sun cream. As she pulled it over her head, the scent filled her up with a rainbow feeling that made her smile. It didn’t matter that Mum hadn’t done the washing in ages.

Gracie pushed open the kitchen door and paused, taking in the scene in front of her. It was like she had stepped into a different house, although the beige tiles and oak cabinets were the same. The kitchen tap still dripped and the red venetian blinds were in their usual position, hung at half-mast. However, the air was unusually sweet and warm. A trail of flour lay over the counter and the washing-up bowl was piled high with soapy dishes. Stranger than that, Mum was singing along to the radio and Dad was laughing. He wasn’t usually home from work when Gracie returned from school, and yet here he was, with a smear of icing on his nose.

‘Here’s the birthday girl!’ Dad bundled her into his arms. ‘Not too old for a hug from your dad, I hope?’

‘Never,’ Gracie said, sinking against the reassuring weight of his chest and holding on to him tightly. At least some things were still the same.

‘Look what I made!’ Mum pointed to a cake on the worktop, covered with coloured Hundreds and Thousands. Ten pink candles were sinking into a layer of thick chocolate icing.

‘It’s amazing,’ Gracie said, staring at it open-mouthed. ‘It’s the best cake I’ve ever seen.’ She danced around the kitchen to the tinny sound of Madonna on the radio, and Mum joined in until they collapsed in a heap of giggles.

‘Double figures, eh?’ Mum said, wiping her forehead and switching off the music. She handed Gracie the cake, on a plate with pink flowers on it. ‘Pop it on the table. A special cake for a special birthday.’

Gracie wanted to hold on to the cake – or, rather, the love from her mum that only ever came in short, unreliable bursts – and never let it go. Once she’d put the cake down, she pinched her wrist to make sure it wasn’t a dream. Marmalade the cat fastened himself around her ankles and purred as Gracie took a seat at the table. Mum and Dad sang ‘Happy Birthday’ and, as she blew out her candles, she made a wish: please can we be this happy for ever?

The cake was fluffy, and the chocolatiest thing Gracie had ever tasted. They ate it from paper plates, like it was a real party, and wore paper crowns that had sat in the kitchen drawer since Christmas. Afterwards there was only a small piece of cake left. Mum put it in the biscuit tin and covered it with a checked tea towel.

‘A little bit of birthday happiness left over for tomorrow,’ she said, kissing Gracie’s cheek and leaving a wet trail that she didn’t wipe away.

After tea, Mum disappeared in front of the television, leaving Dad to wash up. Gracie sat on the stairs and opened up the box containing her new roller-boots. This was turning into the best day ever. As she put them on, she imagined gliding past Faye on the shiny floor of the roller-rink. Very quickly she realized that wasn’t going to happen. The boots were far too big and gaped around her ankles and heels. Although she tied the yellow laces as tightly as they would go, before she even reached the front door she rolled over awkwardly and her feet fell out of them. Disappointment slid into her stomach. It was worse than not being given them at all. They went back in their box, nestled in tissue paper that smelled like Sunday-night shoe polish. Gracie dumped them on the kitchen table and took herself off to bed to cry.

A seesaw of sounds sailed in through the open bedroom window: birdsong alternating with the shouts of children playing out on the street; the occasional grumble of a car engine; the tinkling of an ice-cream van, happy to be doing its final rounds. It was still early, but Gracie closed the window and drew the curtains. When Dad came up later to see if she was okay, she pretended to be asleep, then resumed reading her copy of Jackie by torchlight until her eyes refused to stay open any longer.
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She woke up in her clothes, with her face stuck to the pages of her magazine. She rolled over and looked at her alarm clock, the arms of Mickey Mouse telling her it was almost 11 p.m. She’d waited so long for today and it had disappeared in a flash. She crept downstairs. Orange light spilled into the hallway from beneath the living-room door, and the muffled sound of the television indicated that Mum was still up. Her nerves meant she was often awake for most of the night and asleep during the day.

Gracie slowly opened the kitchen door so that it didn’t creak and stepped over the noisy floorboard. The lid of the biscuit tin popped softly as she lifted it. There was the proof. She hadn’t imagined it: Mum really had made her a cake.

The small swell of joy inside her disappeared when she saw the box containing her abandoned birthday present on the table. It was so unfair. There was no point in telling Mum the boots were the wrong size. She would only say that Gracie was being ungrateful and she’d grow into them. Gracie never wanted to look at them again. She quietly carried the box into the hallway and stuffed it beneath a pile of coats in the cupboard.

When she returned to the kitchen, she dished out the last piece of cake onto a clean paper plate and licked her chocolate-covered fingers. The taste instantly recaptured that blink of happiness: the three of them around the table, smiling while Marmalade nudged her shins with his wet nose. The candles were still on the counter. She crammed three of them into the remaining slab of cake and lit them, just to remind her of the feeling she had had earlier. She placed a discarded paper crown on her head as Marmalade snuck in through the cat flap and began to meow.

‘Shhh!’ Gracie said, crouching down to stroke him under his chin.

His meowing only got louder and more frantic as he snaked around her legs.

‘Gracie?’ Mum shouted from the living room. ‘Gracie!’

The nuances of Mum’s shouts had been learned more efficiently than her times tables. This one meant she was about to snap like an elastic band stretched too far. Gracie threw off her crown and quickly left the kitchen. She ran up the stairs and jumped into bed, pulling the duvet right up to her chin, scrunching her eyes closed and hoping Mum didn’t follow.

The next time she woke up, her eyes were stinging and smoke was curling around the edge of her bed.

‘It’s okay, it’s okay, it’s okay,’ she told herself, unaware that in the next few minutes her whole life would come crashing down around her.




Forty years later




2

Greater heights
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We’re all made up of stories: some of them are told to us, others we tell ourselves. Not all of them are true. Gracie woke up on her fiftieth birthday deciding it was about time she rewrote hers entirely. If only she knew how.

The school hall filled with noise as children rushed from their classrooms and lined up for lunch, excited to be released from the morning’s lessons. The trays of food were piping hot from the oven, the water jugs were topped up and the cutlery gleamed. Gracie looked at the line of expectant faces, checked her hair net was in place and smiled. This was where she felt most at home.

‘Peas, sweetcorn or both?’ she asked, her mantra for the next hour.

‘Um . . .’ Finn, one of the Reception pupils, stared at her wide-eyed, as if she had asked him to calculate the circumference of a black hole. He wiped his nose with his sleeve and eventually pointed at the sausages.

‘Yes, you can have those, but you need to choose some vegetables, too. They’re good for you.’

Finn pointed at the sausages again and Gracie doled them onto his plate, adding a line of peas to form a smile beneath them. Finn grinned before moving along the queue to inspect the choice of puddings: fruity flapjack or apple crumble with custard.

Gracie had been a dinner lady at Ferndale Primary School for almost thirty years, without a single day off sick. Most people did the job as a stopgap or to fit around having a young family. Gracie had made a career of it. She knew the walls of the L-shaped corridor, the smell of the polished parquet floor and the painted displays outside each classroom as well as she knew the blueprint of her own home. The bells that governed the school day were ingrained in her memory, so that even when she wasn’t at work she stopped to look at the clock at the exact times they would ring. There had been lots of change over the years, of course. A cashless system had been introduced, job titles had changed, staff and children had come and gone and menus had evolved from chocolate concrete to hidden-beetroot ice-cream. The only thing that had stayed the same was Gracie.

Lost in the rhythm of dishing out dinners, wiping up spills and reminding children to use their manners, Gracie barely noticed the hour pass. The din gradually subsided as the remaining slow eaters gave up and ran off to salvage what was left of playtime.

‘So, the big five-o!’ Jen said, joining Gracie at the sink. ‘How does it feel?’

Gracie paused to peel off her rubber gloves. How did it feel? There was no escaping the cruel twist of fate that linked her dad’s death to her birthday, or the complicated guilt and grief it brought with it. This year, however, she was aware of something else alongside it. A feeling that was hard to pin down – the notion that becoming fifty was somehow a turning point. She imagined a weathervane pivoting from north to south, taking her with it on a captured breeze, only she couldn’t shake the sensation that her ankles were tethered to the ground.

‘It feels . . . great!’ she said at last. It was too difficult to explain.

‘Well, you don’t look a day over forty-nine.’ Jen winked at her and laughed.

Anjali arrived with a mountain of unwashed trays, which she piled up next to the sink. ‘Looking forward to your party later? Are you sure you don’t want us to bring anything?’

‘Can’t wait,’ Gracie replied. ‘And just bring yourselves. I’ve got enough booze to sink a ship!’

The party planning had kept Gracie busy for weeks. She didn’t usually do much to celebrate her birthday, but this year she was marking the occasion properly, with cocktails, canapés and cake. In a moment of giddy excitement she’d even extended the invitation to the neighbours in her street. It was going to be a night to remember.

‘Time to go and work your magic, Gracie.’ Jen nodded in the direction of a small girl sitting alone at one of the tables, her back turned so that she was facing the wall. Gracie had a reputation for soothing tears, taming tantrums and sorting out squabbles among the children and so she was always dispatched to deal with any issues. She didn’t mind; she loved nothing more than making people feel better.

‘Hi. Tilly, isn’t it?’ Gracie crouched down at the side of the table so that her eyes were level with the girl’s.

In response, Tilly scrunched up her freckled nose and pushed her plate of food until it was teetering on the very edge of the table. Gracie was accustomed to the silent responses that often passed as conversations with little ones and so she nudged the plate back into safer territory and tried again.

‘Is everything okay? Are you full? Or don’t you like it?’

Tilly nodded, although it wasn’t clear in answer to which question.

‘Hmm. I’ll let you in on a secret,’ Gracie said, lowering her voice to a whisper. She had Tilly’s attention now. ‘If I don’t like what I’m eating, I pretend it’s something I do like instead. I close my eyes, take a deep breath and imagine the most delicious chocolate cake I’ve ever had. Try it! It works.’

Tilly stared at Gracie for an uncomfortably long time, like she could see right through her – see that, beneath her exterior, Gracie was like a cupboard stripped bare.

Gracie stood up, ready to return to the kitchen.

‘Can I have chocolate cake instead?’ Tilly asked.

‘Tell you what: I’ll see about getting chocolate cake on the menu another day, specially for you. But for now do you think you can eat those sausages, so we can get the hall cleared up? Reception have got PE in here next. I bet you’re really good at running and jumping, aren’t you? But you’ll need lots of energy from eating your lunch.’

Tilly’s eyelashes fluttered downwards towards her plate. She took a small bite of food, then abandoned her fork on the table and pulled her knees up to her chest, perhaps hoping that by making herself very small she could disappear from view.

‘It’s okay,’ Gracie said, picking up the plate of half-eaten food. ‘If you’ve had enough, there’s still time for you to go out and play.’

Without further prompting, Tilly jumped up and ran off in the direction of the playground. Gracie made a mental note to check in with her next lunchtime, although that wouldn’t be for a couple of weeks, as it was the last day of term. She returned to the reassuring soundtrack of her working day: a discordant symphony of dishwasher-stacking, pan-scouring and plate-scraping. At that moment Mrs Anwar, the headteacher, strode into the hall with her hands behind her back.

‘Here she is, the birthday girl!’

The kitchen staff formed a circle around Gracie and she quickly took off her apron, followed by her cardigan, hoping to reduce the redness of her face. Sally popped out from behind the kitchen hatch carrying a large, shiny blue balloon with the number fifty on it, while Jen handed her a card and a parcel wrapped in beautiful paper adorned with garden birds.

‘Now,’ Mrs Anwar said, in the voice that is handed out to headteachers when they get the job, ‘our longest-serving dinner lady has turned fifty today and we couldn’t possibly let that pass without a fuss.’

Gracie would argue that they could, but Mrs Anwar had already pulled out a bouquet of flowers from behind her back, looking mock-surprised at how they had got there. Gracie took them and pretended to smell them for longer than necessary, grateful for the opportunity to hide her face. She put the flowers to one side and opened the gift carefully, so as not to tear the paper. Inside was a selection of wildflower seeds, a journal made from soft green leather and a pen with her name engraved on it. A lump formed in her throat.

‘The journal is for when you go away in the summer,’ Sally said. ‘So you can write your adventures in it and tell us all about them when you get back.’

‘And we know how much you love your garden,’ Jen added.

Tears threatened to fall as Gracie flicked through the empty pages of the travel journal, still in disbelief that she, Gracie Meadows – someone who still lived in the same house she had been born in, and who had spent her life working in the very primary school she’d gone to herself – would have adventures to write about. The only time she left the confines of Leamington Spa was for their weekly package holiday to Spain, always returning to the same resort. And yet her husband, Max, had promised her that as soon as the summer term ended, they would head off for her dream holiday – four whole weeks of travel through France and Italy: culture, art, good food and glorious sunshine. He had taken some persuading. ‘You know exactly what you get in Marbella,’ he’d say whenever Gracie broached the idea of doing something different. So did she: a daily game of sun-lounger wars, Max channelling Liam Gallagher on the karaoke after too many beers, and an all-you-can-eat buffet. She understood that the grass was always greener, but surely there must be more? She’d been so pleased when he finally relented and agreed to an extended holiday of her choice, as long as she organized it all, of course. And now, in a few short months, it was really happening. She couldn’t wait.

‘Speech!’ Anjali shouted, starting a chorus from her colleagues.

Gracie could feel the eyes of everyone on her as she cleared her throat. ‘Thanks. Honestly, this is so . . . so thoughtful,’ she mumbled.

‘Speak up, Gracie, we can’t hear you,’ Mrs Anwar said, forcing Gracie’s face to grow hotter.

‘Sorry. Thank you. Well, maybe not for the huge balloon that I’ve got to carry home on the bus!’

Everyone laughed and Mrs Anwar shook Gracie’s hand, signalling that they should all return to work. Gracie took hold of the balloon and a flurry of hopefulness swirled inside her, as if perhaps this was the start of something and that she too could float away to greater heights. What was to stop her?
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A fresh chapter
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Navigating the aisles of Sainsbury’s was bringing on a headache. Gracie moved quickly, filling her basket with a tower of paper cups and extra bits of food, in case they ran out. This was unlikely. Her fridge was currently overflowing with chocolate brownies, mini-quiches and profiteroles.

She took out Erin’s shopping list and scanned it to make sure she had got everything: tea, bread, milk, small pack of Cheddar. Erin lived a few houses down from Gracie and was well into her eighties. She could be a bit cantankerous at times, but since her husband had died a couple of years ago she didn’t go out much, and her son rarely visited as he lived in Australia. Gracie made a point of chatting to Erin if she saw her out in the garden and always offered to fetch a few bits for her if she was going shopping.

‘I think that’s everything,’ Gracie said when she got back, handing over Erin’s items, along with a receipt.

Erin shook her head. ‘You got me the wrong brand of tea.’ She gave Gracie back the box of breakfast tea.

‘It’s the same one I usually get for you. I can swap it if you like, only not today, as I’ve got lots to do for my party tonight. Are you going to come?’

Erin took the tea and examined it again. ‘I don’t get invited to much these days, so I suppose so.’

‘I feel honoured! I’ll see you later, then – seven-thirty.’

Erin stopped her as she turned to leave. ‘Have you seen the paper?’

‘Anything interesting in it?’

‘Shocking, more like. They’re starting work on those new houses in Embley Fields, right behind our houses.’

Erin must be confused. ‘Are you sure?’ Gracie asked. She would know if that was the case. She had always lived next to Embley Fields and it was the place she loved more than anywhere else in the world.

Erin waved a copy of the Leamington News at her and Gracie took it, reading the headline and feeling a jolt through her chest:

Work to start on luxury eco-homes at Embley Fields

Erin was right, but how could that be possible? Gracie’s thoughts turned to Dad’s tree. It had been rooted to that patch of ground for almost a century. Because of the way it sat in a dip in the ground, surrounded by acres of space, it was considered a bit of a local landmark. However, she knew that, to anyone else, it was only a tree. They didn’t know what they couldn’t see – that it carried an echo of her dad, like a fingerprint he’d left behind. That it was all she had left to hold on to.

‘Do you mind if I borrow this?’ Gracie asked. ‘I can give it you back later.’

‘Keep it. I’ve already read it.’

Gracie stuffed the newspaper into her bag and walked away with the horrible feeling that she was unravelling. By the time she returned home she was flagging, but there was still lots to do. She put on the birthday playlist she’d prepared and danced across the kitchen, singing at the top of her voice as she vacuumed the hallway and spritzed the living room with a rose-scented spray. Next she prepared the sandwiches. With years of catering experience, she spread butter across slices of bread with the efficiency of a windscreen wiper.

Once they were wrapped in a layer of clingfilm, she watched a YouTube tutorial, following step-by-step instructions on how to transform paper serviettes into intricate flowers. The woman in the video insisted it was simple – just a flick here and a fold there. She had lied. After fifteen minutes Gracie had a pile of scrunched-up paper and, finally, something resembling a flower – one that wasn’t quite sure if it wanted to bloom, but was prepared to have a go anyway. Soon she got into a rhythm of folding and tucking and there were enough flowers to line the entire table.

She surveyed the room and smiled. Everything was ready. More than that, it was perfect. The living room glistened, her beautiful cake took centre-stage on the table and she had mixed cocktails and chilled jugs of sangria, with floating slices of orange.

‘Happy birthday, love!’

Gracie jumped, catching the musky scent of Max’s aftershave as he nuzzled his stubbled chin into her neck.

‘I didn’t hear you come in.’

‘Not surprised, with your music on so loud.’ Max leaned over to the Bluetooth speaker and switched it off. ‘Good day? Sorry I had to leave for work so early this morning. Want to open your present now?’ He handed Gracie an envelope. ‘I think you’ll like it. It’s not easy getting something for someone who’s already got everything.’

Gracie most certainly did not have everything. She could easily list fifty things she wanted right this minute, starting with one of those posh coffee machines that Jen had got for Christmas. According to Jen, having a bean-to-cup machine was like starting each day with a little luxury, which sounded exactly the sort of thing Gracie needed in her life. She’d even dropped several not-so-subtle hints to Max. Whatever this was, it was not a coffee machine. Nevertheless, Gracie opened the envelope with the same skitter of excitement she always felt when given a present.

‘A voucher for the hairdresser’s?’ Her smile fell. Gracie tugged at her mid-length hair while Max grinned in the same way he did when he managed to crack the cryptic crossword in the Sunday newspaper. It was a look that implied he couldn’t quite believe how well he’d done. Despite the fact that they’d been married for over thirty years, she sometimes wondered if her husband really knew her at all.

‘Thanks,’ she mustered.

‘I got you something else, too.’ Max reached behind the sofa and brought out a small parcel.

Thank goodness! For a horrible moment, Gracie had thought the salon voucher was all there was. She tore at the paper, casting it aside to reveal a yellow dress. It was the colour of sunshine and made of silk so soft that she gasped with delight. ‘I love it! It’s gorgeous. Thank you.’

‘Thought you could do with something a bit . . . stylish. Can’t let yourself go just because you’ve hit middle age.’ He nudged her playfully, but his words ignited her self-doubt, further fuelled by what he said next. ‘And I got it in a size ten, so you’ve got something to aim for.’

Gracie sucked in her stomach reflexively, then let it sag with disappointment. ‘A size ten? Max, I’m a fourteen!’

‘I know, but you keep saying you want to lose weight. Thought this’d give you some motivation. It was in a closing-down sale, so I can’t take it back.’

‘A closing-down sale?’ Gracie said to an audience of no one. Max had already disappeared upstairs to have a shower. She sighed and poured herself a tall mojito, knocking it back and swiftly following it with another. Max had always been hopeless with presents. It wasn’t really his fault. Gracie should have sent him a link to the coffee machine she wanted.

She held up the yellow dress, imagining wearing it as she swanned around the coastal villages of France with a glass of champagne in hand. Although their holiday was still months away, Gracie held on to the belief that the experience would not only be good for her, but that it would also breathe new life into their marriage – a fresh chapter for them both.

She knew the itinerary for their trip off by heart. On 23 July they would arrive by ferry on the calmest of seas in Saint-Malo. Their first stop would be the Île de Re, where the invigorating smell of salt marshes and pine trees would strip them of at least ten years. They would hire bicycles, even though she hadn’t ridden one since she was a girl. Max would carry a long baguette under his arm, and she would have a basket brimming with cheese and croissants as they rode past whitewashed, shuttered houses and soft, sandy shores. A gentle breeze would sing alongside them, and she would shout out ‘Bonjour!’ to small children clutching buckets and spades. They would sit out on deckchairs in the evening, sipping local wine, having so much to talk about for once that they would still be there in the early hours, watching the stars instead of being in bed by nine-thirty, scrolling through their phones in silence. And then the best bit: a tour of the famous art galleries in Paris, Florence and Rome.

She put the dress away in the wardrobe, closing the door on her dreams for now. After she’d got changed and curled her hair, she sat down on the bed and picked up her new journal. There was no point waiting until her holiday to start using it. This would be a record of her fiftieth year, her new beginning. Her pen hovered above the page before she began to write:

Here’s to being 50! So excited for what lies ahead!!!

Only Gracie had no idea what did lie ahead. Her hopes were small, squashed down so compactly over the years that they were barely visible, even to her. She stood up and looked out of the window. Over the road, Marcus at number twenty-eight was mowing perfect stripes into his lawn again. Next door, Naveed was polishing his alloy wheels to the low hum of a radio. Mrs Trew’s tabby cat was stalking the walls in search of prey. Nothing had changed and yet, somehow, everything had. Gracie burned with a restlessness she hadn’t felt in a very long time, one that she had attributed to turning fifty. It was more than that, though. She simply had to figure it out.
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Ball pit of despair
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Tilly ran through the gates and into the soft-play arena, discarding her shoes at the entrance with abandon. Liv needed coffee. And after the day she’d had, cake too. In the months that had gone by since Tilly had started Reception at Ferndale Primary School, it was becoming increasingly apparent that her daughter was finding it harder than the other children to settle in. Tilly didn’t ever talk about any friends, and at her first parents’ evening her teacher mentioned that Tilly often walked around the classroom talking to herself, rather than picking a table to sit at. Liv had been hopeful that matters would improve as time went on. Tilly was only four years old and had endured a lot of change recently, starting school almost at exactly the same time they had moved into the new flat. It was a lot for someone so young.

However, this morning, after another meltdown at the classroom door, her teacher, Miss Selwyn, had called Liv over and asked if she had time for a quick chat. Liv didn’t. She was already late for work, again, but she followed Miss Selwyn into the family room anyway.

Miss Selwyn explained that she was concerned that Tilly was struggling to make friends. It wasn’t a surprise to Liv, but it was still difficult to hear. There were other issues, too – an unwillingness to follow the rules; getting cross and frustrated easily; not joining in with group activities. Miss Selwyn suggested that after the holidays Tilly would benefit from attending a weekly intervention session to develop her social skills. While Liv was considering what this meant, Miss Selwyn enquired how things were at home. Blame the parents. It was what she would have thought herself, too, years ago, before Tilly had burst into her life and turned it completely upside-down. Tilly left her without room to know who she even was any more.

Following their meeting, Liv had driven to work in a daze and finally walked through the doors of her office almost forty minutes late. Her boss, Sienna, had scowled at her before writing something down in her red notebook – presumably a log of all the times Liv was late. She’d need a new notebook soon. Then her pitch meeting had been pitiful, as she hadn’t realized that Tilly had spilt Ribena over the handwritten notes she’d hurriedly assembled the night before, in between making packed lunches and washing up and reading Tilly a bedtime story. Consequently Liv was forced to fumble through what she could remember of it, which wasn’t much, while Sienna glared at her. Lately she felt like she was only moments away from being handed her P45 and wasn’t sure if that would be a relief or a disaster.

And now, to top it all off, here she was at Happy Hippos, the last place she ever wanted to be, but it had been the only bargaining tool that had persuaded a crying Tilly to go into school that morning. Liv would have to put up with spending the next hour in a noisy, windowless warehouse full of screaming kids jumping in ball pits that harboured more germs than she cared to think of. At least they served coffee here and it would wear Tilly out, which hopefully meant bedtime would be more peaceful.

Tilly had already clambered to the top of the big slide, so Liv dumped their coats on a nearby table and joined the long queue for refreshments. She was almost at the front when Tilly appeared next to her with wild hair and hot cheeks.

‘What’s happened? Did you fall?’

‘Mummy, Jessica’s over there. At the party.’

Tilly pointed to the area cordoned off with balloons and a wall painted with a jungle scene, wild animals wearing party hats – an irony not lost on Liv. Jessica was one of the children in Tilly’s class. Liv had spoken to her mum, Celia, a few times at the school gate. Jessica was surrounded by what appeared to be the rest of Tilly’s class, all wearing shiny foil party hats.

Why hadn’t Tilly been invited? Was it some sort of mistake? Liv must have missed the invitation in the bottom of Tilly’s book bag. She went back to their table and opened her bag, searching beneath the debris of spellings, school letters and random glittery shapes with Tilly’s name on them. No invitation to be seen. She opened the class WhatsApp chat, but that was only filled with photos of extravagant-looking Easter bonnets – a game of barely concealed one-upmanship that prodded Liv’s guilt about leaving Tilly’s bonnet on the kitchen table that morning. This was exactly why she’d muted the group months ago.

‘Let’s get your shoes, Tills. We need to get home. I’m going to make dinosaur nuggets for tea. And we’ve got ice-cream.’ Liv used her best Mary Poppins voice, to no avail.

‘No!’ Tilly shook her head. ‘I want to go to the party.’

Before Liv could stop her, Tilly had run over to the corner of the room and opened the gate to the party zone. Liv wanted to hide underneath the table. Instead she waited for Jessica’s mum, Celia, to lock eyes with her. Tilly had squeezed in between a group of children sitting at a long bench next to the table, waiting patiently while plates of curly fries and pizza were dished out to the other kids. It was beyond mortifying. Liv picked up their coats and marched over.

‘I’m so sorry!’ Liv said. ‘Tilly, come here, please. We need to go home.’

Celia nudged Liv’s arm gently. ‘It’s fine. She can stay. They always do too many chips here, so there’s plenty to go round.’

There was no mention of the missing reply to an invitation or of accidentally forgetting to invite her. Celia didn’t even have the decency to look embarrassed. Clearly Tilly had been deliberately excluded. If they didn’t want her there, then fine. Although it wasn’t. Liv wanted to interrogate Celia as to why Tilly had been left out. She wanted to point out that Tilly was a lovely child, but she was shy and hadn’t quite mastered how to make friends yet.

As if things couldn’t get any worse, Jessica took matters into her own hands.

‘You can’t stay. You didn’t get me a present! And you’re not invited.’

‘I can stay,’ Tilly shouted, scowling at Jessica, who sat opposite on a ludicrous gold-painted throne.

‘No, you can’t. Mummy, tell her to go home.’

‘I’m not going!’ To prove her point, Tilly grabbed a handful of chips and began eating them.

Liv was paralysed, like she was watching an awful car crash in slow motion. The other parents looked away and continued their murmured conversations, though it didn’t spare her humiliation.

‘Jessica, that’s not very friendly, darling, is it? It’s a misunderstanding, that’s all. Of course she can stay.’ Celia looked again at Liv, more uncertainly this time. ‘Honestly, it’s fine.’

Liv smiled weakly and tried to think of a conversation starter to divert attention away from Tilly, who had now taken a slice of pizza from a little boy’s plate. She could almost feel the minutes turning over on her watch, painfully and slowly. She didn’t want to talk about work and knew they had nothing in common, apart from their children attending the same school.

‘Looking forward to the holidays?’ Liv asked. ‘I can’t believe they’ve come round so quickly. It feels like we only just got them back to school.’

Celia laughed. ‘I can’t wait. It’s so nice to spend some real quality time with Jessica. We have so much fun together that I’m always quite bereft when the holidays come to an end.’

‘Oh, likewise,’ Liv lied. ‘Lovely to have all that quality time.’

‘We’re off to Majorca tomorrow. The resort we stay in has the most wonderful kids’ club. They do so much with them: windsailing, fairy trails, crafts, swimming lessons – you name it. I’ll have to give you the details.’

Liv stopped herself from asking why Celia would need a kids’ club when she’d declared how she adored spending every available minute with Jessica. She also pushed down the gnawing jealousy that she couldn’t afford to take Tilly on a sun-kissed holiday abroad with childcare on tap. It sounded like bliss.

‘Thanks. Actually we need to get going. Thanks so much for . . . for the chips.’ Her true thoughts were dangerously close to tumbling out.

‘Not a problem at all. Enjoy the holidays, Lily,’ Celia said.

‘It’s Tilly,’ Liv replied, feeling unbearably hot as she wrenched her complaining daughter from the bench and hurried towards the exit. In the car she grappled with Tilly’s seatbelt and held back the scream that she was desperate to release.

‘Sit still! I need to get your seatbelt on, so we can go home.’

‘I don’t want to go home! I want to go to the party,’ Tilly wailed loudly.

Liv climbed into the driver’s seat and leaned back against the headrest, closing her eyes. She was exhausted. She looked back at her beautiful daughter, who was still crying forlornly, and Liv felt all of her hurt like it was her own. And it was at this moment of weakness that she decided that, rather than having a bath and getting an early night, she would take Tilly to another party instead. They’d received an invitation from Gracie, one of the neighbours at the top of the road. Liv hadn’t intended to go, as she barely knew her. But maybe it would placate Tilly; and anyway, how much worse could her day get?
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With only half an hour to go until the party started, a fizz of nerves arrived. The early evening sun shimmered through the voile curtains at the French windows. Gracie opened the door onto the garden and slipped off her silver sandals. The grass was warm and damp beneath her feet and the wistful call of robins and blackbirds brought her all the way to the top of the lawn, where a string of fairy lights bobbed along the length of the fence. She lifted the latch on the back gate that opened onto Embley Fields. It was where she went whenever she wanted the world to stand still for a moment. She stepped into the mossy dell, walking the few steps beyond a cove of bluebells to the huge oak tree she knew so well.

After checking there was no one around, she placed her hands on the gnarled bark. This was Dad’s tree, and the whole of Gracie’s life had taken place in its shadow. It had weathered many storms and was a constant, always there as a reassuring presence. Kneeling down, she ran her fingers across the trunk. It was too wide for her arms to stretch all the way around it, but just touching it awakened something within her – something more emboldening than the cocktails she’d already consumed. It was like her dad was holding her hand.

Then she remembered the newspaper she’d taken from Erin, with the worrying headline. She still hadn’t got round to reading the article. Later she’d ask Max if he knew anything about it. His job as a property developer meant he was usually aware of any new projects. As he hadn’t mentioned it, it was almost certainly nothing to worry about, but she had the niggling feeling that something bad was about to happen. She had a sixth sense for this sort of thing, from years of learning to predict when Mum would tip over from a state of tranquillity into a temper. Gracie had learned to hide the bruises, to go unnoticed, to stay quiet and, more than anything, she knew when to be on high alert.

She dismissed the silent alarm ringing inside her and returned to the house. Her bare foot landed on something hard as she walked. She bent down and picked up a shiny, small acorn that hadn’t been scurried up by squirrels in the autumn. It was full of potential and hope, waiting to be realized. She smiled and tucked it into her pocket.

Gracie smoothed down her sky-blue floral dress just as the doorbell rang. Pausing in front of the hallway mirror, she checked her make-up and held in her stomach, remembering Max’s words from earlier.

‘Graham!’ Gracie said, with an enthusiasm that suggested she hadn’t seen him in years, when in fact he’d popped round last night to take Max off to the pub to watch the football.

‘Looking good, Gracie















































When an elderly eccentric collector and a troubled teen become each other’s only hope of getting their lives back on track, what can possibly go wrong?
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Alfred is an elderly widower who uses antiques and collectibles to fill the hole in his heart left by his late wife. Kian is a lost teen who has been let down by the care system and finds it difficult staying on the straight and narrow.

After Kian throws a brick through Alfred’s window, the shock sends Alfred to hospital and a social worker to his home, where his hoarding becomes impossible to ignore. Begrudgingly, they both agree to Kian being enrolled on a restorative justice programme, helping to make Alfred’s home liveable again. 

The only problem: Alfred doesn’t want to throw any of his treasures away, and he certainly doesn’t want Kian for company . . . 

What unfolds is a surprising and delightful journey of two characters who help each other more than they ever could have anticipated and, along the way, form the unlikeliest of friendships.

‘Wonderfully drawn characters you really root for . . . a delightfully uplifting story’ – Mike Gayle

‘A complete joy’ – Alexandra Potter 

‘Full of compassion, warmth and insight’ – Laura Barnett 
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