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Chapter 1

Steph

Steph swallowed, congratulations ringing in her ears. prosecco fizzing down her throat. Clients and staff ranged around the salon in capes and aprons embossed with her logo were smiling at her, waiting for her to say something. She spluttered a laugh and shook her head.

‘I think Steph’s having trouble taking it in,’ said Lisa. Everyone laughed, Steph included, and Steph gestured with a hand and a nod that what Lisa had said was fair comment. Lovely Lisa with her sharp blonde quiff and her pierced brow, raised at Steph, gently urging her to speak.

‘Read it out again,’ Lisa said, and Derren, Steph’s other assistant manager, lifted Kent Living magazine off the marble reception desk and held it in front of his vintage knit. Sleeveless. In January. But there was no point in all that ink if he couldn’t show his arms off.

‘Best salons in Kent.’ Derren’s eyes searched for their mention on the page, the spotlight above throwing sparkles on his beautiful apricot crop. ‘Here we are. “Orpington: Steph Herrington Hair”.’

Someone said ‘Yay!’, probably Steph’s junior, Kayleigh. Derren chuckled and continued.

‘ “This Orpington salon, previously called Herrington’s and relaunched by Steph after the sad loss of husband and business partner Tony, goes from strength to strength.” ’ Derren paused, emotional, then continued. ‘ “Locals say, ‘The best stylists and customer service I’ve ever had’; ‘Next-level salon with a gorgeous atmosphere’; and ‘I trust Steph totally. She can do no wrong’”.’

Steph shook her head to squash out her discomfort. Do no wrong? She could do wrong. She had done. She cleared her throat as Lisa’s hand gently touched her arm.

‘Well, that’s a bit fabulous, isn’t it?’ Steph managed. ‘Thank you, for being the best customers and staff ever. Seriously, you bundles of talent, you grafters—’ She gestured at the staff. At Neve, with her tumbling waves and dedication. At pocket-sized moustachioed Haruko. At Lu with her orange wolf cut, and sleekly bobbed Mina. At her juniors, wafty but capable Kayleigh and dilligent Lorenza. ‘You’re like family, you lot,’ she continued. ‘You were sent from the absolute gods. Well done. I’m so proud of you. You should feel cock-a-bloody-hoop with yourselves. Now, back to work. We’ve got next-level standards to keep up.’

Chairs turned and cheerful chatter started. Foils crackled off a roll and a dryer and music went back on. Steph caught her reflection, cheeks pink from the attention and the glass of bubbles, her silver-white mane extra wavy from the curl serum she was trialling. For a moment there she had almost felt proud of herself. But now her stomach was churning, reminding her that her success was built on a mess and a lie.

‘It’s real, Steph.’ Lisa sent her a kind, knowing look. ‘The article is all true. Believe it.’

Steph inhaled and squeezed Lisa’s hand. ‘I do believe it,’ she lied. ‘Uh-oh.’

Across the salon, Lu’s client’s tiny Pomeranian was shaping up for some special time with Haruko’s client’s fluffy handbag. Lu had popped away from her section and neither Haruko nor the clients had noticed. Steph hurried over.

‘All right to have a cuddle with your pup?’ she asked the oblivious client as the bright-eyed fur ball started to put on the moves.

‘Of course,’ said the client. Steph picked up the dog from the bag and stood up. Lorenza stopped sweeping, melting at the sight of the startled dog staring up at Steph. The junior had wondered earlier whether it was a girl or a boy. Steph mouthed: Boy.

‘Aw,’ said the client, her smiling face framed by foil envelopes, ‘he likes you.’

‘D’you think so?’

Steph placed the dog onto the woman’s lap. Huey definitely preferred the handbag. Owning a salon could blindside you with the oddest challenges.

‘Haruko, I’m just going to give this to your lady.’ Steph gave the bag to its owner. ‘Don’t want to get hair on it or anything.’

The client tucked the bag under her cape. Haruko, long glossy hair tucked behind his ears, nodded as he stepped Cuban heels onto a stool like the one Steph’s daughter, Jessie, had used as a toddler. The salon chairs had fantastic height adjustment but height was not Haruko’s strong point and he liked being really high above his client’s head. He raised a combed section, then his blades were a blur. He was a total hair wizard. If he wanted a gold toddler stool, Steph would be tempted to provide one.

‘Steph,’ called Kayleigh. Steph went over to the reception table. In the corner, Mina was finding a client’s coat. ‘Someone just rang for an appointment with Ainsley.’

‘Ah, OK.’ Steph angled the screen so that they could both see it.

‘I put her in your column for next week,’ said Kayleigh. ‘You had a cancellation on Thursday. I hadn’t got round to offering it to the wait list yet. Did I do the right thing?’

‘Perfect. Well done.’ Steph clicked into the screen. ‘I’ll show you how to turn the appointment green. Just helps flag it up. D’you remember why?’

‘Because an Ainsley appointment is –’ Kayleigh’s eyes tilted upwards and her forehead creased as she looked for the words ‘– a sensitive client.’

Steph nodded. ‘That’s right. Anyone who’s vulnerable in some way and just needs a bit more care from us. Whether it’s to do with hair loss, or because they’re just …’

‘Not in a good place?’

‘Exactly.’ Steph smiled. Kayleigh was a sweet kid. ‘This way, it’s at a glance. When they arrive, you and Lorenza know to check if they’d feel more comfortable in the quiet part of the salon at the back.’

‘And it’s just you, Lisa and Derren who do the Ainsley appointments.’

‘That’s right. Put them in with whichever of us has a space soonest.’

‘I think it’s lovely,’ said Kayleigh, blushing slightly.

‘Thank you,’ said Steph. ‘You’re not so bad yourself.’

Kayleigh giggled and reached for the end of the mermaid plait that Lu had given her first thing, stroking the end.

Steph smiled at her. ‘Now, could you and Lorenza round up the empty cups and glasses, please?’

‘Course.’

A wave of winter air rolled from the closing door as Mina’s client left and trotted across the road. She’d done her coat up and put on her scarf and gloves, but she was holding her hat in her hand, head held high. Worth freezing to keep her hair nice.

Steph finished her own drink and crossed the dark wood floor to the kitchen, overshooting the doorway. She did it all the time.

‘Twonk,’ she muttered to herself. The opening to the kitchen had been repositioned ten months ago in the refit but it was like her feet were still in the past. Steph sighed. A sudden tight soreness was filling her up. She put the glass on the side and turned to look at the salon. Tony would have loved how it looked. He’d always admired Steph’s taste. Warm lighting glowing down from a wooden frame suspended from the high corniced ceiling. Multi-bulbed mirrors on the smoky green walls gifting glorious reflections.

Lorenza and Kayleigh came into the kitchen with trays of cups and glasses.

‘Just pop the cups in the machine, girls. I’ll wash the glasses.’

‘Are you sure, Steph? We can do them.’

‘It’s all right. I like doing them.’ Steph checked her watch. ‘Why don’t you pick up the flowers at the florist’s and ­arrange them, Lorenza. I’m useless with flowers and you did a lovely job with the last lot.’

‘Sure, Steph.’

Steph ran the water, put the flutes in the basin and drizzled them with washing-up liquid. It was easier to do them herself, since she had a spare minute, rather than redo them when the salon had shut. They were the best, her staff, but no one washed the glasses like she did. There’d be a lip smear or water marks, and that wouldn’t do.

After she’d rinsed and gently dried the glasses, Steph set them back neatly in the cupboard and pulled out her phone. The cheerful recorded voice of Jessie’s service provider was sorry he couldn’t connect her call. Jessie never seemed to pick up anymore. Steph scrolled back over their last four weeks’ worth of messages.

Mum: How are you? xx

Mum: Let’s put Christmas behind us now and have a chat xx

Mum: You OK, Jessie? xx

Jessie: Fine. You? x

Mum: Fine thanks. Great to hear from you! Fancy a catch-up call tonight? x

Mum: Would be lovely to hear your news xxx

Mum: Hey! How about that chat? Guess there must be lots going on just now, but give me a call x

Maybe everything was great with Jessie in Southampton. Maybe the family whose kids she looked after these days hadn’t moved back to Norway after all. Or maybe she’d moved with them? Steph typed out an anxious text: Are the Nilsens in Norway? How about you? I’d love to know how things are going. Please, Jessie, get in touch. x

‘Steph. Your three o’clock’s here.’

Steph folded the tea towel and went out to her client.

‘Hi, Rowena.’

‘Hello, you.’ Rowena’s tall, slender frame was clad as always in an immaculate navy skirt suit. She plonked her sturdy leather bag on a chair and plunged her hands inside it.

‘Have you seen this?’ Rowena pulled Kent Living from between files tied with pink ribbon. Steph smiled.

‘Yes. We all have.’

Rowena’s eyes went to the page. ‘ “I trust Steph totally. She can do no wrong”.’ She looked up, smiling. ‘That was me. I said that.’ Rowena noticed Kayleigh standing next to her and bent to be caped. ‘Has Jessie seen it yet, the article?’ said Rowena.

Steph had met Rowena when Jessie and Rowena’s daughter Molly had made friends on a scuba-diving course aged twelve.

‘Not yet,’ said Steph, saturating her words with a sense of glee that suggested she and Jessie would be poring over the article together really soon with great excitement.

‘She’ll be so proud, Steph. Oh, and wouldn’t Tony be proud?’

It was supposed to make Steph feel good, what Rowena was saying. She meant well.

‘Pop it away, Rowena, you’ll give everyone a big head, waving it around.’

‘All right,’ Rowena slotted the magazine into the bag among files and documents. ‘Well, I’m proud of you anyway.’

‘Thanks. What are we doing today?’

‘Just the wonderful usual please.’

‘I’ll go and mix up your colour.’

Steph went to the salon’s new mixing room and selected the shades for Rowena’s base and dark blonde highlights. She pulled down a plastic bowl and squeezed in the contents of a tube of 8N. She and Tony had talked about for ages about knocking through at the back to make Herrington’s bigger and better. And it did look great. But Rowena was wrong, Tony wouldn’t be proud. He’d be alarmed that it had come at such a cost. And if he knew that the mistake he and Steph had made with Jessie, their only child, was still so far from healed, he’d be full of shame and regret like Steph was. And like hers, his heart would be broken.


Chapter 2

Jessie

The loose cable tapped the window for the five hundred and sixty seventh time but even though Jessie had made a deal with herself to leap up and start packing when it reached five hundred, she was still on the floor rolled up in a duvet.

It wasn’t as though there was anything to stay here for. The Nilsen family had moved to back to Norway, and the bed Jessie had slept in for the last two years and the wardrobe and drawers she’d used had gone into storage with their other furniture. Even the family’s smells – their cooking, Helga’s perfume, the kids’ shampoo – were all long gone. When their rental tenants backed out, the Nilsens had asked Jessie to stay on and vet replacements. Then she just hadn’t left. It was like someone had scooped out her motor.

A couple and their young daughter were about to move in. When they’d come for their viewing the little girl marched in first, her shiny red Start-Rites clip-clopping down the hall. She inspected every room, her parents trailing behind, gabbling at each other that the photos didn’t do it justice. When they reached the top of the house, the little girl climbed into the bath and lay there with her eyes closed.

‘Jemima,’ said her dad, as his wife and the estate agent held their breath on the landing. ‘Mummy and I would like to live in this house. But only if you like it too.’

Jemima scissored her feet, shiny shoes whomping together. ‘Yes. Let’s live here,’ she’d said and all the adults had been so relieved.

Jessie remembered how it felt to be a little girl with a full vote. To be part of everything. She hoped that wouldn’t change for Jemima. That when it came to the stuff that really mattered, Jemima’s mum and dad wouldn’t leave her out of something huge and ruin her life.

Tap, tap, tap, went the cable. Jessie had ignored a heap of calls from the agent demanding the keys. At some point she would be discovered by Start-Rite Girl in ‘her’ bedroom. Even that wasn’t motivating her to go. She wiped a hand across her eyes. If she’d wanted to go with the Nilsens, run away even further from what she’d been sure her life would be, from all she’d lost, then she should have learned ­Norwegian. But she hadn’t, and she hadn’t fixed up anything else, so she had to go back. Home. To Orpington. She felt around on the carpet for her phone and clicked through to Mum’s website. Mum had sent Jessie a link to it before it went live. Said she’d thought about mentioning Dad on the home page but it had been too sad. That she wanted people to see the website and ‘feel happy, not sorry.’

Jessie clicked through pictures of the refurbished salon. New floor, chairs, mirrors, logo, everything. A fresh start. Two and a half years since Dad had died, and Mum was such a success. She clicked on Meet the Team. There were individual shots and a group shot where everyone surrounded her mum like a harem. Mum looked so purposeful, so together. Her wide eyes and strong cheekbones glowing.

The front door banged shut. A woman’s voice talking fast. Jessie pulled the duvet up to her eyes. Feet on the stairs. The door thrown open. A shriek, a thud, a clatter.

‘Sorry!’ said Jessie, jumping up off the floor embarrassed but relieved to be galvanised, finally, as the woman muttered what could only be curse words before picking up her phone and going out to the landing. Jessie returned the cleaning products which had rolled across the carpet back into the crate the woman had been carrying and started pulling her things together. She didn’t have a huge amount of stuff and what she did have she took care of, so it wouldn’t take long.

It had been Mum who thought Jessie should move back to Southampton. When Jessie had arrived home from travelling nine months after Dad died, a total mess, Mum had been sure it was the answer.

‘It’s for the best,’ Mum had said. ‘Go back and carry on with your studies, Jess. Reconnect to your passion and move on.’ Jessie had tried. Two years running, she had gone to campus to sign up for her masters. Pushed that revolving door, followed it round, and come straight back out again. She hadn’t told anyone why she couldn’t do it. What was holding her back. And so she’d drifted from being the Nilsen’s babysitter as an undergrad into being their live-in help. Mum must be disappointed in her. Even though Mum had seriously let her down – betrayal really wasn’t too strong a word for what she’d done – Jessie had never stopped wanting her approval. Wanting to be close again.

The woman returned after making a call. She pointed at Jessie then her suitcase and then motioned a thumb towards the front door.

‘I know, I know,’ said Jessie. ‘Sorry, I’m going.’

The woman tailgated her down the stairs. Jessie wanted to tell her to back off. That she’d lived here for two years. She’d helped choose the wall colour and slid down these stairs in sleeping bags with the two yelping boys of the house. She took a last glance at the playroom where she’d given rides to a giggling Bard and helped Wilhelm do his homework.

By the front door, the woman shook a bunch of keys and held a palm towards her. Jessie pulled her own keys from her bag and the woman swiped them.

‘Wait,’ said Jessie. ‘They aren’t all for here.’ Narrowing her eyes, the woman gave them back and Jessie sifted through. Keys to the Nilsens’ house and side return, the lock for Helga’s bike which she used to borrow, searching for a key that unlocked a life beyond here. That belonged to her. She pinched a pair on a ring.

‘Mine.’ She put a hand on her chest. The woman nodded begrudgingly and stood, arms folded as Jessie splayed the metal to separate the keys from the rest of the bunch and then stopped cold. They were for the house on Fairfield Gardens, the boxy 1960s house Dad had been so excited to move to the summer that Jessie finished Year Twelve. Mum had sold Fairfield Gardens over a year ago. Sold it without discussing it with Jessie so she could move above her work, throw her arms around her salon, live and breathe peroxide and hair.

She gave the whole bunch to the woman and wrestled her belongings out onto the pavement. The door banged shut behind her.

Jessie said goodbye to the green-grey glimpse of English Channel beyond her taxi’s window. She should let Mum know she was coming back. She pulled out her phone, appre­hensive, noticing her screen saver for the first time in ages. It was an old photo of Mum, Dad and herself at a festival. Her parents were next to each other in glittery finery. Each had a hand on one of Jessie’s scrawny six-year-old shoulders. Her feet were set wide, arms crossed, leaning against Mum and Dad with a fierce scrunch-eyed smile. She looked like her parents’ bouncer, radiating a vibe of ‘no one messes with this gang’. She had blue streaks in her hair. A face-paint dolphin swam from her cheek to her forehead. She had always been about the sea.

The taxi turned down the street where Jessie had lived in her second and third year at uni. Jessie put down her phone and craned her neck to look up through the rear window. The taxi drew to a standstill. A lorry was in front of them delivering building supplies onto the pavement. Jessie looked back at her student house. There was someone framed in the tiny window of her old attic room. The girl was seated where Jessie had so often sat, leaning into the glow of a desk lamp. Jessie’s stomach lurched, as though a wave was travelling underneath her, remembering what it had felt like to be the dynamic, committed, motivated girl she’d been up there. Just as convinced aged twenty as she’d been at six years old that she would dedicate her life to marine conservation. To protecting the animals of the sea. Up in Jessie’s old room, the girl stretched her arms over her head, then bent towards her work, a finger snaking up into her nose. Jessie wrenched her head away.

As the taxi moved on, anxiety rumbled through Jessie. She must text Mum.

She messaged her best friend instead. Hey, Hog. How’s it going? Just wondered if I could come and see you and have a look at the café and those little shelves and maybe stay for a bit? xx

Harry Hogan had come to visit Jessie in November. She had gone back to the junk shop they’d visited with the Nilsen boys – only briefly, everything looked breakable – after he’d gone home again and sent him the little antique metal shelf rack he’d liked for his birthday. He’d sent her a photo. He’d filled it with his café’s salt and pepper pots.

Hog: Sure you can stay. Good timing actually. When do you want to come? xx

Jessie: Um … In about three hours?:)

Hog: Whaaaat? Last minute dot com. Shelf is great, btw.

Jessie: Is it OK? To stay?

Hog: It’s fine xx

Jessie: Thank you SO MUCH! xx

She groaned. She’d made it even harder to text Mum now. That messy misunderstanding they’d had at Christmas had set them back, and by sorting somewhere to stay that wasn’t Mum’s place, she’d just widened the gap. It was as though there was a current that kept pushing her back, away from Mum. She couldn’t imagine what it would take to make the tide turn.


Chapter 3

Steph

‘Molly’s started up her running again,’ said Rowena happily.

‘That’s good.’ Steph worked colour onto strands of ­Rowena’s hair, edging the brush carefully towards the roots, a sheet of foil underneath. ‘Did she get her knee looked at?’

‘She did. And do you know what, Steph, it turned out she’d been recommended totally the wrong trainers.’

‘Oh for goodness sake. You’d said she didn’t think they felt right.’ Steph flattened Rowena’s foil with her comb and quickly weaved another section.

‘Ridiculous, isn’t it?’ Rowena’s caped hands flew up in her lap. ‘It turns out Molly doesn’t over-pronate at all but the wallies had sold her a support shoe.’

‘So annoying. No wonder her knee was aching, poor love.’

‘Exactly,’ said Rowena.

‘You’d think a running shop would get it right,’ said Steph and she and Rowena tutted and sighed in synch. Steph knew so much about Molly’s life; from training for marathons, to her journey to becoming head of year where she taught. She knew all about the ex who didn’t want to let go, and the new boyfriend who wanted to get serious, and to be honest, way too many details of Molly’s struggles with dairy. Being on the edge of Rowena and Molly’s cosy fire of closeness gave Steph a little warmth, but the downside was how aware it made her that the rest of her was cold.

‘I did tell her those shoes didn’t look right,’ said Rowena. ‘Honestly. Kids.’ She chuckled. ‘How is lovely Jessie, Steph? You must properly tell me what she’s up to; I feel like we barely ever talk about her.’

‘Jessie? Aw, she’s wonderful.’ Steph smiled at Rowena in the mirror, then turned back to her work, leaning in intently as though this was a tricky bit. ‘How’s things at chambers, Rowena? That new clerk settling in?’

‘Never mind my work, Steph. What about Jessie? Elaborate.’

Steph swallowed. This wasn’t how it usually went. It usually worked like a dream flipping Rowena between her work and Molly.

‘Steph, what’s up?’ Rowena looked intently at Steph in the mirror. ‘A few years ago, you and I used to fight for airspace to yak about our girls. Don’t get me wrong, I love how much you care about Molly but what’s going on, why don’t you talk about Jessie?’

Steph weaved her tail comb shakily through a section of hair, saying nothing. If she seemed busy concentrating, maybe Rowena would take the hint and not follow up. People assumed hairdressers were available to talk and listen all the time while they were working. Steph wouldn’t turn up in court and assume she could grill Rowena about Molly while she was prosecuting.

‘Steph.’ Rowena’s voice was soft with care. Steph’s eyes smarted. ‘I wish you’d talk to me.’

‘How are you for a drink, Rowena?’ said Steph.

‘Still good, thanks.’ She pointed to her empty latte glass. Steph gulped shallow breaths. It was happening again, that anxious close-to-tears feeling, building, quickly.

‘Then let me get you some chocolates, or a biscuit?’

‘Not for me.’ Rowena patted her flat stomach. ‘Still getting rid of Christmas here.’

Steph had half a dozen foils to go but she couldn’t chance it.

‘Sorry, Rowena. Just give me a minute, will you?’ Steph went over to Lisa’s section. She was with Kayleigh and one of Kayleigh’s friends who loved coming in when they needed a hair model.

‘Lisa,’ Steph murmured. ‘I know you’re training, but I’m having a code red. Would you pop my client’s last few foils in?’

Lisa squeezed the hand Steph had placed on her arm.

‘Sure.’

Steph slipped into the stockroom. It was where she came for deep breaths on difficult days. She had built a false wall of cardboard boxes with a movable section whose boxes contained crisps and biscuits, lightweight things that made the stack easy to pull out. It was her hidey-hole. She went inside, pulled the boxes back into place and lay on the floor with her knees up and her hands on her belly.

When they’d had a barney when Jessie was younger, her daughter would need time to come around, they both would. But eventually, that turn of Jessie’s shoulder would become less pronounced. Her eyes would sneak some contact with Steph’s and they’d be back, as close and loving as ever. Of course, back then they had Tony, easing and nudging and joking them back together. He had been absolutely brilliant at that. They didn’t have him now.

They had to get past the upset at Christmas, and everything else by themselves. But it was hard to see how they would manage to do that. Somehow, the lanky kid who had still made Steph’s day by climbing into bed with her in PJs for Cheerios and breakfast telly in her uni holidays was, in stages, more or less disappearing from her life. Lately, the word estranged had been flying through Steph’s head.

‘It’s OK, Steph,’ she told herself. ‘You’re OK, you’re OK.’

A few minutes passed and then the door opened. ‘Hey, Steph,’ Lisa said, gently. ‘Foils are in. Cooking for thirty.’

‘Thanks, Lisa. You’re a doll.’

‘No problem. When you’re done code-redding, if you’ve got time, could I borrow you for training? Kayleigh’s mate had to leave.’

‘Course, Lisa. I’ll come now.’

They fixed the boxes back in place and Steph followed Lisa to the front of the salon, past Rowena, FaceTiming animatedly with Molly in her school office.

Caped by Kayleigh, Steph sat in the chair in the window, the low winter sun fighting through the damp grey mist in the darkening sky.

‘Is that all right, Steph?’ said Kayleigh. ‘Not pulling you?’

Steph smiled her encouragement into the mirror as Kayleigh gingerly brushed out her hair. ‘It’s fine, Kayleigh. You can give it loads more welly than that.’ Kayleigh nodded then resumed just as cautiously.

It was late by the time Steph finished at work. The cold evening air bit through her clothes as she dashed along the pavement in front of the window. She unlocked the street door to the flat above the salon and picked up the last few days’ dull-looking mail and trudged up the thinly carpeted stairs to her flat two floors above. She paused, running her fingers over one of the loose, lumpy Dutch braids Kayleigh had given her, catching her breath, and then set off up the next flight. She opened up the flat and squeezed past the old salon reception desk and mirrors propped against the wall in the corridor. Realising she was, as usual, desperate for a wee, she dumped the mail and her bag on the worktop in the kitchen part of the living space, then kicked off her shoes, releasing her aching feet as she trotted along to the bathroom. Back in the kitchen she put a tray of frozen chips and fish fingers into the oven and reached for a pint glass, sloshing in a big measure of fruit squash and filling it at the sink. She gulped most of it down in one, then took the glass and picked her way from where the kitchen tiles met the living room laminate and sidestepped along the narrow corridor of uncluttered floor to the sofa where she plonked herself down.

Steph had been so excited when Jessie had said she’d come at Christmas. She’d taken all the old salon chairs and furniture out of the living area. Lisa had helped. They’d crammed what they could into Steph’s bedroom, covering the rest with a tarpaulin on the little outside roof terrace. Steph had given herself pep talks. Mustn’t be too eager. Mustn’t overwhelm her with plans for the big day. Mustn’t be all up in her face in a cracker hat checking that Jessie’s having fun.

The living and kitchen space and the spare room she had made up for Jessie looked lovely. Then Steph had messed up.

It was Christmas Eve. Steph had realised that, despite military planning, she’d be delayed in the salon for quite a bit longer, so with Jessie a few minutes away, she’d bombed up to the flat for the homemade tree topper from her little tree, the reindeer-angel she and Tony and Jessie had made when Jessie was little, that had topped their family’s tree for years. She took it downstairs to the salon. It was such a sweet, funny decoration. A painted reindeer face with glued-on penne pasta antlers fixed to an angel’s body. Steph popped it on the salon Christmas tree. She thought Jessie would think it was nice. A little piece of home. That they would share a special moment to start their first Christmas together in two years, and then Steph would suggest Jessie go up ahead to the warm flat, full of twinkly lights and delicious food, while she finished her client.

Jessie arrived, tall and gorgeous. Twenty-three, with soft brown eyes and wide cheekbones. She was looking around the salon, taking in the refit. Steph had caught her eye and tilted her head towards the top of the tree. Jessie had looked over, and her face hadn’t broken into a smile. It had contorted. And then she was in motion, grabbing up her bag and backpack and shaking her head.

She’d gone. Steph told everyone in the salon that Jessie had realised she’d left her wallet on the train, but she’d gone. Back to Southampton.

Jessie had always been the peacemaker with her friends. She was the one who calmed things down, and she wasn’t a flouncer. That must mean the blame fell on Steph. She was so out of touch with her daughter that what she thought would delight her had, well … that look on her face had been nothing short of disdain.

Steph had sat on the sofa that night with the tree lights off, sobbing, washing down salmon parcels, crisps, mince pies and trifle with wine and then Baileys, pastry flakes and flecks of cream settling on the plush of her dressing gown as sleet fell outside.

Her attempt to drown her sorrows had given her a hangover that lasted until the day after Boxing Day. In some ways, one month on, it hadn’t lifted.

Steph reached under a cushion for the remote control and switched on the telly. She wished it would work on the curtains too. They were half open as usual; it was too much of an assault course to reach them over all the old salon furniture. It was ridiculous that it was all still here. She’d had a buyer lined up for it last year as the refurb got under way. But when the floor and the colour of the walls changed, and the new leather and chrome chairs, and marble shelves came in, Steph realised she’d be left with nothing that Tony had touched, and knew she couldn’t let it go. It was easier to bring Tony into her mind’s eye up here among these things he’d known. His grey flecked short beard, artfully messy hair, statement glasses, holding gentle court in the salon with ­scissors raised. Always on the brink of saying something warm and droll that would make everyone wa-ha-ha with laughter.

At least with the curtains half open she always knew what the weather was like. The drizzle had stopped but it looked like the windows were icing. She drained her squash and rubbed her forehead. Not even February yet. So much winter still to crawl through. Where would things go for Jessie and her this year? Where even was her daughter?


Chapter 4

Jessie

The bus Jessie climbed onto at Orpington Station was boiling. She lifted her suitcase into the luggage rack with her holdall, pulled off her gloves and scarf and lowered the zip on her parka. Sitting down with her backpack on her lap, she wiped a circle on the window. The bus passed the big Tesco and turned left up the high street. As they moved closer to the salon Jessie rubbed at the circle trying to improve visibility. The salon was closed but the curved windows were lit and upstairs, light shone through a gap in the curtains. She wondered if Mum was about to close them and jerked away and hunched down so she wouldn’t be seen.

A few stops later Jessie wrestled her suitcase, holdall and backpack off the bus and up the road to Hogan’s Café. Hog was the only one of Jessie’s close friends it was OK to ask to stay with. Yaz lived with all her huge brothers and the house was always bursting at the seams. And the toll of other people being around would be too much for Lola’s dad’s mental health.

Jessie arranged her suitcase and bags to make herself look the smallest burden possible, stood in front of it all and texted Hog that she’d arrived. The lights were on in the floor above. She hadn’t been here for a couple of years but guessed she’d go inside the café tomorrow. A potted olive tree stood either side of the door and she was looking forward to seeing Hog’s other changes. The door at the side of the café flew open and Hog, gangly as ever, sandy hair, flew out and pulled Jessie into a hug.

‘Woah.’ He peered round her at her luggage. ‘Is that all your things? Are you moving back?’

She nodded. ‘Is it OK to stay for a few days? I’ll fix something up soon, I just need to work it out.’

‘I bet your mum would have you in a heartbeat.’

Jessie’s throat squeezed. She raised an eyebrow in the deliberate way Hog had spent their teens trying to copy. He shook his head, lips twisting to keep a laugh in. ‘Still got the eyebrow,’ he said.

‘Staying with my mum wouldn’t work, Hog.’

‘Not much progress?’

She shook her head.

‘Well, you and me are both in luck, then,’ he said.

‘Really?’

‘The language student renting our spare room just went home to Brazil.’

‘Seriously? I’ll pay rent, Hog. Proper amount.’

‘Hold up. Better idea. He’d been working at the café, so it’s left me short-staffed.’

‘You want me to work his shifts?’

Hog put a hand through his hair. ‘I’d bite your hand off, Jess.’ He laughed. ‘Which would be the most stupid thing I could do in my current circumstances.’

‘No need for hand biting, I’d love to help you out. And pay you rent.’

He laughed, throwing the strap of her holdall over his shoulder. ‘You’ll be doing yourself out of a wage with that arrangement. We’ll work it out.’

‘So I won’t be a burden on you?’

‘The total opposite.’

Jessie exhaled and they shared a smile. She shouldered her backpack and rumbled her huge yellow suitcase across the pavement.

‘I remember that case,’ said Hog. ‘It’s the one your mum chased round the conveyor belt at Palma airport.’

Jessie laughed. ‘Oh my God, I don’t know what she was thinking. She was acting like she thought she’d never see it again.’

‘Such good times, those holidays.’ Hog turned towards her as he pushed open the glazed metal street door. ‘Your parents –’ his eyes were shiny ‘– they were just awesome, the way they included the rest of us. What you all did for me, Yaz and Lola in the shit times … And no one’s parents were cool and fun like yours.’

‘Yeah.’ Jessie fought the emotion threatening to break over her. Hog strong-armed the suitcase and holdall upstairs and Jessie followed. He seemed embarrassed to have mentioned those happier times, the fortnight-long holidays where Jessie could bring her friends. All through school, while Hog’s stepdad, known as That Bastard or TB for short, had been around, ruling over the café and rinsing his mum of their money, Hog had been desperate to get away from here. It was what had motivated him to come with Jessie when she went travelling. That, and knowing she needed his friendship. Hog was very fond of her, Jessie knew that. A bit more than fond, Yaz and Lola had often said.

‘Steph knows you’re here though, right?’ he said, once they’d brought everything upstairs to the flat. ‘She knows you’re back in Orpington?’

‘Is that Jessie?’ Hog’s mum was calling from the lounge. Jessie crossed the landing and popped her head round the door, glad for the chance to leave his question unanswered.

It was just Hog and his mum, Linda, now, living above their work like Mum did. Not that Linda could work anymore. After TB left, her osteoarthritis had got much worse.

‘It is Jessie. Hello, love.’

‘Hey, Linda.’ Linda was on a reclining chair, purple-haired and perky, her arms wrapped in braces. The room smelled of toasted cheese mixed with hot carpet from the heater not far from her. Jessie squatted beside her.

‘Thanks for having me.’ She pressed a kiss onto Linda’s warm cheek.

‘You’re welcome. Sorry to leap on you like this, but did Harry ask you about helping in the café?’

‘Yes. Suits me, actually, I’m at a loose end.’

Linda’s shoulders relaxed. ‘Thanks, Jessie.’ Linda reached over and her brace knocked against Jessie’s knuckles as she squeezed her hand. ‘It’s odd to think of you at a loose end. But you’ll get there.’

Jessie smiled at Linda, wishing she knew where ‘there’ was. ‘How are you? You look well.’

‘Thanks. It’s not down to my energetic lifestyle.’ Linda pulled a comical face and for Hog’s benefit called out, ‘I’m just extremely well looked after by my wonderful son.’

They chatted for a while and Linda showed Jessie some of her recent sketches.

‘I’ve been lucky lately. My hands have been fairly mobile and getting absorbed in this is good pain relief.’

‘You’ve got so good.’ Linda’s powerful elves had flowing hair and strong backs and vanquished their male oppressors with ornate swords. She’d started during art therapy sessions a couple of years ago. They shared a smile and Linda told Jessie she ought to go and settle in. She wrestled her luggage into the little room. The wall facing the bed was adorned with posters of Brazilian beach-volleyball teams posing with trophies and leaping and diving for the ball. A language-school timetable was stuck among scrawl on a whiteboard. Hog had switched on the radiator. It ticked and trickled as Jessie unpacked.

After they’d eaten with Linda, Hog and Jessie went to the pub. It was great to see Yaz and Lola. Her friends were excitedly planning their own big trip and far more interested in grilling Jessie and Hog on places they should go than in asking Jessie why she was home. Everywhere Hog and Jessie mentioned, Lola listed in her phone, and Yaz brought up images of the islands, nature reserves, beaches and party towns that, even though she’d known were amazing, Jessie had been too consumed with struggling with her loss to remember.

‘You could come with us, Jessie,’ said Lola. ‘She could, couldn’t she, Yaz?’

Hog opened more crisps and emptied them onto the crumbs of the previous pack.

‘Yeah. Sure,’ said Yaz, having left a perfectly justified ‘Sorry, what?’ pause before speaking.

‘Three’s a crowd,’ said Jessie. ‘You’ve put this together, it’s your trip. And travelling again – it’s not for me.’

‘What is for you, then?’ asked Yaz, slotting a beer-mat-sized crisp into her mouth.

‘Yeah,’ said Lola, ‘what’s the plan?’

‘The plan is …’ Jessie felt herself blur into the duvet-cocoon despondency of the last few weeks and then remembered she’d been handed an escape route. ‘The plan is to help Hog at the café.’

‘Right. And then?’ said Yaz, as though helping Hog at the café would take around half an hour.

‘And then, the plan is, Yaz – the plan is …’ Jessie tapped the table perkily ‘– to get a plan.’

Lola and Yaz nodded in unison, seemingly satisfied. Jessie pushed back her chair and went to the loo before they realised what a crummy answer it was.

She washed her hands and shook them in the sink, then threw a chunk of her unruly waves behind her shoulder and sighed into the mirror. Things looked better than they had this morning. A lot better. She was with her friends, she had a place to stay, a job helping her best mate.

She went back to the table smiling, to find everything had frosted over.

‘Hog says your mum doesn’t know that you’re back,’ said Yaz.

Jessie sat down and darted a look at Hog. He held up his hands.

‘It’s just a hunch,’ he said.

‘Well, you’re right, Inspector Poirot. What of it?’

‘Does she think you’re in Southampton?’ asked Lola. ‘She does know you’re not in Norway, right?’

There was a pounding between Jessie’s eyes. Yaz’s mouth fell open.

‘Might she think you’re in Norway?’

‘I guess, maybe,’ muttered Jessie, dropping her head so her friends some privacy to trade appalled looks about her.

‘Jessie,’ growled Yaz. ‘This is messed up. You can’t do this to Steph. Sort it out.’

Jessie reached towards the crisps. Yaz placed a finger on the bag and slid it out of her reach.

‘Fine,’ said Jessie. ‘I’ll go and see her. Tomorrow.’

Yaz checked with Hog and Lola, who shrugged their acceptance and slid the crisps back to the middle.


Chapter 5

Steph

Steph turned her pillow over. She couldn’t get back to sleep. When she’d gone to the loo in the small hours, having stayed up late doing salon paperwork, she’d remembered with a lurch that it was Tuesday, the day she had agreed, under much pressure, to take off work.

She wished she could embrace the idea of a day away from the salon, but a day off was a day she wasn’t earning, and her whole reason for the salon’s extended opening hours was to chip away at paying back her debts. She had nothing planned, bar not showing her face downstairs like she’d promised. They’d been quite stern with her, Derren next to Lisa, his inked arms folded, nodding in stern agreement and then softening Lisa’s warning about burn-out with, ‘We just want you to stay well, Steph.’

She wished she could switch herself off, unplug herself like a hair dryer. She flung herself over into a starfish and kicked to loosen the duvet which was twisted round her feet.

It was late in the morning when she gave up on sleep, and, more tired than when she’d got into it, she lumbered out of bed, stiff and scratchy-headed. She opened the fridge. Leftover takeaway curry, long past safe to eat, some milk, uninhabited salad drawers and three bottles of Pinot Grigio that had been on special offer last time she’d been stocking up.

As the kettle boiled, Steph stretched her arms over her head and tilted over to each side and then arched backwards, the zip of her zebra-print onesie which Derren had given her years ago pulling taut along her torso. She was craving the wrong kind of food and lots of it and she must get a grip. She’d try and find a last-minute delivery slot and order a bunch of healthy shopping.

‘Come on, Steph. New leaf.’ She picked up her mug of tea, her laptop, and the pile of mail she’d brought up the night before and stepped carefully to the sofa. ‘Chia seeds! Lentils! Kale! Get excited, baby.’ She put the cup by her stripy foot, opened her laptop, and sighed. ‘You do want chia seeds, you do, you do, you do.’ She placed her fingers to the laptop keys and then reached for the mail instead. Bank statements, a letter from her car insurers, takeaway leaflets, a letter for Tony.

A letter for Tony. His name. Black biro, all caps, on a small buff envelope forwarded from their old address at Fairfield Gardens. A jolt went through her. She hadn’t seen his name for so long. She wondered if her world was about to tip upside down. It didn’t look like a bill. She hoped it wasn’t from someone claiming to be Tony’s child and that Jessie wouldn’t have to split her currently shamefully small inheritance, not that Jessie knew how pitiful it was.

She turned the envelope over: nothing on the back. The postmark was blurred.

‘Oh, for crying out loud, open it already!’ Was her life really so empty that she was forced to invest an envelope with this much suspense?

Well.

Yes. It was.

She tore the envelope open.

Dear Tony Herrington,

Thank you for your patience. We are writing to offer you a plot at Priory Road Allotments.

We pride ourselves in being a special place that people don’t want to leave. Hence our long waiting list!

We look forward to showing you around.

The Committee

Steph was floored. It must be several years since he’d put his name down. While her husband had been fading from most people’s memories, his name had been climbing an allotment waiting list.

Tony had loved his garden. They’d moved to Fairfield Gardens because he’d wanted a bigger one and he’d made it gorgeous. Sweeping grasses, white flowering bushes. A lovely deck that made a great party space and a little area off to the side where he’d disappear to experiment with veg. When he’d first brought in a selection of salad leaves and rocket, she had been amazed.

This was the future Tony should have had. An allotment. She could imagine popping down there to see what he was up to. Bringing a cool bag with bottles of beer. He’d bring home veg and they’d cook together like they used to. Maybe he would have had a plot till they were old and slowed down.

‘Sod you, allotments.’ She scrunched the paper in her fist and let it fall onto the other post. ‘Sod you for turning up to remind me what we should have had.’ The old familiar feeling of grief rumbled ogre-like from its cave in her depths. Steph pulled the little striped hoof hoods over her hands in case she surrendered to tears. A couple of minutes passed. She picked up her tea and gulped it down.

Now what had she been doing before that horrible interruption? Ah yes. Food. Buying food. Good, healthy food. She breathed in and the breath juddered out and she opened a new tab on her laptop.

She placed her order, then lay on the sofa and pulled the throw over herself to wait for the food to be delivered. Chia seeds and kale weren’t going to cut it after a letter like that. That letter had demanded the services of Taste of China, and an emperor’s banquet for four.


Chapter 6

Jessie

‘Normally, I start new staff when it’s quieter,’ said Hog as Jessie nervously ferried Mexican breakfasts past him to two blokes on laptops, hoping they were table five, her splayed palms hot under the plates. The café had been busy as soon as it opened, tables filling, people queuing for takeaway ­coffees and breakfasts to warm them up.

She’d met the other staff first thing. Rudy and Marion did prep. Marion had worked at the café for years. According to Hog she had a huge tattoo of Arsene Wenger on her back, which she regretted. Michael was Hog’s chef. His stomach was huge and he couldn’t get very close to the hob but luckily he had long arms. Hog was on drink-making duties and Jessie was sharing till operating and tables with Tia, a business student. In grabbed moments, Tia explained how things worked behind the counter, gesturing at boxes of tea and hot chocolate with pointed acrylic nails so long that when she used the till she had to angle her wrists exaggeratedly backwards. Click click tap, went Tia’s nails as she inputted food and drink orders, Jessie drifting into a woozy hypnotic state beside her. Click click click tap tap, click, tap, click click tap tap tap.

‘Why don’t you put this order in?’ said Tia. Jessie snapped reluctantly back from her realm of fluffy calm. Under Tia’s guidance she patted at the screen, her own fingers disappointingly dull and quiet.

‘Quick learner,’ said Tia.

‘Not really,’ Jessie replied untruthfully, reluctant to miss out on the proximity to more of Tia’s nail clicks. ‘I’ll need bailing out.’

In a short lull, Jessie looked around her. Customers were working, scrolling and chatting happily at the Formica-topped tables and chairs, lit by ribbed-glass pendants on chains. Hog had replaced all the En-ger-land paraphernalia of his mum’s awful ex’s era with old film posters and work by local artists. An alcove was home to a quirky mural by Lola in muted greens, oranges and purples. Hogan’s Café was a good place to be. The emptiness of Jessie’s last couple of weeks was starting to fill with shape and colour. In the space of a morning she had gone from feeling like she was in the way approximately seventy per cent of the time to thinking she might be cresting fifty per cent helpful. And, as Hog had said, it wasn’t as though the wrong customer she had offered a fistful of change to had actually taken it.

‘Do you want me to do anything?’ she asked Hog, reaching to retie her apron.

‘Yeah. You won’t need an apron.’

‘OK.’ She pulled her smart, black Hogan’s Café apron off and looked at him.

‘Go and see your mum.’

Jessie twisted the apron round her hands.

‘You made a deal –’ he leaned forward for extra emphasis ‘– with crisps.’

‘Fine,’ she said, handing him the apron. ‘Thanks for all this, by the way, Hog. This time yesterday I was rolled up in a duvet, listening to a cable tapping a window.’

He smiled. ‘No worries. Like I said, you’re doing me the favour.’

‘I mean it, Hog. You’ve –’ tears threatened ‘– you’ve saved me, really.’ She squeezed his arm.

‘OK,’ he said. ‘But we’re still not even. I still owe you.’ He turned to put sauce bottles back on a shelf, and muttered, ‘I always will.’

Jessie went up to get her coat. It took her a while to work out what Hog meant by ‘we’re still not even’, then she got it. He was alluding to the night she’d stopped him from going out to find That Bastard. Hog really did seem to think he’d have done something terrible to his Mum’s now ex if Jessie hadn’t stopped him. It seemed to play on his mind a lot.

As Jessie left the café, Marion pressed a bagged egg and bacon roll on her. She was too on edge to eat, so as she cut through the park and zigzagged round the side roads, her breath pluming into the icy air, she swapped it from pocket to pocket, using it like a hand warmer. She turned onto the road that travelled up to the high street and walked towards the salon. The paintwork was black now with gold lettering. It had always been white while Jessie was growing up. The
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