
[image: cover]



Praise for Cathy Kelly’s irresistible storytelling: 

‘Honest, funny, clever, it sparkles with witty, wry observations on modern life. I loved it’

Marian Keyes

‘Comforting and feel-good, the perfect treat read’

Good Housekeeping

‘This book is full of joy – and I devoured every page of it gladly’

Milly Johnson

‘A heartwarming story about family, love and love’

The Lady

‘Packed with Cathy’s magical warmth’

Sheila O’Flanagan

‘Cathy Kelly shines an insightful light on female insecurity and the healing power of self-belief and family support’

Woman & Home

‘Filled with nuggets of wisdom, compassion and humour, Cathy Kelly proves, yet again, that she knows everything there is to know about women’

Patricia Scanlan

‘Love, laughter, tears and understanding are the perfect ingredients for a fabulous read’

The Sun

‘An involving, heartwarming read about family, friends, love and disappointment’

Fanny Blake, Sunday Express





To Murray and Dylan, I’m so proud of you both, all my love, Mum xxC
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Prologue

I park the car on a grass verge at the hospital, ignoring all the signs warning me that it will be clamped.

I don’t care about clamping. I have to get into the emergency department. What does a car matter?

I half run because the heaviness in my chest since I got the phone call from the hospital won’t allow me to run properly. Or breathe. I need deep, calming breaths.

Screw deep calming breaths.

I need to be with him.

Now. Sooner.

I can keep him alive. No doctor can do it: he needs me, holding his hand, willing him back to life.

I don’t have time for the information desk – I know this hospital, see the double doors leading into the actual A & E itself, see a man pushing out of them, and I race, grabbing one swing door just before it shuts.

And I’m in.

Scanning. Peering in past half-drawn cubicle curtains. A man throwing up vile black stuff.

Two cops standing outside another cubicle. A woman on a heart monitor.

And then there he is.

I see his hand lying limply. A hand that’s caressed me so many times.

I stand at the edge of the already-full cubicle, about to speak when a doctor hangs her stethoscope round her neck and says: ‘I’ll talk to the wife.’

She’s gone instantly and I follow her, see her approach another woman. The doctor puts a comforting hand on the woman’s forearm.

‘I’m the wife!’ I say, my voice frantic.

And then, as the doctor spins round, I see the other woman, recognise her, see the horror on her face.

‘I’m his wife,’ I say, ‘not her.’





PART ONE

Autumn Leaves Falling
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Sid

Oscar Wilde was right – work is the curse of the drinking classes. Not that there’s any drinking done in Nurture itself. I wend my way through the hordes in The Fiddler’s Elbow, neatly avoiding a guy who thinks – mistakenly – that small, dark-haired women in their thirties are only in pubs on a Friday to find handsy hunks like himself, and congratulate myself on not sweeping his feet from beneath him. Krav Maga is a great self-defence tool but there’s a time and a place for everything.

I’m heading for the snug at the back of the pub where my Nurture colleagues will be settled in.

Nurture is an advocacy group, semi-funded by the state, set up to improve the health of the people of Ireland and to educate anyone who thinks curry chips, a deep-fried burger and a sugar-laden soft drink is a fully balanced meal.

However, education is a tough job and we need a Friday-night decompress as much as any other worker, so on Fridays, even the most goji-berry-loving among us move blindly en masse across the road to The Fiddler’s Elbow to reward ourselves for a week of meetings, phone calls, Zoom meetings and enough unanswered emails to bury us with guilt till kingdom come.

Because of how bad the optics would be if the health gurus were spotted regularly having a drink, eating salt-laden pub snacks and enjoying that ritual of workplace comparing whose week was worse, we converge in the pub’s small closed-off snug where nobody can see us.

‘The figures came in today from the Department of Health. Diabetes Two is on the rise, despite the campaign. A year-long campaign,’ laments Robbie, who’s been in Nurture thirteen years, as long as I have, and is also a campaign director. I’m responsible for school health, which is like trying to hold back a flood with a very small bucket.

I pat a disconsolate Robbie on the back, trying not to spill what looks like a big brandy, and find an empty stool beside Chloe, an intern on a gap year who seems so young, she makes me feel seventy instead of just thirty-four.

Right now, Chloe looks miserable.

‘Sid!’ she says, eager and anxious in equal measure, and I can sense more misery coming on.

‘Adrienne shouted at me today, shouted,’ she tells me. ‘Just because we were out of the coffee pods she likes. It’s not my job to replace them, is it? Do you think she has a psychiatric illness?’

Chloe, a wet week out of school and not yet toughened up enough to cope with actual shouting in an office, stares at me over the top of her drink and waits for me to answer. She can’t be twelve or else she couldn’t be interning, but she looks it, despite the carefully applied modern eyeliner, very grown-up suit and the I-am-clever big-framed glasses.

I think of all the things I could say: ‘Adrienne’s good at her job but, sometimes, it gets the better of her and she goes into the kitchen for a little meltdown and a caffeine hit.’

Chloe only knows teachers, who are not supposed to shout.

Therefore a workplace meltdown has to be incorrectly categorised into a mental-health box and can’t be normal people at the end of their tether. Apart from babysitting, I’d say we are her only work experience.

‘This job is not what I thought it would be,’ Chloe goes on. ‘How do you handle it, Sid?’

Chloe has seen me with my kid sister, Vilma, who is nineteen, and I’m getting the vibe that she thinks I am Vilma’s mother, therefore a nurturing sort.

I am not a nurturing sort. Not by a long shot.

Plus, she can’t really think I’m Vilma’s mother? I’m thirty-four, not forty-four, although my skincare regime is a little lax, if I’m honest.

The barman finally hands me my large glass of wine and I’m about to test how acidic it is before replying when I think, who am I kidding? I’d drink battery acid at five-thirty on a Friday. Still, the battery acid works and I sigh deeply after my first deep drink.

‘Chloe, without meaning to sound unhinged, sometimes I go into the office kitchen and have a little rant at the microwave. It lets off steam.’

I had a mini-canteen breakdown yesterday when a frantic phone call came in about a pancake-and-cream franchise setting up shop right beside a school which famously has no sports area whatsoever. I tell Chloe this.

‘But you didn’t shout at anyone, did you?’ says Chloe, sounding younger every moment.

Patience has never been one of my finer qualities, but I try my best.

‘Work can push people, Chloe. Adrienne’s brilliant at her job; passionate. It was nothing personal, I’m sure, but I’ll talk to her if you like. Did she say sorry?’

Chloe blushes. ‘Yes, several times, but that’s not the point, is it?’

‘The workplace can be a tense environment,’ I say, thinking that the pub is doing its job and I am relaxed enough to stop myself throwing the contents of my glass over Chloe to show her how people can really react when they’re irritated.

‘Want a nacho?’ I hand Chloe the packet to change the subject.

‘I don’t eat processed foods,’ she says piously.

‘Suit yourself.’ I snap my packet back.

Chloe hasn’t a clue as to what work is really like as opposed to what young people think it is going to be. The microwave getting shouted at and that accountant who’d faked his CV and nearly lost us our government funding because of the subsequent funds-going-missing fall-out are about the worst things that have ever happened there. The money’s not great and I’d be better off if I’d moved jobs years ago, but Nurture is a nice, steady place to work, despite the setbacks like cream-and-pancake franchises. Nurture is truly my second family.

If Chloe knew what horrors some offices held in store for newcomers, she’d take being screamed at in the kitchen any day.

When I finish my wine, I use an app to call a taxi from the only taxi company I ever use. Everyone else has different systems and can’t understand why I prefer to wait twenty minutes for someone I know to turn up and bring me home, but I don’t care. When the text comes that my driver’s here, I say goodbye to everyone and try not to get sucked into any more open-ended discussions about terrible work traumas. Everyone is relaxed by now and it’s a good time to go. My own couch, possibly a hot bath and a box set await me. I never drive into the office on Fridays and walk in because my bijou apartment – very bijou – is only two miles away from our city-centre offices. But I never do the walk home.

Tonight, my driver is a lovely man called Gareth, who looks like a bouncer and has a husband and two apricot-coloured chugs (pugs crossed with chihuahuas: ‘Their breathing’s much better, Sid, love, when they’re mixed breed’) at home. As he’s finishing his shift, he’s perfectly happy to sit without much conversation – the chugs are losing weight as per the vet’s instructions, thankfully – and listen to Lyric FM playing quietly over the radio.

I phone Vilma from the car: ‘Hi, Vilma, tell me – do I look old enough to be your mother?’ I ask.

My little sister snorts down the phone, then hits protective mode: ‘No! Who said that?’

I sink into the back seat. ‘A girl in my office, about eighteen, an intern. She’s probably seen you come to get me for lunch because I had the distinct feeling she thought I was your mother.’

‘Don’t be an idiot.’

‘Really.’

‘What did she say?’

‘It’s not what she said – it’s that she thinks I’m the motherly type,’ I mutter, sorry I started this.

‘You’re the “take down the patriarchy” and the true sisterhood type,’ says Vilma. ‘You look out for the women you work with. You dumbass.’ She uses the term with affection. ‘You like them to be prepared, same way you prepared me for life after school, and in school for that matter. That’s why my friends love you. You tell us to take no shit and we don’t. You’re our special ops trainer, Sid: leave no woman behind. Sort of like the Army Rangers – be ready for anything.’

I say nothing for a moment: I always wanted Vilma and her friends to be prepared for life because women are notorious for playing by the rules when the other half of the human race long since ripped up the rule book. I adore Vilma – nobody is going to hurt her on my watch.

‘That’s probably it,’ I say, aiming for cheerful.

‘Besides, you’ve got Mum’s skin: olive and anti-ageing, horrible sister. I’ve got Dad’s: pale and liable to burn after five minutes in the sun. You look way too young to be my mum . . . You’d have to have had me when you were fifteen, and in all the pictures I’ve seen of you at fifteen you look like you’re considering entering a convent.’

‘I was a nerd,’ I protest. ‘Nerds wore undistressed jeans and fluffy sweaters with cats on them.’

Vilma laughs.

She and I are technically half-sisters and she takes after my beloved stepfather, Stefan, who required no make-up when he’d adoringly dress up as a vampire to accompany her and other small children on the endless Hallowe’en rounds. He is actually Lithuanian but has the bone structure and height of someone who just drove down from the Carpathians in a black coach. Vilma, whose name means ‘truth’ in Lithuanian, is the same as Stefan – pale skin, pale eyes, hair like the woods at midnight. I’m like my mother: my hair’s chocolate with what Vilma fancifully likes to call bronze highlights, and my eyes are like Mum’s, hazel. But Mum’s a perfect hippie with her hair long and trailing, which goes with her Stevie Nicks’ vibe, while mine’s short. And if anyone ever catches me in a hippie outfit, kill me immediately.

‘What’re you up to tonight?’ I ask Vilma, imagining her in the bedroom she shares in a college house, deciding whether it’s a jeans night or time to break out the big guns and wear one of the floaty skirts she borrowed from Mum – to be worn ironically, of course.

‘Going to Jojo’s for a Netflix binge. Drag Race old seasons.’

I can hear the rattle of clothes hangers as she speaks.

‘What—’

I know what’s coming next.

What are you up to tonight?

‘Just here,’ I say, as if here is somewhere exciting instead of outside my building. I can’t face Vilma’s sadness at the fact that my life revolves around almost nothing social. ‘Talk tomorrow and be—’

‘—safe, yes,’ she replies. ‘Love you.’

‘Love you more.’

It takes another few minutes to get me home.

‘Thanks, Gareth,’ I say, climbing out right in front of the steps to my apartment-block door. That’s the great thing about my taxi guys. There’s none of that, ‘We’ll just drop you on the corner here and sure, you can walk the rest of the way’ with them. I tip well and I always ask to be brought as close to the door as possible.

I’m on the tenth floor, which is utterly wonderful from the point of view of getting burgled, because there’s a great shortage of ten-storey ladders. Any would-be intruders would have to come from inside the building and, given the concierge system and security cameras all over the place, which I do not regret paying for in my management fees, it’s very unlikely that anyone in our apartments would ever get burgled. Plus, I have three locks on the door. And a baseball bat inside it.

Marc, who’d been my significant other for twelve years, hadn’t said a word when I insisted on getting three locks. It was one of the many things I loved about him.

Loved: is there a sadder word?

I open my three locks, step inside, relock them quickly and walk through the hall, which, finally, is no longer bare-looking, because Vilma had persuaded me to give her money for frames for some art prints, which we then hung with sticky wall hangers because we are both lethal with hammers.

Marc had taken all his pictures when he’d left.

‘Sid, you really don’t care about interiors, do you? It looks like you just rent the place and expect to be evicted at any moment,’ said Vilma one day when she was visiting. ‘Give me a few quid and I’ll find pictures to give some vague sense that you’re staying longer than a week.’

And she had.

Vilma is a wonderful sister, a conduit to another world. I’m not sure how I would have got by this past year without her because Marc and I were like an old married couple with our own happy routines. Without him, I was rudderless.

There was no one to make me morning coffee, no one to cook up scrambled eggs when we’d run out of groceries, no one to sit with in companionable peace while we surfed the TV stations and our various cable subscriptions.

Sometimes, when I get home, it feels as if somebody has died and left me alone in my little universe.

I conquer this by watching more and more TV and making cocktails – only at weekends – from The Butler’s Friend, a vintage book from the 1920s which has taught me to make the perfect Boulevardier, where the secret is not just rye whiskey, sweet vermouth and Campari, but to stir and never shake.

Apart from trips home to see Mum and Stefan, my stepfather, and when Vilma comes to see me, I exist in a world of work, home and online supermarket deliveries.

If making the perfect Boulevardier, staying in all weekend and having a loving relationship with my couch cushions were what it took to keep me sane, then that’s what I’d do. Marc’s leaving had shocked me and made me feel stupid all at the same time. Because, under the circumstances, our relationship was hardly built to last. It was a miracle it had lasted as long as it did, but still, I missed him. We’d grown into adulthood together but that childhood-sweethearts-lasting-forever thing is a hard trick to pull off.

Still, what we’d had was special and I knew I’d never have it again. Besides, I needed another man in my life like I needed a hole in the head. I had everything I wanted. Except for those new biker boots I was longing for.

Who needs men when you’ve got fabulous boots, right?
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Marin

I have my hand on the handle of conference room four and I’m steeling myself to open it.

I take a deep breath, hold it for a count of five, and let it out again slowly – a concept brought to me by my daughter, Rachel, who says nobody breathes properly.

‘We’d all be dead, then,’ pointed out Joey, my other child, nine and three quarters and hilariously determined to annoy his elder sister.

‘Properly, dopey head,’ said Rachel. ‘We tense up and don’t use the correct muscles.’

She might have a point. To open the door to conference room four, I think I need a brown paper bag to breathe into because I know exactly what I’ll find in there and, some days, I just can’t cope with the toxicity.

Eighteen years of working as an estate agent has taught me that the early gut impression of a disintegrating marriage can be as good as being their divorce mediator.

In other words: you’d be surprised how much you can tell about people when you are selling their home.

The Ryans, inside the room, are enriched uranium toxic.

Like when I do Pilates and think my stomach might explode with the pain of unused muscles being worked out, I force myself past the feelings and enter the room.

The Ryans are each glaring at the window behind the desk.

They both accompanied me on the initial valuation of their three-bed, semi-detached house in the lovely suburb of Glenageary. Every opened door was a failure of their life together. For example, the two unused children’s bedrooms, one of which was where Charlotte Ryan now stored her clothes.

Leo opened one closet door aggressively: ‘See? Half of this stuff still has tags on it. Unworn.’

I like to think I’m always professional but I nearly needed the brown paper bag then, too. Unworn clothes. Expensive unworn clothes. I yearned to sort through the piles with Charlotte and offer her anything to try them on. She’s probably my height, five six, about the same size – twelve – and is clearly a shopaholic, with money.

There the similarity ends because her hair is expensively highlighted while mine is at the growing-out-the-mistake-fringe stage, and is my natural chestnut colour, constantly tied up at the back of my head and nourished with dry shampoo.

Still, the thought of her wardrobe haul is affecting my brain like the thought of a line of cocaine must affect a coke addict. I stifled the urge but the clothes haunted me all the way around the house.

If only I had the perfect clothes, then everything in my life would be wonderful. I’d feel complete, not less-than.

Random female clients wouldn’t look at me as if I was the downtrodden hired help in my black trousers – where are the fashion people hiding the perfect ones? – worn to hide my big hips. My mother wouldn’t remark every time she saw me in work clothes that it was a pity my firm didn’t have a uniform. My mother has a normal nose but she can look down it as if it was a ski jump in Val d’Isère.

If I had the right jeans, trousers and crisp white shirt, I’d like me more and Nate, my husband, would fancy me the way he used to fancy me back in the days when dinosaurs roamed the earth. But then, maybe marriages are like that, right? Wild lust in the beginning settles down to ‘Did you put out the bins?’.

Now that they’ve accepted my valuation and have chosen Hilliers and McKenzie to sell their property, the Ryans are here in person to discuss the reams of paperwork required to sell a house and sign the company contract. Today.

Charlotte’s wearing Isabel Marant. Hideously expensive and, like most high-end clothes, utterly impossible to sell on after being worn. I know because occasionally I shop for expensive clothes, then find out they don’t suit me, and try to sell them on.

I know I have a problem, OK? For some people, it’s chocolate. For others, wine o’clock.

Anything to fill the gaping hole of emptiness.

For me, it’s frantic, addict-level shopping until I’m sitting breathlessly in the car with my haul and I realise, again, that this has all been a mistake. Like all addictive things, my chronic compulsive shopping hits my pocket ruthlessly.

I cannot ask a client about her clothes.

Get a grip, Marin Stanley, I tell myself firmly. You are a professional.

I therefore adopt my professional smile, which is clearly set to ‘far too friendly’ as its appearance elicits a diatribe from Charlotte about how Leo is keeping the house like a pit and they’ll never sell unless he opens some windows and swears off the beer.

‘The place smells like a brewery!’

In turn, this makes Leo kick off about how Charlotte had better not start on him now because he can’t take any more of her bitching.

I am suddenly annoyed with these people. I steel myself to sound brisk and do what a mentor had told me years ago: carry on as if the argument simply is not happening.

‘Your contract with Hilliers and McKenzie,’ I say, rapping said document onto the desk. ‘I’ll go through the details again.’

They shut up.

After an hour of hostility so intense it could run the national grid, I escape the small office to lean against the wall near the giant ficus which brings the dual benefits of oxygen and a discreet hiding space into the office.

From her desk, which is, as ever, perfectly tidy, our office administrator, Bernie, sees me. For once, she appears not to be on the phone, although her ever-present headset is still plugged into her ear. She leaves her chair and is at my side in a moment.

‘Do we need someone to go in and clean up the bodies?’ she asks.

‘No, but I was tempted,’ I tell her.

‘Ha!’

‘I need caffeine,’ I mutter, ‘then I’ll go back in.’

Bernie pats my arm. ‘Leave it to me,’ she says.

She swoops into the office and closes the door. I imagine her telling Leo and Charlotte that once we get all the paperwork signed and have their booking deposit, we can move on to the other important issues like solicitors, contracts, PSRA forms, money-laundering legislation forms – all the important details of estate agents in a modern age.

I have briefly discussed all of this with them and I should be in there now but, luckily, Bernie can tell when anyone in the office is suffering from Separating Couple Anxiety. Empathy is both very useful and a hindrance in an estate agent.

Five minutes pass and I check the emails on my phone.

She glides gracefully out of the office.

‘I have given them all the papers,’ she says. ‘I considered asking if they wanted more tea or coffee, but thought they might throw hot liquids and we’d get sued.’

We grin at each other.

‘Quick, I gave them only one pen. So there is something physical to argue over. Coffee,’ she says.

We hurry into the little office kitchen where Bernie, after one crisp conversation with one of the senior partners, had a coffee-shop-standard machine installed. It would be the envy of every other estate agent in the country, I imagine, if they knew about it. But then we are a high-value agency and I doubt if anyone has an office administrator like Bernie. Deftly, she makes us two strong shots of espresso and we drink them, hers straight, mine with a little hint of sugar.

In the interests of full disclosure, I also like sugar, biscuits and chocolates.

‘It’s sad,’ Bernie says thoughtfully, ‘how sometimes the separating ones are so full of rage against each other. It’s not good for the soul.’

‘I don’t know how you subdue them,’ I say ruefully. ‘It felt as if they were about to kill each other and every word was a knife thrown.’

‘They are angry with the world and it spills over. We’ll let them sit in there on their own for a while and then I will go in and charm them. Don’t take on their rage.’

Finally, the Ryans leave the building and I find that Rachel is right. I am breathing better.

I take up my phone to message her something funny about this and find that because my phone was on silent for the meeting, I’ve missed a call, a text from my mother and that Nate has messaged me.

My mother texts like people once sent telegrams, as if words cost money. Particularly ones like ‘please’, ‘thank you’, and ‘love’: I MUST talk to you about your brother! Phone soonest.

I add so many kisses and hearts to Rachel’s messages that they’re often a sea of pink and red. I know that when Joey gets a phone, in the very distant future, I shall have to call a halt to this outpouring of love. Boys go off to school holding their mothers’ hands, but by the time Joey is twelve and gets a phone, he’ll be teased mercilessly at any sign of a heart emoji.

Nate’s message is better than my mother’s but not much:

Talked to Steve earlier. I asked him and Angie to dinner tomorrow. Know it’s a bit last minute but you’re fabulous at pulling rabbits out of hats. Asked Finn too. He’s coming alone. What about Bea and Luke? Nate

Nate is not a man given to kisses at the end of messages. He finds my outpourings of adoring emojis ludicrous and he teases me mercilessly about them.

In person, however, he’s very affectionate, so I can live without smiley faces and hearts. He’s also the sort of man who’d have been called a bon viveur in another era. He’s tall, strong and muscular from lots of exercise, has a fine singing voice and is always delighted to get his old electric guitar out at parties, so he and his two best friends, Finn and Steve, can sing the folky rock they used to perform when they busked during their college years.

My Nate loves parties, always has, always will. He’s never happier than when the house is full of our friends, but these days, I feel too tired to entertain so much. The endless cycle of work, housework, grocery shopping and making dinner is getting to me.

Sometimes, I simply need time to relax with just us. But I can’t break his heart like that.

I fire off a couple of messages, telling Nate it’s fine – although it’s not, really – and texting my mother that I will phone her on the way home.

At my desk, instead of working, I scribble a few frantic menu ideas. I love dinners with my family. Weekend cooking is the best: when there’s no rush, I can mess around with recipes and we all have a lazy dinner where there’s no studying, homework or anything to hurry us. I don’t even mind lazy last-minute dinners where I throw the takeaway menus on the table and we come to a consensus, but there’s no hope of that with Steve and Angie.

I like Steve. He and Finn are Nate’s oldest friends: they met at college through the running club and now, two and a half decades later, they’re still friends. The fourth part of the gang was Jean-Luc, Bea’s husband, who died in a car accident nearly ten years ago.

We’ve kept our friendship going through those awful years after Jean-Luc was killed, when Bea couldn’t cope with get-togethers because it was too painful to remember how it used to be. Somehow, we got her back into the fold because, as Nate insisted, she was part of us. We’d be letting both her and Jean-Luc down if we didn’t try.

Bea is amazing: she’s raised their son, Luke, on her own, works part-time as a secretary in a dental and medical clinic, so she is always there to collect Luke from school, and she’s a lioness protecting him, trying to give him everything his dad isn’t there to give. Her coming back to our group is partly because of Luke – he and Joey are the same age and, I like to think, because the three men provide role models for a fatherless son.

I like Steve but I admit to loving Finn like a brother. He’s kind, warm, clever and, since he broke up with his long-term girlfriend, Mags, has demonstrated unerringly bad taste in girlfriends. I wish I could find someone fabulous for him; I had hopes for him and Bea, to be honest, but they are just friends.

Plus, I don’t think you can make other people fall in love with each other – it happens organically or not at all.

Steve used to fly through women as if he thought the world was ending and spreading his seed was paramount. Then he met Angie.

I can’t honestly say how I feel about Angie because she makes me feel inadequate on so many levels that I’ve never managed to reach the bedrock of knowing whether I like her or not. There: I’ve said it. I feel guilty saying it because she’s so nice but I can’t help it. Some people push us into being our worse selves.

First time I met her, I saw this vision of sexy, beautifully dressed blondeness getting out of a taxi at the restaurant and my insecurities covered me like a warm, sticky blanket. I felt like I used to when I was a child and my mother was listing my imperfections.

That night, Angie was perfectly pleasant to everyone, talked warmly to me and Mags and discussed work – it would have been easier if she’d been beautiful and brainless but no, she’s an award-winning architect in a practice with another woman. She enthralled every guy at and near our table. Her existence pushed every button in me, the ones that said my hair is wrong (goes frizzy so easily), my clothes are wrong and I could lose six pounds without it putting a dent in my overall body mass.

Eleven years later, nothing has changed.

Duh.

A dinner with Angie will mean me pulling out all the stops on my precious Saturday morning off.

Maybe not all the stops, I remind myself, because the grocery bank account is not looking particularly healthy right now. The mortgage is still not paid off and even though people assume that any financial job like Nate’s is the equivalent of having a money-printing press in the basement, we are not rich.

I tell myself to go through the bank direct debits and payments this weekend. A financial audit. Although that scares me, because an audit will make me face up to why I bought Lululemon – Lululemon! – track pants for running when I never run. But the leggings were so soft and lovely, I just thought, maybe with the right leggings I would run? Hopefully?

I work my way through a pile of paperwork, make some phone calls, write some emails and finally finish for the day.

In our business, the working day is anything but a nine-to-five one. Evening and Saturday showings are part of the business and if you’re a mother, you need a brilliant child minder.

But I have been in Hilliers and McKenzie for a long time and have moved up the ladder enough to ease that pressure. Happily for me, gone are the days of standing for several two-hour bursts in a series of show houses where you cannot use the facilities, make tea or barely sit on one of the mini-sized couches brought in to make the rooms look bigger, all the while fingering speed dial on your phone in case a weird viewer comes in and you are alone. Now, I am a senior negotiator and handle bigger-value properties and the one-offs, which means I have more power over my own diary. I still have to spend plenty of Saturdays and late nights showing houses but I can arrange it all myself, rather than the more junior staff members who have their showings assigned.

As I head out into the winter rain, I phone my mother and prepare myself for the onslaught.

‘Your father’s still in the allotment. He should have married that allotment,’ my mother shrieks, full volume, down the line.

Dominic, my younger brother who is currently living back home, is in his room ‘all hours, never cracks open the window and he doesn’t know how to put on a wash!’.

I could mention that if my mother had taught my ditzy thirty-nine-year-old brother how to wash his own clothes when he was a teenager, he might still be married and not be back in the family home clogging the place up like a freeloading guest without the skills to cook, buy groceries, wash towels, clean the bathroom after he’s used it, or offer to pitch in with rent money.

But I never point out what my mother should have done. My mission, should I choose to accept it, is to listen, agree with her and then nod silently at how could his wife throw him out of the house? The irony of this never escapes me.

There are three kids in my family and Dominic, the youngest, could do no wrong in my mother’s eyes until recently during the year-long-catastrophe that is Dom’s marriage break-up. His wife got tired of being married to a child-man who thinks there’s a laundry/cooking/cleaning fairy.

Dominic is not my problem. April, my sister, a woman who believes in romantic fairy tales, is not my problem either. April’s the oldest of us three but I definitely parent her. How did this happen? I can’t afford the therapy to find out.

As the family fixer, I’m the one who gets the annoyed phone calls from my mother and the begging ones from my father. Last week’s instalment in this long-running saga: ‘Marin, can you say you need a babysitter next Wednesday? Pretty please? Your mother’s got the book-club women in.’

The ‘book-club women’ are Ma’s friends who prefer bitching about their other halves to reading. When they’re there, she loudly discusses how bad her life is with my poor father able to hear every word from the tiny den next door, even when he has the sound turned up on the telly.

Being the family fixer also means getting exhausted calls from Dom’s wife, Sue-Who-Deserves-Sainthood, who needs Dom to appoint a lawyer so they can get on with the legalities; and then calls from my mother again, who must have got some of the lawyer-type calls from Sue too, because she’s got bursitis in one of her knees owing to back-to-back novenas, praying for Dom’s marriage. My mother doesn’t believe in divorce.

If Ma knew about April’s life choices, all of which involve married men, I’d have to call an ambulance.

I know my duty: calm my mother down or she’ll have bursitis in the other knee too.

‘I’ll talk to Dominic, Ma,’ I say. ‘I think Dad’s been planting some Christmas bulbs he wants to force for you. He knows how you love hyacinths,’ I add, which is a white lie, because I told him to plant something to keep her happy. ‘There’s something about the scent of them in the house for the holidays, isn’t there?’

Ma is thrilled with this vision of her taste and is mollified. Mollifying my mother is tricky but I am good at it: I’ve had enough practice, after all. Somehow, after her extracting a promise from me to phone Dom’s wife, Sue, I hang up.

Sue’s a decent woman who deserves better than Dominic, much and all as I love him. Until he grows up, there is no hope for him having a sensible relationship.

Ideally, he needs to get out of my parents’ house, live on his own and reflect that the real world is hard.

Saying you’re in love with someone in front of a church full of your friends and relatives is not what marriage is about. It’s about respect, compromise, caring, affection, kindness and, sometimes, making dinner for glamorous people who intimidate you because it will make your spouse happy.

It’s Saturday evening, I’ve been out all afternoon showing a lovely late Edwardian house to scores of people who are all interested, but none interested enough to put in an offer. This means that as I stand in the kitchen sweating over a hot stove, I’m feeling irritated and somewhat put upon because of having to cook instead of ordering take out and collapsing in front of the telly. Bea and Luke are late, which is a pity, as Bea is a marvellous cook and always helps, and Luke could play Xbox with poor Joey who is currently sitting silently with Alexandra, Angie and Steve’s ten-year-old daughter, while she plays with her mother’s phone.

It’s my fault: ‘Be polite to her,’ I always say and he does his best. They’re in the same class at school and don’t really get on, so I know he feels aggrieved to be stuck with her at the weekend as well as during the week.

Rachel is out at her friend Megan’s house, where they’re doing something that involves watching TV simultaneously with their friend in college in Galway. It’s at moments like this that I question Rachel’s – and Megan’s – decision to have a gap year before starting college late next September. In March, they’ll have earned enough from their various jobs to start a six-month travel fest around the world. The problem is that they’re enjoying themselves so much, I don’t know if they’ll ever go to college.

Her evening out means I’m in the kitchen alone. I have pulled out as many stops as I can and spent far too much buying expensive beef with which to make a teriyaki beef stir fry. No matter how much prep you do beforehand, stir-frying for nine means you end up with two woks and sweat breaking out on your forehead.

‘Can I help?’

It’s Angie, who always offers to help and I always say no.

Tonight, as ever, she looks immaculate. To a clothes-obsessed woman like myself, I can see that she has the right sneakers (expensive), worn with ankle skimming jeans (also expensive) and a cream silk and cashmere zipped hoodie that clings. You can tell it’s got silk in there: the fineness of the cashmere is the key. There’s a translucency there to the expert/obsessive eye.

I almost moan. I’ve seen most of the outfit on Net à Porter: not in the sale part of the site, although that’s where I spend hours scrolling. Not buying. Just scrolling.

Angie is perfect.

In her presence, I feel diminished and then ashamed at feeling so. How can I be a fit mother to a nearly grown daughter when I let such stupid things as clothes and body image affect me so badly?

‘No, really, Marin. Let me do something. The men are talking work and I am fed up of work.’

She does try but I can’t let her.

‘You’ll ruin your clothes if you fry,’ I say. ‘How about moving the drinks into the dining area and warming the plates,’ I improvise.

‘Sure.’

By the time dinner is served, with Angie having carried the plates to the table and having called everyone, I feel like the scullery maid in a period film with Angie as the elegant lady hostess.

‘It looks gorgeous,’ says Nate, his hand resting on Angie’s shoulder as he walks round her to his seat at the table.

He smiles adoringly at Angie – adoringly! There’s no other word for it and at that moment, I hate her. She’s one of those women, I decide furiously, the ones who think nothing of flirting with other women’s husbands. Does she want Nate?

Bitch.

‘Really, this looks wonderful,’ Nate says again and I feel my blood boil.

I cooked it, I want to say. She warmed the plates, nothing more. But then Nate gives me a one-armed hug and says: ‘Fabulous little chef, our Marin,’ and before I know it, they’re all holding glasses up, even the kids with their orange-juice ones, and I’m supposed to smile, even though I’m sweaty, still wearing my apron and reeking of kitchen.

Nate hands me wine and I take a gulp before whisking off the apron.

I fix a smile to my face. Fabulous little chef ? I’m over-reacting, that’s all.

‘Enjoy,’ I say, and take two more gulps of the wine. Feeling bitchy brings out my inner alcoholic tendencies.

Nate and Steve had argued over which was better: the wine Nate had chosen or the bottles Steve had brought. I hate the stupid male competitiveness between them. But right now, I don’t care which wine it is, I finish my glass far too quickly and fill it up again.

It will serve a purpose. And stop me hoping the competitiveness doesn’t extend to wives.

When the doorbell rings, I leap to my feet.

‘Bea and Luke,’ I guess, delighted that a female ally has arrived.

Bea looks so cold, she’s actually shivering. Her dark hair is plastered to her face, any mascara she’d applied earlier has slid down her cheeks and I swear there’s a blue tinge to her.

‘The tyre went flat and we had to fix it!’ says Luke, erupting happily into the house and charging off to see Joey.

Bea holds out her hands, which I now see are filthy. ‘It’s so long since I changed a tyre, I’d almost forgotten. We were stuck because I couldn’t get one of the nuts off the tyre and then this man stopped –’

‘You let a stranger help?’ says Finn, coming into the hall. ‘You should have phoned – I’d have come out.’

‘I can take care of myself,’ says Bea, waggling a penknife she’s produced from her coat pocket.

‘Hold on, Mr Attacker: just let me get the knife part out – oops, that’s the bottle opener, now wait: which end is up?’ says Finn.

‘Thanks, smartarse,’ says Bea, grinning. ‘I’m sorry I’m so late, Marin. Go ahead and eat but I’m filthy and wet. Can I borrow something?’

‘You’ll have to borrow something of Rachel’s,’ I say, feeling a wobble in my self-esteem. Am I menopausal? That could explain it. ‘My stuff will swim on you.’

Bea’s tall and naturally slender with legs that genuinely go on forever and, despite all this slenderness, has actual boobs. When I first met her, she was going out with Jean-Luc, I was newly dating Nate, and Bea had been his previous girlfriend. We were early twenty-somethings. Stuff like that happened then. Everyone had said that Bea was so beautiful, I was more nervous of meeting her than of gaining the approval of Nate’s pals. But she was so likeable, an intense student studying French and history, which was how she and Jean-Luc had hooked up; he was making a mint giving French tutorials given his Auvergne heritage.

The thing is, Bea is nothing like Angie – she never makes me feel less-than. She never notices her beauty now just as she never noticed it when we were in college and I felt both gauche and encased in puppy fat alongside her slender, fey cleverness.

If Steve had died, would I still be inviting Angie into our lives? Sexy Angie? No.

But Bea’s different. Bea has been in my life for twenty years, she’s my friend.

I grab her hand. ‘Come on upstairs. We can rifle through Rachel’s things and find you something dry.’

Upstairs, Bea refuses a shower but towels off and I find her something of Rachel’s to wear. Rachel’s twenty-seven-inch-waist jeans are perfect, as is a silky black blouse.

‘I couldn’t get a leg in those jeans,’ I say mournfully.

‘Nonsense.’

Bea is there, hugging me. She is so very affectionate and I feel for her with only Luke to be affectionate with now and no husband to hug.

‘You’re gorgeous. You’re the sexy, curvy one. I’m the one with bony knees who spent college elbowing people because my limbs had suddenly grown too large.’

We laugh at the memory.

I’d expected to dislike this tall, slim girl with the cloudy auburn hair because Nate had gone out with her before me. But two minutes in Bea’s presence had sorted that out. She’d been sitting with them all, chatting mainly to Finn, when Nate introduced me.

‘Nate Stanley, in the name of the sisterhood, I am ordering you to be nice to lovely Marin and don’t leave her waiting for you in random pubs,’ she’d said.

‘Yes, or we’ll make you suffer,’ said Finn lazily. ‘He has no manners. Too macho,’ he confided to me.

‘I am not,’ said Nate, stung.

‘He’s a sweetie,’ Bea had whispered to me, ‘but don’t tell him I said that. He’s like the big brother I never had. If he steps out of line, tell me or Finn.’

I wish I could tell her that something feels out-of-line right now but there’s nothing I can put my finger on. Besides, Bea has enough to cope with. Life as a widow with an almost ten-year-old boy is not easy. She’s been alone since a car crash took her beloved Jean-Luc ten years ago. She doesn’t need me moaning on with my wild imaginings about Angie wanting to get her hands on Nate. Because that’s all they are.

Bea lost the man she loved in one fatal moment when she was eight and a half months pregnant with their child.

If anyone gets to moan, it’s Bea.
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Bea

‘Kite-surfing or hang-gliding?’ asks Shazz.

‘I’m so much more a kite-surfing sort of gal,’ I say sarcastically, hauling the newly changed duvet onto the bed and making everything neat. I love having fresh bedclothes at the weekend. Ironed and everything. The first time Shazz realised I iron my sheets, she said, ‘You’re fucking kidding me, right?’

‘No,’ I said. ‘I like ironed sheets and a pretty bed, so shoot me. And watch the language – the kids will hear.’

The kids are my Luke and her Raffie, born around the same time, introduced at the health clinic when they were a month old and both of us were single mothers with newborns, reeling with exhaustion. I was thirty-three, Shazz was twenty-three. We had nothing in common except our babies, but we clicked.

Raffie’s over here for a play date and there’s much giggling from downstairs as they create baby chickens on Minecraft, the current craze. Shazz has stayed to chat and Christie and the girls are coming later.

‘They hear bad language everywhere,’ says Shazz now, and she’s right. Fighting the onslaught of bad language and the fear of social media awaiting them mean mothering is tricky, to say the least.

I neatly arrange the fake mohair blanket in a seafoam colour at the end of the bed, fix my cushions on the pillows and admire my hard work.

Shazz, one of my best friends since that day in the health clinic and a woman whose ultra-pink hair is almost definitely visible from space, is sitting on the floor against the radiator not helping in the slightest.

But then Shazz has seen me at my worst in this bed, like that time when the kids were tiny when Luke and I both had a vomiting bug and she came over to take care of us, which is not something everyone would do. Anyone who’s stripped the bed and remade it, while I retched loudly in the bathroom, and then tucked me back into bed with rehydration salts and said; ‘Sleep, babes, I’ll take care of everything,’ never has to bother helping again. They have earned the right to sit on the floor and drink coffee.

‘Is kite-surfing that one where they look as if they’re being dragged out to sea?’ I ask, starting dusting.

‘Yeah, I think,’ she says, which is her version of ignoring me. She’s busy on her tablet writing me up a dating profile despite my protests that hell will freeze over before I go on another date. In the past eight years – since Shazz and our other friend, Christie, started pushing me to try again – I’ve been on a few dates. Disaster does not come near describing any of them.

At the top of my list of shame stars Ed. He was a set-up by an old school friend and in her fantasy world, her cousin Ed and I – two lonely people – were going to fall madly in love with each other.

This type of behaviour makes a woman wonder exactly what her old friends think of her when they stick cousin Ed on a platter and say, ‘Now, there you are! A man! He’s just your sort.’

Ed was nobody’s sort. He had limited small talk unless it was about the rise of right-wing European politics (he was all for it) or model trains. Ed had been searching for love for years. Years. Women were picky, he said with narrowed eyes. Women expect men to buy them dinner into the bargain. Did they think he was made of money?

It was a summer party, so I excused myself to the bathroom, had no coat to find, and headed for home. I’d had the most amazing, wonderful husband and he’d been snatched from me, leaving me a widow at thirty-three. And people were trying to set me up with losers like Ed?

‘You’re thinking about Ed,’ says Shazz, long neon and diamante purple-gel nails working the keypad, looking for hunks who’d fancy single mothers. ‘You have an Ed look on your face.’

‘Delayed shock,’ I say.

‘You do French, right?’ she asks.

Jean-Luc was French and we met when I was brushing up my French at an evening course he was teaching.

‘Yeeees,’ I say, dragging the word out. I can see sheer filth coming out of this online profile. Shazz could have so much fun with my ability to do things French-style.

‘I speak French, Shazz. Mentioning anything else French is asking for trouble.’

‘Oh, don’t be so picky,’ she say blithely, tap tapping away.

I left the dating scene because it was so horrendous and because I’d largely relied on the comfortable route of meeting men via friends. Internet dating scares me. I don’t want to swipe my way to love on my phone – Shazz has swiped left many times since she’s been a single mum and frankly, I don’t know why there aren’t more crime shows on how much guys lie about themselves on their profiles, not to mention using other people’s photos so that they are entirely unrecognisable.

Shazz found the love of her life, Zephaniah, online, which is why she’s keen to get me set up again. She’s a born-again romantic. But I’m stalling. I have post-traumatic dating syndrome.

The nail in the coffin, so to speak, was at a party held by Moira, a woman I once worked with. She met me at the front door, utterly excited: ‘Bea, I have just the guy for you. Trust me.’

Trust me is what people say when they’re about to lie to you.

Startlingly, the guy in question wasn’t a weirdo. He was nice, just not my type in the slightest because when it came down to it, I thought ruefully, my type was lying in the cold ground.

The problem turned out to be a guy called Joe who was there with his wife, about whom Joe conveniently forgot as soon as he set eyes on me.

After many glasses of wine, I was Joe’s type. He happily decided that I was there for him. The nice guy and I agreed that we weren’t each other’s dream date, so he went off in search of craft beer and a long conversation with some other people about the Champions League. I decided to find my coat with Joe following me around like a dog snuffling for biscuits.

I wanted to escape quietly and I didn’t know where the coats were being kept, and Joe followed me into one of the bedrooms on my search. Worse, his wife thought I was encouraging it.

‘Leave him alone,’ she said, finally pinning me in a corner.

‘I do not want Joe,’ I said angrily. ‘In fact, I have no interest in Joe. I came here for a few drinks with my friend, and it turns out she has a man lined up for me.’ I pointed towards the dining-room table area where the food was laid out. ‘There he is over there, talking about football and beer. While your husband,’ Joe was slinking further and further away all the time, ‘has decided he is for me. I have no interest in him. So why don’t you bring him home, sober him up and tell him not to run after strange women at parties.’

‘It’s your fault,’ she screeched. ‘You skinny bitches with your long hair and no baby fat! You dangle yourselves and your breasts in front of him!’

Clearly this was an ongoing problem and one of the reasons it had not been nipped in the bud was because Mrs Joe always blamed whatever woman Joe had got in his sights, instead of getting Joe and nailing his knee caps to the floor. Also, I am on the bosomy side and Mrs Joe was not. Having big boobs is not all it’s cracked up to be but clearly mine had sent Mrs Joe over the edge.

I pushed away from her and said: ‘Next time, blame your husband, don’t blame the poor woman he is pursuing.’

Still shaking, I found my coat in a chaotic pile in a spare bedroom, walked up to Moira and said hotly, ‘I am never coming to your house again. You left me to that mad woman.’

‘She gets a bit like that when she’s had drink . . .’

‘What’s Joe’s excuse?’

‘Over-excitable, loves women.’ She looked guilty.

‘Why didn’t you rescue me?’ I demanded. ‘In future, we meet for coffee and only coffee. You’re buying!’

In the taxi on the way home, I pondered that hitting men like Joe over the head was the only answer. Then, I came to the conclusion that really, the only answer was not going out to parties until people decided that I had actively chosen the celibate life.

But Shazz was convinced in her lovestruck state that I needed pairing up too. Christie – lesbian mother of two exquisite twin girls born via IVF and now living with a female police inspector, Gloria – was on Shazz’s side.

The get-Bea-dating-again adventure has been going on for weeks now and I have already seen more dating profiles than I ever cared to. From my glimpse into this world, every man is a hiking, scuba-diving dude who has an Idris Elba/Lionel Messi thing going and plays guitar, or else, they’re sex-starved maniacs who imply that what’s in their trousers can also be seen from space.

‘Can you play a musical instrument?’ asks Shazz.

‘Does the ukulele count?’ I enquire.

‘No, smartarse,’ she replies. ‘Playing the spoons is out too.’

We both laugh.

‘I’m going to put saxophone,’ she says, concentrating.

‘So it’s a complete tissue of lies?’ I say, the laughing actually beginning to hurt my sides now.

‘Absolutely. My cousin Tonya said she kept fit by pole dancing and she went on loads of dates.’

‘What are you waiting for, then? Go on! Stick in pole dancing: I’ll practise at bus stops. Far be it from me to get in the way of horny men looking for one-night stands.’

‘You’re not taking this seriously,’ Shazz mutters. ‘I’ll put in the saxophone. It’s very sexy.’

‘But I don’t play it –’ I begin to protest, then try another tack. ‘I only said I’d try the Internet once and I want it to be an honest profile.’

‘Nobody does an honest profile! Relax. This is like leaving bird seed out. You scatter seeds to see what comes along.’

‘I know exactly what’ll come along if you imply I’m a French-speaking sex kitten who plays the saxophone: sex-starved men. I’m too old, too worn out, Shazz. I want normal. I want romance,’ I add wistfully. My bedroom was romantic. From my sea-foam throw to my ruched, frilled cushions, it was a haven for romance. It just never saw any.

‘You’re never too old for love,’ Shazz says, while I hope that there must be one decent, kind, affectionate man out there who will hold me in his arms and make me feel better.

Falling in love with him would be different – in my experience, love hurts too much. Also, people like to believe in an endless supply of true loves. If one dies, you search till you find another one, yes?

No.

But since Shazz fell in love, she wants everyone to be in love.

I wish it was that easy.

Late at night, I wonder how being raised without a strong male influence in his life will affect Luke. He has Finn, Nate and Steve, but they have their own lives. We are on the outside, no matter what they think.

I console myself with the psychological tenet that one good parent is all a child needs: I was told that once and I still cling to the idea like a drowning person clinging to a rock in the sea.

When Luke was younger, I used to talk to him about Jean-Luc, show him pictures of his dad, but I do it less now.

We’ve almost lost contact with Jean-Luc’s family in France. His older brother is a lot older, has grown up kids, and has always been too busy to stay in touch, while Jean-Luc’s mother, Celine, could barely cope for a long time with seeing the growing little boy who looked so like her own little boy, so our Skype calls have dwindled to almost nothing in the past few years. Honestly, it suits me because I’m terrified Celine would want Luke to come to her for holidays and I can’t bear the thought of letting him go.

He’s not alone, either: another consolation point. Two kids in his class in school have never set eyes on their fathers, either, although they’re still alive. Just vamoosed.

In the case of Shazz, whose boyfriend walked out on her and Raffie when he was a newborn, said boyfriend is looking at certain and very painful death should he ever walk back in.

‘That Bastard,’ she calls him.

Obviously, That Bastard vanished so comprehensively that he doesn’t pay child support. So Shazz does gel nails and beauty treatments from her front room and manages brilliantly.

Since Zephaniah, who is as kind as he is handsome, arrived on the scene, Shazz never talks about That Bastard. She talks about how she never believed in love before but does now.

‘Jeez, Bea: you’ll be a born-again virgin if you don’t get some action soon.’

‘Who says I don’t get action?’ I demand. ‘If you could see the way the electricity meter reader and I are together . . .’

‘Sparks fly?’

‘Exactly.’

Her phone rings and gives me a chance to go downstairs to make coffee for us both. The boys are building a Lego fort with great intent. They play very limited computer games in my house because I won’t let them. Since they’re both nearly ten later this month, this is still possible but who knows how long my power will last.

Now that she has Zep in her life, Shazz says it’s lovely to have a father figure around for Raffie. She doesn’t say it to upset me but to spur me to ‘get on with my life’.

‘What happens when Luke’s grown up? What then?’

‘I’ll get cats. Or play tennis.’

‘Or get the cats to play tennis,’ she replies sarcastically. ‘He’s dead ten years, Babes: nobody said you had to throw yourself on the funeral pyre. Poor Lukey will never be able to leave home: he’ll think you’ve dedicated your life to him and he can’t go. I’m joking,’ she adds. ‘Well, sorta.’

‘I don’t want to guilt him into never leaving,’ I say heatedly, ‘but what are the odds of a forty-three-year-old widow with a son falling in love with someone new?’

‘You could do with someone to hug who isn’t nine and three quarters,’ continues Shazz. ‘Besides, the dreaded family-tree school project is coming up soon and, apparently, even a hint of “My mum has a boyfriend” makes it easier.’

We’ve been warned about the Family-Tree project by a friend of Shazz’s. In theory: it’s a lovely idea. A big chart with as many of the pupil’s family members pictured or drawn on it as possible. Lovely if you come from a traditional family but tricky if you’re one of the three kids in Luke’s and Raffie’s class without an actual father.

‘Don’t remind me,’ I groan.

We always talk gently about Jean-Luc the night before Luke’s birthday which is coming up. Hearing about the fatal car crash sent me into instantaneous labour. My son was born hours after his father died. I can’t see that fitting well onto the Family-Tree project.

As time progresses, I find it harder and harder to remember a time when it was myself and Jean-Luc, when we were a blissfully married couple with a baby on the way. I must have been another person then.

Now, I’m Bea, single parent, widow, adoring mother of Luke, with a tough shell on the outside that I let very few people penetrate.

I was thirty-eight weeks pregnant when my husband died, which means that Jean-Luc never saw his son and Luke, my baby boy who has recently turned gangly and long limbed, never saw his dad.

This is not a sob story – I don’t believe in that. I don’t want pity. If people dole it out, I smile and mentally give them the bitter version of Taoism: shit happens.

It’s true. Appalling things happen amidst the most wonderful of love stories, destroying them.

Love does not stop drunk drivers ploughing into cars.

Love does not mean that your beloved husband will be miraculously revived at the scene of the accident.

Love does mean that when your waters break when you hear the news your husband has died, you fight to bring your son into the world and vow that nothing will ever hurt him.

Actually, that’s mother love. The tough kind, the anyone-who-hurts-my-son-will-regret-it love.

Being solely responsible for a child toughens you up. We mothers will do anything for our kids. But for ourselves? Who has the time to do anything for themselves?

Mothers never stop looking after their children. When Jean-Luc’s anniversary and Luke’s birthday arrives, my mother will bring me flowers and hug me extra hard.

‘Love you, darling girl,’ she’ll say. ‘Wherever he is, Jean-Luc is looking down on you and he’s so proud of how you’re raising Luke.’

My dear mum
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