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To Mum and Dad


ONE


HMP WESTMORLAND PRISON, CUMBRIA

24 APRIL

You’re getting these letters, aren’t you?

I thought the prison was stopping them, they confiscate stuff in here for no reason sometimes and I thought that might be it. But it’s been six months and I’ve been writing every few weeks since I began my sentence. That’s seventeen letters and not one reply. Not one. That’s cruel. I knew you could be bitter, but this is a bit much, even for you.

You want me to beg? OK, I’m begging. Please, for Christ’s sake, please write me a bloody letter. Anything. A postcard, a scrawl on the back of an envelope, even you can do that. Before I came in here, you promised to visit, to write. I’m not asking for a visit, I know you won’t come and see me, but I need a letter.

I need to be able to write to someone who was there when it happened. I only had the light from my mobile phone, I didn’t have a torch. I could only see shadows and it happened so fast. I can still see the expression of that woman police officer. She was so young; do you remember her? You said you wouldn’t trust her to write out a parking ticket, never mind sort out what happened that night. And her face! It went white when she saw and she put her hand over her mouth. Was she sick? I remember the screams, or am I imagining the screams? That’s why I need you to write, because it’s blurring around the edges. I’ve thought about it too much. I’m not certain how it happened any more and I feel like I’m going mad.

I keep thinking of the Border Reivers, those raiders who invaded the border and were put in the castle as a prison. We went there on a day trip, about six years ago. You were wearing those sunglasses, the ones you thought made you look like you were in an eighties movie and you lost them in the café. We went to Queen Mary’s Tower, she was held captive there for a while. You didn’t like the prisoner’s carvings on the second floor of the keep because some were so detailed, so finely engraved and labour intensive, you thought it was depressing, but that’s exactly how I feel.

Like I want to carve the memory of that night into stone, solidify it. I want to spend hours going over and over the same line, just to get it out of my head and somewhere else. Did you know that Kinmont Willie was one of the prisoners in there? He was a notorious raider and a large group of his friends broke into the castle to free him. I keep thinking that you’ll free me.

Write me a letter. Anything. Tell me you were there when it happened. It’s been long enough, and I’m so very, very sorry. Please, I can’t stand the company of my own mind any longer.




TWO

Seven months earlier

I’ve often thought there’s a secret pact between mothers. A pact so unspoken and private, most don’t realise they’re in it. You don’t realise you’re in it until you hear yourself telling someone who isn’t a medical professional just how unreliable your pelvic floor muscles are. A person who, under regular circumstance, you would never speak to, never mind tell them that you can no longer go on a trampoline without peeing a little, and yet here you are.

You listen to their confessions about how they lost their child in the park for a minute, or how they ate three chocolate bars in the car without taking breath, and you can’t stop yourself. You join in, admit your faults and enter into the pact that makes it all right to have these conversations with virtual strangers.

You give unwanted advice, make judgements, discuss intimate details with people you have nothing in common with, other than you are both mothers, and it’s fine. It’s all fine. And then the kids stop playing, the soft play shuts, the party ends and it’s time to go home and everyone goes back to their normal lives, forgetting that they’ve shared something private, showed their underbelly.

But again, it’s fine. And that’s because of the other thing that ties parents together in this secret pact: the unspoken understanding of love.

The love we have for our kids: it cuts through all the bullshit and allows this kind of behaviour to take place. We are all agreed that we’d do anything for our kids, and this understanding is a great leveller. It’s also what led me to be waiting in an empty car park at six-thirty in the morning that September.

It was the third week of a new term, a fresh school year. The leaves had not yet turned, jackets were not yet needed and the sky was as clear and bright as if it were still late July. I wound down the window, breathed in the hot air and looked at the tarmac as it sparkled in the sunlight.

‘Thanks, Mum.’ Sam, my eight-year-old son, was in the passenger seat beside me. I turned to him, his face still puffy from sleep, the curve of his cheek particularly round and full, his hands clenched in a tight ball on his lap, and felt a rush of love, a familiar clench.

We were waiting for Gary, the school caretaker. I reached over and smoothed down the back of Sam’s hair. It was sticking up from where he’d been sleeping.

‘You don’t need to thank me.’ I gave his hand a squeeze. ‘I’ll speak to Miss Gleason this morning, before school starts. Promise.’

He nodded, keeping his eyes on the building in front of us. It was a squat thing, late seventies in style, and the interior, although covered by children’s artwork, was much the same as the exterior, badly in need of refurbishment. It was a relatively small school but it had a great Ofsted report and a reputation for being very nurturing. It was why we were here and why I was overjoyed when Sam got a place.

‘Miss Hooden was good,’ Sam said quietly. ‘Why couldn’t I stay with Miss Hooden? I liked Miss Hooden.’

‘Because Miss Hooden teaches year three and you’re in year four now.’ I smiled, but his eyes were fixed on the empty car park. ‘Miss Gleason teaches year four.’

He nodded. ‘I liked Miss Hooden,’ he said. ‘She isn’t nasty like Miss Gleason.’

‘Miss Gleason isn’t nasty,’ I told him. ‘She’s just trying to get you to do your best work.’

I followed his gaze. I’d been working at the school for nine months; three more and I’d be made permanent. It’d been such a triumph to get the job of school secretary. I hardly dared believe it when I got the call, but they were desperate as the last secretary had left abruptly and it helped that I knew one of the teachers, Becca, and that Sam was a pupil there so I knew some of the staff, but still, it was a surprise.

And it had been wonderful, it meant I was there for Sam and that I could talk to his teachers about how best to handle his needs. It meant I could tell Sam confidently that I could sort this little episode he’d had, that I’d see his class teacher, Miss Gleason, and would be able to talk to her as a colleague as well as a parent. She’d been supportive so far, but there was more she could do. She was new, I didn’t know her as well as the others, but I would, I’d make a friend of her.

‘Will I have to live with my dad now?’ he suddenly asked, and I felt myself contract.

‘What? No, of course not, where did that come from?’

He paused. ‘Last time I was with Dad he said that if I got into trouble again, he’d make me live with him.’

I did my best to contain the shot of anger that swooped up inside of me.

‘And now I’ve done this –’ his bottom lip stuck out, trembling ‘– so does this mean that I’ll have to go live with him?’

‘Listen to me.’ I leaned over so I was close to his face and took both of his hands in mine. Warm little things, chubby fingers. ‘You are never going to live with anyone else other than me, understand?’

He gave a small nod, but his eyes told me he was unsure.

‘No matter what your dad says, you are with me for ever. I won’t let anyone take you away, not even your dad. OK?’

A fat tear plopped down his cheek, and not for the first time I wanted to strangle Will, my ex-husband. I leaned over and wrapped my arms around Sam and swallowed down the anger. It was something I was used to, pushing down the rage at my ex-husband. I know most divorced women will tell you that their ex is a wanker and an idiot but mine really was. First rate. And with each passing day and new stupid thing he did, he grew into his wanker persona even more. But threatening to make Sam live with him? This was new. He’d made noises about visitation rights and custody before, but saying it outright to Sam was new. It seemed we were on another level of prize wanker-dom. Oh joy.

‘Here we go,’ I said, as a familiar Renault swung into the car park. ‘You OK, sweetie?’

He nodded, wiping his face, hands scraping over his soft cheek, trying to get it together. ‘Thanks, Mum,’ he said, but it was barely above a whisper and there was that inner clench again, the grasping of my love for him tugging at my heart. I’d deal with Will later.

‘Stop thanking me,’ I told him. ‘I’m your mum, this is what I do.’ I kissed him, smiled and waited for him to smile back at me before we got out of the car.

‘Bit keen, aren’t you?’ Gary looked at his watch. ‘It’s not yet seven.’

I smiled, warmly I hoped. Sam’s hand in mine as we followed Gary up the driveway to the school. ‘I needed to get on with some paperwork,’ I lied, ‘before the rush starts with the parents.’

He rolled his eyes. ‘Oh, don’t get me started about the bloody parents,’ he said, unlocking the gates, although that’s exactly what I wanted to do. ‘Only three weeks in and the stuff I’m having to deal with.’

‘I’m chasing up money for the residential,’ I told him. ‘Should have been paid in full before the summer holidays, they go away at half term and most parents have still only paid the deposit, and don’t get me started on the consent forms. Be thankful you’ve not got a morning ringing around asking for cash and allergy information.’

This got a shake of the head and a pfft sound, as I knew it would. Gary was from a time when parents had little say in anything to do with their children’s school.

‘Allergy information!’ he scoffed. ‘Bloody kids are allergic to everything these days.’ He unlocked doors and switched off alarms as he spoke, me and Sam following him. ‘Even fresh air! You heard about what’s going on in year one? What they’ve got me doing now?’

‘No, what’s that?’

I did, in fact, know all about the year one parents and how they’d demanded the windows in there only open from the top. It had all happened within the first few days of term when a slightly fussy woman, on kissing her son goodbye, had observed a teaching assistant opening a window. Even though they had safety catches on, she deemed them unsafe, claiming that any adventurous five-year-old could, if they had the mind to, escape.

I had typed up the reports, the complaints, logged the minutes of the meetings. Been in contact with the governors and the PTA, the health and safety officers at the LEA. I knew more about it than Gary but I let him tell me. Kept him talking while he switched on lights and brought the school to life. I got to my office and put down my bag, Sam’s tense small body at the side of me. I had to unpick his hand so I could take off my jacket.

‘So,’ Gary went on, ‘it’ll cost a fortune, all have to be done in half term, and by the time it’s sorted it’ll be winter and no bugger will want to open the windows anyway.’

I pointed to a chair in the corner and Sam slowly went to it.

‘Well then,’ I said, and switched on the computer. Gary loitered in the doorway.

‘Actually, Ruth, I’m glad I’ve caught you early. You couldn’t do us a favour, could you?’ He pulled out a piece of A4 from his pocket and handed it to me. ‘I wouldn’t ask, only it’s for charity and there’s a few local businesses donating stuff. I just thought … ’

I unfolded the paper to see a poster advertising a bring and buy that was to be held in the church hall.

‘When is it?’

Gary pointed to the bottom of the poster. ‘Saturday. We’ve a few cakes already, from the Mothers’ Union, but –’ he shook his head ‘– one of yours would really set it off.’

Next Saturday, less than a week to bake and decorate a cake for no payment. I had a big order of fairy cakes to bake for one of the dinner staff by Friday and hoped to get some things together for the farmers’ market on Sunday. I didn’t have any time to bake for no profit.

‘It’s good exposure,’ Gary said, ‘and it’s for charity. Sue said you were doing her some cakes for her fiftieth and I thought you could just … ’ He gestured to the advert.

This was the problem with trying to run a small business on the side: everyone thought you could do it for free. It had taken me almost six months to get Custom Cakes up and running, and the most requests I seemed to get were people asking for freebies.

‘I can give you a dozen cupcakes,’ I said, thinking that I’d increase the batch I had planned for Sue. ‘Swirl topping in rainbow icing with a neon case, how’s that?’

‘Brilliant,’ Gary said. ‘How about I get you a coffee as a thank you?’

‘Lovely,’ I told him, and managed to stay smiling until he left.

I turned to Sam. ‘Right,’ I said brightly, ‘shall I do it now?’

His eyes went wide.

‘I won’t be long, and if he comes back while I’m gone just tell him I’ve gone to the loo.’ I glanced at the clock on the wall, ‘I’ll have to do it now, sweetheart, before people start arriving, or I won’t be able to do it at all.’

Sam stared at me a moment before giving a little nod.

‘Ask him about football,’ I said. ‘Just say, “Blue Army” – that’ll keep him going.’

I went to my bag and took out what Sam had shown me last night, his yellow exercise book and the accompanying maths one. The words ‘school property’ stamped on the front which had got Sam all in a state and kept us both up half the night.

‘Won’t be a second.’ I gave his worried face a small kiss and went down the corridor past the hall.

It was silly really, but Sam insisted we do it this way. He didn’t want the rest of his class to know that he couldn’t do the work. He was having serious trouble with one boy and was terrified of adding ‘stupid’ to his list of taunts. In his anxious state, he’d stolen the books from school and brought them home to me so I could explain it to him. And, as I was the school secretary, he knew we could put the books back before anyone found out, or rather, I could put the books back.

I had tried to persuade him that we tell Miss Gleason together, that she wasn’t doing her job very well if Sam had to steal his books and bring them home, but Sam had gone hysterical at the suggestion. The thought of needing yet more special attention was mortifying and I could understand that. There were several things the school were doing to accommodate his anxieties, small things like letting him have the clothes peg next to the door, allowing him always to sit in the same chair and never making him line up with the others. They were only silly things, but they singled Sam out, made him a bit of a target to the less understanding children in his class, and he couldn’t bear the thought of getting more unwanted attention by not understanding school work.

I was seeing Miss Gleason to deal with Toby, the boy who was bullying Sam, and as he was currently going through a cycle of struggling with PE and all that entailed, I’d relented. I’d agreed to help him with his division and then return the books before anyone found out, on the basis that he let me speak to Miss Gleason alone about the maths situation, so we could discuss how best to support him with no fuss and without his classmates being made aware.

I went into the classroom and switched on the lights. Sam had told me where his tray was, over by the back wall, but for a moment I stood where I was. In front of the whiteboard, all the chairs and tables facing me. I’d wanted to be a teacher. Back when I was at college. I’d even gone so far as to get the application forms, but then something happened, a boy or an offer of employment in town, and I’d been too impatient to start earning. Teacher training had seemed such a long process when I was eighteen. I thought about it again when Sam was born, those school holidays, the hours, but it wasn’t feasible then. Will had dismissed the idea, telling me that teaching wasn’t a job in the ‘real world’, that I’d be bored talking to kids all day, and at the time I believed the wanker so I didn’t pursue it. Fool that I was.

I went over to the desk at the front. Miss Gleason had some kind of reward chart on the wall behind it and a pile of gold stickers in the shape of stars were on her desk. I picked one of them up. Sam had told me about the gold stars. They were big news. I looked at his name on the chart, how many stars he had compared to his classmates. He was woefully behind.

She had a mug with ‘best teacher’ written on and a file full of what looked like lesson plans and teaching notes. At the side of it was a red pen with a silly cluster of feathers on the top. This was the pen she used to mark the work. I’d seen it in Sam’s maths book, all that ticking and crossing. The underlining she’d done over his poor working out, the numbers that he sometimes still put down back to front. Those snippy little comments: ‘Must try harder Sam!’ I put my finger to the nib and drew a red dot on my finger tip.

And taped to the desk, she had a list of everyone in the class and their birthday, so she’d know when to make the class sing. When to give what child attention. I’d typed that up for her. I did it for all the teachers so they’d look good to the kids. I took a moment before going to the back of the classroom where the trays were.

I found Sam’s tray and had a quick look through the stuff inside. There were some drawings – animals, roller coasters, the usual. A couple of test papers in which he’d done OK, those annoying big red underlines and another snippy comment, ‘Good try’. Some spelling work, handwriting practice and I took a moment over his spidery letters. His carefully drawn words, I knew he’d have done them with his tongue sticking out, his fingers tightly wound around the pencil, and then I placed the stolen books on top and closed his tray.

I’d see Miss Gleason, Lisa, when Sam was in breakfast club, before the day started. I’d catch her as soon as she arrived. I’d tell her about it all, confess that he’d brought the books home, tell her how worried he was. I’d ask her to give him a gold star, not for bringing his work home but for caring about it so much. He was so anxious to do well. If Lisa spoke to him, reassured him and told him to come to her if he needed any help rather than stuffing his maths book up his jumper, then gave him a gold star because he was trying so hard, it might just work towards him feeling secure in the class. It might help with all the other stuff.

I switched off the lights and could make out distant voices as I walked back to my office. People were arriving already.

‘It’s all to do with the strategy,’ I could hear Gary telling Sam. ‘Carlisle United have a long, firm reputation and you can’t just—’

‘Blue Army!’ I sang as I went in and Gary smiled.

‘Your mum gets it,’ he said, ‘she knows.’

‘Thanks for the coffee.’ I went over to my desk. ‘OK if I bring those cakes into school on the Friday, give them to you then?’

‘Perfect.’ Gary smiled broadly. ‘I could kiss your mother sometimes,’ he told Sam, ruffling his hair. ‘She’s the best thing about this godforsaken school.’

‘Flattery will get you everywhere,’ I told him. ‘Now I think it’s time we got you,’ I said, turning to Sam, ‘into breakfast club, so I can get on with my work.’

Before we got to the hall I crouched down to Sam so I was level with his face.

‘All done,’ I told him, ‘back in your tray. No one knows.’

He took a moment and I nodded. Reassuring him. He smiled hesitantly, a small dimple showing in his left cheek, and I could see him tentatively relax, his shoulders drop a little. ‘Love you, Mum,’ he whispered, and I hugged him tightly. Squeezed his shoulders, breathed in the scent of him and held his small body against mine.

‘By the end of today,’ I said into his hair, ‘it will all be sorted. Promise.’

‘Promise?’

I cupped his cheeks in my hands and kissed his forehead.

‘Promise,’ I told him. I watched him walk along the hall, find a space at one of the tables and pick up a book. I stayed a moment, making sure he was settled, then waved to Kim, the breakfast club supervisor. I turned to go back to my office, putting my hands in my pockets as I went. I felt something sharp suddenly stab me and grabbed the offending object.

It was the red feather pen from Miss Gleason’s classroom. I’d taken it without realising. The silly feathers sticking up, the bright red barrel in my hand, a streak of ink along my finger. I took a step towards her classroom, then stopped.

The thought of her without it made me pause. I put it back in my pocket. She’d have to do all her crossing and snippy comments in another colour for today.


THREE

You wouldn’t think a primary school reception area would be so busy, but that morning they were queuing out the door. Two were waiting for me when I got back from dropping Sam off at breakfast club, and in the three quarters of an hour I had before my job officially began I hadn’t been able to leave once. There had been a steady stream of parents and grandparents.

My office directly faces the entrance to the school, and there’s a small area in front where people (mostly parents) congregate. Mr Cartwright, John, the head of the school and my boss, has his office to the right, hidden away behind a small seating area and a large Swiss cheese plant. He’d raised his eyebrows as he entered, shuffled his large body through the throng of people with heavy breaths, then shut his door and that was it. He wouldn’t come out again until he had to, wouldn’t see a single parent without an appointment. Unlike me, he wasn’t trapped behind a glass partition that’s never closed and constantly available.

There’s a slight chip in the glass of that partition, right at my eyeline, and a small silver bell is fixed to the desk beside the signing in book. Whoever fitted that bell has a sadistic sense of humour. It’s a silver one, the type mostly seen in hotels, and people tended to ring it, repeatedly, even when they could see me. It was worse if a child got hold of it.

Once, an elderly man rang it and shouted, ‘Two fish and chips, one with gravy’, and since then I’ve never been able to shrug off the feeling of my office being like a kitchen. Like I’m taking orders, peeking out of the cubby hole and everyone’s crowding in, waiting to be fed.

‘The thing is,’ the woman in front of me went on, ‘that the supermarket ones don’t have the school emblem on, and that should be a priority.’ She was a fat little thing and sounded slightly asthmatic, the grandparent of some child in reception, and this was her third time blocking the reception area that week.

The man queuing behind her waved an envelope at me, coins rattled inside and I reached out. He passed it over the top of her head, me reaching awkwardly so as not to knock off her glasses, but she didn’t pause for breath.

‘What should be a priority is the fit,’ she announced, ‘and the durability.’

‘Thanks,’ he mouthed and went to leave. I glanced at the envelope, it was blank, no child’s name, no class.

‘Wait … ’ I called after him, but it was too late, he’d gone.

‘And,’ the woman went on, ‘parents deserve the best for their children. And children deserve to be comfortable.’

It was at this point that I remembered I’d not yet eaten breakfast. My stomach churned, a familiar pang of hunger, and I looked to my bag where I’d optimistically packed a banana. For the second time that week I wished I’d eaten the cereal I’d bought for Sam instead of thinking I could manage on fruit.

‘Ruth?’ It was Linda, the year six teacher. She’d entered the office from the door behind me that led directly into the school. She saw the grandparent at the hatch and almost about turned.

‘Letters for the library system are just there,’ I pointed to the shelf and she took them gratefully.

‘You’re a star,’ she said before leaving. ‘I owe you a drink.’

‘You owe me more than one,’ I said, but she’d already gone and the grandparent was still talking at me. She was rummaging in her bag now and I knew what was coming.

‘Please,’ I began but it was no good, she was pulling out the polo top, the school emblem sewed on the left breast.

‘See?’ she said thrusting it towards the glass partition, ‘expertly done and not much more expensive than those in the supermarket.’

I took a moment.

‘They’re four times as expensive as those in the supermarket,’ I told her gently, ‘but I have shown it to Mr Cartwright, and if we think you can go on the official list he’ll be in touch.’

I’d told her as much yesterday. She looked down at the polo shirt and ran her finger across the purple emblem. I got an image of her sitting by her sewing machine, attaching the school logo to countless white polo shirts, the idea of setting herself up as a uniform supplier. It was a ridiculous idea; the school could only recommend establishments that were approved by the governors and Lord knows who else. Something I’d told her the first time she visited but she seemed to have forgotten that information, thinking that if she showed me or someone her work, we’d change our minds. There were two uniform suppliers currently on the school website and both were professional companies, reasonably priced and able to deal with a large demand. Not a lone grandparent with a sewing machine and few extra hours in the evening.

‘Oh, give it here,’ I told her quickly, and she looked up. ‘I’ll take this one into him and see if he can’t show it to the governors, or whoever decides these things. Maybe they’ll put you on the list as an independent set-up.’

Her face lit up, she went to say something but was stopped by a loud ring. We all froze, mid-pose. The school bell had that effect.

It was the first ring, five minutes and lessons would start. This was the cue for the children to line up in the playground, for the saying goodbye to parents, for the gathering of books and bags and lunch boxes, and it meant I only had five minutes in which to grab Miss Gleason. To tell her about the stolen homework, about how Sam was feeling, about her giving him a few of those gold stars.

‘I’m so sorry,’ I said, ‘but I have to go. Just leave it there.’ The grandparent nodded and began pushing the polo shirt through the glass partition.

‘Thank you,’ she was saying, ‘you won’t regret it, I work far better than any of those big companies.’

The woman behind went to protest and waved an envelope. I felt for her, she’d been waiting patiently for ten minutes.

‘Just leave it there,’ I told her and pointed to the area beside the bell. ‘Please,’ I told the rest of them, ‘any payments just leave them on my desk and if there’s anything urgent … ’ I waved in the general area, ‘I won’t be long.’

I ducked out of the door ready to head down the corridor but was stopped by the breakfast club. They were filing down past the hallway, dropping off children into the classrooms as they went, Sam among them. If he saw me he’d realise that I’d not spoken to his teacher yet and that couldn’t happen. My only chance was to go outside and get to Miss Gleason’s classroom by way of the infant playground, through the main entrance. I could catch her before the majority of the children came in, it would only take a moment.

I hurried past the queue of parents and children who were all now trying to get out themselves and went onto the street, the quickest way to get to the lower end of the school. The sun was bright, just at that place where it’s blinding, reflecting off the pavement and putting a white sheen over everything. I put my hand up to shade my eyes. There was a slight panic in the air, children running into school, parents shouting instructions and as I went past his car, I didn’t think much of it, my mind too full of Sam, Miss Gleason and the gold stars.

It was parked on the double yellows outside the junior entrance, forcing parents and children to walk in the gutter. I went to scurry around it when the door opened and there he was. No more than a few yards in front of me, blocking my way and the sunlight from my eyes.

I felt my jaw slacken.

I imagine I must have looked like a cartoon character, chin hitting the floor, eyes on stalks, because that’s exactly how I felt. I was aware of people rushing past me, of my heart beating wildly, but I couldn’t move. He was helping a young girl out of the back seat. I watched as a pretty little thing came out, curly long hair, deep brown eyes, must’ve been about nine, and then another one came scrambling out behind her. Younger, maybe seven or so.

‘Bye, Daddy!’ she shouted to him, and a hot flush of adrenalin shot up through my torso.

He turned to a well-dressed woman who’d got out of the passenger seat and was handing out school bags and lunch boxes. She was older than me, early forties, with a face full of make-up and expensive jewellery. She looked familiar, like I should know her.

She raised her head to him and he kissed her on the lips. My hand went to my throat as he did so, my breath catching.

‘See you later,’ he said, pulling away from her.

‘Don’t be late.’ There was a warning in her voice. ‘Book club’s at six.’

He gave a distracted nod. ‘Be good!’ he shouted to the girls as they walked away from him. ‘Be good for your mum until I get home.’ And then, with his car door open, as his wife and children disappeared into the playground, he sensed me.

Our eyes met.

It was definitely him.

He was wearing a grey suit, well-tailored, expensive looking, and his hair, which had been short when I last saw him, was longer, a floppy fringe against his forehead. My heart pounded, a flush went up through my body. The last time I’d seen him, I’d been naked. I’d been sweating and I’d been drunk.

He tilted his head. I could see his mind working as he remembered who I was. Who I was to him. I slowly went forward, my hand nervously fiddling at my collar. I didn’t know how to behave; I felt as if the world had tilted on its axis.

‘Hello,’ I said, and he gave me a vague smile. ‘Ruth,’ I prompted, ‘it’s Ruth.’ I waited a moment, and then, ‘Quibeck Gym? Valentine’s dinner?’

There was a moment before a look of complete horror passed over his features.

His eyes went round as his brain registered who I was and slotted me back into his past. I saw his body recoil a little, his eyes flick towards where his wife and children had just gone. A fleeting moment of terror.

‘Oh,’ he said, and gave a little laugh, ‘it’s you.’ He shifted nervously, moving his weight from one foot to the other until he was hiding behind his car door. ‘Hello.’

There was a moment’s silence.

‘You’re married?’ I asked him.

He held up his hands, palms facing me. Car keys dangling from his thumb.

‘You’ve got children?’

He waved his hands and there was a jangle of the keys. His eyes flitted from me to the school gates and then back again.

‘February, wasn’t it?’ he asked with a small laugh, empty of humour. He rubbed his hand along his chin. ‘God, I was hammered that night.’

‘You told me you were single –’ I was close enough now to see the fear in his eyes ‘– but you’ve got children here? Two girls? You said those things to me, we did those things, but you had children and a wife at home?’

For a second, he looked ashamed. He opened his mouth to say something, then thought better of it.

‘Does she know?’ I asked him, glancing towards the junior entrance. ‘Were you on a break, was that it? Tell me you were separated when we met.’

He followed my stare, swallowed. I saw every muscle in his throat work. ‘I wasn’t even meant to be at that dinner,’ he said, not meeting my eye. ‘Bloody hell, I was drunk that night.’ He ran his hand through his floppy fringe and looked at me. ‘We were both drunk, weren’t we?’

He smiled then. It was the smile he’d used on me the last time we’d met. A dip of his head, a look of mischief in his eyes, and I felt sick. ‘Both out of it. Both of us completely hammered, what did we have – two? Three bottles of champagne?’ he asked conspiratorially. ‘We had a good time though, didn’t we? You enjoyed it. Don’t beat yourself up about it, you were drunk. What we did was nothing, it was just a bit of fun. Best forgotten.’

A familiar rush of mortification coursed along my body. ‘A bit of fun? That night was a bit of fun?’

He winced at the sound of my voice.

‘I tried calling you, but I thought I’d typed in the wrong number. I waited months for you to ring me.’

‘Listen –’ his voice was low ‘– that night, we were out of it. That dinner, it was terrible, full of sad desperate types on Valentine’s.’ He paused. ‘As I remember you enjoyed it quite a lot. We both had a good time. Let’s leave it at that, shall we?’ He gave a curt nod, as if the matter were over.

‘But you lied to me,’ I said. ‘You told me you never did that kind of thing either, you said you were single and you promised to call.’

A woman was watching us. I was aware of her in my peripheral vision, but I was too preoccupied with him. How to tell him how he made me feel all those months ago? How low I’d felt that night, how confused I was when I met him. How embarrassed I was the next morning and how desperately I wanted to explain to him who I really was, to tell him that I never behaved like that, that I was a different woman to the drunk one he met that night, but he never gave me a chance.

‘I didn’t even like you –’ I shook my head ‘– that’s the ironic part. I didn’t even like you and yet you humiliated me.’

He bristled slightly. ‘Have you followed me here?’ he suddenly asked. ‘Is that it? Is this some kind of Fatal Attraction shit?’

His words hit me like a slap.

‘I work here,’ I hissed back at him. ‘I thought you were in Edinburgh, you told me—’

He waved his hands, stopping me and looked back to the school. ‘It was what you wanted to hear.’

‘What do you mean, what I wanted to hear? You came over to me, you got me drunk, you said—’

‘Oh please.’ He checked his watch, suddenly overcome with a business-like attitude. ‘You’re all the same. Sad, lonely divorcees. All up for it after a few glasses of prosecco and then clingy and desperate again the next morning. You knew the score that night, so don’t give me all this “promising to call” shit. Now be a good girl and piss off.’

Rage roared in my ears. I heard a shocked gasp and realised it was me. ‘You’re unbelievable,’ I whispered, ‘what you did, those lies you told me. You’re a complete monster.’

‘Yeah? Well you wanted it that night, love, don’t pretend you didn’t, so if that makes me a monster then it makes you a slag.’

He slammed his car door.

I was rooted to the spot, unable to catch up with what had just happened. He reversed his car angrily and then screeched off, swerving around me.

The air was still. I stood frozen, watching the back of his car.

‘Can I help?’

I turned and she was suddenly at the side of me. His wife.

Stood next to me, a confused smile playing on her lips, that familiar look about her, like we’d met before.

‘It’s Miss Clarkson, isn’t it? You’re the school secretary here.’ She nodded. ‘I’m so sorry we parked there, we were late. I know it’s strictly forbidden but … ’ Her words trailed off as she looked at my face. ‘He didn’t shout at you, did he?’ She put her hand to my sleeve, a light touch of her fingers on my elbow. I could smell her perfume, flowery and strong. ‘He’s late for work, we were all late this morning and he can be irritable, insensitive. If he raised his voice—’

‘He called her a slag.’

We all turned at the words; they came from a small boy with a pale face.

‘He said she wanted it and called her a slag.’

‘Ryan!’ It was the woman who had been stood at the side of us, there throughout the whole thing. She put her hand over her son’s mouth, as if to make him swallow his words back up. ‘Stop that.’

I looked to his wife, who was staring at the woman and her boy, her face quizzical as she took in what the boy had said and then she turned back to me. I wasn’t sure what expression my features were holding, what my face told her, but something in her eyes grasped the situation.

‘I’m so sorry,’ I found myself whispering to her. ‘I didn’t know he was married.’

The school bell rang. Slicing through the air.

It was the second ring, the one that meant the doors are closing, and it was only then that I got the first sense of what I’d just done by saying that to her, what I’d admitted to.

My arms went goosefleshy, a prickling panic crept up my body. There was silence. And for a moment it was just me and her. Her eyes locked on mine. And she was me, four years ago, learning it from one of Will’s friends. He’d been poking fun about my love of fish and then realised he was talking to the wrong woman and a canyon of horror opened up before me. I could see her canyon open up before her, her life sliding into it, tumbling down.

‘He’s ill,’ the woman with the boy said. ‘I’m taking him back home, we only came to drop off his sister. I’m just waiting for my mother, she’s taken Zara in. Ryan here’s got a fever.’ She put her hand on the boy’s head. ‘I thought some fresh air might do him good, but he doesn’t know what he’s saying.’

I recognised her. Eve, was it? She was chubby, fat cheeks, the kind that are always red. Her boy with the pale face was in the same class as Sam, I was sure. Ryan Trebank. A nice kid, I wanted Sam to make friends with him. I silently pleaded with her, tried to convey that I needed help here, that our boys were in the same class, and please, please, take the heat out of this situation.

‘He doesn’t know what he heard,’ she offered, but it was useless. His wife had taken hold of my arm, her fingers tight around it.

‘What do you mean, you didn’t know he was married?’

There were two women a little way up the street, near the railings leading off from the main entrance, car keys in hands, laughing, but they’d stopped at her voice and were watching us.

A woman dressed in gym gear with a high ponytail came out of the school gates and joined us.

‘Janine?’ she asked, taking in the situation. ‘What’s going on?’

I realised that within minutes, all the other parents would soon be leaving. This moment of quiet would be over, the street would be full of people going back to their cars, back to their days. I needed to be in my office and off the street. I needed to speak to Sam’s teacher and tell her of the gold stars. I went to pull away but his wife held me tight.

‘Janine?’ The woman in gym gear prompted. I thought she was one of those that didn’t work, but I would later learn her name was Ashley, and she was a solicitor.

‘What did you mean?’ his wife asked me again.

‘I didn’t know … ’ I began, but she dug her nails in, stopping me.

‘You didn’t know what?’

‘I’m sorry.’ I was stuttering now, my words tripping over themselves.

‘You’re sorry for what?’

I swallowed, my throat dry. Everything I said was making it worse, I couldn’t find words that wouldn’t incriminate me further.

‘Why would he call you a slag?’ she asked.

‘He called her a slag?’

Janine nodded at Ashley and then they both turned to me.

‘I’m very sorry,’ I said, pulling my arm free and trying to move past them. ‘It wasn’t who I thought it was. Wrong person. He got the wrong person. I don’t even know Rob.’

‘You know his name,’ Ashley said, and I flinched.

No one moved.

I stepped out into the road. Like the parents earlier who’d been forced to walk around his illegally parked car, I was forced to walk around his wife.

And then I paused, right beside her, so only she could hear. ‘He lied,’ I said. ‘I didn’t know who he was. I’m so, so sorry.’

My legs were unstable as I walked back up to the main building. I felt weak, like I’d just sprinted up a steep hill. Why did
I even talk to him? So I could tell him what a prick he was? Why talk to her? Why apologise?

Stupid. Stupid. Stupid.

My heart was racing. The two ladies by the main entrance had started to walk over to Janine and Ashley, to hear the gossip. They’d been watching the whole episode but now they needed details. I could hear them ask what was going on as they reached them.

And then it hit me.

My head snapped forward as a sharp pain shot down my neck.

I felt at my collar and then looked at my fingers. They were covered in blood.

Something had been thrown at me. I looked down and realised it was a mobile phone. The screen shattered from where it had hit my head. I turned around, and there Janine was. Crying, her face distorted into an angry, wet mess. Her mouth open in anguish, her arm still outstretched from where she had launched her phone.

The two women had joined Janine and Ashley, and they stood in a huddle. Arms going around Janine’s shoulders, reassuring words spoken and shocked faces looking at her thrown mobile phone, at my fingers covered in blood.

Ryan, the boy who had heard it all, who told it like it was, looked at me from his mother’s side, his pale face shining out at me like a moon.

‘Ruth?’ It was Becca, she was by the school entrance, holding open the main door and I almost ran to her.

I went inside the building and into my office, grabbing a tissue and holding it to my head. I was shaking. My head was pounding.

‘Bloody hell,’ Becca said, as I shut the door and closed the blinds to the office window, and for the first time since working there, the glass partition.

‘Did I see Janine Walker just throw her phone at you?’

I looked at the tissue – it was bright red. ‘It’s fine,’ I told her. ‘It’s nothing.’

‘Let me see.’ I tried to move away but Becca held me tight. ‘Ruth, let me see.’ She breathed in sharply. ‘That might need a stitch.’

I put the tissue back over it, sitting down on the chair.

‘Walker.’ My words came out thinly. ‘Sally Walker’s mum from year five?’

‘Orla Walker in year two,’ Becca agreed. ‘Head of the PTA and runs that private tutoring company, Top Marks.’

How could I have not placed her? Of course, that’s who she was. Janine Walker. Always sending in emails, asking for appointments, teachers nodding in recognition at her name. That was his wife? Head of the PTA? I closed my eyes.

‘What happened?’ Becca almost whispered. ‘What happened out there?’

I looked up slowly. ‘You remember the Valentine’s dinner at your gym?’

Becca thought for a moment. ‘The one with the terrible DJ?’

‘That man –’ I swallowed, my throat tight ‘– Rob. The one who was sending drinks over to us all night?’

She nodded again. ‘The bastard who never called?’

‘That’s her husband,’ I told her, and Becca opened her mouth in disbelief.

‘He’s Janine Walker’s husband? That slimy bastard who never called, is her husband?’

I nodded. ‘And Janine just found out what I did with him.’


FOUR

It was Becca’s idea. She’d fallen prey to one of those daft adverts that the gyms put out every January involving reduced membership fees and vague aspirational slogans. Discover yourself. Join now and be the best you can be! And Becca, in her post-Christmas slump, had signed up. I thought it was a massive waste of money, but three weeks in she’d been proving me wrong, she was loving it. A new sense of purpose, she’d said, which really meant a new group of men. She told me I needed to go, and I started getting the monologue in earnest of how I should be meeting someone new, and wasn’t three years long enough being single.

I was used to that, used to smiling and shaking my head. Used to explaining that, after what happened with Will, I was steering well clear of men. Used to saying that Sam was enough, that I was still raw, but then she’d done the unthinkable. She got my mother involved.

They’d bumped into each other at Tesco, Becca told her of the Valentine’s dance, the fresh group of suitable men, and dates were swapped. Babysitting was agreed and an impossible situation arose.

My mother said it would be good for my mental health, Becca said it would be good for her so she didn’t have to go alone, and after two days of a losing argument I found myself sat at a round table with seven other women eating carrot soup and wondering what the hell I was doing there.

It was in a function room at one of the big hotels in town that was more suited to holding wedding events than it was intimate dinners. The chairs were backed in white linen, a chiffon red bow tied around each one. Small glittery love hearts were strewn across the table, a menu with overly sentimental prose was displayed on each setting as well as a small tube of Love Hearts sweets.

‘Be mine,’ Becca had said, showing me hers before popping it in her mouth, and I was overcome with a great feeling of dread before the night had even properly begun. Because what Becca omitted to tell me before we got there, what she failed to say in all the pleading and cajoling, was that the Valentine’s dinner at her new gym was a strictly ‘singles’ event. Meaning that there were no couples, no people companionably sat together without an agenda, and so the whole event had the air of a school disco. And even worse, there were ‘games’ to be played of writing notes of who you liked on a whiteboard, sending drinks to people by waiter service and, worst of all, a name badge should you want to wear one.

Giddy anticipation filled the air and, ridiculously, all the men seemed to be at one end of the room while all the women were at the other. Whole tables of single sexes, me and Becca sat among a pottery group who debated endlessly whether certain celebrities were homosexual.

After the meal, a DJ set up playing a series of annoying songs and it was at this point that I decided to go home.

‘I’m done,’ I remember saying to Becca as the introduction to ‘It’s Raining Men’ blared out and the ladies at our table started singing along at top volume. ‘My feet are killing me and I want my bed and I need to get home to Sam.’

Becca’s eyes worked the room as I talked.

‘You don’t need me here,’ I told her, ‘you know everyone. I don’t. And I’m tired, Sam’ll be up early and I need my sleep.’

She grabbed hold of my hand. ‘One drink,’ she said, ‘just have one more drink and then you can go.’

I was already slightly fuzzy. I’d had too much of the wine at the meal. I yawned and nodded; one more drink wouldn’t hurt. I got out my phone and started dialling a cab while she was at the bar. I hadn’t finished punching in the numbers when she came back carrying a bottle of champagne.

‘Becca … ’ I began, but she shook her head.

‘I didn’t buy it,’ she told me. ‘They did!’

I followed her gaze and saw two men by the bar. They were slightly older than us and looked out of place. Most of the men were wearing ill-fitting suits, bellies hanging out, shirts pulling, buttons gaping. But the two men Becca was pointing to were dressed casually and expensively. Smart shirts, open at the collar, no tie. They had an air of confidence, looked like they were at an elite function, not in a room full of sweaty individuals, faces filled with desperate hope. They looked out of place because they were. They raised their glasses as I looked, toasting us, and Becca giggled.

‘Mark and Rob,’ she said, pouring our drinks, ‘they seem ever so nice.’ She held up the champagne bottle for me to look at before putting it back in the ice bucket. It was expensive.

‘Becca, I’m going home,’ I told her. ‘I don’t want champagne, it gives me a headache.’

‘Don’t be so miserable.’ She handed me a full glass. ‘Get that down you and you’ll perk right up. Besides –’ she flicked her hair, picked up the ice bucket and gave a wide smile to the men at the bar ‘– you need to come and say thank you.’

It was apparent when we got to the bar that Becca had her eye on Mark, leaving me with Rob. I wasn’t interested. I told him I wasn’t staying as he poured me a second drink. He smiled, he was charming, told me to leave whenever I wanted to, no pressure.

He asked me the right questions to get me talking, told a
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