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To my newly empty-nester friends 
(It’ll be okay … honestly!)




‘Missing the kids? Feeling bereft now they’ve left home? Remember your life is about you now – and what you want. So let’s celebrate your fabulous second act.’

The Empty-Nester’s Handbook: Living Your Best Life When the Kids Leave Home
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PROLOGUE

I can’t remember the last time I was out past sunrise. And now my heart is beating hard as I creep guiltily into our house.

‘Carly! Where have you been?’ My husband appears before me, looking aghast.

I tell him where I’ve spent the night.

‘For God’s sake,’ he thunders. ‘Have you gone completely mad?’

Quite possibly, yes. I wince at the volume of his voice. Does he always talk so loud? ‘I didn’t plan it,’ I start. ‘It just sort of happened, Frank. Can we talk later? I have to get ready for work …’ I hurry upstairs, but he catches up with me on the landing.

‘Carly, what’s going on with you?’

‘I need a shower,’ I announce, relieved to be able to close and bolt the bathroom door. But when I emerge, swathed in a towel, Frank is waiting. He looks distraught now, and I’m hit by a rush of remorse.

‘Frank, I’m really sorry,’ I say. ‘With everything that’s been happening here, it just got too much. I had to get away, only for a little while—’

‘Is our home really so terrible to you?’

‘No! Of course it’s not …’ Actually, yes. Yes, it is!

In our bedroom, I dress quickly and head downstairs with Frank still in pursuit. We can’t even talk because my dad is installed at the kitchen table, and Eddie – our son – is moaning about something or other; I don’t even know what it is. There’s an altercation between him and his dad, and it strikes me that we’re really not designed to all live together – isn’t that why adult children leave home? Then something is happening and I can’t quite believe it’s real. Frank is hastily packing a bag.

I stare at him. ‘What are you doing?’

‘I’ve had enough. I can’t stand it here anymore.’

Minutes later he’s out the front door, with the bag slung over his shoulder.

‘Frank!’ I shout. ‘Please—’ I break off. As he storms off down the street, away from us all, a single thought rings loud and clear in my head.

Frank and I have fantasised about being empty-nesters. It’ll be our time, we kept telling ourselves. And we couldn’t wait.

How has it turned out like this?




Chapter One

Six months earlier: January

Living at Kilmory Cottage: Carly, Frank, Eddie

Carly

My son is lying on the sofa as I make my approach.

Be casual, I tell myself. Keep it light. The open Quality Street tin rests on his stomach, and a few gleaming wrappers are scattered around on the floor.

‘Eddie?’ I start.

‘What?’ He jolts, as if electrocuted.

‘I saw this job advertised. I thought you might want to—’

‘Not-qualified-for-it,’ he snaps.

I exhale slowly, trying to remain patient. ‘It’s not head of ICI, Eddie. It’s not Secretary-General of the United Nations. It’s just an admin assistant role with HMRC—’

‘What’s HMRC?’

‘The tax office—’

‘Oh my God!’ he wails, interrupting me again. ‘You think I want to spend my life doing that? Going round taking money off people?’

I blink down at him, sprawled there at 6.27 on a Monday evening. He’s been lying there all day, I can sense it – festering in that terrible brown hooded robe. Marketed as a dressing gown (foolishly, I bought it for him) it now looks as if it was peeled off a dead shepherd and seems to permanently swathe his body these days. I fear that my son and his robe will eventually merge with our sofa, in the way that a stain disappears into the carpet if you leave it long enough.

‘You wouldn’t be personally taking money off them,’ I explain. ‘It doesn’t work like that.’

‘It’s the government taking money, isn’t it?’

‘Yes, but they don’t go round, Eddie. They don’t turn up at people’s houses and wrench it out of their hands. And this is just an office role.’

‘Urrrr!’ He shudders.

‘Y’know, general admin-type stuff.’

‘Oh no. No thanks.’ As if I’d said, You’d be extracting worms out of cods’ intestines, with your teeth.

‘It wouldn’t have to be forever,’ I add. ‘It’d just be something to have on your CV.’

‘My CV’s fine, thanks.’

‘Is it, though, Eddie? Really?’

He shrugs, exhales forcefully and dunks a hand into the tin. He grabs a sweet at random, as if making an active choice would be way too much effort.

Does Eddie’s CV even exist? Or is it a mythical thing, like dragons and mermaids and home-made hummus that doesn’t turn out looking and tasting like clay? If there is such a document it would read something like this:


Eddie Silva, aged 22

Left school at first opportunity despite being extremely bright.

Tried college, hated it, left.

Sat at home for a year, arse scratching.

Eats too many takeaway pakoras in bedroom.

Leaves pakora cartons, with pointless salad garnish untouched, under bed.

Doesn’t seem to register his sister Bella (a year younger) upping sticks for London, or his other sister Ana (three years younger!) heading off to art school in Dundee.

Resists parental cajoling/nagging to get a job.

Drives parents to drink.

Tried college again. Hated it again. Left again.

Currently engaged in further arse scratching and advanced studies in using all the mugs in the house but never putting them in the dishwasher.



Is it us? Is it him? I drive myself crazy going over it because this boy – this man – could do anything he wanted, if he’d put his mind to it.

Eddie lets out a soft burp and unwraps the chocolate.

‘I thought you didn’t like those ones,’ I remark.

‘Now you’re deciding which Quality Street I like?’

‘For God’s sake, Eddie! Why are you being like this?’ Orange Cremes are the devil’s work, he used to announce, when he was funny and sweet and beavered away at his homework without even having to be asked. As a little boy, he was often right there at my side, clutching my hand. A mummy’s boy, I suppose; my funny little buddy. I’d have to coax him to walk into a birthday party. ‘Mummy, I want to go home with you!’ he’d announce tearfully. Turned out he was scared of balloons. So, maybe I’ve mollycoddled him, and this is why he lies around in a fug, while Frank and I are out all day, earning money to keep him.

However, Eddie’s sudden tolerance of Orange Cremes suggests that things have taken an even darker turn.

He sighs and tosses down the sweet wrapper to join the others on the floor. ‘Can you please stop dropping wrappers?’ I ask.

‘I’ll pick them up later.’

‘Well, you say that but you never do. You just leave it all, Eddie. A trail of litter for me to—’

‘I said I’ll do it later,’ he snaps.

‘No need to speak to me like that!’ It’s another mythical thing – this ‘later’. When is that exactly? In fifty years’ time when, presumably, he’ll still be lounging in his robe, the only difference being that his father and I will no longer be around to buy Quality Street, pick up his wet towels from the bathroom floor and the roll-up butts he leaves scattered around by the back door? (He’s long since shed any discomfort about us knowing he smokes.)

His best friends Calum and Raj left home straight after school, both heading for Edinburgh University. It’s not that I compare Eddie to them, or believe that he should have gone to university too; of course I don’t. He reckoned it wasn’t for him and, beyond making gentle suggestions for courses, his dad and I weren’t going to pressurise him. However, four years have spun by and throughout that time, he’s seen his old mates less and less. Soon Calum and Raj’s holidays were no longer spent back here in Sandybanks but travelling with girlfriends or groups of new friends. Or they’d stay in Edinburgh, which had clearly become ‘their’ city, working at the Festival or in various clubs and bars.

Then straight after uni, both of the boys landed grad-scheme roles at the same company, so now they’re proper professionals. Their parents aren’t braggers but whenever we run into each other around town there’ll be an update. ‘He’s not earning heaps,’ Raj’s mum told me recently, ‘but he’s getting by and loving his job. What’s Eddie up to these days?’

‘Not an awful lot,’ I replied with a grimace.

‘Aw, I’m sure it’ll all work out. Give him my love, won’t you?’

Wouldn’t Eddie like to nip over to Edinburgh to see his oldest friends? Whenever I’ve suggested it, he’s snapped Yeah-maybe and stomped away.

I can’t understand why he’s allowed his closest friendships to drift. It’s not as if the boys had moved to Alaska; Edinburgh is only two train journeys away, each one less than an hour. And his sisters aren’t like that. They’ve always maintained contact with old friends, despite the physical distances now. Eddie still has a few mates here but their numbers are dwindling as, one by one, they move away too. Soon, I fear, there’ll be no one left. And then what will he do?

He’s glaring at me now, willing me to leave the room. ‘Can you stop looming over me? It’s freaking me out.’

Mechanically, like a robot programmed to follow instruction even under intense provocation, I lower myself on to the arm of a chair. ‘So, if that job’s not for you, then maybe you could—’

‘I don’t need you to plan my life for me, Mum.’

A terse silence hangs over us. ‘All right. But how about going back to college?’

‘College wasn’t my thing.’

‘So, what is your thing?’

‘I don’t know!’ he announces. ‘I don’t have one. I mean, I haven’t decided what it is yet.’

‘But, love, everyone needs a thing.’

‘Well, I don’t. I’m not like you, happy to trundle off to the library every day of my life for years and years and years—’

‘Eddie!’ It’s like a punch to my gut. ‘D’you realise what it’s done? This job of mine that you seem to think of as so tragic?’

‘I didn’t mean that.’ He looks away. ‘I just meant—’

‘I’ll tell you what it’s done,’ I cut in. ‘It’s kept this family together. How else d’you think we paid the mortgage and bills and bought food when your dad’s schemes went tits up?’

‘What’s that got to do with anything?’ he cries.

‘I’m just saying. I’m making a point.’

‘Well, don’t!’ he shouts. ‘Don’t make points!’

‘But I only—’

‘—And don’t suggest jobs for me because I’m never going to be tax inspector—’

‘But I never said—’

‘—No matter how much you want to see me in a suit and a tie with a briefcase—’

‘A briefcase? When did I ever—’

‘’Cause I’m just not doing it, all right?’ He leaps from the sofa, sending the Quality Street tin flying and clanging onto the floor, its contents scattering all over the room.

‘Eddie!’ I exclaim as he charges out, robe flapping behind him, and thunders upstairs. His bedroom door bangs, rattling the house.

I stand there for a moment, pressing my hands over my hot, smarting eyes. Don’t cry, I will myself. You only suggested a job! You were trying to help. But was that wrong? Are you too controlling? Should you just let him flump about in that disgusting robe for the rest of his life?

I gaze round at the scattered sweets and wrappers, picturing the six of us – me and Frank, our three kids and my father – dipping into the tin when we were all together at Christmas. Paper crowns, mince pies and rowdy games of Pictionary and Boggle. Frank and I were so happy to have the girls home, albeit briefly. Bella and Ana have gone back now, keen to return to their flats and their friends and their New Year’s Eve parties.

And now my heart seems to crumple like one of those discarded wrappers on the floor.




Chapter Two

I know I’m lucky to be a librarian. I love books and reading and the fact that our beautiful Victorian library serves as a much-needed community hub in our town. I especially love my colleagues, who’ve become great friends. However, the next morning, as I trundle to work, I don’t feel lucky.

Eddie’s remark still smarts as I march along the seafront. Tiny snowflakes skim my face and a sharp wind stings my cheeks. Apart from a sole dog walker in the distance, the flat, wide beach is deserted.

I’m not like you, Eddie announced. Meaning, you think I’d want your shitty life? And maybe he’s right! He’s seen his dad and me struggling and arguing, unable to pay bills. We’d planned to do so much to Kilmory Cottage, but the years have whipped by and nothing’s come to fruition. At least, not to the house itself. In between raising three kids and working full-time, I’ve managed to create a beautiful cottage garden, filled with roses that bloom all summer long. But apart from that, what mark have I actually made?

The trouble is, I’ve never had a grand life plan. So can I really expect Eddie to have one?

His dad and I were twenty-one when we met and fell in love. Frank was a bartender, working the summer season at a resort on the Algarve. I’d gone on holiday with friends, never intending to peel away from the group, but I couldn’t help myself. I’d met boys who were cute, or even handsome – but not beautiful like Frank. Not wild and brimming with life and schemes and daring, in the way that he was. His face was all cheekbones and angles, his eyes the darkest brown. His big beaming smile melted my heart like ice cream under the hot Portuguese sun. When my holiday ended, he skived off work to see me off at Faro airport where we hugged tightly, and I cried.

As we pulled apart, I saw that Frank’s face was wet with tears too.

‘It’ll be okay,’ he insisted and somehow, I knew he was right. Somehow we’d make it work, despite the hundreds of miles between us, and the fact that we were virtually broke. Back in Glasgow, I was working in a soon-to-be-defunct bookshop, while Frank would be expected to go home to work on his family’s farm after the summer season.

Why would we let any of that stand in our way? At that age we believed that anything was possible. Had anyone urged us to work at the tax office, we’d have laughed in their faces.

So I blotted my wet cheeks and boarded my plane home to Glasgow, clutching the piece of driftwood on which he’d carved Carly + Frank Forever.

We started writing to each other. A torrent of impassioned scrawlings, with Frank’s wonky English always making me smile. The way he said foot finger for toe, or Get a plane for coming to see me soon! There were calls and occasional visits, and every so often we’d decide together that maintaining a long-distance relationship was too hard. Yet we couldn’t give each other up. It took my mum’s illness to make us realise that we had to be together. At first things had seemed hopeful. But when her cancer spread and she was moved to the hospice, Frank turned up in Glasgow with a rucksack and his dark hair all wild, to be with me.

I fell to pieces when Mum died. Thirteen years younger than Dad, she’d always seemed so young and vibrant. He’d left her suddenly for another woman when I was fourteen – I’m an only child – and although heartbroken, she was also furious and determined that we could manage just fine by ourselves.

Mum never wanted another man. She didn’t need anyone. It had been the two of us, thick as thieves, and I’d never imagined a world without her. And she’d loved Frank, and admired his free spirit, his love of life.

Within weeks of Frank moving to Scotland we found out I was pregnant. That certainly wasn’t planned. We were living in my tiny rented flat, and only just finding out how to be with each other in normal life – rather than those heady reunions when we’d barely emerge out of bed.

Yet we were delighted too. We just had to figure out how we’d manage a future together, and what we’d do. With baby Eddie’s arrival, we were propelled into a house-hunting mission.

Having grown up on a farm, Frank had been driving a tractor virtually as his milk teeth fell out, and worked the land along with his father and brothers. He wasn’t a city person at all. Plus, he loved the sea – the farm was close to Portugal’s wild south-west coast – and we started to wonder if the west coast of Scotland might be the place for us.

A sleepy Ayrshire town called Sandybanks had been a childhood favourite of Mum’s. She’d taken me there, although I could barely remember it. But one day I suggested to Frank that we hop on a train for an exploratory look around.

We strolled along the seafront and stopped at a house with a For Sale sign nailed to its garden fence. At twenty-seven, and still trying to come to terms with losing Mum, I stared at Kilmory Cottage and squeezed Frank’s hand. The house was battered by salt winds, the garden a tangle of thorns. The town was pretty faded too, having once been a bustling holiday destination. Now the few remaining guest houses badly needed a lick of paint. The birthday cake roundabout on the seafront had probably looked jolly at one time, with its icing swirls and candy-striped candles jutting up from the seats. But now rusting and splattered in seagull poo, it clearly hadn’t moved for years.

However, the place still had plenty of olden-day charm, and the glorious sweep of Sandybanks Bay captivated us. Although Eddie was snoozing in his carrier against my chest, I pictured him a few years on, running delightedly along the beach. This was what we needed, I decided. A new start by the sea to raise a family of our own.

And there was our perfect cottage, for sale, facing the sparkling bay. The Isle of Arran a purplish smudge on the horizon, and the ferry cutting its way towards the quay.

‘Shall we do it?’ I asked Frank, willing him to say yes.

He did.

With my inheritance from Mum, together with every other penny we could scrape together, we had just enough for a deposit. And so we bought Kilmory Cottage. Our daughter Bella was born a couple of months after Eddie had turned one, and Ana came along two years later. Frank and I never had the urge to get married. After being left as she was, Mum had been resolutely anti-marriage – ‘No need for it, Carly!’ she’d insisted, and I guess that message had stuck. And Frank was – and still is – a fantastic dad. I’ve never doubted that he loves us all very much. But he wasn’t easy back then. There was still that wild impetuousness there; the boy who, at twenty-one, had grabbed my hand at two in the morning and we’d run, screaming with laughter, into the sea. That young man who’d jumped feet first into a life with me, in a foreign country, because he’d wanted us to be together and have a good life. To have more, certainly, than he’d had on the farm.

However, Frank wasn’t an employee type of guy. There was a restlessness in him; an insatiable urge to throw himself into a thrilling new project. And soon, this father of three was insisting that taking over Sandybanks’ failing ice cream parlour was ‘too good an opportunity to miss’.

‘I know you want to do your own thing,’ I’d reasoned, ‘but it feels too risky, Frank.’

‘Yes, but the rent’s reasonable and the location’s great.’

‘If it’s so great then why does nobody go there?’

‘They will,’ he insisted. ‘I’ll brighten it up and drag it into the twenty-first century. I’ll completely transform it. And we’re at the seaside, Carly!’ His dark eyes beamed excitement and I tried to swallow down my guilt at not sharing his enthusiasm. ‘Who doesn’t want a delicious ice cream at the beach?’

At the time, Frank was working crazy hours as a delivery driver while I was a full-time mum. I could see how passionate he was, and told myself that he deserved this chance if he could secure a loan. Next thing I knew, funds had been raised and there he was, master of a malfunctioning commercial freezer that the previous proprietor – now disappeared, leaving no contact details – had assured him was ‘in perfect working order’. Frank plundered his funds to rent a replacement freezer but still the shop failed. Somehow, this man from southern Portugal hadn’t factored in our long Scottish winters and the fact that ice cream sales dwindle to virtually nothing when the cold weather bites.

Next came a tiny bakery, tucked away down an alleyway, where he planned to wow the west of Scotland with Portuguese custard tarts. ‘Everyone loves pastéis de nata,’ he’d insisted. ‘It can’t fail.’

Well, yes – maybe in Lisbon or even London, they did. But the craze was a long way from reaching our little corner of Ayrshire (in fact it still hasn’t arrived).

Then there was the food truck project, embarked on with wild enthusiasm one spring. He’d planned to sell sizzling garlicky steak sandwiches – which proved popular – but still he never managed to turn a profit and the venture was dead in the water by the end of the year. I’d feel terrible for Frank, to see his dreams shattered. But then he’d blunder into the next thing, and I was more often furious about the perilous financial position we’d find ourselves in. It wasn’t just the two of us anymore, free as birds. We had three children depending on us. As soon as Ana started nursery I went back to work, doing various office jobs – and I didn’t think it was beneath me, Eddie! Sometimes, I even enjoyed it! Then a decade ago, the library job came up and I leapt at it.

These days Frank works as a mechanic at his mate Dev’s garage. He’d never been a mechanic before, but he can turn his hand to virtually anything, when he puts his mind to it. And somehow we’ve scrambled through. But on this, my first day back at the library after the Christmas break, something hits me hard in the gut.

I stop abruptly on the seafront. Snow is still falling, dusting the birthday cake roundabout like icing sugar.

I’ll be fifty this year. My birthday’s in September – nine months away. My mum died at fifty. My life is speeding by and Eddie will be still lying there, posting Orange Cremes into his mouth. Or maybe it’ll be those hard round toffees that are always left at the end?

That’s me, I think wildly, marching on now, past the bandstand and the faded town map on a big wooden board. In the Quality Street tin I’m the Toffee Penny; the one that cements itself to your teeth. Why do they even put it in? It’s just there to be annoying – like a mother haranguing her son to find a job.

I veer away from the seafront and towards the town centre, passing the fishing tackle shop and the beauty salon. The library is in view now, the jewel of our town with its turrets and spires and stained-glass windows. A leaky jewel, as it happens, as there’s no money to fix the roof and guttering. Just enough for an array of buckets that we rearrange to catch the ever-changing locations of the drips.

The snow has stopped falling and way above the library, in the sky, a tiny dark speck has appeared. The speck is a plane and it shocks me to realise how much I wish I was on it.

Like all those times I flew out to see Frank, desperate to be together again. When he’d spot me at Faro airport arrivals and we’d fall into each other’s arms.

‘Ahh!’ I’d often hear people exclaim in pleasure at the sight of us. Same in Glasgow, whenever Frank arrived. ‘Love’s young dream!’ I once heard a stranger announce fondly, and we laughed as my cheeks blazed.

‘We are love’s young dream. You’re my dream, Carly!’

Now, taking care not to slip on the icy ground, I head for the yellow salt bin at the side of the library. As I grab the shovel and start digging out salt, I replay Eddie, shouting at me yesterday and flouncing upstairs. Later I’d lain awake in bed, worrying about whether I’d handled him in the right way.

‘Just leave him be,’ Frank had said. ‘It’s not worth getting upset about.’

Maybe Frank has the right attitude, I reflect now as I scatter salt rather aggressively around the library’s entrance. Eddie’s a fully fledged adult and if he’s not going to start living his life – well, I damn well am!

Like Mum did, when Dad left her. Working two jobs and seeing her friends and doing wonderful things with me, like baking and making fancy dress costumes, and taking me out to our favourite Italian café. But also never mollycoddling me. And certainly never picking up after me at home. I’d no more have thrown my dinner on the floor than dropped a sweet wrapper in the house.

I’m far too soft with Eddie, I decide, as I unlock the library’s heavy main door.

And from now on, things are going to change.

Inside the library, I turn on the lights with the ancient brass switches that make a definite clunk. I breathe in the aroma of thousands of books, mingling with a tinge of furniture polish and something else – the smell of learning and study and history.

When our three kids were all home it felt as if Kilmory Cottage might burst at the seams. Our home really wasn’t big enough for the five of us. So, as one of the library key holders, I started coming to work early, just to enjoy the calm and quiet and stillness.

The habit stuck, and I still do that now. In fact, Frank probably thinks the library opens at eight-thirty a.m. I make an instant coffee and wander over to the 20p box, where we sell off books that have been removed from the lending shelves. There’s a few novels and a small selection of non-fiction. A book about Clyde shipyards and wildlife guides about seabirds and coastal flora. And something else that I hadn’t noticed before. One of the others must have put it there.

I pick it up and sip my coffee as I examine the cover. The Empty-Nester’s Handbook: Living Your Best Life When the Kids Leave Home.

I can’t help chuckling dryly as my gaze lands on page one.

Let’s celebrate your fabulous second act!

What if Eddie never leaves home? If Frank and I are never empty-nesters? Could turning fifty count as the start of my second act?

Think of it as a thrilling new chapter, the author urges. How do you want it to look?

I have absolutely no idea – although after Eddie storming upstairs last night, I know how I don’t want it to look.

With my fully-grown, size-eleven-footed son flinging my ‘helpful’ suggestions back into my face.

With me picking up his sweet wrappers and damp, stinky towels and mouldering takeaway cartons.

With me picking up anything at all! Or doing any of that shit!

Or feeling in any way responsible for the fact that Eddie wants to do nothing with his life!

Or letting my ‘second act’ slide by without having adventures!

What kind of adventures do I want? Fun ones, with Frank, if he’s up for it. Why don’t we do fun stuff anymore? Why do we just trundle on?

My birthday’s nine months away, I figure as I switch on my computer at the main desk. So what am I waiting for really? For Eddie to miraculously figure out what he wants to do with his life?

The front door opens and my friend Prish appears, armed with a transparent tub of home-made cakes, swiftly followed by Jamie and Marilyn. There are hugs and cries of ‘Happy New Year!’ and the cakes are cooed over and devoured. There’s no occasion Prish won’t bake for: our last library day before the holidays, and our first day back, plus everyone’s birthdays. Over the Christmas break, when she could peel herself away from her huge family – four grown-up kids and seven grandkids, all descending on her for the holidays – she brought home-made brownies for our blowy beach walks. Now the rest of us catch up on each other’s news, delighted to all be together again.

‘I’m so relieved to be back at work,’ announces Jamie, and I know he really means it, as his home life is complicated.

‘How did it go?’ I hand him a mug of coffee.

‘Oh, the usual story. Lewis went to his parents and I went to mine.’ A shrug and a wry smile. ‘But what about you, Carly? All the gang home?’

‘Yeah, it was lovely,’ I say. ‘But the girls left the day after Boxing Day. Desperate to get away from us,’ I joke.

‘That’s how it’s meant to be,’ Prish remarks. ‘That’s our job, to set them up for leaving us and breaking our hearts.’

‘Hey, I’ve still got one at home, remember?’ I smile.

‘Not for much longer, I bet.’

‘Well, let’s see.’ Having dropped a coin into the honesty box, I’ve stashed The Empty-Nester Handbook into my bag. Soon, our first lenders arrive, and weak winter sunshine ekes through the stained-glass windows.

I’m still not sure how I want my second act to look, as our beautiful library flickers back into life. But somehow, I’ll figure it out. After all, a lot can happen in nine months.




Chapter Three

On the walk home I vow to myself not to react if Eddie behaves like he did yesterday. Don’t rise to it, I tell myself. However, as soon as I step into the house, it’s apparent that something is different. Eddie isn’t lying on the sofa or shut away in his room. No, my son is upright – devoid of hooded robe and actually in motion! Most bizarrely of all, Eddie is smiling as he bounds into the hallway to greet me.

Greeting me, as if I am an actual human, with feelings!

‘Hey, Mum,’ he says brightly.

I gawp at him. Has he broken something? Is this cheery display a way of buttering me up before imparting bad news?

‘Hey, love,’ I say, hanging my jacket on the hook. I’m naive enough to expect an apology over yesterday’s shitty behaviour. ‘Everything all right?’

‘Great, yeah. I’ll just put the kettle on, shall I?’ And off he goes.

Suspicion rears up in me as I follow him through to the kitchen. Normally, he opens the fridge and glares into it, announcing, ‘There’s nothing to eat.’ But not today. Today it’s as if another, extremely pleasant person – who looks exactly like my son – has taken his place.

Has the real Eddie been abducted by aliens?

‘Here you go, Mum.’ My body fizzles with tension as he hands me tea in my favourite pale pink china cup. What’s going on?

He leans against the sink and looks at me. Like his dad, Eddie is strikingly handsome: brown-eyed, with defined cheekbones, having recently grown into his looks. His hair is dark and glossy, rarely cut or washed – or even combed – but somehow still the hair any young man would want.

‘Dad back soon?’ he asks with studied casualness.

‘Yeah, should be,’ I reply. ‘Why, love?’ Normally, our movements don’t even register on his radar. We could be at home, or out – even dead, I’ve sometimes thought. It’s all the same to Eddie as long as meals appear, miraculously, at dinnertime.

‘Just wondered.’ He places his mug on the worktop and grins at me in an odd way. As if he’s holding something inside him. Something that’s bursting to come out.

‘You seem very perky today,’ I venture with a smile.

‘Perky?’ He chuckles.

‘Well, yes.’ And his deathly pallor has gone, I notice now. In fact he’s more like the old Eddie. The younger Eddie, I mean, who’d hug me for no reason at all, before this interminable malaise set in, like a mould, that no amount of forced jollity, or trying my damnedest to be kind and patient could shift.

‘It’s nice to see,’ I add, ‘but you seem, I don’t know …’

‘Well, I have news!’ he blurts out.

‘News?’ My heart clangs. ‘What kind of news?’

He rubs his hands together and pushes back his hair. ‘I’m moving out.’

‘You’re what?’

‘Moving out. Leaving home.’ He laughs. ‘It’s what people do when they’re adults, Mum. They break free of parental constraints. They fly the nest and forge their own independent lives. They grab opportunities …’

‘But …’ I catch myself. Be pleased! This is good news, right?

‘Aren’t you happy for me?’ Eddie arches a brow.

‘Yes! Yes, of course I am!’ I sip my tea, scalding my lip. ‘But where are you going?’

‘Well, there’s this room in a flat in Edinburgh.’

‘Edinburgh?’ I repeat. ‘Wow!’

‘Yeah.’ He nods. ‘In Raj and Calum’s place. Their other flatmate moved out. Their landlord had someone who wanted the room but that’s fallen through. So it’s mine if I want it. So of course I said yes.’

‘Wow, that’s great news …’ I’m trying to remain positive. ‘But how will you afford this flat, love?’ Surely he doesn’t think his dad and I will pay his rent?

‘It’s really cheap,’ he announces. ‘Like, so cheap you wouldn’t believe it. Some friend of Calum’s dad owns it, so he’s done them a deal on the rent.’

‘But it must cost something,’ I remark.

‘Yeah, but I’ll work, Mum. I can work, you know!’

‘Oh, I know, darling,’ I say quickly. ‘Of course you can. But what kind of work?’

‘In a restaurant. I have a job already. Don’t look so shocked!’

‘But how … ?’ I start.

‘Someone Raj knows works there and said they really need staff. So I emailed them and we spoke on the phone. They want me. They’re really keen. So they’re going to try me out.’

‘Waiting tables?’ I ask.

‘No, kitchen work.’ Oh God, last time Eddie fried an egg he set off the smoke alarm and the incinerated pan had to be thrown away. And aren’t people always cutting and damaging themselves in kitchens? Eddie is terrified of blood. As a little boy every cut or graze was a major drama. ‘It’s kitchen portering,’ he continues cheerfully. ‘But if they’re happy with me, they’re gonna train me up to be a chef!’

I blink at him, remembering the time he was grating some cheese and somehow grated his thumb. I’d found him bleeding, traumatised, lashed in sweat. ‘Will you be okay, doing that?’ I ask.

‘God, Mum, yeah.’ He laughs in disbelief. ‘D’you think I’m incapable?’

‘Of course not!’ I clear my throat. ‘So, what’s the restaurant?’

‘It’s this amazing place, just opened. Called Bracken – have you heard of it?’

‘Um, no, love.’

‘… They do those tasting menus, y’know? Like, ten courses of totally amazing food?’

‘Wow!’ I blow across my tea, remembering how uninterested he was when Frank bought the food truck. How he’d flatly refused to learn even the basics and do the festivals with his dad. ‘So you really like the idea of working in a professional kitchen?’

‘Yeah.’ He grins. ‘It’ll be fun!’

‘And … you don’t think it’ll make you queasy? You know, with your fear of blood and all the butchering and offal and—’

‘Mum, that’s just meat.’ He shakes his head at my idiocy. ‘I’ll be fine.’

I muster a broad smile. ‘That’s great then. I’m so happy for you. So when is this happening?’

He grins, cheeks flushed with excitement. ‘My first shift’s on Saturday.’

‘Saturday? You mean this Saturday?’

‘Yeah!’

‘But that’s … that’s three days away. How are you going to pay your first month’s rent if—’

‘Paid it,’ he announces. ‘Used all my Christmas money and savings.’

‘Oh, Eddie.’ I stare at him, emotion surging up in me like a wave. ‘I wish you’d said. We could’ve helped with that.’

‘Well, you can help. Could you or Dad give me a lift?’

‘To Edinburgh? Of course, darling!’

‘Can we do it tomorrow?’

‘Tomorrow?’ I exclaim, then quickly gather myself. ‘Yes, if that’s what you want. As long as you’re sure.’

‘I am sure.’ He grins.

‘We’ll drive you over after work then,’ I say, deciding that this really is good news. At least, he seems to have thought it through.

‘So you’re getting rid of me at last.’ He chuckles.

‘Oh, Eddie.’ My eyes prickle with unexpected tears. ‘I don’t want to get rid of you. But I’m happy for you. I really am. Wait ’til Dad hears about this!’

He beams at me and then, unexpectedly, he throws his arms around me – my big, tall, handsome boy who’s barely found it in himself to be civil to me for months now. Years, even. My heart seems to splinter as he pulls away. ‘Sorry I’ve been … y’know,’ he murmurs. ‘Like I’ve been lately.’

‘Oh, love,’ I start. ‘You don’t have to apologise.’

He shrugs, looking down at his feet. ‘It’s just, Bella and Ana are so clever and amazing and they’re getting on with their lives and doing so well. And you and Dad are always going on about that. About how proud you are …’

‘Eddie, that’s not true,’ I exclaim. ‘We are proud but we’ve never compared you. We don’t “go on”.’ Have we, though, unwittingly? Guilt twangs at me, deep in my gut.

‘… And I’ve felt left behind,’ he continues, ‘like I’m this failure, this massive disappointment to you both—’

‘Honey, you’re not! Please don’t say that. You’re not at all.’ Tears escape now, trickling down my cheeks. As Eddie looks up at me I see that he is welling up too. ‘You have so much going for you,’ I add. ‘You’re clever and popular and kind and I’m so proud of you.’

He smiles then, and rubs at his eyes and hugs me again. ‘Thanks, Mum. So you can stop worrying about me now, okay? ’Cause everything’s gonna be all right.’




Chapter Four

In truth, I’m a little on edge once the news has settled. Eddie has never even seen this Edinburgh flat, and what if he can’t handle working in a restaurant kitchen? He insists that it’ll be ‘easy’, but he has no idea what it’s like. At home he takes exception to being asked to put the milk back in the fridge. How will he cope with being barked at by chefs and slogging away on gruelling shifts? From lying on the sofa, mindlessly slotting Quality Street into his mouth, to holding down a demanding job and paying his rent every month. It feels like a heck of a leap.

However, it’s what he wants so of course I’m happy for him. And when Frank comes home, still in blue overalls and smelling not unpleasantly of oil and graft, he’s clearly delighted. ‘That’s brilliant, Ed! Great news.’ He catches my eye and grins. Can you actually believe this is happening? his look says.

‘Let’s go out and celebrate,’ I announce. ‘We’ll invite Granddad too. He’ll be so pleased for you.’

Eddie smirks. ‘Oh, d’you reckon?’

‘’Course he will,’ I say, brushing off his remark with a smile – because we all know how hard it is to please my father these days. While Frank showers and changes, I call Dad with the news, and then set off to pick him up from his harbourside flat a few miles further along the coast. And later, as the four of us settle around the table at our local Italian restaurant, I’m determined not to let his spiky presence dent the mood.

Our pizzas arrive and wine is poured – just water for me as I’ll drive Dad home later – and I make a toast. ‘To you, Eddie! To a whole new start.’

‘To Eddie!’ Frank grins as we all clink glasses.

‘Thanks.’ Eddie beams with pleasure.

‘About time too,’ my father remarks. ‘I was starting to think you’d never leave home, Eddie. Fifteen, I was, when I started full-time work in the shipyards—’

‘Oh, I thought it was nine?’ Frank murmurs with a mischievous twinkle, and I have to suppress a laugh.

‘Yes, Granddad,’ Eddie says dutifully. ‘But things are different now.’

‘You can say that again.’

‘Eddie was just waiting for the right opportunity,’ Frank remarks, ever loyal to our son.

‘Working in a kitchen?’ Dad frowns.

‘Yeah. Food’s the big thing now,’ Eddie assures him.

‘Really? It’s a new invention, is it? This eating thing?’

‘Dad!’ I glare at him.

‘What’ll be the next big thing?’ my father muses. ‘Breathing?’

‘Yeah, probably, Granddad.’ Eddie smirks.

‘Well, I think it’s great,’ I insist.

‘Although you did try to force him to work in the tax office,’ Frank teases, nudging my arm.

‘I did not! It was a suggestion, that was all …’

‘Wanted to buy him a briefcase for Christmas,’ he goes on, fibbing wildly. ‘I had to wrench it out of her hands in John Lewis—’

‘Frank,’ I cut in, laughing now. ‘I did not.’

‘There’s nothing wrong with honest hard work,’ Dad remarks.

‘But Eddie will be working hard,’ I say firmly.

‘Yeah, I will.’ Eddie grins. ‘And I didn’t want an office job, Granddad. That’s just not me. And I think this will be. At least, I’m going to give it my best shot.’

Dad seems to soften at that, and he nods in approval.

‘Well, I’ll drink to that!’ Frank announces, and there’s more clinking of glasses and wine is topped up. And so the evening goes on, with good-natured teasing and Eddie chatting excitedly about how it’ll be to flat-share with Calum and Raj, his oldest mates, who I suspect he’s missed more than he’s admitted. Eventually, after a couple of large red wines, even Dad relaxes a little, and by the time we step out into the bitterly cold night, my worries have subsided. It was a bit sudden, that’s all. Coming home from work today, this was the last thing I expected.

‘So you really think he’s up to this, do you?’ Dad glances at me as I drive him home.

‘Of course he is.’ It’s a reasonable question but it still irks me.

‘The girls just seemed a lot more organised, that’s all,’ he adds. ‘This has all happened in a bit of a rush, hasn’t it?’

‘Well, the opportunity just came up,’ I say, trying to remain patient. ‘But yes, Bella was organised. We all know what she’s like, Dad …’

‘Yes, she’s a sensible kid with her head screwed on,’ he remarks – the implication being that Eddie’s isn’t. That the minute he’s out of parental jurisdiction, it might topple off. He’s right, though, in that Bella had planned her move to London with military precision. It felt as if she’d barely unpacked in her new house-share before she’d found a gym, a local food market and signed up with a dentist. I can’t imagine Eddie doing that unless all his teeth fall out.

‘Ana was more chaotic,’ I remind Dad. ‘She was still cramming clothes into bin bags on the day we were driving her over to Dundee. And she stole our cheese from the fridge and her dad’s old denim jacket!’ I’m trying to lighten the mood, to make the point that his three grandchildren are all different, and all equally wonderful in their own ways. His blatant favouring of the girls always riles me. But he merely grunts, and as I turn off the main road and into his cul-de-sac, I realise there’s no point in discussing it any further.

As I park up, I remember the day Ana moved into halls in Dundee. We’d stopped off at a supermarket en route, as I’d wanted to make
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