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About the Book





Jo is a hopeless romantic. Worried she let her soulmate slip away, she’s chasing her past all the way to Chicago to break up her ex-fiancé’s wedding.



Dean is a resolute cynic. After a brief (but not brief enough) trip to London, he’s returning to Chicago, where he moved to escape his dysfunctional past.



In the time it takes to fly from London to Chicago, each finds something in the other that they didn’t even realise they needed.



But it’s only when they get off the plane that their true journey begins…
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Prologue

‘So you know all about love, do you?’

‘I know enough.’

‘Well, I know nothing. I don’t know anything about aliens, or ghosts, or any other empty phenomena either.’

She laughed, as though she thought he was joking. The laugh flew out into their history. It was a strong, heartfelt laugh; bigger than her. He wriggled in his seat, uncomfortable that he found himself intrigued by her nonsense.

‘Why wouldn’t you believe in love?’ she asked, unable to hide her incredulity.

‘Oh, the usual. I think it brings nothing but pain,’ he said, pulling a well-practised, neatly deflective hound-dog expression. He mocked himself so that she wouldn’t guess how serious he was.

‘Hating isn’t exactly a bag of laughs either, though, is it?’ she pointed out. ‘I’ve never met a happy cynic, or a miserable optimist, come to that. So obviously being an optimist is the way to go. Open-and-shut case.’ She beamed, content in her own reasoning, and he slowly moved his head from side to side, bemused. Amused.

Interested.
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Eddie

Eddie stood on the step of his terraced house in Clapham and drew a deep breath. He took in as much of the chilly blue-black night as he could; slow, calming breaths that he hoped might rinse away some of the smells of good times that Diane was very likely to object to. Smoke on his clothes, whisky and beer on his breath; he’d need to shower to remove the scent of woman. As he paused, he noticed that the people next door were now also ripping up the black and white Victorian tiles that decorated the front steps. Eddie had got rid of theirs as soon as they’d inherited. They’d pulled out the old bath and replaced it with a more sanitary plastic suite, in avocado green. They’d installed central heating too, done away with the mess and inconvenience of real fires. He’d felt unshackled. Out with the old, in with the new. Progress. Looking forward, that was what it was all about. Not looking back. That had never been his style. Never would be.

Diane hadn’t wanted to make the home improvements. She’d gone on about original features, insisting that they would one day come back into fashion; she hadn’t wanted to change anything from the way her mum and dad had had it when she was a girl.

‘Yeah, but when we want something bigger and need to sell on, no one will look at this dump in its current state,’ Eddie had explained. Frankly it irritated him a bit that she had no idea that everyone else in the world actually enjoyed living in the twentieth century. She’d become upset and unreasonable, which was often her way nowadays, especially after a glass of wine.

‘We don’t need anything bigger. We can’t afford anything bigger!’ she whined. Her voice was always whiny or screechy. Had been for a few years.

It was true that they struggled to pay the bills on this place, but even so Eddie regretted Diane’s lack of ambition. Anyway, it was his house, even if they had inherited it off her parents. Law of the land. If he wanted to sell it, he could do just that. He found the old panel doors, parquet floors and stone sinks depressing. He’d told her he wasn’t going to live in a museum. So they’d all gone.

Eddie sighed as he recognised that he hadn’t done much in the way of redecorating for over a year; he’d discovered that no amount of orange plastic chairs could turn number 47 into the home he wanted.

He tentatively pushed open the front door and forced himself over the threshold; he was immediately hit by the smell of regurgitated breast milk and steeping nappies. He wanted to turn and run.

Diane appeared in the hallway. She had a distinctly unwashed vibe. Her hair hung in greasy curtains about her face. She was wearing grubby jeans and a T-shirt stained with perspiration. That said, Eddie could not deny she still had a cracking figure, despite having given birth twice. He noticed it anew every time he looked at her. Even though she was feeding, she still had small breasts and so she never bothered with a bra; her tiny hard nipples were nearly always provocatively visible. She had long legs and a trim arse. It bemused Eddie how she could resist progress when her body seemed to be made for this decade. She’d have struggled in the sixties to warrant a second glance, because back then, men wanted something to grab on to, but her lithe, elongated body made her a goddess in this decade. Or at least she could be a goddess, if she ever washed.

Wordlessly Diane thrust the baby into Eddie’s arms, causing him to drop his script on the floor. The sheets scattered like petals from an overblown rose; he regretted not numbering the pages. Diane shrugged indifferently and stomped straight into the kitchen. Words were no longer a nicety that either of them regularly bothered with. Eddie didn’t need Diane to tell him that she’d had a bad day; that the baby was teething and had been difficult to settle, that her nappies had been exceptionally pungent. Diane had said as much, often enough, with this baby and the boy, when he’d been younger; it seemed to be the same story every day. Over and over. Eddie could not help. Diane thought that he wouldn’t. Eddie barely knew whether there was a difference any more.

Thoughtlessly he hoisted the grumbling baby on to his hip and leant his forehead against the hall wall. He was a little flushed. That would be the whisky. He should have stuck to pints. He shouldn’t have allowed himself to be tempted into drinking spirits at lunchtime, but it was difficult to resist. She was such a fun girl. Frivolous. Game. Plus, he knew whisky made her dirty. There was nothing better than a free and flippant afternoon in the sack, other than, perhaps, a filthy and risky one. The hall wallpaper was a smooth, cool vinyl; brown squares on a slightly paler brown background. The floor was covered with cork tiles. Eddie had picked them both out but now regretted his choices; momentarily, he felt like he was inside a cell for the mentally ill, but there was no padding.

Eddie forced himself to look at Zoe. She was a fat baby. When old women peeked into her pram they oohed and aahed and swore blind that she was a cherub, a bonny baby, a proper baby. The women who gave these compliments had been mothers during the war and so liked fat kids. Eddie didn’t like the way his daughter looked. He wished she wasn’t quite so opulent. This child seemed to burst out of her nappies and smock dresses; hats popped off her head, tights wouldn’t quite pull up over her chunky thighs. Her brow melted into her nose and she had no neck at all. Dean was the same. Eddie had thought that once he was running around a bit, he’d slim down, but he hadn’t. He was five years old but he had to wear clothes for eight year olds; the bottoms of his trousers were always covered in mud because Diane was too idle to hem anything. Idle or incapable. Still, at least with a boy you could tell yourself he was stocky and hardy, you could console yourself with the thought that he might make a rugby player. It was 1976, for God’s sake. Lithe meant affluent, fashionable, desirable; chubby meant, well, the opposite.

Eddie was a writer for the BBC; people expected certain things from him in terms of style and presentation. He was part of the it crowd. He knew people who would, no doubt, one day be described as iconic. It was assumed he would wear his hair inches past the collar, and he needed long sideburns; he had to wear corduroy trousers that fell dangerously low around his groin, with unforgiving polo-neck jumpers, which did not allow for an ounce of spare flesh. People presumed he would indulge in recreational narcotics and free love, that he’d have a wife who had once dabbled as a model but now was a little bit too dependent on Valium and vino; every night was a party.

No one expected kids, but if there had to be kids then they should be skinny, whimsical types. They ought to wear fancy-dress costumes all day long and have long blond hair that made it difficult to discern gender. Scandi or American kids were the role models; Dean looked as though he was getting his vibe from Billy Bunter. Eddie blamed the copious amounts of tinned rice pudding, Angel Delight and Findus Crispy Pancakes that Diane spooned into him. He knew why she did it: kids couldn’t cry when their mouths were full. Lazy cow.

His mother had warned him that Diane would not make a proper wife. That she couldn’t cook a decent meal, or sew or clean. He’d agreed; it was her improperness that he’d fallen for. He thought she was like him. Bold and irreverent. Selfish. And that had been attractive. Now it was just inconvenient.

Eddie followed his wife into the kitchen. For a moment he allowed himself to hope she might actually have cooked something for supper. It was a ridiculous thought. Even if she had been the sort of wife to have his dinner waiting for him, he’d arrived home two hours later than he’d said he would, so it would be cold or burnt to a crisp by now. Anyway, there was no hint of home-cooked dishes; the kitchen smelt damp and dank, a mixture of drains and stale food. The only thing Eddie could ever taste in the kitchen was sour air and neglect.

Diane always had the radio droning on in the background. She turned the volume down low so as not to disturb the baby presumably, but this irritated Eddie. How was he supposed to enjoy the tunes or follow the news stories at that volume? He snapped the radio off and the silence was only interrupted by the sound of the hot tap dripping. He’d been meaning to get that fixed for a while. He doubted he ever would.

Eddie thought it was bizarre that despite the lack of industry that occurred in the kitchen, the room was invariably a mess. The lino on the floor was sticky; it was like wading through a sea of Blu-Tack, his shoes making a strange squelchy sound as he walked about. The circular plastic table was crammed full of dirty pots and condiments, left over from the kids’ tea, lunch and breakfast. His critical eye noted the open packet of butter that was turning rancid. There were gummy jam jars, a bottle with souring milk, a gunky ketchup bottle and plates covered with greasy smears suggesting that Dean had been fed fried eggs tonight. They’d get mice again if she wasn’t more careful. They rarely sat down as a whole family at the table. Eddie didn’t care that they didn’t eat together on a Sunday – the family gathering for meat and two veg was bourgeois and staid, something the last generation valued – but he would have liked it if she’d sometimes made pasta or curry, neither of which was bourgeois because they were foreign; pasta and curry were cool. He’d have liked to invite friends round for supper. They could use the fondue set and drink red wine; they’d bought a carafe when they’d been on honeymoon in Spain. Where the hell was it? Eddie wondered. How come nearly every pot and pan they owned was left on a kitchen surface but he’d never laid eyes on the carafe? Had she put away all reminders of their honeymoon? It was only six years ago, but it was a lifetime back.

The wooden clothes horse was a permanent fixture in the poky kitchen, a never-ending stream of damp clothes hung on it, draped in a way that always put Eddie in mind of dead bodies. There were two plastic buckets by the door that she used for steeping the fouled nappies. Dozens of mugs and glasses were dotted around the kitchen; they each had their own bioculture growing inside, and around them crumbs were scattered like confetti. Diane ate ten Rich Tea biscuits a day; with two apples and a couple of glasses of wine, she could stay under the thousand calorie mark and ensure that her hip bones continued to jut. Recently she hadn’t bothered with the apples but had had the odd extra glass.

The room could do with an airing, but the window was jammed.

The kitchen was Eddie’s Room 101. Not a cage of rats put on his face, like in the George Orwell novel, but death by domesticity. In this kitchen they did not talk about the strikes, David Bowie’s music or even the perm or the Chopper bike. The sort of conversations Eddie and Diane limited themselves to (if they spoke at all) were ones about this child having taken a fall and got bruised, the other having a funny rash, or Diane would moan that she needed a few more quid to buy a new breadbin, her aunt had been round, her aunt thought they needed new curtains, her aunt wondered when he was going to get a job that was better paid. Depending on how much she’d had to drink, Diane might yell that she wondered as much too. He was a graduate, for God’s sake. He had a degree, why was he wasting it being a writer? Writing didn’t pay. She should have married an accountant. That was what her aunt said; that was what she thought too.

Eddie knew men who hit their wives. He never had. That wasn’t his thing. Hitting your woman didn’t sit well with reading the Tribune. But sometimes when she went on and on and on and on, he could imagine grabbing one of those dirty tea towels that lay screwed up on the kitchen surface and shoving it into her mouth. He didn’t want to choke her, not exactly. He just wanted to stop her going on.

He glanced down at his fat gold wedding ring. This wasn’t how he’d imagined it would be. He was suffocating.
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Clara

Clara snapped off the TV with impatience. There was never any good news; just bombs, kidnappings, the threat of strikes. She only watched the news for the bit at the end when they told you what the Queen was up to. Had she visited a public garden, or perhaps some youth centre? Clara would never know, because she’d switched off before they got to that bit today. They were saying there were three million unemployed now. Three million! Couldn’t someone find them something to do? They should, because nothing good ever came from idle hands. The thought stung. She knew how destructive boredom could be. She’d said to Tim that perhaps they should make these doleys join up. The soldiers and sailors and what-have-you were being so brave out in the Falkland Islands right now. They were doing a fine job, but no doubt they’d welcome a helping hand, a few more buddies. Clara didn’t really know what was going on out there; in fact she hadn’t known exactly where ‘out there’ was until she’d checked in the atlas, but Neil Todd’s father at the school gate said she wasn’t to feel bad about that, hardly anyone did know. All that was clear was that there was a lot of bombing and burning and young men coming home with shocking injuries. Thinking about it, maybe the doleys were better off at home after all. Clara sighed. She didn’t know what to make of it; she didn’t like to think about it.

Instead she turned her attention to how she should kill the next few hours before she had to start the school pick-up. What should she do with her afternoon? Had she anything on video to watch? It was her guilty pleasure to watch recorded episodes of Dynasty when the children were at school. She had tried, but found it was impossible to give the TV her full attention in the evenings. The children would invariably squabble their way through an entire episode, or worse, they pestered her with irritating or inappropriate questions. Normally, she was a very patient mother. She was quite prepared to answer endless enquiries about Barbie dolls and Danger Mouse (no, she did not know that Barbie’s full name was Barbara Millicent Roberts, but yes, she did think Barbie Millie was cuter, and yes, she did believe Danger Mouse had trained with James Bond; certainly the same school, if not the same year), but it was significantly trickier explaining the saga of the wealthy Denver family who had made their money in oil.

‘Does Daddy have much to do with oil?’ Joanna had asked thoughtfully, when they’d last watched the programme together.

‘No, stupid. Daddy is a banker,’ Lisa had replied, harshly dismissing her younger sister. Although there was less than two years between them, the gap seemed wider, as fourteen-year-old Lisa had now clambered into the teenage world that allowed access to DM boots and black eyeliner, while twelve-year-old Joanna was quite innocent, still content to dress up her dolls.

‘Perhaps he should do more with oil, because then we’d have a house as big as Krystle’s,’ Joanna had added, her childish lisp not quite hiding her fully formed ambition to marry well. Joanna lived for the Cinderella fairy tale.

‘We’re very lucky as it is, darling,’ Clara had reminded her daughter, as she often reminded herself. ‘We live in a much bigger house than nearly all our friends.’

‘What does Krystle do in that house all day anyway?’ Lisa had demanded as she’d turned back to her homework.

Joanna had shrugged, unconcerned by the glittery woman’s inertia. Then a thought struck her. Horrified, she’d asked, ‘I don’t understand. Why has Blake been married to two ladies?’

Clara had tried to explain. ‘Well, Krystle was his secretary but now she’s his wife. Alexis was his wife before.’

‘What is she now?’

‘His ex-wife.’

‘What does that even mean?’ Jo had asked, stricken. In her protected world – the leafy suburbs of Wimbledon – it meant very little; she had no idea that divorce was run-of-the-mill in other postcodes. In Wimbledon, people stuck it out. Clara, more than anyone, knew that.

‘She’s not just “his ex-wife”, she’s the boss of an enormous multimillion-, possibly billion-dollar company,’ Lisa had muttered, rolling her eyes.

‘Which wife do you like best, Mummy?’ Joanna had pursued.

‘Krystle. She’s so patient, serene and composed,’ Clara had replied, even though secretly she was sure Alexis had all the fun. The insipid second wife wasn’t half as exciting as the feisty first one, who had a string of younger lovers, but Alexis Carrington wasn’t a role model Clara Russell could openly aspire to. Not openly.

‘Why didn’t they look more for Adam? If someone kidnapped me, would you look lots?’ Mark, her youngest, had asked fearfully. He’d hopped on to Clara’s knee, and she’d enjoyed his warmth and chubbiness.

‘Yes, darling, I’d keep searching until the end of time and as far as the end of the world.’

‘The world is round, so strictly, it doesn’t end,’ Lisa had pointed out.

‘He’s five, Lisa.’

‘So you shouldn’t fill his head with rubbish.’ Lisa had nodded pertinently in the direction of Joanna whilst continuing to glare coldly at Clara. Clara knew that Lisa firmly believed that Joanna needed to be weaned off the romantic fairy tales she’d been allowed to believe were gospel, and that Lisa did not consider Clara a particularly good role model for dreamy Jo.

Was she a let-down? She had tried so hard. Nearly always done the right thing. Even though doing the wrong thing was so much easier, so much more fun. Clara was confident that she was a superb homemaker. That wasn’t up for debate. The house was spotless, their food home-cooked, their clothes carefully ironed (even nighties, petticoats and Tim’s underwear), but Lisa would no doubt have preferred it if Clara was a career woman; the sort that wore shoulder pads and carried fat, impressive Filofaxes. When Joanna had started school, Clara had worked, briefly. Through an old school friend she’d found a rather fun position at the BBC; it was mostly typing and filing but it had got her out of the house for a couple of hours a day and she’d met such exciting people. Too exciting. Dangerous. So after that foray, Tim wouldn’t hear of her working again. He said that working was not for women like her, ones with children and a husband, and he had a point. Tim rarely got home before nine most nights of the week; sometimes he was much later. How would it work if they both had careers?

Clara often felt uncomfortable under Lisa’s gaze; literal and metaphorical. She suspected that Lisa knew much more than she should. Did she know, for example, that Mark was a patch-up baby, after, well … Clara’s difficult period at the BBC? She’d insisted on him, she’d needed him to anchor her. Did Lisa know that, despite trying not to have favourites, Clara enjoyed the company of her son far more than she enjoyed the company of her daughters? It wasn’t that she liked one child more than the others. Not as such. It was just that he was so
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Epilogue

Jo thought she was imagining it at first, but Dean was not a particularly common name, and it was all the more distinct for that. The woman sitting next to her on the park bench was repeatedly calling to her son.

‘Dean, be careful. You’re going far too high on that swing.’ Jo followed the direction of the woman’s gaze and saw a boy, aged about six, swinging dangerously high but squealing with the joy of it.

Smiling at the coincidence, she turned to the anxious mother beside her. ‘My son is called Dean too.’

‘Really?’ The woman’s anxious face instantly transformed, and she beamed back. ‘Which is yours?’ she asked. Jo pointed to her blond, curly-haired two-year-old son playing contentedly in the sandbox. She was aware that the box was probably used by all the neighbourhood’s stray cats as a litter tray, but she didn’t have the energy to deal with the issue at that moment. She rubbed her taut belly. ‘He looks significantly less of a handful than my Dean,’ commented the other mum with a wry smile.

‘He has his moments,’ laughed Jo. ‘But on the whole, yes, he is very good.’

‘And when are you due?’ The woman nodded towards Jo’s enormous belly.

‘Any minute.’ Jo was amused by the return of the slightly anxious expression that this comment provoked. ‘Don’t worry, I’m not having contractions or anything. When I say any minute, I mean in the next week or so.’

‘Have you thought of names for this one?’

‘It’s a girl, and we’re still deciding between Eva and Frances.’

‘Both are pretty.’

‘Thank you. I think we’ll wait to see which she suits.’ Jo thought that the conversation would probably come to a close now; it was a pleasant but unremarkable exchange, similar to dozens of conversations she’d had in various parks, cafés and soft play areas since she was first obviously pregnant. Women liked to chat about due dates and baby names. They both sat quietly and listened to children laughing and rowing, teasing and bossing one another as they climbed, swung and ran around the park. The sound of trainers and sandals scurrying across the tarmac and rubber created a pleasant rhythm.

‘How did you pick the name Dean? Did you have a choice of two then as well?’ asked the mother of the older Dean.

‘No. He was always going to be Dean. He’s named after an old friend of mine,’ replied Jo.

‘My son is named after my brother.’

‘That’s nice.’ Jo paused. She wasn’t sure what propelled her on. Maybe it was simply the lure of a coincidence – she was interested in the woman who had a child with the same name as hers – or maybe it was because the woman had a gentle, somehow familiar, open face that invited confidences; maybe it was simply Jo’s hormones playing havoc with her common sense. Whatever the reason, she suddenly gushed, ‘Actually, Dean is named after the love of my life.’ She allowed the huge phrase to slip out accompanied by a grin, which she hoped might mitigate some of the gravity of the confession. ‘Obviously, I haven’t ever told my husband as much,’ she laughed.

The woman smiled sympathetically. Most women had an understanding of that sort of thing. ‘So what happened to the love of your life?’

‘The usual, he dumped me. It was complicated. There was lots of baggage and it wasn’t meant to be. It was the briefest of flings, really.’ Jo felt she had to pull back from her large statement that Dean was the love of her life. It seemed disloyal to Andy to talk of Dean in that way; after all she’d only known Dean for four days, and she’d been married to Andy for four years now. Still, that was how she thought of him. Even now. The love of her life. ‘I’ve been with my husband for four years, and don’t get me wrong, we are very much in love. We’re very happy, but sometimes I do think back to Dean. Fondly. He was good for me.’ She had not been able to resist calling her son after the man who had taught her to love, for real. The man who had helped her through the most brutal and embarrassing weekend of her life. The man who she had cried over for months and months. The one she had longed for for years.

The woman on the bench shifted; she rummaged in her handbag and pulled out some imperial mints. She offered one to Jo, who took it. At eight and a half months pregnant, Jo would eat anything anyone offered, even a dusty mint dredged up from a stranger’s handbag. ‘Besides, if I hadn’t met Dean, I’d never have met Andy. It’s strange how things turn out.’

‘Were they friends?’

‘No, nothing like that. Dean was this very adventurous type. You know, always skiing, snorkelling or surfing. He thought I lacked interests, so he made me draw up a list of things I’d like to achieve in life. I met Andy on set.’

‘On set?’

‘Andy is an actor. I was an extra. So indirectly Dean is responsible for us meeting. He gave me a lot of confidence and direction. I’ve carried the list with me ever since. I’ve pretty much worked through the lot we drew up together and I’ve since added more.’

‘Mummeeee, look at me.’ Both women looked up just in time to see the older Dean let go of the swing chain and fly through the air. Remarkably, he landed on his feet. He laughed hysterically with adrenalin and pride.

‘He is just like his uncle.’

‘I’m Jo, by the way.’

‘Zoe.’ The woman did a little wave, even though Jo was sat right next to her. It would have been odd to shake hands in the park. Jo’s brain wasn’t firing on all cylinders, tired from the pregnancy, and it took her a moment to make the connection. When she did, she didn’t think it could possibly be true.

‘Your brother didn’t used to live in Chicago by any chance, did he?’

Zoe looked startled. ‘Actually, yes, yes he did.’

‘Oh my goodness. I don’t believe it. Dean Taylor?’

‘Yes, that’s right.’

‘Your brother Dean is the love of my life Dean.’ Jo’s delight at the coincidence almost cancelled out the embarrassment she felt saying such an exposing thing so many years after the event. She beamed, thrilled to have found him again, albeit indirectly. ‘Well how the hell is he? Is he married? Sorry, that’s really cheeky of me,’ Jo gushed. ‘But I can’t tell you how much I loved that man. I thought I’d never get over him. Don’t tell him that, will you?’ She paused. She’d rushed on because part of her still wasn’t ready to hear the inevitable. No doubt he’d married an American model, they’d have four beautiful children by now and he wouldn’t even remember her name. Jo? Jo who? he’d say when Zoe relayed this story to him next time they caught up. Or worse still, Zoe might tell her that he hadn’t ever married; he was still stewing, consumed with fury at her mother and his father, unable to move on with his own life. That would be worse than anything.

When her mother had come home to Wimbledon all those years ago with the news that she’d met Dean and that he had flown to England to find Jo, Jo had allowed herself to hope. For a week or so she’d imagined that at any minute he might walk up their drive, explain that he’d needed time but was ready now to declare that they could begin again.

He didn’t come.

She’d phoned his mobile, dozens and dozens of times, but he’d always allowed her call to go straight through to voicemail. Initially her messages were calm and cheerful; eventually they deteriorated into undignified pleas. It didn’t matter, as he never returned any of her calls. It took months for her to accept that he never would. Years for her to stop wishing that wasn’t the case.

She had surprised everyone by not falling to bits. She had been determined that she would dignify her encounter with Dean by turning her life around, so she’d applied for countless journalist jobs. After some months, she’d finally secured a position on a trade magazine as a travel journalist. She’d travelled extensively since. She’d visited South Africa, Australia, Canada, India, Bali, Cuba and most European countries. On her trips she’d nursed baby cheetahs, played the didgeridoo, gone ice skating on a frozen lake; she’d had her face painted with henna, slept on a beach in a hammock and visited most of Europe’s impressive galleries and major museums. She’d learnt to accept challenges and welcome opportunities. At first she did so imagining that one day she’d tell Dean all about her adventures and prove some point or other to him, but as the years passed, she simply got into the habit of relishing opportunities and new experiences in their own right. She allowed the longing for Dean to fade, but she retained the lessons he’d taught her.

Falling in love with Andy, a non-identical twin with an unreliable income but a great sense of humour, was one such opportunity, and becoming a mother was her most profound and significant experience. Jo loved being a mother and a wife as much as she’d always hoped she would, and she loved the fact that her work was flexible enough to allow her to maintain a career too. Last year she’d planted a cherry tree in her small but well-kept garden, she regularly peeled apples and maintained one continuous strip of peel, she’d visited the Ice Hotel and she’d eaten macaroons at Ladurée in Paris, even though Dean had never allowed that to go on her official list.

Jo owed Dean a great deal. They had not managed to be together for ever, but he was always with her. As she made this mental tally, she prepared herself to hear about his no doubt glittering life. She wondered whether his wife would be a blonde or a brunette.

‘So how is he?’

‘He’s dead, Jo.’ Zoe reached out and squeezed her new friend’s arm. ‘Are you …’ She paused. ‘Do you happen to be Jo Russell?’

Jo could not speak. The world had ground to a slow, painful halt, no longer able to orbit without him. She had stopped breathing, unable to find oxygen in the air now she knew he was no longer doing so. Her heart pounded against her ribs and the beat ricocheted through her entire body. She could feel it thumping behind her eyes, in her ears, in her nostrils. Deep, deep low between her legs, where she’d always felt him and always would. She could taste metal in her mouth. She could not focus.

She’d heard Zoe’s words, she’d understood them, but they could not be. They were so very, very wrong. Dean was the most alive person she had ever known. He’d taught her to live. It was impossible that he was dead. He was immortal. Zoe’s words just didn’t make sense. They circled Jo like flies but she couldn’t bat them away, nor could she catch them to try to order them and understand them. They ducked and dodged the part of her brain that should be able to process them, yet at the same moment she knew they were permanently tattooed on to her heart.

‘Do you happen to be Jo Russell?’ Zoe asked again.

Jo nodded. ‘Yes. Well, I was. Jo Doyle now. Married name. I changed, not for work but for everything …’ She trailed off. She didn’t know how her mouth was managing to relay these ordinary facts. How could ordinary facts be, when he no longer was?

‘Oh Jo, he was coming to you. He crashed his car. He swerved to miss a kid who was chasing a football into the road …’

Zoe broke off. Although she had told this story hundreds of times, she still found it unbearable. Jo wished she’d stop altogether. She didn’t want to hear it. Why was she in this park today of all days? Why were they both on this bench? If Zoe had picked a different park, then Jo would not know this awfulness. If Zoe had even sat further away, or if little Dean had not swung so high and she hadn’t had to call out his name, then they’d never have started to chat. Jo didn’t want to hear; hard as it was for Zoe to say, she had the feeling that it would be much more bloody to listen to. Jo wanted to shush Zoe, put her finger over her ears or, more desperately, gag Zoe. Jo swayed. She was sitting down, so she had nowhere to fall, and yet she felt she was slipping. Down, down, down.

Zoe’s lips moved. Jo studied them, but she didn’t know that Zoe was asking her if she was all right. Whether she’d like some water. Zoe scrabbled around in her bag for a second time that afternoon and produced a plastic bottle of mineral water. Jo took it from her but couldn’t remember how to open bottles. How to drink. The bottle rolled off her lap and on to the dusty ground. Zoe’s eyes oozed concern.

‘He ended up with the car wrapped around a lamp post. He’d sat in traffic for ages, apparently. Taken some back streets. He was going a little fast; wasn’t he always? They told me it was instantaneous.’ Zoe sighed and looked doubtful. Jo wondered how many nights this sister must have agonised over that detail. Was it fast, or did he suffer? Please God, not that.

Jo’s head imploded. She felt it deflate and then fall down her neck, causing a severe pain in her spine. It was right that she should implode, dissolve, disappear altogether, because he had. Even though she and Dean had not spoken for years, she had always lived bigger because she’d thought he was somewhere on the planet, sharing the sky and the sun and the moon with her. Now she was in danger of splintering, cracking, vanishing.

‘I’m so sorry, Jo. We didn’t know where to find you.’ Zoe’s voice was gentle and even. Jo hated her voice because of the things it was revealing, but she also loved it because Dean had listened to it over and over again. By being next to Zoe, she felt somehow closer to Dean, even though this was their final goodbye. ‘We called all the contacts in his phone, but it took a few days, and by the time we called you, your number was out of use.’

‘It was a company phone.’ Jo remembered this detail because when she’d reluctantly handed back the corporate phone to Loving Bride! she’d been very aware that they might lose touch. She thought that was the worst thing that could happen. She hadn’t known the worst thing had already happened. ‘He had the addresses of my family members written on a pad in his kitchen,’ pointed out Jo pitifully. This was a fact she’d tortured and comforted herself with, in equal measures, for months after his silence.

‘I didn’t clean out his apartment, I couldn’t face it. Some of his friends did it for me. They probably thought—’

Jo jumped in, understanding perfectly. ‘That I was one of a number of women who wanted him to stay in touch, one of a number of women who he had no intention of staying in touch with. Insignificant flings.’

‘Except you weren’t that.’ Zoe squeezed Jo’s hand. Jo looked at her hopefully.

‘I wasn’t?’

‘No.’

‘What was I?’ She thought she knew. She’d always tried to believe it, but she needed to hear it.

‘We talked about you once. I knew immediately that you were different for him. You eased the anger in his soul. You were the woman who taught him to trust and to forgive. You taught him that he deserved love and that he’d get it.’ Zoe put her arm around the shoulders of the woman swollen with pregnancy, and Jo reciprocated by slipping her arm around Zoe’s waist. ‘You, Jo, were the love of his life.’
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Prologue

The doorbell rings.

I feel a flutter of excitement: is it what I’ve been waiting for? I rush to the door before the bell rings a second time and fling it open, but it’s not what I’m expecting.

‘Alison Mitchell?’

‘Yes.’

It’s something to do with the way he says my name, tentatively but somehow officially. ‘Are you – look, I’m sorry. This is going to seem a bit peculiar.’ He breaks off and looks to the ground, awkward. ‘I just need to know, do you have a daughter who was born in St Mary’s Hospital in Clapham between March 27th and 29th fifteen years ago?’

‘Yes. Katherine; her birthday is the 27th.’ I’m so used to being honest and straightforward that I splutter out this response before I consider whether this is the sort of info that should be routinely exchanged, on the doormat, with a total stranger. He swaps his expression of awkwardness for one of panic. ‘Is Katherine in some sort of trouble?’ I ask, fearful.

His mouth twists as though the words he has to spit out taste foul. ‘Can I come in? This isn’t something we can talk about on the doorstep.’




Fifteen Years Ago

The smell of hospital disinfectant and her own blood lingered in the air, but she hardly noticed. They swaddled the mewling, delicate baby and placed her in Alison’s outstretched arms. As she took hold and folded the small bundle into her, she knew that this is what her arms had ached for for so long.

People came and went: the nurses popped by to help her into a clean nightie, check she was comfortable; Jeff floated in and out of the ward, dashing off to make euphoric phone calls to family and friends, returning to relay their messages of joy and their congratulations. Alison and the baby were still, steady. They locked eyes – held each other’s gaze and hearts – until the baby’s lids grew heavy and sleep took hold. Even when the baby slept Alison couldn’t tear her eyes away. She was so perfect. Alison gently moved aside the blanket so she could gaze at her child’s legs, her arms, kiss the crook of her elbow and her butter-soft toes. She slept on and Alison continued to stare, mesmerised. It was love. Pure, unadulterated, unconditional, unending.

She had had an especially easy birth. In her birth plan she’d specified that she’d try any and all drugs to ease the pain and that she’d have a Caesarean if the experts thought that was the route to go; she trusted them to make the decision: they had the experience. As it happened, none of that was necessary; the baby took only four hours to arrive from start to finish as though keen to make her way into the world. Jeff smuggled in a mini-bottle of Moët. They secretly drank it together from plastic cups pinched from the water fountain. Naturally, he had the lion’s share; Alison managed just a couple of mouthfuls, as she fretted it would affect her milk. Under most circumstances, she’d have been discharged late that afternoon, but she was allowed to stay in hospital overnight. She’d been chatting to the nurses during labour – it really had been that comfortable – and told them she’d only just started her maternity leave the day before. She’d thought she might go back to work at some point and so she’d left it as late as possible before stopping, planning to maximise her time off with her baby, although from the moment she gave birth she guessed that had been unnecessary. She would never go back. Others might think that the mediocrity of her career and her paltry pay meant it wasn’t worth her while. The truth was, it was the amount she worshipped Katherine that meant it couldn’t be worth her while. She didn’t want to miss a moment.

She’d had ambitious, unrealistic nesting plans. In the two weeks she’d allotted between stopping work and the due date, she’d planned to have new windows put in the house. The rattling ones were not good enough now they were to have an infant at home. She knew the timing of her plans was tight but she had thought she was in control. The baby showed her she wasn’t by appearing eleven days early. The big relief was that their daughter was completely healthy, weighing in at an impressive seven pounds, two ounces; the nurses joked about how big she might have been if she’d gone full term! Still, Jeff had to rush home to chivvy along the window fitters and he returned crestfallen; the house was freezing, and the glaziers couldn’t possibly complete the job in a day. They said, at the hospital, as they weren’t busy, Alison could have the bed for the night; stay in for observation. They were doing her a favour. A kindness. The nurses insisted the baby went to the nursery because Alison almost fell to sleep holding her. They said she needed her rest.

‘Do you know, killer-whale and bottlenose-dolphin calves don’t sleep for a whole month after they’re born and, therefore, neither do their mothers?’ Jeff informed the nurses.

‘But the mother of your baby is not a killer whale,’ they replied with mock-sternness. In fact, the midwife and the nurses were charmed by Jeff, by Alison, by the baby. An easy birth, a besotted mum, a supportive dad, a beautiful, healthy baby. So much bonhomie swilled around the ward you could smell it on the bouquets, hear it in the cries, the mewlings, the laughter, taste it in the cosy cups of tea.

They carried her away into the nursery, where there were a number of bassinets, a number of newborn babies.

Each one of these tiny, seemingly inconsequential acts sets destinies.

They brought the baby to her three times in the night. By the third time Alison barely opened her eyes; she was surprised at the depth of sluggishness her body had dived into, following the euphoria of the birth. She felt her daughter’s head, then her cheek against her, then nuzzling, tugging. Hungry, animalistic rooting. She fastened so tightly to Alison’s flesh and Alison wept with relief and delight. At last, at last.

Jeff returned to the hospital at eleven the next morning. He had the car seat and several sets of baby clothes because he wasn’t sure which of the many squeezed into the little wardrobe Alison might prefer. She sensibly opted for a simple Babygro and a grey-and-white striped beanie hat; they could play with frills, bows and ribbons later.

‘Darling, can you bear the idea of staying with my parents for a day or so? The house is so draughty, but the glaziers swear they’ll be done by the end of the week.’

Alison nodded happily. She didn’t care where she was, as long as she was with her baby. Her mother-in-law would be a help, she was sure of it. ‘I feel sorry for you,’ she said to Jeff as he kissed first the baby’s head, then hers.

‘Why’s that?’

‘Sleeping in that cold house, all alone last night, when we had each other to snuggle.’ She brought the baby a fraction closer, kissed her cheek. ‘I couldn’t bear to miss a moment. She’s changed already. Don’t you think?’ Jeff smiled and sort of shrugged. ‘She seems a little longer, certainly smoother.’

He kissed Alison’s head again. ‘Maybe she’s stretched out a bit. That’s all the wonderful mothering you’ve been doing overnight. Now, are you going to feed her before we set off?’

‘Yes, I think I’ll try.’ Again the baby latched on to Alison’s breast with a natural ease which so many mothers would envy. She fed and fed until she wore a peculiar expression, a little like a satiated, happy drunk. She only, finally, let her mother go when her lids fluttered and closed and her small black hole of a mouth slipped to the side, when her cheeks were flushed and shiny with milk. Her dark eyelashes fanned out like a peacock’s tail.




1

‘Mum? Mum, is that you?’

‘Who else would it be? You should be asleep.’ But as I say this I push my daughter’s bedroom door and the hall light falls in a shaft across her room and lands on her bed. She’s lying down but her eyes are bright and wide; she’s beaming, holding an open book. This is how my fifteen year old rebels: she might occasionally read instead of turning the lights out. I know – I’m blessed.

‘It’s been a great day. Hasn’t it?’

‘It has,’ I agree.

Lingering, for even a moment, is all the encouragement she needs; she scoots over to one side of the bed, allowing me room to sit down. I don’t take much persuading, even though I know I ought to be insisting on lights out because there’s school tomorrow and, because Jeff and I seem to have less and less time to ourselves as Katherine gets older, I ought to go downstairs and make time for him. However, mum–daughter pre-sleep chats have always been irresistible to me. It seems only five minutes since we’d lie on this bed, her infant body, warm and uninhibited, curled tightly into me, and I’d read Each Peach Pear Plum to her. Now I can’t take such intimacy as an absolute given. Everything has to be continually renegotiated as she moves towards adulthood. I sit on the bed, then swing my legs up, lying flat and next to her now taut almost-woman body. I put my arm around her and she doesn’t object; to my delight, she squirms closer. I’ve been gifted another day of her childhood. I live in fear of the moment when she shrugs me off and feel like punching the air every time I get away with the joy of dousing her in affection.

‘What was your favourite bit of the match?’ she asks.

‘You winning,’ I reply automatically. Her beam, which already stretched across her entire face, widens a fraction more. That was the right answer. It’s always the right answer. Katherine, like all children, wants to know that her parents have noticed she’s fabulous. That doesn’t stop at five, fifteen or forty-five: it’s eternal. She is fabulous, though, and I’m more than happy to chuck out endless compliments and affirmations. She scored two goals today; what a great start to the season. If she carries on like this then her team will certainly qualify for the finals of Rathbones National Schools Championship. I never played a team sport at school, let alone scored a winning goal. I live in awe of my talented daughter who, people say, might one day play lacrosse for GB.

Katherine starts to tell me what’s going on in her book. It’s set in a horrifying post-apocalyptic world, the sort that seems to fascinate so many teens. Some feisty heroine is plotting to murder a political tyrant in order to safeguard her family, who are all being exploited or tortured; it sounds pretty gory and a lot like the plot of the last book she read. I try to follow and show due interest but I can feel tiredness set into my limbs. It’s not yet ten o’clock but I could fall to sleep here next to her.

Jeff puts his head around the door. ‘I thought I’d find you in here.’ I know he’s mildly chastising me because he’s itching to pour himself a gin and tonic and see what’s new on Netflix. However, he’s putty in Katherine’s hands, too, and is also always up for a chat with her.

‘We’re just talking about the game.’

‘You were extraordinary,’ he says simply.

‘Thanks, Dad.’

‘You always are,’ I add. Katherine grins and blushes with that complicated teen mix of pleasure and embarrassment, whilst she tries to turn the subject from her achievements.

‘What’s your book, Dad?’ Jeff looks at the book in his hand. He appears to be somewhat surprised it’s there, but we’re not. He’s a novelist and, when he’s not sitting in front of his computer writing, then he is vociferously reading. He always has reading matter with him, it’s as though it’s surgically attached.

‘It’s about evolution.’

‘Oh.’ Katherine doesn’t actually roll her eyes but I can tell she’s not especially fascinated. Jeff apparently can’t, or at least chooses not to, acknowledge her disinterest.

‘You know what I’ve just read?’ he says.

‘What?’ we chorus, humouring him. Since he reads so much, he has naturally become the self-appointed conveyer of interesting facts. His specialist subject is Mother Nature’s mothers.

‘Female octopuses lay between fifty thousand and two hundred thousand eggs at a time.’

‘So many?’ Katherine comments. As an only child, she’s fascinated by how many siblings other people have, but even she must be overwhelmed by the thought of such a vast number.

‘The mum ensures their survival by separating the eggs into groups based upon factors like size and shape. She then dedicates the next two months of her life to protecting them from predators and getting them enough oxygen by pushing water currents towards the eggs. Think of that – she actually tries to turn tides for her offspring.’

‘Quite some dedication,’ I remark.

‘Amazing, isn’t it? The thing is, she’s so busy keeping them all alive, she doesn’t have time to feed herself so she often ends up dying shortly after they hatch.’

‘Er, thanks for that, Dad. I remember a time when all the stories you told me ended with “And they all lived happily ever after”.’ Katherine giggles and then rolls on to her side, effectively giving us leave to go downstairs.

As soon as we’re on the landing, Jeff whispers, ‘I’ve been to the garage, Alison, love, and bought Snickers.’ When we are with Katherine we avoid eating the sort of snack that’s laden with refined sugar; her diet is appropriate for an athlete, lots of protein and veg. ‘G&Ts poured,’ he adds; our diets are appropriate for a couple in their forties who have been together for ever and kindly refer to each other’s excess pounds as ‘love handles’, ‘something to grab on to’ or ‘more to love’; that’s if we refer to them at all. We settle in front of our rather too-big flat-screen TV. Jeff says I can pick the film; I choose a political thriller I know he’ll enjoy, because he did buy the king-size Snickers.

The thriller manages to hold about sixty per cent of my attention. A further thirty per cent of my mind is running through what I need to do tomorrow: what will I put in Katherine’s packed lunch? Is her uniform clean and ironed? I must not forget to give her the cheque for the school trip to the theatre. The final ten per cent is wrapped up in acknowledging how damned lucky I am and offering up a silent prayer of thanks to whoever is listening, whoever I ought to be grateful to. People say that nothing is perfect and while, obviously, that’s true – world peace continues to evade us, the queue you didn’t choose will, inevitably, clear faster and even Kate Moss doesn’t have a figure like Kate Moss any more – things are good for us. I never thought it could be like this. I’m thankful. Very, very thankful. I love Jeff. I love my daughter. I’m extremely lucky. I’m safe. That’s what I tell everyone, over and over again, before they can jinx my excellent fortune with an envious glance or an irritated comment. All right for some. I’m lucky. Safe.

That’s what I tell myself.
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