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              SPRING
            

          

        

      

    

  
    
      
        
          
            Prologue
          

          

        

      

      Riley moved like mercury.

      Sally’s had been a childhood spent sitting still – making a fairy door in the hollow under a tree, putting flags in sandcastles, arranging flowers in her press. Her daughter was different; Riley was born restless and whippet-quick.

      ‘Hold this, Mum,’ Riley said, passing Sally her orange ice lolly. Sally bent to catch the drip heading southward down the stick.

      Riley ran across the garden and swiftly climbed towards the top of the apple tree. Her slim body, in jean shorts and a T-shirt, became partially obscured by the blossom, but Sally could see her feet reach a high branch. Riley stepped over to her bedroom window ledge, teetering for one heart-stopping moment between the sill and the branch, which bowed a little under her foot. Sally’s breath caught. Riley jumped back to the tree, clutching the trunk to cement her hold.

      ‘Time to come down,’ Sally said.

      She watched her seven-year-old daughter navigate the network of branches. A slender one snapped and Riley lost her footing. Sally heard her scrambling to regain a foothold and her heart began to thud.

      Riley held tight and repositioned herself, and Sally exhaled. Her pride was mingled with anxiety at her daughter’s adventurous nature. I wish you wouldn’t do this.

      ‘Come down, now, Riley,’ Sally said, more firmly. She heard Theo’s voice in her mind: Let go. Let her take a few risks. She always comes back to us, doesn’t she?

      ‘No,’ Riley called out. ‘I’m not coming down.’

      As Riley moved, disappearing behind the leaves for a moment, a shoe bumped a path down the trunk, hitting the ground near Sally’s feet. Sally picked it up – purple, Clarks, size twelve, with scuffmarks on the toe.

      She remembered the day they’d bought those shoes together, at a shoe shop in London, just before they’d moved here to the outskirts, to Penville. New shoes for Riley’s new school, Elmtree Primary. Sally remembered the trip, seeing her daughter try on the shoes over stripy tights. They’d stood in front of the shop mirror and Riley had tilted her head before giving a nod of approval – as enthusiastic as she got about clothes. Sally had asked the assistant to box them up – these were the ones.

      ‘I lost my shoe!’ Riley called out. The words carried on the wind, pure sing-song, detached from any visible body.

      ‘Hey,’ Sally called, waving the shoe in the air.

      Riley’s face, pink-cheeked, appeared through the leaves. ‘You’ve got it!’ she called out, laughing.

      ‘I have, Cinderella.’

      Riley came down to the ground and, with one sock-clad foot, ran over to her mother. She allowed Sally to hold her for a moment while she put her shoe back on. Her girl. As close to her heart now as she’d been as a newborn – closer. Sally took in the honey scent of her. Stroked the nape of her neck, gently.

      ‘I’m not Cinderella,’ Riley said. Then she got to her feet and ran back to the tree again. ‘I’m Riley.’

    

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 1
          

          

        

      

      Theo walked down Addison Road, the day working in the café still buzzing in his mind. He saw their house towards the end of the cul-de-sac, 1950s semi-detached, a little boxy, but with enough room for the three of them. From the outside, it was just like the others in their patch of suburban London – the bay window bright. But then, a couple more steps to the hedge, up the path, and he saw what made this one different. What made number twenty-eight home.

      He saw Sally first. Her dark-blonde hair was up in a loose top-knot and she had her glasses on. She was on the sofa, legs crossed, in jeans and a sweater printed with tattoo hearts, her arm draped around Riley’s shoulder. They were watching something on the iPad. Danger Mouse, Theo guessed. Sally glanced up at the window, saw him and smiled.

      It had been eleven years since the two of them had met, in their mid-twenties. When Theo had got the letter calling him for jury service, his first thought had been how to get out of it. He’d been working for an advertising firm back then – the café he ran now no more than a doodle on his notepad – and with an important pitch to deliver he really hadn’t wanted to take the time off. But he’d gone, and as soon as he walked in through the courtroom doors, there was Sally – she’d looked up and smiled, as if she already knew him.

      In the court, they’d agreed, unanimously, to deliver a verdict of not guilty, and as they’d walked out on that last day, Theo had asked for Sally’s number. It wasn’t where he’d expected to meet the woman who’d change his life – on a wooden bench, holding another man’s future in his hands – but that week, the long waits and chats over vending machine coffee had shown him enough to know he didn’t want to let Sally slip away.

      Riley spotted him and jumped to her feet, then dashed over to the window, pressing her face up to the glass. Her smile was broad, her brown curls loose, darting in different directions. He pressed his face up to the other side of the glass and for a second they were almost touching. Then she disappeared, dashing around to the front door to let him in.

      At the front door, Theo grabbed Riley and swept her up into a hug. There was a faint smell of biscuits clinging to her. Theo squeezed her tightly and she laughed, a big, loud, belly laugh. He relished that laugh; it made him whole.

      ‘Hey, Sal.’ He kissed her. ‘You guys have been eating Hobnobs.’

      ‘How do you always know?’ Riley said.

      ‘I have my ways.’

      ‘Chocolate ones,’ Sally said. ‘Last ones in the packet. Sorry.’

      Sally Pieterson. The light at the end of his day, each day.

      ‘I like you in those glasses, you know,’ he said.

      ‘Ah, no,’ she said, wrinkling her nose. ‘Yes, I can see. And that’s nice. But finding out I’m long-sighted and moving out to the suburbs in the same year is making me feel pretty middle-aged.’

      ‘Happens to the best of us, I’ve heard.’

      She laughed. She hadn’t changed much, or at least not that he really noticed or cared about. Neither of them was standing still, and why would they want to? For a second, looking at Sally, he wasn’t in their hallway, surrounded by family photos, Riley’s scooter, discarded welly boots. They were on the sand dunes of a Norfolk beach, both of them in their twenties, their cheeks wind-burned and their lips raw from kissing after a weekend trip that had made them solid. Sally had shown him what it was to feel you had everything you needed, right there, in your arms. She’d shown him how to forgive himself for the things he’d never achieved and strive for the things he still could.

      ‘Marble run, Dad,’ Riley said, tugging at his hand. ‘Let’s make one. Up in my room.’

      Theo pulled away, caught Sally’s smile, and ruffled his daughter’s hair. ‘Sure. Let’s do that,’ he said.

      She thumped up the wooden stairs.

      ‘We should carpet those stairs,’ Sally said, half to herself. ‘Get a runner, maybe.’

      Theo followed Riley upstairs. Things had changed for good when Riley was born. They’d got noisier. Busier. Messier. But better. She’d arrived after two years of trying. He’d done all he could to keep Sally feeling positive, even when he started to wonder himself if it would happen for them – then along came Riley. He would never forget the sunlight in Sally’s smile the first time she held their daughter in her arms. His wife’s hair mussed, cheeks pink, in that hospital gown, more beautiful than he’d ever seen her look. And then his daughter. Sally had passed their little girl to him and his heart had started to thud. He had been scared to hold her – she seemed so fragile, her hands tiny. Her head – he wasn’t even sure how to support it. But when he did hold her, he became someone new. His feet were more firmly rooted to the ground, his arms grew stronger, and he knew, from somewhere deep within, how to keep her safe.

       

      While Theo got Riley ready for bed, Sally went upstairs and into the box room that was now her studio. On the desk were Sally’s laptop, her sewing machine, design book and folder of sample fabrics – her tools for designing and making her range of children’s clothes. She needed to tie up some ends that were loose after the school run called an end to her working day.

      She and Theo had loved their flat in Islington, and the buzz of the city – weekends filling easily with activities and visits to friends. Riley was settled and happy in her primary school, St Michael’s, and Sally had a good network of local friends as well as those at her office. But as Riley grew, so did their collection of things; their bikes and her scooter clogged the hallway and the flat began to feel cramped. They both realised they were only fighting the inevitable: their urban family needed more space.

      So, they’d talked with estate agents and looked at houses further and further up the underground line, eventually finding Penville, and their new house, right at the end. The décor throughout had been caught in the 1970s, but they’d seen potential there. Riley had been reluctant to move and leave her friends, but once she saw the garden and the nearby park, she decided she could get used to it. They’d started work just before their first Christmas in the house, and had now updated most of the rooms, decorating them one by one. In this room, her studio, they had kept the original wallpaper, with deer and rabbits on it, and the window framed the apple tree in the garden that Riley had climbed that afternoon. Here was where Sally found peace.

      She went through some new material samples and put a couple up on her pinboard, lingering over one with a Mexican-inspired flower print. She pictured it on a toddler – perhaps it was something she could fit into a summer collection. She pinned the sample next to her sketches and photos of children’s clothing designs at various stages of production – spiked dinosaur hoodies, sugar-skull-print dresses, skirts with dachshunds running toe-to-tail around the hem. From these daydreams came finished products, more each week, and the floor was stacked with packaged-up orders ready to take to the post office.

      Sally could hear Riley’s laughter through the closed door. Yes, Riley’s arrival had thrown so much of their ordered lives into chaos, but having her daughter had also brought energy and inspiration. Sally had enjoyed working as a graphic designer, but had always wondered what it would be like to work for herself. With the new house came the beginnings of her clothing business and the start of a new career.

      Since they’d moved, Isabel, her ex-colleague, coffee buddy and confidante, would sometimes ask if she missed the magazine offices where they’d worked together for almost a decade. Sally missed their Thursday-night cocktails, and the water-cooler chats about Isabel’s dates. But she didn’t miss the office. It was invigorating to be doing something for herself, and anyway the move hadn’t been for her as much as for Riley. Life had changed, and her daughter had started taking priority a long time ago. She would never look back. Their family had been too hard-won.

      The day, nine years ago, when Theo had asked if they might start trying for a baby, excitement had mingled with trepidation, but underlying it all was the certainty that this was going to be their future. She’d started to form a picture of the three of them in her mind. They knew what they wanted and where they were headed.

      But then, month after month of hope, and hopes dashed. There were times she’d wondered if opening up that space in their lives, only for it to stay empty, was worth all the pain. Theo had helped her to stay positive, but she could see it in his eyes too. The uncertainty, and the fear that wanting wasn’t necessarily enough. The rollercoaster of hormones, emotions and hope. One Sunday morning, those two blue lines had shown up – an exhilarating jolt. Their future was beginning.

      In the following weeks, Sally’s body felt weighed down with a tiredness that seemed out of all proportion with the tininess of the foetus inside her. She’d expected to feel nothing but happiness and gratitude, but a hundred nuanced emotions came through instead, and in those first twelve weeks she’d told no one but Theo and Isabel. She wanted more than ever to have her own mother there, to share the secret with. She longed to be able to tell her mum, see the delight on her face, and feel the comfort of a hug. Twenty years could do a lot to heal, but the wound was still there.

      After three months of pregnancy, Sally relaxed a little, and started to trust that the baby she was carrying would arrive safely in her arms. She started to trust in herself, and that she and Theo could do this. One day she stood with Theo in the bathroom and looked at the two of them in the mirror, and saw that they really were ready for their lives to change.

       

      Riley’s room fell quiet, and Sally stayed at her desk answering emails until the smell of Theo’s cooking drew her out. Her day had been full of thoughts of food – an apple for school pick-up, a snack bar during their trip to the park, a fish pie and peas for Riley’s dinner – but she’d forgotten to eat anything herself for hours and her mouth was watering. Now Riley was in bed, the evening was hers and Theo’s. Passing her daughter’s room, she peeked in at Riley and watched her sleeping. That day, like most days, had been full of noise – demands, raised voices, stubborn refusals, warm hugs, the shriek of a grazed knee, the frustration of waiting for shoes to go on, teeth to be brushed. But now there was only silence, and maternal love flooded back so quickly it almost overwhelmed her.

      Downstairs, in their open-plan kitchen, the white walls brought to life by their daughter’s paintings and drawings, was Theo. He was part-hidden by the steam rising up from the pots on the hob, in a grey and yellow T-shirt with jeans. His dark hair needed a cut, she thought – it was almost resting on his eyelashes, but she kind of liked it that way. Those eyes – round and brown, like Minstrels. She smiled at the memory of when she’d first had that thought.

      He’d asked her for her number in the street outside the courtroom, this man she’d only known a week, but who, with just a glance, a coffee from the vending machine, a shared joke, had dominated her every waking thought. The possibilities of them, of her with this man who seemed to take all of life in his stride, had already started to change her. Her flat had new depths to it – clothes at the back of the wardrobe she hadn’t worn since her break-up, the red lipstick at the bottom of her make-up bag, the northern soul CD that sounded so good with breakfast. He’d asked for her number and she’d made herself wait.

      One – breathe. Two – breathe. Three – breathe. She’d looked at the ground for a moment. She felt his proximity and it made her chest constrict, the breaths hard to find. She heard Isabel’s voice in her head: Don’t rush into this. And her own: You’re still bruised. It hasn’t been long.

      She could see his hands and forearms, strong, sure. You don’t need this.

      She looked up again, her gaze a trail from his arms to his mouth, his eyes. And there he still was, looking, as if he couldn’t look away.

      She might not need this.

      But maybe wanting it is enough. Better.

      She’d said the digits out loud, a string of numbers that he put into his phone. Then when she walked away she felt him holding on to them like a kite string.

      She made her way over to him now, in the home they co-owned, and wrapped her arms around his waist. ‘That smells great.’

      She blurred out the table that was still messy from Riley’s dinner, the toys strewn across the kitchen floor that Riley hadn’t cleared up. It could wait until later.

      Theo turned his back on the cooking and brought her in close, kissing her. It sent a pleasurable shiver over her skin. She kissed him again, more deeply this time.

      ‘Careful,’ he said, laughing. ‘Or you’ll end up with a seriously burned dinner here.’

      ‘I don’t think I care.’ She smiled.

      He pulled away reluctantly and went back to cooking, and she pulled up a stool so she could sit opposite him at the counter.

      ‘So, Riley asked me what brains looked like this afternoon,’ Sally said.

      Theo laughed. ‘Really?’

      ‘Yep. They’ve been learning about the body at school,’ she said. ‘Put my drawing skills to the test, but I think it turned out OK.’ She pulled her drawing off a pile of papers and showed him.

      ‘Not bad,’ he said. ‘One for the new clothes range?’

      She laughed. ‘Or not. I think probably not.’

      ‘How’s the web design going?’

      ‘It’s going well, I think. I’m meeting with Isabel tomorrow to get her thoughts on it. She’s the expert, really.’

      This far, Sally’s business had been operating on a small-scale level, orders generated by word-of-mouth and social networks – but now the production side of things was running smoothly, she was ready to put more energy and money into the marketing.

      ‘You two and your lunches,’ he said, playfully shaking his head.

      ‘What?’ She laughed. ‘They’re working lunches.’

      ‘Yeah, right.’

      ‘They are,’ she protested. ‘You’re just jealous.’

      ‘Probably,’ he admitted. ‘Things have been so busy at the café lately, I can’t remember the last time I took a lunch break.’

      ‘Devising the summer menu?’

      ‘You’d think, right? But actually that’s been the easy part. Half our time’s been spent on getting the food ready for Mum and Dad’s anniversary party.’

      ‘How’s it all going?’

      ‘We’re nearly there – Gabi’s sorting the cake, and she said she’d help out on the day too.’

      ‘That’s kind of her. We should take her out, say thank you.’

      Gabi, Theo’s friend and business partner, always went the extra mile.

      ‘In fact,’ Sally said, ‘when things are quieter with work – for both of us – we should go out.’

      ‘Revolutionary concept,’ Theo said.

      She laughed. It had been months since they went out the two of them. ‘Seriously, your mum’s always saying she’d be happy to babysit. And Riley loves it when she comes over. We should take her up on it. Do something together.’

      ‘Let’s do that.’

      ‘Do you ever miss the days when it was just us?’ Sally asked. ‘Those long lie-ins with the papers, boozy Sunday lunches with friends, last-minute city breaks.’

      ‘Come on, I can’t answer that.’

      ‘Go on. Honestly.’

      ‘Yes, I do,’ Theo said. ‘I do – and I don’t. And everything in between.’

       

      The following morning, Sally marshalled her family into order – getting breakfast ready and Riley’s school bag packed while Theo was still rubbing the sleep from his eyes. Sally was a morning person and her husband a night owl. Riley had taken after her dad, drowsy at the breakfast table and reluctant to settle in the evenings when there was still fun to be had.

      Theo helped Riley choose her clothes. Sally spotted them out of the corner of her eye, stealthily removing Riley’s favourite Pokémon T-shirt from the laundry basket.

      ‘Hey,’ she called out. ‘Something vaguely clean at least, guys.’

      ‘But I like that one,’ Riley protested.

      Sally was about to insist when a text buzzed through on her phone. You still on for lunch? Iz x

      Sally texted back to confirm, one-handed, while stuffing Riley’s PE kit into her schoolbag. Sally pictured her friend, probably drinking a coffee at the kitchen counter, in her calm, tidy flat. No Lego bricks underfoot, no Weetabix dried like cement on the table, no Haribo sticking to the inside of her handbag. No noise. Sally imagined it for one fleeting, blissful second – no noise.

      Isabel had challenges and pressures in her life, Sally knew that, but she managed them calmly and capably. There was only one thing, one person, that had ever shaken her foundations, and still could. Freddie.

      ‘When’s your brother arriving?’ Sally asked Theo.

      ‘Saturday morning – he’s just bought his flight.’

      ‘He cut that pretty fine. The party’s this weekend.’

      ‘You’re surprised?’ Theo said, laughing.

      Freddie was thirty, but hadn’t changed much in the decade or so Sally had known him. He had been a music and culture journalist in London and, through Sally, he and Isabel had become close friends, going to gigs and exhibitions together. Occasionally, they were more than that. Freddie would always hold back from committing to anything more. Then, a year ago, he took a job in Berlin. Before he went, he and Isabel had gone out drinking and he’d opened up to her and told her he was serious about her. Only Sally knew that he’d broken through a wall in her she’d had up for years. But when he left, he didn’t contact her for weeks, then started to text again. Sally found it hard to watch as Freddie kept her best friend hanging, never giving enough, and never quite letting her go.

      ‘If he messes with Iz’s head again, I swear I’ll…’

      ‘We could tell him she’s left the country?’ Theo suggested.

      ‘Tempting, very tempting,’ Sally said.

      ‘You know he doesn’t mean to…’ Theo said. ‘He’s… you know, he does care about her. I don’t think that’s the issue. He’s just —’

      ‘Don’t say it,’ Sally said, fixing him with a glare.

      ‘He’s just Freddie.’

       

      Outside, after kissing Sally goodbye on the front step, Theo put Riley in the trailer on the back of his bike and put their helmets on. The sky stretched pale blue overhead and the early morning sun glinted off the cars in the surrounding driveways.

      ‘Ride fast today, Dad,’ she said.

      He laughed.

      ‘Faster than normal. Faster than Mum likes.’

      He didn’t make any promises. But as they rode down and out of Addison Road, Theo started pedalling hard and Riley’s laughter came in wild waves from behind him. They left the cul-de-sac and turned on to the main road that led to Elmtree Primary.

      ‘That was pretty fast,’ Riley said, as he helped her down. ‘Almost as fast as I can go.’

      At the school gates, Theo said goodbye. ‘You have a good day today.’

      She hugged him and then sprinted away. She was nearly at the door when she turned and called, ‘Bring some cake back from the café.’

      Theo smiled to himself as he got on his bike. He liked Fridays, when his café, The Hideaway, opened late and he got to drop his daughter off, starting the day with just the two of them. He took the route towards east London, where his café was located. He could do it on autopilot now. After all the upheaval and excitement of moving house, they were settling into their new routines, and The Hideaway was starting to bring some regular money in.

      When Sally had offered to put all her inheritance into the business, Theo had wavered. He knew how important it was to her, the money her mother had left her, which she’d kept in a savings account since she was a teenager, but in the end they’d decided to go ahead, and it had given them solid foundations to build the café on. It had been a risk, but so far it had all been worth it – creating the intimate coffee shop they’d envisioned in a cobbled courtyard just behind Columbia Road.

      He locked his bike in the side alley. This place – this dream – was one that he and Sally had made real together a year earlier. He ran it now with his childhood friend Gabi, who cooked most of the fresh food there. He knew the regulars by name and the coffee they drank, and at quieter times he and Gabi would chat with them and get to know a little of their lives.

      Theo brought the till to life, and Gabi came in, carrying boxes of cakes and fresh flowers, a few of her dark curls of hair visible on either side of the bouquet.

      ‘Hey, Theo,’ she called out.

      He came over, taking the fresh flowers and putting them by the vases in the window. ‘Could barely see you behind all that.’

      She put the cake boxes down on the counter and opened them to show him. ‘Right, check these out. Lemon drizzle with lavender here, banana and walnut and – you’ll like this one – chocolate with praline frosting.’

      Her face was bright as she described them. With her dark hair and wide-set brown eyes, customers often assumed she and Theo were family, which was how she felt to Theo. Her mother had followed her best friend Elena, Theo’s mother, from Crete to England in the seventies with her boyfriend in tow, and Gabi and Theo had grown up together, sharing the same food, the same second language and jokes about the things their mothers missed about home.

      ‘You must have been up all night making these.’

      ‘Who needs sleep?’ she said. ‘Anyway, this is nothing compared to the cake I’m making for your parents’ party. My mum keeps reminding me – as if I didn’t know – “Elena and Stephen’s party – this is an important one”,’ she mimicked her mother’s sing-song Greek accent, and Theo smiled in recognition. ‘“Forty years of marriage. When you get there, you’ll understand.”’ Gabi laughed. ‘Has there ever been anything more nerve-wracking than making the cake for your parents’ wedding anniversary? I don’t think so.’

      ‘Pressure. But I know you’ll do us proud. Thanks for doing all this for it. It means a lot to us.’

      His parents had always treated Gabi as something like a niece, and at family events she was as much a part of things as he and his brother were. He was looking forward to having the family together at the weekend, and catching up with Freddie again. The years of competing with one another had mellowed into a friendship that he now valued.

      ‘It’ll be fine, right?’ she said. ‘We’ve done the canapés, the main courses, the puddings…’

      Theo ran through his mental list. ‘That’s it. Beyond that, it’ll just be a few things on the day that need organising. You’re sure you don’t mind being in the kitchen for most of the party? My parents are going to want to see you.’

      ‘It’s my gift to them,’ she said. ‘And my friend’s coming in to help out.’

      ‘That’s kind of her. We’ll pay her, obviously.’

      ‘And me?’ Gabi smiled, and it carried to her eyes.

      ‘I could do you a cappuccino, extra sprinkles?’

      ‘Go on, then.’

      He made them coffees, and they sat together at the counter, drinking in companionable silence, knowing that it was a matter of moments before the quiet was broken by their first customers.

      Theo thought of Sally – knew that other women, different wives, might not have liked that he and Gabi were so close. But that wasn’t Sally. She didn’t do jealous; she never had. Plus she had grown to love Gabi just as he did.

      ‘What would we do without you?’ Theo said, at last.

      She smiled. ‘You’d cope. You’d probably still fit in your old jeans.’

       

      That afternoon, Sally went to Covent Garden before meeting Isabel. It felt good to be in the heart of London again – the liveliness and anonymity of it all, the tourist buzz, the city workers’ brisk stride, no one giving her a second look. She went into Zara and looked through the racks of clothes. She chose a silver-grey dress and a shrug for the party. She already had one for Riley – a red dress she’d made herself, with a satin skirt. Riley would look beautiful in it, and her grandma Elena would love seeing her in it. Sally bought her own outfit, then walked around the corner to the café opposite Isabel’s offices.

      She spotted Isabel right away – crisp white shirt, her dark hair up in a ponytail with a short fringe.

      ‘Sal,’ she said, taking her best friend into a hug. ‘Good to see you. I thought suburbia might have swallowed you up.’

      ‘No chance,’ Sally said, laughing. ‘I think it’s more likely to spit me out right now.’

      ‘You can take the girl out of the city…’

      ‘Yep. It’s pretty different out there. Adapting isn’t quite as easy as I thought.’ She’d thought that after eight months, she’d have a circle of friends, but building up a social life in Penville was proving to be slow process. ‘I’ll get there.’

      ‘I felt like that when me and Dad left Dublin behind. Takes time. And then I had the fine luck to meet you at work, of course.’ Isabel smiled. ‘By the way, I took the liberty of ordering your usual,’ she said, nodding in the direction of the kitchen.

      ‘Thanks.’ Sally sat down and got out her notebook. ‘You’re sure you don’t mind helping with this marketing stuff?’

      ‘Of course not, Sal. You honestly think I could not be involved this?’ Isabel smiled again. ‘It’s far too exciting.’

      They talked through Sally’s logo designs and her draft layouts for the website, Isabel feeding in ideas and giving advice on what they could do on Sally’s budget.

      ‘Let’s take a break to eat,’ Isabel said. ‘But I’ll put this all into a marketing plan and send it over to you. We can do this. And it’s going to be brilliant.’

      ‘I really appreciate this,’ Sally said, glowing with the excitement of her little business growing wings.

      ‘The clothes are gorgeous,’ Isabel said. ‘All we need to do is make sure that the right people see them. Then they’ll sell themselves.’

      ‘Thanks – and I hope so. Anyway, enough about me. How are things?’ Sally said.

      ‘Had a great weekend. I went down to Cornwall, surfing, with Jules and Ryan,’ she said. ‘I needed to get in the sea, catch some waves. It was good to chill out with a beer looking out at the horizon. A bit of perspective. I needed that.’

      ‘Work?’

      ‘No, work’s fine. Work’s what I do well, Sal. You know that.’

      Isabel had the corner office. She was the woman everyone wanted – her phone used to buzz hot with headhunters calling her – but she’d stayed loyal to their magazine, and worked her way up steadily to Marketing Director. Sally had no doubt she’d soon be promoted again.

      She glanced down. ‘It’s Dad.’

      ‘How is he?’

      ‘Oh, he’s all right, muddling along. Happy enough in his own little world.’ She shrugged. ‘Right now he’s got it in his head he’s a roadie.’

      Sally laughed, in spite of herself. ‘A roadie?’ She struggled to picture Isabel’s dad, who she’d met a couple of times, in the role.

      ‘Yep. Led Zeppelin this week. Last week it was the Stones. They’re heading to San Francisco, I’m told.’

      ‘So he’s living out his dreams?’

      ‘Yep. There he is in his flat in Holloway, milk going off on the kitchen counter, and he’s on about getting the speakers on stage and enough beers in the trailer.’

      ‘Did he even work in the music business?’ Sally asked.

      Isabel laughed. ‘Dad? Nope. He was a dry rot specialist. I guess life gave him a second chance. Dementia’s kind in that way, if no other.’

      Sally reached across the table to hold her friend’s hand.

      Isabel had a way of turning everything into an anecdote. When life struck her a blow, she’d wring some lightness out of it, make it easy to hear. But it didn’t work on Sally, who could see the hurt that lay underneath.

      ‘I know he needs more care than he’s getting,’ Isabel said.

      They fell silent for a minute.

      ‘But I don’t want to give up my job, Sal. I’ve worked so hard for this. Does that make me a bad person?’

      ‘No,’ Sally said. ‘Definitely not.’

      Isabel met her gaze, and the rims of her eyelids turned pink.

      ‘Could anyone else help?’ Sally said.

      ‘I can’t call on Mum – she’s on the other side of the world, as you know, and she checked out of her marriage years ago.’

      ‘What about your brother?’

      ‘Rob’s in denial about it all – he’s not visited Dad in months. He thinks Dad’s been misdiagnosed, that this is something that will get better. He sends me articles about mindfulness and the link between stress and poor memory.’ She rolled her eyes. ‘As if some deep breathing and focusing on leaves in a tree is going to stop him forgetting he doesn’t smoke and restarting, shouting at the neighbours – who are lovely people, thankfully – or existing off crackers.’

      ‘Would you consider other options?’ Sally said.

      Neither of them could bring themselves to say it: a home.

      Isabel didn’t answer. ‘He’s still Dad, down there, somewhere. We have a laugh together. I don’t want to give up on him.’

      ‘It wouldn’t have to be like that.’

      Isabel bit her lip. ‘Sometimes all this reality can feel… a bit heavy. Do you know what I mean?’

      Sally nodded. ‘Yes.’ She’d felt that way once. At eighteen, when it seemed like everyone else was leaving home and was full of excitement, her mum had died and life, for her, lost its colour. She’d had a place at art college but she found she couldn’t draw. Some days she couldn’t even summon up the energy to put the kettle on, and while her dad did what he could, she knew he was suffering too. She’d retreated into her mind, taking every paperback off the shelf in her mum’s study and reading it, to be closer to the person she missed, and also to be somewhere else for a while.

      ‘I’ll work this one out,’ Isabel said, straightening up and tidying her fringe. ‘I guess I have to.’

      Sally took a deep breath. ‘You will. And I’m here. Listen, Isabel. I wasn’t sure whether to mention this, but Freddie’s back in town this weekend. For the party.’

      A glimmer of interest came into Isabel’s eyes.

      ‘Not an endorsement. He may be family, but I take no responsibility for him,’ Sally said.

      Isabel sat up a little straighter. ‘Well, I’m not going to call him. If he wants to see me, he knows where I am.’

       

      Sally got the tube home. The Piccadilly line station was a few streets away from their house – the end of the line. She passed by their road, walked on through another almost the same – well-kept gardens, clean windows. At the weekend came the buzz of hedge-trimmers and the slosh of car-washing, their suburban soundtrack. It was nice. It really was. It was just different. Neighbours would smile and wave, but so far she hadn’t managed to get further than that. Some days she felt as if she had forgotten how to start a conversation.

      She would get used to it soon, she told herself. The past few months had been madly busy, decorating the house, starting her own business and ensuring Riley was settling in, so she hadn’t had much time to linger at the school gates. Everyone talked about how great the community was here in Penville; it wouldn’t be long until they were a part of things. The suburb was the perfect place for Riley to grow up: five minutes’ walk to the park, a swimming pool nearby, and not too much traffic. There was a small high street with shops and a café that would fill up with school mums after drop-off.

      Sally arrived at Elmtree – a new-build school next to playing fields. It was a stark contrast to St Michael’s, where Riley had spent her first two school years, where the playground had been in the shadow of high rises. Sally recalled Riley’s first day, when she’d wanted to hold on to her child’s small hand and not let go. She’d forced herself to be bright, forced a smile, and ushered Riley off through the school gates with a kiss. ‘Good luck, peanut,’ she’d said.

      She’d rushed the farewell, and when she turned around to go, the tears came hot and fast, too quickly for her to brush them away. Her vision had blurred and her cheeks flushed, but what she felt, more than anything else, was an immense pride. They’d done it. They’d got her there. She made friends easily, and loved learning. Then the previous September, they’d handed their daughter over again, to Elmtree Primary. Sally and Theo had worried about uprooting her, but she’d found her feet quickly and now, eight months in, Riley loved her new school as much as her old one.

      Today parents were huddled around the school gates chatting to each other, clutching scooters and snack boxes. She smiled at a couple of familiar faces – Beth, Evie’s mum, and Leonie, who also had a daughter in Riley’s class.

      Working in the magazine offices, Sally had felt full of confidence. She had always been asked along for lunch – if she hadn’t been the one organising it. But here in Penville, she still felt like an outsider. They all seemed to know each other.

      Maybe she’d have to change, just a little bit, if she wanted to fit in around here. She made her way over to the classroom and saw Riley’s smiling face behind the glass. She thought of Theo and the home they all had – and the rest didn’t seem to matter so much any more.
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      Sally cooked for Theo that night, and they sat in the dining room together to eat. She caught sight of the date on the wall calendar behind him, the next day marked with a crayon heart, drawn by Riley. She’d been so excited about the party.

      ‘Forty years,’ Sally said. ‘What do you think is your parents’ secret?’

      Theo shrugged. ‘I don’t know – maybe they know that no one else would put up with them?’

      Sally smiled. ‘Bit like us, then.’

      He laughed. ‘Maybe. We’re sorted for the long-haul, then.’

      Elena, Theo’s mother, had grown up in Crete, but come to England in her late teens, met Stephen, and decided to stay and start a family. When Sally and Theo got engaged, Elena had been pleased, and treated Sally as if she was the daughter she’d never had. Then Riley had arrived and knocked Sally firmly into second place, not that Sally minded. Elena – or Grandma Elephant, as Riley called her – doted on Riley, and her grandparents would spend every moment they could with her.

      Stephen’s love for his granddaughter expressed itself more quietly. When he visited, he’d sit in the armchair by the window, letting the action happen around him, without needing to be at the centre of it. Elena had often commented that retirement after a career in the military was too slow for him, but to Sally, the opposite seemed true. His pace was slower, and he often didn’t keep up with their conversations, as if another, different scene was taking place in his mind. Elena would help him keep up, filling in the gaps, maintaining his social links for him. The party had been her idea. But it was Riley who made her way most easily into his world. She’d choose a book and take it over to him, and they’d read together.

      ‘That reminds me, I’ve been wanting to show you something,’ Sally said. She went up to her study and found the red dress she’d made for Riley.

      Downstairs, she held it up against her body. ‘What do you think?’

      Theo wrinkled his nose. ‘Bit small.’

      ‘Very funny,’ Sally said, rolling her eyes.

      He moved closer and touched it. ‘Seriously, this is beautiful. Well done, Sal.’

      ‘I got her this hairband to go with it,’ she said, holding up the butterfly band.

      ‘Doesn’t she normally pull those out?’

      He was right. But this time would be different. Sally thought of the way her mum had always taken the time to brush and style her hair before they went out to parties, choosing a special clip to put in it. Now she would do the same with Riley.

      ‘It’s a special occasion,’ Sally said. ‘I’m sure she won’t mind this once.’

       

      When Saturday came around, Sally got dressed for the anniversary party and laid out Riley’s dress on her bed for her. Riley touched it tentatively.

      ‘You get dressed, love. I’ll be downstairs.’

      Five minutes later, Riley still hadn’t emerged. ‘Riley, are you ready?’ Sally called out.

      ‘Coming!’ Riley called back from behind her bedroom door.

      Sally pictured her in the dress, and looked forward to seeing it on. As she waited, her gaze fell on the photos on their hallway wall: holidays with Riley’s grandparents, birthdays. In the centre was Sally and Theo’s wedding day in Cornwall.

      Theo came through from the living room, wearing his suit. He paused beside her, and together they looked at the wedding photo. ‘Good day, wasn’t it?’ he said.

      ‘The best.’ She turned and kissed him.

      ‘I like what you’re wearing, by the way,’ he said. ‘A lot.’

      ‘Ready!’ came a cry from the stairs.

      They turned to see Riley descending the stairs in yellow welly boots, shorts, a Mickey Mouse T-shirt and a straw hat.

      Sally couldn’t help but laugh. ‘Riley! What happened to your dress? You can’t wear that.’

      ‘Whoa. That’s quite a look,’ Theo said.

      ‘I know,’ Riley said, proudly. ‘Grandma loves yellow. And hats.’

      ‘That’s as may be,’ Sally said, picturing the social car crash if they arrived with Riley dressed that way. ‘But we’ve got a dress for you already, love. The one I made for you. It’s Grandma and Granddad’s big party; you need to wear something a bit special,’ Sally said.

      ‘This is special.’

      ‘Come on, sweetheart, let’s go back up and put on the dress.’

      Riley wrinkled her nose. ‘Not the red dress. I don’t like it. I tried it on and I don’t like it. It’s scratchy.’

      ‘Riley…’ Sally said quietly, her heart sinking. She took a deep breath and tried to compose herself. This wasn’t personal. She knew the more stressed she got, the less likely Riley would do what she wanted. ‘Please, love.’

      Her daughter pouted and stood firm. ‘I won’t wear it.’

      ‘Let me have a go,’ Theo whispered to Sally, heading up the stairs.

      Sally waited anxiously at the bottom step. She could hear some muffled sounds from upstairs – Theo’s voice, and then what sounded like a giggle from Riley. A message from the cab driver beeped through on Sally’s mobile.

      ‘Two minutes, guys,’ she called out.

      Riley came down, and this time she was wearing the dress. She was tugging at it, admittedly, and wriggling her shoulder blades – but she was wearing it.

      ‘OK,’ Sally said, breathing a sigh of relief. She turned to Theo and whispered, ‘How did you do that?’

      He shrugged and smiled in reply.

      ‘You look great, Riley.’ She took Theo’s hand and squeezed it as they headed out the front door.

      Riley put on her jacket and pulled it tight around her as they walked down the path.

      Sally reached into her bag and got out the matching hairband. She reached over to put it in Riley’s hair, which was a little wild.

      ‘No,’ Riley said, standing her ground this time. ‘No way. Not that. I’ve got the dress on but I’m not wearing that.’

      ‘Go on, Riley,’ Theo said.

      Riley shook her head firmly.

      Sally’s eyes met Theo’s over their daughter’s head, and as he smiled, she did too. Their daughter. Their tiny firecracker. Would they really want her any other way? Sally put the hairband back in her bag, and they got into the taxi.

       

      Twenty minutes later, they arrived at Theo’s parents’ home – a large detached house in Hertfordshire, with a rose garden out the front. Today the doorway was decorated with silver balloons.

      Sally saw Freddie waiting for them by the gate, wearing jeans, a black shirt and sunglasses.

      ‘Jeans?’ Sally whispered to Theo. ‘Maybe Riley’s wellies wouldn’t have been so bad.’

      Theo laughed, then went over and gave his brother a hug. ‘Hey, you made it.’

      ‘Sis,’ Freddie said, opening his arms to Sally.

      ‘Hey, Freddie,’ Sally said, kissing him on the cheek.

      ‘Good to see you, Sal.’

      ‘You too.’

      ‘Uncle Freddie,’ Riley shouted.

      ‘Riley!’ Freddie bent down to greet her. ‘Kid, I got you this.’ He passed her a pen with four colours you could click down. It was branded with the logo of the magazine he worked for – a freebie. Riley inspected it like a rare diamond. ‘I meant to get her something proper,’ he whispered to Sally. ‘It’s just —’

      ‘Don’t worry,’ Sally said. ‘You’re here, that’s the main thing.’

      Theo and Riley went over to the open front door to greet his parents.

      Freddie tilted his head in his parents’ direction. ‘Mum and Dad are already doing my head in.’ He laughed.

      ‘Stay with us?’ Sally offered.

      ‘Thanks,’ he said. ‘But…’ He looked sheepish.

      ‘Freddie,’ Sally said. ‘You didn’t ask Isabel?’

      ‘Come on, Sal. We’re grown-ups.’

      She raised her eyebrows. ‘One of you is.’

      ‘She didn’t have to say yes.’

      ‘Don’t mess her about, Freddie.’ She looked him squarely in the eye. ‘Or I will destroy you.’

      She went over to the front door with Freddie and said hello to her parents-in-law. Elena wore a dress dotted with blue sequins, her dark brown bob curled under, and had one arm around Riley’s shoulders. Stephen was dressed in an evening suit, tall like his sons, his grey hair neat.

      ‘Happy anniversary,’ Sally said, kissing them both. ‘Congratulations.’

      ‘Thank you, my dear,’ Elena said, kissing her back. ‘It’s lovely to have you all here today. Such a special day.’ She ran a hand over Riley’s wayward curls and looked up at Sally. ‘But what happened here? Couldn’t find a hairbrush?’

      Sally smiled. Elena didn’t mean it to sound the way it did, Sally told herself. She just couldn’t help herself. ‘She wouldn’t let me.’

      ‘You parents these days – you’re too easy on them. My boys would never have had a choice.’

      Sally stayed quiet. Deep breaths. She’d managed all these years with Elena. She could get through today.

      Riley seemed restless, and headed off down the hallway. She could never wait to start enjoying a party.

      Sally went through into the living room and joined Theo by the mantelpiece. Together, they looked out at the room. Elena and Stephen were mingling with their friends and neighbours, and Freddie was with a crowd of older women, who seemed captivated by his conversation.

      ‘Look at him. Back five minutes and he’s already charming your mum’s friends from church,’ Sally said.

      ‘Typical. Ever felt like you picked the wrong brother?’ Theo asked.

      ‘Well…’

      He glared at her, and she laughed. She’d never been tempted to swap Theo for anyone.

      ‘Nope. Not for a second. And you know it. Is your speech ready?’

      ‘Yes.’ He took a piece of paper from his jacket pocket and unfolded it. ‘All set. Freddie’s saying something first, then I’m up.’

      Sally caught sight of Riley across the room. She was on her own, leaning against the wall, tugging at the skirt of her dress.

      ‘Do you think she’s OK?’ Sally said.

      As they looked on, Gabi appeared by Riley’s side and gave her a hug. She took her by the hand and led her towards the kitchen.

      ‘She’s fine,’ Theo said. ‘It’s hardly the first time we’ve had a row about what she wears. And I doubt it’ll be the last.’

      ‘I know. I just wonder if maybe I should have chosen something with her, rather than making her wear that dress.’

      Theo picked up a glass of prosecco from a nearby table. ‘Here,’ he said. ‘Take this and I bet you’ll find you miraculously stop worrying about it.’

      ‘Thanks.’

      ‘I’m going to go and drag my brother away from those women before anyone writes him into their will. I’ll see you in a bit.’

      She laughed. ‘Sure.’

      Sally mingled, making small talk with Theo’s relatives and family friends, answering their questions about the new house and how Riley was doing at school.

      Half an hour later, Riley appeared at her side, with traces of chocolate around her mouth.

      ‘What have you been eating?’ she asked.

      ‘Just some cake from the kitchen.’ Riley pointed. ‘Gabi said it was OK.’

      Sally tried to wipe away the smears from her daughter’s face, but Riley ducked out of the way and ran over to where some other kids were standing near the speakers.

      Sally went through to the kitchen, where Gabi and her friend were. ‘Hey, Gabi,’ she said. ‘Just wanted to check Riley hasn’t been ploughing into the celebration cake.’

      ‘No, no,’ Gabi said, laughing. ‘Still intact.’ She pointed to a three-tiered chocolate cake with silver decorations on it. ‘I let her have one of our cupcakes, that’s all. She seemed like she needed cheering up.’

      ‘Right,’ Sally said. The comment unsettled her. ‘Thanks.’

       

      Theo and Freddie were standing together in the corner of the living room.

      ‘How’s Berlin treating you?’ Theo asked.

      ‘Amazing. Great city. Nice people. Good vibe. Everything London used to be before it got bought up by overseas investors and filled up with overpriced coffee shops.’

      ‘Overpriced coffee shops?’

      ‘Allow me a little dig. Sibling rivalry and all that. I kind of liked it when you fell out of favour with Mum for those five whole minutes after leaving your job. But you seem to have pulled it out of the bag. The Hideaway doing well still?’

      ‘Yes, thanks,’ Theo said. ‘We had a nice write-up the other day. Here.’ He found the article on his phone and showed it to his brother.

      Freddie scanned it. ‘Wow. This is great.’

      ‘Word seems to be getting around.’

      ‘That’s good. Do Mum and Dad come by much?’

      ‘Occasionally. Mum likes it there. But Dad…’ Theo aped his father’s serious expression. ‘“Just a coffee, son. Not a macchiato or a cappuccino or a soya skinny whatsit. Just a coffee. Honestly.”’

      ‘You’ve got to love him.’ Freddie laughed.

      They both looked across the room. Riley was dragging a reluctant Stephen up into the centre of the living room – a makeshift dance floor – to dance to Justin Bieber. He moved awkwardly, holding her hands.

      ‘Riley works a bit of magic on him, though,’ Freddie said.

      ‘She does, doesn’t she?’ Theo said, feeling proud.

      ‘Turns him to mush,’ Freddie said. ‘Your daughter’s the one in the driving seat in this family, these days.’

       

      Sally and Riley went together to the toilet, before the speeches. Sally took a moment to retouch her make-up and her daughter appeared in the mirror beside her. Sally smiled. Riley had Theo’s brown hair but her face shape, with a slightly pointed chin. People told her Riley had her eyes. And Sally would thank them, because to her it felt like the biggest compliment in the world. Her daughter’s hazel eyes were large and clear and perfect. Sally’s own eyes were nice enough, but they no longer held the brightness that Riley’s did. They’d been weathered by time, by loss.

      ‘I’m sorry about the wellies, Mum,’ Riley said. ‘And for being grumpy about the dress.’

      Sally smoothed her daughter’s hair. ‘It doesn’t matter. Not really. And thanks for wearing it in the end.’

      Riley shrugged. ‘It’s OK. I get it. Grandma really likes it, so I don’t mind.’

      ‘That’s kind of you.’ Sally brought her daughter closer and kissed her forehead. She felt so intensely proud sometimes of the slightly wayward child they’d raised. ‘I love you, you know.’

      ‘Me too.’ She took her mother’s hand. ‘Let’s go. Let’s listen to Dad’s talk.’

      ‘Sure. Let’s go.’

      ‘I’ll get married one day,’ Riley said. ‘I’ll be happy like they are.’

      ‘I’m sure you will,’ Sally said. ‘If it’s what you want. You can do anything and be anything you want.’

      ‘Anything?’ Riley said, eyes wide.

      ‘Anything,’ Sally said, giving her a hug.

       

      Theo walked to the front of the living room, a buzz of nerves in the pit of his stomach. It had been a while since he’d spoken in front of so many people, so he was glad that the champagne, and Freddie’s speech – full of funny anecdotes – had warmed the crowd up. The last time he’d spoken in public had been at the café launch night two years ago. But today wasn’t about him. His eyes searched the crowd for his mum and dad. Today was about his parents, who’d seen him and Freddie through so much. It was about finally giving something back.

      Two faces beamed out at him from the crowd. Sally and Riley. Their support radiated, lifting him up. He cleared his throat.

      ‘If you’re here today,’ he started, ‘you’ll know that my parents aren’t your average couple. They go days without speaking, yet know everything about each other – they know what each other wants to eat or watch on TV. Mum loves a chat, as most of you are probably aware.’ There was laughter from the audience. ‘And Dad is happiest in the shed. And yet I don’t think they’ve ever had a cross word about that. And when it comes to being a mum and dad – they don’t come better. They have done so much for us.

      ‘They got married when they were both twenty – which these days is kind of hard to get your head around. Freddie and I certainly never understood. Right, Fred?’

      Freddie nodded and called out, ‘Why would you do that to yourself?’

      Their dad shook his head and drew Elena closer to him.

      ‘Freddie still thinks they’re mad. But, with time, I think I’ve started to understand it. They’ve grown up together. They’ve got to know each other more with each year they’ve spent. It wasn’t just me and Freddie growing up back then, but the two of them, supporting each other through our tantrums, our first days at school, the teenage nights when we didn’t come home when we said we would. And they’re stronger for everything they’ve shared.

      ‘To steal a line from my wife’s favourite film, When Harry Met Sally: “When you realise you want to spend the rest of your life with somebody, you want the rest of your life to start as soon as possible.”

      ‘I get that now,’ Theo said. He caught Sally’s eye. ‘When Mum and Dad met, they didn’t want to wait to start living.’

       

      In the taxi on the way home that evening, Sally rested her head on Theo’s shoulder.

      Later, when Riley was in her pyjamas, Sally brushed her daughter’s hair. Running a brush through the cotton-soft strands was as familiar an action as breathing, a dance they’d danced over and over through the years. Riley’s curls, like Sally’s own, weren’t always easy to tame, but there was reward in the labour – they shone.

      As Riley grew from baby to toddler and toddler to schoolgirl, the changes were so gradual and subtle that Sally rarely noticed them. But one day she’d seen that the curve of Riley’s tummy had grown flat, and her face had slimmed out and lost its toddler chubbiness. The words that had been slow to come now came in torrents – big ideas, questions, demands – linked together into sentences and stories. The physical changes kept coming. Riley’s pyjama bottoms would come up short on her legs and pull tight around the waist, and she’d outgrow her underwear and socks.

      Toys once adored and played with lay discarded and untouched, their joys exhausted. Favourite books were put aside, as new favourites came in. But one thing remained the same: Riley’s hair, and the ritual of gently brushing it, never changed, and in those moments, long-limbed Riley, with her expressive dark eyebrows and bold outbursts, was still Sally’s baby.

      Tonight, though, Riley wriggled in her arms, pulling away from the brush. She must be tired, Sally thought. She put down the hairbrush and Riley laid her head in her mum’s lap.

      Theo opened the door a crack, then let himself in. He crouched to join Sally and Riley where they were sitting on her bedroom floor.

      ‘She’s fallen asleep,’ Theo said, touching his daughter’s cheek.

      ‘I was so proud of her today,’ Sally said. She remembered how Riley had looked, dancing with her grandfather in her red dress, her smile lighting up the room.

      Theo put his arm around her. ‘Me too.’

      ‘Will you help me lift her into bed?’

      Theo picked his daughter up and lowered her down gently, and Sally tucked the duvet in around her. In the doorway, they stood for a moment, looking at their sleeping child, neither of them wanting to pull away. The moments slipped by so fast, and Sally wanted them to be there to watch every one.
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      On Monday, Sally walked Riley down Addison Road and towards her school. Riley skipped along, still buzzing with the excitement of Saturday night.

      ‘And then we danced, and then there was the amazing three-layer cake, and then it was pretty late when I went to bed, wasn’t it?’

      ‘Ten o’clock,’ Sally said.

      ‘Can we do it again?’ Riley asked, as they arrived at the school gates.

      Sally remembered Riley’s face, dancing with the other children in the family on a sugar high, spinning and spinning around. ‘When me and your dad have been married forty years, maybe,’ Sally said.

      ‘But that’s ages away.’

      Sally smiled. ‘It’ll be worth it, I promise. Here’s your book bag.’ She passed it over to her. ‘You can give Matilda back now and get a new one.’

      ‘Cool. See you at home time,’ Riley said.

      Her hand slipped from Sally’s and she disappeared into the classroom. Everything felt quiet, so suddenly, when Riley was gone.

      Sally turned around, ready to go back home, and saw Beth, Evie’s mum, coming towards her. Act cool, Sally told herself. You have friends. Good friends. It was just that she was all too aware that she had none, really, around here.

      ‘Hi. Sally, right?’ Beth said. ‘Riley’s mum?’

      Sally nodded. Beth didn’t introduce herself; she knew she didn’t need to.

      ‘I was just hearing about the clothes you make. One of the mums mentioned them, said they’re beautiful.’

      ‘How kind,’ Sally said. She dug around in her handbag and found one of her old business cards. She brushed crumbs off it, wishing she’d had the new ones printed. ‘This is me. The website’s still under construction but you can see some of my designs on Etsy. They would look lovely on Evie.’

      ‘Thanks. Anything to get her out of her sequins and unicorns right now.’ Beth laughed. ‘I’ve got something for you too.’ She handed her a flyer. ‘We’re running a PTA fundraiser, to get more playground equipment.’

      ‘Cool,’ Sally said, taking it from her. ‘Thanks.’

      ‘It’s on Saturday. Everyone will be there. It would be great to have your support.’

      Sally read it. Bake sale. Her heart sank. Why was it always cakes?

      Her mind flashed back through every flat, tasteless cake she’d made. Only one had ever turned out right, the one she’d made for Riley’s third birthday. She’d never been able to replicate it. Cakes. Her Achilles heel.

      Beth looked at her hopefully. ‘We can count on you, can’t we?’

       

      On the way home, Sally stopped by the supermarket to get some cake ingredients. She’d do a trial run before Saturday.

      That evening, once Riley was in bed, Sally went to the kitchen and started making a Victoria sponge. She could do this. Positive thinking.

      Theo came in from work and through to the kitchen. ‘Hey. Who’s nicked my wife?’

      ‘Ha ha. There’s a PTA bake sale,’ Sally said, adding more flour and hoping the consistency would improve. ‘I’m giving it my best shot.’

      ‘Why don’t I bring you one from the café?’ Theo said. ‘We always have some left over.’

      ‘No!’ Sally said. ‘I’m going to do this myself if it kills me.’

      He came up to her and put his arms around her waist. ‘And I’m sure you will. But does it really matter that much? Surely you don’t need a personality transplant to make friends around here?’

      ‘I’m still working that out. I don’t seem to have made much headway so far.’

      ‘Are you still fixated on that café?’

      ‘Everyone goes there after drop-off, Theo. Everyone.’ Sally lifted the spoon from the mixture – there hadn’t been much improvement.

      He turned her around to face him. ‘Don’t change too much, Sal. Because I really do like you as you are.’

       

      The following night, Sally left Theo reading to Riley and went out to meet Isabel in Islington. It was a relief to be re-entering familiar territory. The city – she knew what to do there. On the walk from the station she looked up at the sky, seeking out a familiar constellation, but the streetlights masked the stars. She told herself that the clear night skies were one thing, at least, that was better about Penville.

      She found the bar, and Isabel. ‘Hey, you,’ she said, giving her friend a hug.
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