
[image: ]



FIONA GIBSON

Mum On The Run

 
 
 

[image: logo]





Copyright

This novel is entirely a work of fiction. The names, characters and incidents portrayed in it are the work of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or localities is entirely coincidental.

Avon

An imprint of HarperCollinsPublishers Ltd.

1 London Bridge Street

London SE1 9GF

www.harpercollins.co.uk

First published in Great Britain by HarperCollinsPublishers 2014

Copyright © Fiona Gibson 2010

Fiona Gibson asserts the moral right to be identified as the author of this work

A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. By payment of the required fees, you have been granted the non-exclusive, non-transferable right to access and read the text of this ebook on screen. No part of this text may be reproduced, transmitted, down-loaded, decompiled, reverse engineered, or stored in or introduced into any information storage and retrieval system, in any form or by any means, whether electronic or mechanical, now known or hereinafter invented, without the express written permission of HarperCollins ebooks

HarperCollinsPublishers has made every reasonable effort to ensure that any picture content and written content in this ebook ahs been included or removed in accordance with the contractual and technological constraints in operation at the time of publication

Source ISBN: 9781847562494

Ebook Edition © MARCH 2011 ISBN: 9780007438532

Version: 2016-09-12




Dedication
   
For dearest Jen and Kath for all the laughs


Contents

Cover

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication

 

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Chapter Twenty-Six

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Chapter Twenty-Nine

Chapter Thirty

Chapter Thirty-One

Chapter Thirty-Two

Chapter Thirty-Three

Chapter Thirty-Four

Chapter Thirty-Five

Chapter Thirty-Six

Chapter Thirty-Seven

Chapter Thirty-Eight

Chapter Thirty-Nine

Chapter Forty

Chapter Forty-One

Chapter Forty-Two

Chapter Forty-Three

Chapter Forty-Four

Chapter Forty-Five

Chapter Forty-Six

Chapter Forty-Seven

 

Keep Reading

Acknowledgements

15 Brilliant Things About Running

About the Author

By the Same Author

About the Publisher




Chapter Forty-Three




Grace and Toby smother Jed with cuddles and chat as we leave. Even Finn cracks a broad smile. To my relief, none of them asks where he’s been, or what’s happened. ‘I got a star for my picture at nursery,’ Toby announces.

‘That’s fantastic,’ Jed says. ‘What was it of?’

‘It had to be about families,’ Toby explains, sending my heart into a spin. Could you pop in when you have a moment, Mrs Swan? We’re a little concerned. Toby drew a picture of the four of you, without his father, and explained, ‘My daddy’s gone.’ ‘I painted us all at Auntie Kate’s,’ he says grinning.

‘Great idea,’ Jed enthuses.

‘You weren’t there,’ Toby reminds him, ‘but I put you in anyway.’

Jed’s smile looks slightly strained. ‘Thanks, Tobes. I wouldn’t have wanted you to leave me out.’

‘I’ve finished my project on Granddad!’ Grace chips in.

‘Have you?’ Jed asks. ‘How did it go?’

‘Miss Forest said it was the best ’cause I’d got loads of old pictures and asked Gran questions about him.’ Jed catches my eye as Grace skips ahead. No begging for ear piercings now. I realise how much they’ve missed Jed, how aware they were of a Dad-shaped hole.

The sky darkens, and we quicken our pace as it starts to drizzle. The excitement subsides, and Grace looks back and sniggers, ‘Your hair looks weird, Finn. Like a pineapple plant.’

‘Shut up.’ He flattens the top of his head self-consciously. Ah, business as normal. Jed and I lag a little behind the children.

‘How did you know where we’d be?’ I ask him.

‘Finn told me.’

‘Right. He called you, then.’

Jed nods.

‘And you took his call . . . I mean, of course you would, I just . . .’ I tail off.

‘I’m sorry,’ he murmurs. ‘I should have returned your calls.’

‘Of course you should,’ I say softly. ‘I’ve been worried sick about you. Two nights, Jed, and I’ve had no idea where you’ve been . . .’

‘I know. I’m sorry, Laura. I just needed some time . . .’ He looks at me, and I’m shocked to see his brown eyes glossy with tears. ‘I need to explain a few things,’ he adds, taking my hand in his.

I glance at him as we walk, taking in the strong jaw and handsome profile. He’s wearing a slightly creased white T-shirt and his favourite soft, old jeans, the ones he was wearing when he left. I need to explain a few things. What does that mean? I need to explain that I’m disgusted with you, sneaking off to your so-called running partner’s place for a cosy photo shoot . . . We walk home in silence, and I’m so desperate for him to tell me, I can hardly breathe.

*

I go through the motions of making and serving up dinner. No one quizzes me on the provenance of the pork chops, or demands a detailed breakdown of the pigs’ diet. Plates are cleared away without fuss. Finn even helps to carry them to the dishwasher. It’s as if everyone’s being terribly careful not to trigger another butter row. Later, after bath and bedtime, I find the kids’ dirty clothes in the laundry basket instead of strewn all over the bathroom floor. Rather than being dumped in the washbasin, caked in toothpaste, their brushes have been replaced in the tooth mug on the shelf.

It’s a little eerie. As there’s no clearing up required upstairs, I spin out Grace and Toby’s bedtime stories with Ted tucked in between us, wondering if the matted bear will accompany Toby to school when he starts in autumn. I can sense Grace reading ahead of me, fidgeting impatiently, and make a concerted effort not to over-do the characters’ voices which she once complained about. ‘Read it normal,’ she’d instructed me.

‘Mum,’ she says now, stifling a yawn, ‘are you and Dad friends again?’ I look at her, wondering what a bona fide mother like Beth would say. But Beth would never find herself in a situation like this. Despite her extensive childcare instructions, she and Pete are rock solid. ‘Are you?’ Grace asks again.

The house is so silent, I can hear the beat of my heart. ‘Of course we are,’ I say.

*

Jed and I are sitting side by side on the sofa. Anyone glancing in from the street might









































































Chapter Forty-Four




Jed wasn’t working, those days he spent away from us. Couldn’t face school, he told me, which is unheard of. I have never known Jed to throw a sickie. Even after that teacher’s leaving do, when he woke up sweating and groaning, he hauled himself in and battled, heroically, through the day. I’m not sure if he chose The Railway Hotel (a few seconds’ walk from Cut ‘n’ Pierce) because it was the cheapest on offer, or due to the fact that its grottiness matched the way he felt inside.

He’s back at school now. Every day he comes home and has dinner with us, and supervises homework and bathtime and reads stories. It twists my heart to see him doing these dad-things. Then he says a quiet goodbye to me, and he walks into town where he’s staying in Duncan’s spare room above the Indian restaurant. Neither of us knows what will happen, or how long it will take to figure things out. But I do know that I’m not ready to have him back, and that I need time to think, by myself. In fact, I think we both need this space from each other. We can’t just pretend nothing’s happened.

One drizzly Tuesday at work, my new ‘friend’ pops in for yet another blow dry, this time in the style of a ragged photo of Cindy Crawford she’s brought in. At lunchtime, I meet Beth in Café Roma. ‘Why on earth didn’t you call me about any of this?’ she exclaims.

‘Well, you’ve been away. I could hardly ring you on your holiday . . .’

‘You should have,’ she insists. ‘I can’t believe you’ve been through all of this on your own.’

‘I didn’t call anyone, Beth. I was . . . in a sort of fug.’

She squeezes my hand. ‘And you believe everything he’s told you?’

‘Yes, I think so.’

‘You’re still not sure? Is that why he’s staying at Duncan’s?’ She pushes away her half-finished marble cake. Beth always knows when to stop.

‘I need to talk to Celeste,’ I say.

‘Not going to have some huge confrontation, are you? I mean, she’s leaving the country, isn’t she? What would be the point?’

‘No, no,’ I say quickly. ‘It’s nothing like that. I’ve just got something of hers that I need to give back.’

‘What is it?’ Beth asks, her eyes round with curiosity.

I grin at her and pop the last piece of cake into my mouth. My appetite’s returning, and the cake tastes so sweet as it dissolves on my tongue. ‘Her knickers,’ I say.

*

First, though, I have to find them. I begin my search while the kids are lounging in the late afternoon sun in the garden. I plan to be logical and methodical. Qualities I hardly possess in great quantities, admittedly, but a new approach is what’s needed here. First, I empty out my chest of drawers, checking through everything carefully in case the Coco de Mers have become devoured by an old greying nursing bra. While I’m at it, I pile up all the clothes which are no longer ‘me’. There are scruffy jeans in my old size which hang off me now, and vast pregnancy knickers which I’d hung on to ‘just in case’. Just in case what? Jed and I decided to have another baby? Unlikely, at my age, and rumour has it you actually have to do it in order to make one. Anyway, they’re all going. I also separate out my running gear, including my two sports bras which have the reassuringly sturdy names of ‘Ultra Control’ and ‘Absorba-Bounce’.

Still no Cocos, though. I check Jed’s drawers; nothing untoward there, apart from a stash of gardening catalogues hidden under his sweaters, like horticultural porn. I flip through the pages, casting my eyes over the brilliant pink lupins and sizzling red geraniums. Funny things to keep in a sweater drawer.

Moving on to my wardrobe, I find an old white cotton shirt of Dad’s. Mum had passed a few on to us, thinking that the children could wear them for messy art projects, but I hadn’t liked the thought of them being splattered with paint, and donated most of them to charity. This one I’d kept. Slipping it on over my top, I’m surprised to see how healthy my face looks against its soft whiteness.

My phone bleeps, making me jump. RUNNING THIS EVE? Danny’s text reads. RACE IS LOOMING . . .

SORRY NOT TONITE, I reply. Don’t feel like running with Danny right now. Our time together was entangled with Jed and me at our lowest ebb. Anyway, I need to do tonight’s run alone.

CAN WE MEET? HAVE SOMETHING TO TELL YOU, he pings back. Without replying, I slip my phone back into my jeans pocket.

Still wearing Dad’s shirt, I scour Grace’s room, then investigate Finn’s unsavoury sleeping quarters in the hope that the missing knickers have accidentally been put away with his clothes. His schoolbag lies in the middle of the room, disgorging its contents all over the floor. A sole Monster Munch has been crushed into the carpet, and a Rolo wrapper lies in a delicate curl. I spot the red notebook poking out from beneath a pair of football shorts. I pick it up, my fingers twitching, and I hold my breath, listening for footsteps on the stairs. Kneeling down on the carpet, I open it and focus on a random page. It’s as if I’ve lost control of my hands and eyes.

Monday, it reads. Mum and dad took us to granma and grandads we did the garden. My eyes blur as I read the careful, blunt-pencilled writing of a seven-year-old Finn.

We planted beens and it grew! We ate them.

I feel light-headed as I read. I’d almost forgotten that this was once my Finn, a boy so young and excited that he forgot that the planting and eating part didn’t happen in one day.

Grandad has loads of flowrs. I piked them with mum cos granddad sayd it was ok.

I remember that. The two of us gathering flowers, when such an activity wasn’t deemed completely embarrassing for Finn.

We got conflowrs. Cornflowers, he means. My favourites. Grandad gave us seeds so we can make our garden beter.

The bedroom door creaks. I look up and Finn is staring at me. ‘Uh . . . Mum?’ he says. ‘What are you doing?’

I drop the book on the floor. ‘Oh, Finn. I was just . . .’

He thrusts his hands into his pockets and looks down. ‘S’all right. S’just an old thing.’

‘I’m sorry,’ I murmur, cheeks burning as I retrieve the book, scramble up and place it on his bed. ‘I should never have looked. It was just there and I . . .’

A flicker of tension crosses his lips, and I’m poised for him to spit out some cutting remark. ‘It’s okay. There’s nothing that secret in it really.’

‘I . . . I’m surprised you still have it.’

Finn shrugs and colours a little. ‘I just like it.’

‘Does it remind you of Granddad?’

He nods and sniffs, looking stranded in his own bedroom. Awkwardly, I put my arms around him and hug him, which he endures for several seconds. Then he pulls away, laughing self-consciously, and says, ‘Mum, I’m not sure about this haircut to be honest. I saw this picture in a magazine and I thought . . .’

‘Which magazine?’

‘Dunno. A music magazine. Kerrang! or something.’ He sniffs again.

I have to suck my lips together to stop myself from smiling. ‘And you wanted to look like that?’

‘Yeah.’ He stares down at the crushed Monster Munch. ‘It didn’t work, did it? You were right. It’s one of them . . . mallets. So I wondered, would you mind, er . . .’ He mimes a scissor motion with his index and middle finger.

Grinning, I kiss the top of his roughly-chopped head. ‘Of course I will, love,’ I say. ‘Come with me.’

*

I feel privileged, cutting Finn’s hair in the bathroom. He sits patiently on the wobbly wooden chair, not fidgeting or grumbling the way the other two do. Thankfully, he still has plenty of hair to work with. ‘Would it be embarrassing for you,’ I say tentatively, ‘if I was involved in organising an athletics thing at school at the end of term?’

‘What athletics thing?’ he asks.

‘Something Naomi, Phoebe’s mum, wants to set up. And she asked me to help . . .’

‘She asked you?’ he splutters.

‘Yes, Finn! I can run, you know. I’m doing that Scarborough 10k. And we’ve been working out routes for cross-country. Would you be okay about that? Or would that be awful for you, having me running with the kids?’

He pauses, and my heart plummets as I steel myself for being dismissed as an embarrassment. ‘Yeah,’ he murmurs.

‘Oh.’ I stop cutting.

‘Yeah,’ he adds. ‘I mean, yeah, that’d be cool. So long as you don’t fall over this time.’ He emits a gurgly laugh.

‘I’ll try not to,’ I say, smiling as I finish the cut. ‘Nearly done,’ I add. ‘I have to say, I wish your little brother sat still for me like you do.’

‘Well, Toby’s mad,’ Finn chuckles.

‘You’re right there.’ I snip a stray hair above his ear.

‘He’s perverted,’ Finn adds, under his breath.

‘Perverted? What d’you mean?’

‘He’s got this . . . this knicker thing, yeah? Like, women’s knickers.’ He makes a snorting sound deep in his throat.

‘What, you mean when he and Jack pranced about in my underwear at Grace’s party? Yes, that was pretty mortifying.’

‘Yeah,’ he agrees, clearly warming to his theme, ‘and there’s them ladies’ pants in his bedroom as well.’

I hold my scissors mid-air. ‘What ladies’ pants?’

He laughs again. ‘Fancy ones that tie up, like, here.’ He jabs at his hips. ‘They’re kinda . . . shiny.’

‘Right.’ They don’t sound like any knickers of mine. ‘And they’re in his room? Are you sure?’

‘Yeah. Know what he did? He stuck them to his bookshelf to make a hammock for Ted. Said he wanted a hammock like that one in Celeste’s garden.’

‘Oh, I see. Well, that’s very . . . inventive. What did he stick them up with?’

‘Chewing gum, I think.’

‘Really?’ I manage to finish his cut, even though I’m desperate to retrieve the knickers and figure out how I might go about removing chewing gum from fine silk. I should read the kind of magazines that tell you these things. Placing my scissors on the side of the bath, I dart to Toby’s room. There they are, ribbon ties stuck to the shelf, not with gum, thankfully, but liberal wodges of Blu-Tack. I peel them off, tucking Ted up in Toby’s bed, and check them for damage. They appear to be unscathed.

‘Told you he’s mad,’ Finn says, hovering at my side and running an exploratory hand through his hair.

I smile, taking in my newly-clipped handsome boy. ‘You look good,’ I tell him. ‘It makes you seem older, actually. Not too short, is it?’

‘No, it’s cool. Thanks, Mum.’ He smiles bashfully as we hear Jed arriving home for dad duties. The children haven’t even cottoned on to the fact that he’s still spending the nights at Duncan’s rather than in bed with me. I’ll have to tell them at some point, of course. But for now, in cowardly fashion, I am allowing them to believe that he has started going to work before they get up.

I follow Finn downstairs. ‘Whoa, new man!’ Jed exclaims, appraising Finn’s cut. ‘I like it. More grown-up. Not so . . . mullety.’ He laughs.

‘Everything okay at work?’ I ask.

‘Fine.’ He smiles, going in to greet Toby and Grace in the living room, while I focus all my attention on making a family dinner that will be accepted and enjoyed by all. Except for me, that is. I have an important run tonight, before Jed heads off to his alternative sleeping quarters, and I can’t do that on a full tum.

‘It’s okay, you know,’ he murmurs as I lace up my trainers. ‘I don’t mind if you run with him.’

‘I’m running on my own tonight,’ I say truthfully.

‘Okay, but if you still want to . . .’ He tries for a smile. ‘I mean, I imagine it’s pretty boring, plodding along on your own.’

‘Hey, less of the plodding,’ I tease him. ‘I’ve got a race coming up and I’m in serious training. We’re talking fartleks these days.’

He chuckles, and I sense him appraising me, his slimmed-down sort-of runner of a wife. ‘Well, whatever,’ he adds with a small shrug. ‘I bet it’s good to have some company. I can understand that.’

‘Thanks.’ I pause, wondering if he’s lonely without me at night, and if we’ll ever be a proper couple again. Then I take a deep breath and step out into the cool evening.

*

Celeste’s knickers are in the pocket of my trackie bottoms. I’m hoping their tissue paper wrapping will prevent them from crumpling too much, or becoming tainted by sweat. I decide not to tell her about their temporary incarnation as a hammock for Ted. As I leave town, I realise how strong my legs feel now; running seems almost natural, in the way that I’m no longer conscious of my feet hitting the pavement. I’ve left town behind me now, hardly noticing the neat red-brick terraces petering out into rolling hills and the leafy lane which leads to the mill.

As it comes into view, I remember the first time I came here, annoyed by Jed’s insistence on bringing flowers. Slowing down to a brisk walking pace, I stride across the lawn, trying to figure out why Celeste decided Jed was the one to confide in, to lean on. I pause at the front door, steadying my breath before pressing the buzzer.

‘Hello?’ Her voice sounds tinny through the intercom.

‘Celeste? It’s Laura,’ I say briskly. ‘Hope you don’t mind me dropping by. I have something for you.’

‘Oh, er . . . that’s fine. Come up.’ She buzzes me in.

Emboldened now, I push open the heavy wooden door and head up the cool stone stairs, planning to make this as speedy and businesslike as possible. ‘Hi, Laura.’ She greets me with a small smile at the door to her flat. ‘Wow,’ she adds, her gaze skimming my tracksuit. ‘You haven’t run all this way, have you?’

‘Yes. It’s not that far, is it?’

‘It’s four miles!’ she exclaims.

‘Is it? Well, I enjoyed it, actually.’

‘You must be fit. I could never do that. Like a tea or a coffee? Or some water?’ My heart quickens as she beckons me into the kitchen.

‘Water would be great,’ I say, fishing out the package from my pocket. ‘I brought these for you. Sorry I’ve had them so long.’

She frowns in puzzlement and peels off the tissue wrapper, laughing uncomfortably at the sight of the Coco de Mers. ‘Oh! I’d forgotten all about them.’

Sipping from the glass she’s given me, I watch as she folds them up into a tiny pile and places them on the table. They look outlandish now with their shimmery fabric and ribbon side ties. I clear my throat. ‘Celeste, I’m not sure if you know, but Jed’s sort of not living with me at the moment.’

She throws me a startled look. ‘Isn’t he? I . . . no, I didn’t know that.’

I study her face, wondering if she really didn’t know, and if she’s secretly pleased or even feels a twinge of guilt. ‘We’ve had some problems,’ I add.

‘Have you? Um . . . I’m sorry to hear that.’ A tense silence fills the stark kitchen. It’s the tiniest thing she does – a minute gesture – but as she bats a tendril of hair from her eyes, I see her as Jed did: a girl who needed someone, and decided that he was a good, kind person, the sort of man who could help her to be a proper mother and make everything all right. Just as I used to feel. And I realise with a start that, although I could probably manage without him, and that we could coexist as parents the way we are now, I still want him very much.

‘Celeste,’ I say gently, ‘are you in love with Jed? Please tell me the truth.’

She lowers her eyes and turns away from me. ‘He’s been a good friend to me, Laura,’ she says.








Chapter Forty-Five




I leave, because I don’t need to hear any more. She didn’t choose him to confide in because he was kind, or understood about families, but because she’s been in love with him, all along. I’m grateful for the gust of cool evening air as I step outside of the mill. The garden is in full bloom, exploding with colour, the herbaceous plants merging like watery inks. There is a strong, heady scent – stocks, maybe – and I’m propelled back to Dad’s garden, with its wide borders bursting with pink and blue, and Finn eager to grow things and harvest his first runner beans. Something catches in my throat, and I bend down to re-tie a loose trainer lace. When I straighten up, Celeste is standing there, barefoot, looking pale and a little too thin in her navy vest and jeans. ‘Please don’t go yet,’ she says. ‘I need to talk to you.’

I frown. ‘Celeste, I’d better get back. It’s getting dark and . . .’

‘Please. It’s important. I . . . I owe you an apology. Would you come and sit with me?’

I nod, following her to the bottom of the garden where we sit side by side on the hammock. ‘So, what is it?’ I ask.

She turns to face me, making the hammock sway disturbingly. I press the toes of my trainers into the clipped grass. ‘Nothing happened,’ she blurts out. ‘There was nothing between me and Jed. You have to believe that.’

I look at her, at this small, thin woman with goose-pimpled arms in the dusk. She wanted him, I realise now, despite me and our children.

‘Do I?’ I ask.

‘I’d tell you. Honestly. I know how difficult I’ve made things for you. I didn’t mean to, not at first . . .’

My breath catches, and the hammock rocks unsteadily. ‘What do you mean, not at first?’

Her blue eyes hold mine. ‘Jed’s special to me. You know he’s the only one at school who knows about Agnes?’

I nod.

‘You know about my daughter?’

‘Yes, of course.’

‘It’s not something I’m proud of,’ she goes on, twisting her fingers together, ‘living in a different country from her. I’ve tried to make it work. Jed helped me through all of that. He understood, Laura . . .’

‘Yes, but it’s always felt,’ I cut in, ‘like the two of you had secrets . . .’

‘It wasn’t Jed’s fault,’ she insists. ‘Oh, he was there for me at first, always happy to talk after work, or go for a drink, then I sensed him pulling away and . . .’ Her eyes glimmer with tears. ‘You know what, Laura? He’s so like Agnes’s dad. We were only sixteen when she was born, and we split up even before I had her, and my parents insisted that we never had any more contact. So I’ve never known what my daughter’s father is like as a man.’

‘But Jed has a family of his own,’ I say. ‘He has us, Celeste. Three children who need him.’

‘I know that. It’s all I want too, you know. I thought I’d have that, when Agnes came over to live with me. I’d even managed to get her a place at school . . .’ Her voice cracks, and she pokes her bare toes into the damp turf. ‘I found it hard to be around you,’ she adds. ‘I felt kind of . . . inadequate, you being such a perfect mother . . .’

‘You’re joking,’ I say with a mirthless laugh.

‘Oh, but you are. And Jed adores you, you know?’

‘Do you know that? How?’ My voice is sharper than I intended.

‘I do,’ she says, ‘because that first night he stayed at the hotel, under the railway arch, I went round to see him.’

It feels as if my heart has stopped.

‘I know it was wrong,’ she blurts out, ‘and he’s married to you, and the last thing I’d want to do is break up a couple . . .’

I breathe deeply, clenching my toes in my trainers.

‘But I did it. I went to his room . . .’

Slipping off the hammock, I walk away slowly, eyes fixed on the gate.

‘. . . Nothing happened,’ she insists, hurrying along beside me as I stride across the lawn. ‘He just talked about you. Kept asking me how I thought he could make things right again, and if I thought you’d be happier if he made the garden nicer for you, or had a new bathroom fitted . . .’

I laugh bitterly. ‘A bathroom?’

‘. . . and that’s what we did,’ she concludes, throwing me an imploring look.

I stop and stare at her. ‘You went to Jed’s hotel room and talked about gardens and bathrooms?’

She nods. ‘And I realised what he has with you, and that he loves you so much and always will. And . . .’ She swallows hard. ‘That sort of decided it for me.’

‘Decided what?’ I ask curtly.

‘That I should leave and go back to Agnes in France.’

‘Well,’ I say, ‘I hope it works out for you.’

‘Thanks.’

‘I’d better head back now before it’s completely dark.’

‘But it’s dark already. You can’t run all that way. Please let me drive you . . .’

‘I’m fine,’ I say firmly, taking a deep breath. ‘I really need to get home.’

I wait until I reach the main road before stopping and fishing out my mobile from my tracksuit. ‘Laura?’ Jed says. ‘Where are you?’

‘On my way home. I’ve been longer than I expected. I’m sorry.’

‘I was starting to worry . . .’

‘I’ll be home in half an hour, love. I went to see Celeste . . .’

‘Why? I thought—’

‘It’s fine, Jed. It really is. We just talked and I’m coming home now, okay?’

‘I could come and pick you up. Toby’s in PJs but I could tuck him up in the car, we’d be with you in five minutes . . .’

‘Honestly, Jed. The run will do me good.’ It does, too. I follow the grass verge back to town, running steadily with a new sense of strength, as if I could keep going forever. Perhaps it’s the thought of the Scarborough race. Or maybe it’s the fact that, even when faced by a beautiful woman in a tawdry hotel room, my husband chose to discuss bathroom fittings.








Chapter Forty-Six




I pull on my Absorba-Bounce bra and my race T-shirt. Shorts today, as it’s too hot for tracksuit bottoms. My heart is thumping nervously, and I can’t even choke down the advised pre-race snack.

Danny texted me, asking me to meet by the stage at the starting point. OK SEE YOU THERE, I texted back. I’ll be glad of someone to run with today. Don’t fancy doing this alone. ‘Are you coming to watch?’ I ask the children hopefully as they toy with their poached eggs and Jed sips his coffee.

‘Don’t know,’ Grace murmurs. Finn merely sniffs, and Toby is too intent on peeling off his toast crusts to answer.

‘We might see you down there,’ Jed says, ‘but it’ll be tricky spotting you in all those crowds.’

‘Okay,’ I say, grabbing my bottle of water and some new fangled chip thing which came with my race pack, and which I have to attach to my ankle. This will record my time accurately. I’m not really worried about that. I’m more concerned about the stage Danny mentioned, and what I might be expected to do on it.

I attach my race number to the front of my T-shirt with safety pins. Now I look like a real runner. ‘Bye then,’ I say hesitantly.

Jed flicks up his gaze. ‘Bye, love. Good luck.’ The children merely carry on eating.

They could show some interest, I think as I stride into town, noticing numerous people decked out in race T-shirts, all heading in the same direction. I know I’m not exactly setting out to traverse China on a yak, but still – it’s a big deal to me. I think of all the times I’ve stood on the sidelines, cheering on Finn’s football team, and yelling encouragement as Toby and Grace have staggered across the nursery garden or the school playing field with an egg and spoon. I’d have thought Jed might have been a little more supportive, too, if he wants to move back in with us properly instead of this indistinct half-at-Duncan’s, half-at-home situation. It feels as if we are both poised, waiting for something to happen. In some ways, though, the breathing space is doing me good. Sleeping alone is okay. It’s preferable, at least, to sharing a bed with someone who doesn’t want me.

There are more and more runners, arriving from all directions, and crowds are gathering as I approach the starting point. Most are in pairs or groups, laughing and chatting excitedly. I start to feel quite alone in my T-shirt with Dad’s face on, chosen from the selection of pictures we rounded up for Grace’s school project. ‘My Granddad Charlie’, she called it, captioning each photo in careful handwriting and gathering memories from Mum and Finn and me. Finn was surprisingly helpful, especially with the gardening parts.

I glance around for Danny. As it turns out, the stage is for an exuberant trio of fitness instructors who are coaxing the assembled crowds through a warm-up routine. I pace around, queue for a portaloo and sip from my water bottle anxiously. Still no Danny. Not sure how we’ll find each other in this crush.

‘Hey, you’re meant to be warming up,’ Naomi cries, forcing her way towards me in a tight baby blue shorts and top ensemble.

I grin at her. ‘Well, I walked into town. I feel pretty warmed up already.’

‘Yes, but you don’t want to strain anything or take a tumble, do you?’ She appraises my gym-kit-style shorts.

‘It’s okay,’ I snigger. ‘I’m sure I’ll be fine, but if I’m not, there’s a piece of paper in my pocket with contact details for my next of kin.’

She laughs, launching herself into a series of enthusiastic star jumps. I spot Beth too, who’s not running but has come along to cheer me on. ‘You’ll manage it no problem,’ she tells me.

‘Yes, I seem to remember you saying that at the school sports day . . .’

‘But look at you now! You’re like a different person. You’re . . . unrecognisable.’

‘Thanks.’ I swallow hard.

She pauses and gives me a concerned look. ‘How are things?’

‘They’re okay,’ I say truthfully. ‘Jed comes over every day. It’s almost beginning to feel . . . I don’t know. Not normal exactly, but workable.’

‘But you want more than that, don’t you?’ she asks.

I nod. ‘Yes, of course I do. But I need to know that he wants that too. And, somehow, he has to show me.’

She glances around at the assembling crowds. ‘Hasn’t he brought the kids to cheer you on?’

I grimace. ‘No, but it’s probably better that way. They’d be standing around for hours and only get fed up.’

She nods. ‘You’re probably right. Anyway, good luck. Or should I say break a leg . . .’ She hugs me, then disappears back into the crowd.

Still no Danny. The warm-up ends, and with all the anticipation and build-up I feel quite exhausted already. I glance down at my T-shirt, at Dad’s face, smiling in his garden. A proud face. I have gleaned sponsorship for his hospice from my clients at work and the playgroup mums, and although it’s so tempting to sneak off to Café Roma, I have to go through with this.

An exuberant man with a megaphone directs us all towards the starting area. Ten kilometres now feels like a horribly long way to run without stopping, and I have visions of being scooped off the road and shrouded in a silver blanket, like a roast chicken. I’m already too hot. The sun beats down as we shuffle and wait. ‘Seven minutes to go,’ the man bellows. ‘Good luck, everyone. There’s water at the two-mile mark.’

I swig from my bottle, making a mental note not to drink so little that I collapse in a dehydrated heap, but not so much that I’ll be forced to take an emergency loo stop in a bush at the roadside. Everywhere I look, groups of friends are revving each other up for the race. I feel as if I’m at a party where everyone’s great mates, and I don’t know a soul. Even Naomi’s disappeared into the crowd.

‘Laura, over here!’ I squint and spot Danny, waving to attract my attention. He’s not wearing a race T-shirt but a plain black long-sleeved top, for goodness’ sake. I squeeze my way through the crowds towards him.

‘Hey,’ I say, ‘I’ve been looking everywhere for you. You’ll roast alive wearing that. And where’s your runner’s number? I thought—’

‘Um, I’m not running,’ he says.

‘Aren’t you? Why not?’ Three minutes to go, the announcer calls. Everyone in their correct muster areas please . . .

‘Because . . . you don’t need me.’ He smiles, and I see his gaze flicker over the picture of Dad on my T-shirt.

‘But Danny, I thought . . .’

‘Sarah’s been in touch,’ he adds. ‘She wants to come back. Give things another try . . .’

Two minutes, runners! Good luck everyone. It’s a scorcher of a day so make sure you top up with plenty of water . . .

‘Oh, Danny. Is that what you want?’

He raises his eyebrows and smiles, and his cheeks dimple as the sunlight catches his clear blue eyes. ‘I think so. Who knows? Maybe it’ll be a new start for us. We’ll see. How about you?’

‘Good,’ I say firmly. ‘We’re getting along, you know? Just being Mum and Dad.’

He nods, then adds, ‘Could I show you those pictures I took of you sometime? I was really pleased with them.’

‘Were you?’ I laugh. ‘I’m glad. Sure, I’d like to see them.’

‘It’s . . .’ Danny pauses. ‘It’s been great, Laura.’

‘Yes, it has.’ The announcer is saying one minute to go. Without thinking, I quickly kiss his cheek. ‘Better go. Don’t fancy being the last person to finish.’ I scamper away, aware of him watching as I hurry towards the starting area.

‘Five, four, three, two . . .’ There’s a blast of horns, and I’m off, no longer feeling alone but jammed in amongst too many runners, all trying to find their own space. Slow and steady, that’s what Belinda said at Tub Club. Mustn’t run out of steam by that first water station. People are running with pictures of loved ones on the back of their T-shirts: ‘For Mum’, one says. ‘For Deena, 1955-2010.’ For Dad, I think, as the crowd thins out and we head along the main street and past the pub where those men commiserated with me after my debut run.

I turn the corner and Café Roma comes into view, the smell of freshly-baked goodies teasing my nostrils. It would be so easy to swerve in. No one would know. That ankle-strap chip thing has fallen off anyway, and I could pelt around Lyedale Park enough times to make Jed and the kids believe I’d made it to the finishing line. The absence of a medal might perplex Toby, but I’m sure I could pick up an acceptable replica in town.

As I pass the café, something catches my eye on the small hill opposite. It’s a banner, made from a roll of paper, and it’s being held up by a couple of adults and a cluster of children. GO LAURA! it reads. Even as I’m running past, I can make out a cheering Beth and Pete, plus Grace, Toby and Jack, who are yelling excitedly. Finn is there too, standing a little away from the banner, and he’s affected his nonchalant expression as he talks to Kira. I’ve almost passed them when he looks my way and offers a small wave. Tears fill my eyes, and I’m so choked to see them all here for me that running suddenly feels effortless. I’m laughing and crying as I charge on, sloshing water onto my scorching face. Realising I’m going a little too fast, I try to settle into a steady pace. Don’t want to peak too soon. Don’t want that silver-blanket-roast-chicken scenario.

‘Laura!’ a man calls out some distance behind me. Maybe Danny’s changed his mind and decided to run with me after all. I glance back but can’t see him. ‘Hey, Laura!’ the voice comes again, closer now. I turn again, scanning the runners’ faces while taking care not to lose my footing among the discarded water bottles.

Then I see him, darting between groups of runners to get close to me. ‘Jed,’ I breathe. ‘What are you doing?’

‘Running.’ He flashes a grin.

‘What, all of it?’ I gasp.

‘Looks like it,’ he says, ‘unless you know of a shortcut we could take.’

I laugh, taking in the sight of my husband in shorts, a T-shirt and race number. ‘Did you actually enter for this?’ I ask.

‘Yep.’

‘But you never said! And there wasn’t a race pack for you . . .’

‘Late entry,’ he says. ‘Picked one up when I arrived. Hope I’m not cramping your style.’

‘No, of course you’re not,’ I laugh.

‘Well, I thought maybe you could use the company . . .’

‘I can,’ I say, feeling my heart swell with each step. ‘I really can.’ By the time we reach the halfway mark, Jed is clearly amazed that I haven’t been carted away on a stretcher.

‘You’re not bad,’ he pants.

‘Well, thank you. I have been training, you know.’

‘Yes, but a few months ago, I’d never have imagined you, um . . .’

‘Doing this?’

‘Yeah.’ We run on, past the crowds all yelling support, and a samba band bangs a rhythm which, as I’m flagging now, gives me an extra spurt of energy.

Jed is lagging behind, red-faced, his breath coming in gasps. ‘You okay?’ I yell back.

‘Fine. Just a stitch. You go on – I’ll meet you at the finish. You can share your banana with me.’

‘But I want to run it with you . . .’

‘I’ll only hold you back,’ Jed insists, clutching his side.

I slow down to a jog and run alongside him. ‘Take it slowly,’ I say. ‘Deep breaths, nice and steady. Here, have a sip of my water.’

‘Thanks, coach.’ He swigs from my bottle, and we fall back into step. Just one kilometre to go. My chest is burning, and the balloon-strewn arch, with its giant digital clock, shimmers in the distance. 750 metres to go. 500 metres. ‘Sorry, I’ll have to stop,’ Jed says.

‘You can do it,’ I say, grabbing his hand. We slow down further until we’re half-walking, half-jogging towards the balloons. Then, somehow, the sight of them bobbing against a brilliant blue sky, as if we’re at a kids’ party, makes us speed up and tear over the line.

There’s a swarm of runners grabbing their finishers’ packs from a table, plus bananas and bottles of water. ‘Can’t believe I didn’t manage sub-fifty minutes,’ Naomi snaps at her husband, who’s holding their doleful child’s hand. ‘The clock must be wrong. I’m going to complain.’ Without spotting us filing past, she takes a furious bite out of her banana.

‘Wonder what our time was?’ Jed asks. ‘I forgot to put that chip thing on.’

‘And mine fell off . . .’

We look at each other, and he takes my hand as we head for a space on the grass. ‘It doesn’t really matter, does it?’ Jed asks.

‘No, it doesn’t.’ I break into a grin. ‘It’s the taking part that counts.’

We wait amidst the milling crowds, and finally Beth and Pete head towards us with the children and their bundled-up banner. Spotting us, Grace breaks away from the group and tears ahead. ‘Mummy!’ she cries, sending me flying backwards with a hug and a kiss. ‘Did you win?’








Chapter Forty-Seven




September

Toby stares down at his bright blue school sweatshirt and pressed grey trousers. The top is a little too big for him, and he wriggles his arms, trying to make it fit better. ‘Nervous, love?’ I ask.

‘No,’ he says with a tinge of outrage. He picks up his schoolbag and slings it onto his back. That, too, looks too big for his slight frame.

‘Pencil case all packed?’ Jed asks, having got up extra early to help to ensure a hitch-free morning.

Toby nods. He also has a drink, snack, elasticated-front plimsolls and, stuffed at the bottom of his bag so no one sees, a freshly-laundered Ted. Finn, too, is wearing a new school uniform: the black top and trousers of the secondary school. Only Grace seems relaxed, having polished off three of the pancakes she requested this morning. Toby and Finn’s pancakes lie cold on their plates, barely touched and fraying a little around the edges. ‘Well, we’d better go,’ I say, affecting a businesslike tone. ‘Can’t be late on your first day, Toby. Finn, had you better set off now?’

‘Um, yeah.’ He sucks in his lips.

‘I’m assuming you want to walk on your own.’

He nods.

‘Are you calling for Calum and James?’

‘Yuh. I might.’ Yet, instead of getting up to leave, he twiddles with the edge of his pancake, pulling off tiny pieces and lining them up in an arc around the edge of his plate.

‘Okay, guys.’ Jed’s waiting at the door. ‘Let’s go.’ We head out, and I’m delighted that he’s managed to wangle a later start this morning, so we can do this together. Toby might be ready for Big School, but that doesn’t mean I am. I glance at Jed, who’s enviably brown from our Cornish holiday. ‘First day nerves?’ he teases as we all head out.

‘Just a bit,’ I tell him, taking his hand. Instead of marching ahead, Finn mooches alongside us, and I can virtually hear his brain whirring with all that lies in store at big, scary secondary school. Separate subjects. Timetables. A vast, grey concrete slab of a building with confusing corridors filled with over a thousand kids.

We stop outside St Mary’s Hall where he’ll head in the opposite direction. ‘Sure you’ve got everything, Finn?’ Jed asks.

‘Yeah, Dad.’

‘Know where you’re supposed to go?’

‘Uh-huh.’ Finn looks down at his adult-sized feet, and runs a hand through his soft, floppy haircut.

‘Well, good luck,’ Jed says. I can tell he wants to hug him, but we’re in the street, where anyone could walk by, so he doesn’t. I have to keep my hands jammed at my sides to stop myself from grabbing my boy and squeezing him tightly.

‘Thanks, Dad,’ Finn says.

‘Better go then,’ I add.

Finn nods, managing to raise a precarious smile, then drops his schoolbag with a thud on the pavement and flings his arms around me. ‘Oh, Finn, it’ll be okay. You’ll know loads of people . . .’

‘I know.’ He pulls away, and although his eyes are damp, his smile is firmer now. ‘It’ll be good,’ he adds which, from Finn, counts as crazed enthusiasm.

‘It really will,’ I agree. ‘It’s a whole new thing for you, love. You’re far too grown-up for primary school now.’

He nods, and I sense him mustering strength before he turns and walks away. Spotting James and Calum across the road, he hurries over to meet them. My heart skips a beat as they start laughing and jostling each other, trying to pretend that this is an ordinary day. I spot the tall and elegant Kira, walking ahead with a couple of friends. No jostling there. Finn quickly smooths down his hair and quickens his pace.

I take Grace’s hand, and Jed grabs Toby’s as we turn the corner towards primary school. As we reach the gate, Grace kisses both of us and rushes in, eager to see her friends. Toby’s new teacher has asked parents to take their children into the classroom so the three of us make our way to the open door. Jed’s fingers interlace with mine as we step inside. Instead of charging ahead, as he used to at Scamps, Toby lurks close to my side.

His classroom is filled with brightly-coloured furniture. Jigsaw puzzles have been set out on the tables, and Miss Forest beams a welcoming smile. Jed grips my arm, and my eyes fill up. Willpower’s the key, Belinda said. I try to will my eyes to suck the moisture back in. ‘You okay?’ Jed whispers as Toby peels away from me.

‘Yes, I’m okay. Just a tiny bit wobbly, that’s all.’ I clear my throat, running through a mental list of why children growing up is completely brilliant: they stop lobbing your prized cosmetics into the loo. Mother of growing-up children is devoid of stains and can wear mascara daily. ‘Okay, mums and dads,’ Miss Forest says, ‘once your child is settled, could you please say goodbye and make your way out?’

I look down at Toby who is perched stiffly on a pea green seat. Is he settled? It’s impossible to tell. His lips are scrunched tightly together and his eyes are fixed on the jungle scene jigsaw on the table. ‘Bye, darling,’ I croak. ‘Enjoy your day.’

‘Bye.’ He doesn’t look up.

Jed and I walk away from school together. ‘Well,’ I say lightly, ‘that’s that. I’m glad it’s over, actually.’

The clouds part as he looks at me, and sunshine warms my face. ‘It’s a new start, isn’t it?’ he says.

‘Yes, love. It really feels like that.’ Taking his hand as we walk, I remember the postcard that came a week ago, addressed to Jed and me. There was no message, but it was a home-made card, obviously created by someone who’s good at crafts. There was a photo on the front, framed by pieces of sparkly braid all hand-stitched on. The photo was of Celeste and Agnes, huddled together and smiling somewhere sunny, somewhere French. I don’t know why she sent it. So Jed wouldn’t forget her, perhaps, or to say, ‘Here we are. Look at us. We’re doing okay.’ I placed it on the mantelpiece but the next time I looked, it had gone.

‘Well,’ Jed says as we reach the street corner, ‘I’d better get off to school.’

‘And I’m due at work.’ I check my watch. ‘My Zeta-Jones wannabe will be arriving for her blow dry in ten minutes.’

‘Lucky you.’ ‘You know what?’ I say, looking at him. ‘I think I am, and I’ve only just realised that.’ Jed smiles, then he kisses me softly on the lips. It’s like the kiss on the stairs at that long-ago party when we were young, and fell madly in love, and didn’t have to think about how to construct erupting volcanos or pack acceptable lunchboxes. It was just us back then, and it feels like that now on this perfect September morning.

People are milling around us, heading to work, ready to start their day. We stand, with the warm sun beating down upon us. Then he kisses me again. I don’t care that we’ll be late, or that someone might see us kissing on a street corner, because today tastes as light and sweet as marble cake, and so does he.
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