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Chapter 1

KATE

Kate thrust her hands deep into the pockets of the battered Barbour jacket that had once been Adam’s. Her face was stinging from the cold and rain, and the wind whipped her hair about her face. A good day for a funeral, she thought.

There was a small, huddled group of mourners gathered in the garden. Her children, Max and Emmie, faces serious underneath their rain hoods. Fergus, her neighbour, his wife Natalie, and their son James. They all looked solemn, or maybe just cold.

Kate saw her mother walking towards her across the communal garden; a neat, purposeful figure wearing an old mac and clutching an enormous black umbrella. The wind caught it and dragged Jean along, so that she hopped the last few steps towards Kate.

‘Bloody thing,’ said Jean, wrestling the umbrella into submission. ‘How are you, darling?’

‘Hi, Mum,’ Kate said, ducking to kiss Jean’s wet cheek. She was a full head taller than her mother. As always, Jean smelled of Elizabeth Arden perfume and soap.

‘Appropriate weather for a funeral, at any rate,’ Jean said, waving to the children. ‘We do seem to be making a habit of this, don’t we?’

Kate shivered. To lose your father and husband in the space of two years was no ordinary bad luck. It was a special, uniquely brutal sort of bad luck. And then, yesterday, Emmie had found Hamish the hamster, cold and stiff in his cage.

It wouldn’t be Christmas without a death in the family, Kate thought grimly. Emmie was clutching the damp shoebox with Hamish’s body inside.

‘How are the kids holding up?’ Jean asked.

‘Not too bad,’ said Kate. ‘Considering . . . everything.’

Jean squeezed her arm. ‘They’re tough nuts, both of them. They get that from you. Alice and I are both softies.’

Kate remembered the shock, somewhere in her self-absorbed teens, of realising that her mother was beautiful. Before that, she had always just been Mum. Jean and her sister Alice were both dainty, dark-haired, elfin; all soft curves, small wrists, dimples and rosy cheeks. Kate was tall and blonde, like her father Gerard, and had inherited his thick, dark brows and long limbs.

The only thing she had inherited from her mother was her temper. Jean’s rages, like sudden squalls on a sunny day, were legendary in their family, but they seemed to have petered out with age. ‘I got sick of being so angry all the time,’ Jean had told Kate once. ‘Life is hard enough.’

Fergus stepped forward. He was a tall man with a comforting presence who was paid huge sums of money to give motivational speeches to companies. The funeral had been his idea, so Kate had asked him to officiate. ‘Your funeral,’ she had told him when he groaned. ‘Besides, you know you love making a speech.’

‘If everyone is here now,’ Fergus said, ‘I thought we might begin.’

Kate nodded, stamping her feet. Make it snappy, she thought. This was the sort of cold, driving wet rain which Edinburgh specialised in at this time of year. Only yesterday, the garden had been filled with crisp, clear winter sunshine.

The first day of December. On this day one year ago, Kate had got the Call, her phone buzzing in her jeans pocket as she had cycled through the Meadows.

And the year before that, only a few days later, Jean had rung, telling her that her dad had been rushed into hospital.

Christmas was cursed in this family, Kate thought.

‘We are here,’ Fergus said, in sonorous tones, ‘to lay to rest Hamish the hamster. Max, would you like to say a few words?’

Max pushed his rain-splattered glasses further up his nose. He had volunteered to speak, which had pleased Kate as he had become uncharacteristically shy since starting school.

‘Hamish was not just a hamster,’ he said. ‘He was a member of our family. For a pet, he was quite low maintenance. We didn’t need to walk him or have him groomed. All we really needed to do was love him.’

Kate felt a wave of guilt. Her first emotion on discovering Hamish’s death had been relief that she would never again have to clear out that revolting cage. She had always wanted a dog, but Adam had put his foot down and Hamish was the compromise.

Emmie came forward, carrying the shoebox. Fergus knelt with her as they laid the box into a freshly dug hole in the ground that was a bit larger than Kate had envisioned. She cast a nervous glance behind her, wondering whether any of the neighbours were watching. She had a feeling that some of them wouldn’t be best pleased with the ceremony, particularly not Mr Watson at number 36, for whom the communal garden was a source of pride.

The earth was laid over the box and neatly patted down with Emmie’s little blue spade.

‘All right everyone, let’s go inside and get warm,’ Kate said. ‘I think we should raise a glass in Hamish’s memory.’

Back inside Kate’s flat, everything felt more cheerful. Wet coats were hung on radiators, filling the air with the smell of damp wool, and boots stacked by the door. Jean ruffled her dark curls.

‘Crisps and wine in the kitchen,’ said Kate, shaking out her own wet hair. It had once been honey-blonde but now, with her roots grown out and grey hairs growing in, it was more of a muddy sort of brown.

‘I have to say,’ said Jean, leading her down the hallway, ‘you are getting very good at wakes.’

‘I should be,’ said Kate, ‘I’ve had a lot of practice.’

Sometimes, when Kate woke in the mornings, there would be a moment when she would forget. That was the worst. The at-once horrible and blissful moment in which you forgot your life had changed at all.

Her father, Gerard Whyte, had died at Christmas two years ago, an infection swiftly curtailing his cancer. And then, on the 1st of December last year, her husband Adam Patterson, thirty-nine years old, had run a red light and been killed instantly.

‘I can’t believe it,’ Kate had told the police. ‘He was such a careful driver.’

Because Adam had been careful. He was all five-year plans and budget projections, while Kate was impulse and snap decisions, last-minute holidays and figure-it-out-later. It was the source of most of their arguments, his forethought running up against her impetuosity, but it had also, Kate thought, made them a team.

Adam had encouraged Kate to leave Domus – the interior design house where she had happily spent a decade working with her adored boss, Madeleine Hawes – to set up her own company. Kate had taken the plunge, rented office space for Whyte Designs, hired a small but brilliant team, and gradually built a client list.

Her clean, minimalist style and ability to transform spaces on a shoestring started to get attention. She began to feature on the front of industry magazines; was asked to speak at conferences; got a few big commissions for local celebrities.

Adam had suggested they sell their tiny flat and buy a bigger one: a sprawling, rundown, four-bedroom flat in Marchmont with a barely functioning boiler and faulty wiring. It would be Kate’s dream project; she could use it to showcase her skills, and then they would sell it for a profit.

Kate had felt uneasy about the idea. ‘I’m worried about the kids, living with all that dust,’ she had said, knowing that wasn’t quite the problem but unsure what was. ‘Plus, we can’t afford a four-bed flat in Marchmont, even in this state.’

But Adam had been confident. ‘If it gets really bad, we’ll rent somewhere for a few months,’ he had said. ‘Stop worrying.’

When Adam told you there was nothing to worry about, you believed him.

They had sold their flat, put most of their stuff in storage, moved in. And then a week later, Adam had died, and it turned out that their savings, the stocks and shares and bonds that Kate had never bothered to understand, didn’t actually exist. The problem with being a vague, creative type married to a financial wizard, Kate realised, is that you don’t know to look behind the curtain.

She had let her team go, with a month’s pay and no explanations. It was a dark secret Kate had carried alone this past year. She couldn’t bear the thought of telling Jean or Alice.

And now there they were, her and Max and Emmie, in purgatory. She could neither afford to do the flat up nor sell it. Instead, they waited – in a flat with holes in the walls and dust on the floor, picking their way over cables and brushing their teeth with water the colour of weak tea.

Kate had come to hate the flat: the mess, the bills stacking up, the clouds of dust that would rise up whenever she sat down on the sofa. Once she would have rolled her sleeves up and got stuck in, made the best of the situation, but now she felt paralysed by the immensity of the task.

Now, Kate stood in the doorway of the kitchen, watching Fergus doing a magic trick with a napkin and a fork for the kids, Nat rolling her eyes and pouring wine. A funeral for Hamish was exactly the sort of whimsy that Adam would have hated. But Emmie and Max were laughing now, for the first time in days. The miserable flat seemed warmer and cosier, full of people. Fergus always knew best.

He and Nat had started as playground acquaintances but had swiftly become her best friends, particularly in the last few years. They had a knack of checking in without being irritating or invasive.

‘Now you see it,’ said Fergus, holding the napkin steady. He waited a beat, then whipped it away. ‘Now you don’t.’

Emmie shrieked and clapped. ‘Again,’ she said. ‘I want to see how you did it.’

‘It’s magic,’ said Fergus mysteriously. ‘Appearances can be deceptive.’

A lump swelled in Kate’s throat. Suddenly the dusty kitchen – full of her best friends and her children, drinking, talking and laughing – felt claustrophobic. That was the thing about grief: half the time it came out of nowhere and knocked you off your feet.

She slipped unnoticed out of the kitchen and went into the bathroom. There was no lock on the door, but she propped a stool underneath it and sat on the toilet seat, head in hands, breathing through the pain, trying to slow her racing heart. What a mess she had made of things, she thought. Or rather, what a mess she and Adam had made between them.

Another Christmas, looming on the horizon. Like a ticking clock, waiting, with none of the joy and warmth the day should offer.

Her father had died on Christmas Eve. The next day had been a nightmare. Exhausted from a night in the hospital, trying to explain death to the children, that Grandpa wasn’t going to be here anymore. Jean, pale and stoic. Plastering on a smile for hastily wrapped presents and cooking a lunch none of them could eat.

And then last Christmas, only weeks after Adam’s death. All of them still stunned, the children pale and irritable, quick to tantrums and tears. Max sobbing because Kate had bought the wrong Lego set. A mockery of Christmas, tainted forever with grief and confusion.

The children had fallen asleep on the sofa in front of the television and Kate had carried them to bed. ‘Is this Christmas?’ Max had asked sleepily.

She would do things differently this year. She had to.

There was a knock on the door. One of the kids, needing the toilet.

‘Come in,’ called Kate, stretching out her leg and kicking the stool away.

It wasn’t one of the kids; it was Nat, holding two glasses of wine. ‘Are you okay?’ she said, coming in and shutting the door behind her.

‘I’m okay,’ Kate said, straightening up and pushing back her hair. ‘It just hits me sometimes; how strange it is that we’re living our lives without him. This pet funeral is the sort of thing that Adam would have hated. His mum used to flush their goldfish down the toilet.’ She gave a shaky laugh. ‘I’m worried about Christmas. Last year was so shit. I wish Adam was here to talk to about stuff.’

Nat perched on the edge of the bath and handed Kate a glass of wine. ‘Is there anything I can help with?’ she said. ‘You can talk to me about stuff, you know.’

‘I know,’ said Kate. Her fear was becoming the sort of whingeing, clinging friend Nat and Fergus would dread being around. ‘It’s just the usual stuff: Max finding it hard to make friends and Emmie stuck with bloody Lydia.’

On the first day of primary school, a small, determined girl called Lydia had approached Emmie and told her that they were ‘best friends forever’. They’d been stuck with her ever since. She ruled Emmie’s life with an iron fist, dictating everything from what Emmie was allowed to eat at lunch to who she was allowed to speak to during the day. Kate didn’t think the friendship made Emmie happy, and she didn’t think the teacher liked it much either, but there wasn’t much she could do about it except grit her teeth and hope it fizzled out.

‘It’s a lot to deal with on your own,’ said Nat sympathetically.

‘It’s been a year,’ said Kate. ‘I can’t be a helpless widow for ever. I need to—’

There was another knock on the door. Kate sighed. ‘Come in,’ she called, resignedly.

It was Jean, looking flushed and holding a near-empty glass of wine. Her mother had a low tolerance for alcohol. ‘Emmie is looking pale,’ she said, without preamble. ‘Is she getting enough vitamin D? We only see the sun about once a year in this country.’ She sat on the side of the bath alongside Nat and fixed Kate with her candid, grey-eyed stare. ‘Are you all right, sweetheart?’

The tenderness in her voice brought the lump back to Kate’s throat. She could feel the tears starting. ‘I miss Adam,’ wailed Kate, slumping forward into Jean’s lap.

Kate heard Jean murmur to Nat, ‘I’ve got this now, love,’ and then the sound of the door shutting behind her friend.

They sat in silence for a while, while Jean stroked Kate’s hair and Kate wept noiselessly. ‘I’m making your trousers all wet,’ she said at last.

‘That doesn’t matter,’ Jean said soothingly. She leant over and tore off a handful of toilet paper. ‘Here.’

Kate sat up and mopped at her eyes. ‘I just hate this time of year. It’s so . . . relentlessly jolly. School fetes and the PTA and happy families getting their Christmas trees. I’m a mess. I can’t even face school pickup. Fergus gets the kids every afternoon. The last time I got them, the teacher did a double take.’ She took a deep, shuddering breath. ‘I hate Christmas.’

‘You can’t hate Christmas,’ said Jean, sounding shocked. ‘It was always our favourite time of year.’

‘I do,’ Kate insisted stubbornly. ‘First Dad, then Adam, and now Hamish. This family has a . . . a Christmas curse.’

‘Enough of that,’ said Jean firmly. ‘You know,’ she said, eyeing Kate speculatively, ‘you could consider coming to grief group with me.’

‘Not that again,’ said Kate. ‘It’s never going to happen. I hate joining things.’

Kate had been pleased when Jean had started going out again after her father’s death, but now the sheer volume of activities, along with the roster of new friends, was making Kate dizzy. There was tennis on a Monday and ceramics on a Tuesday and a patisserie course on a Wednesday. She had started making sourdough and jam and had bought a set of calligraphy pens.

It made Kate wonder how much it was a front for unresolved grief. The flat in which they’d grown up remained exactly the same, as though her father had merely popped out to get milk. His shirts hanging in the wardrobe, his paperwork stacked and neatly filed in his old roll-top desk, his reading glasses and the book he’d been reading open on his bedside table along with his beloved, battered wristwatch. It wasn’t healthy.

Then, last year, Jean had announced she’d been attending a group for the bereaved. ‘Like a book group, but with more crying,’ she had said. ‘You should come along, Kate.’ It sounded like Kate’s idea of hell.

‘They’re a lovely bunch of people,’ Jean said now. ‘I think you might find it helpful. Ada thinks so.’

Ada was the organiser of the grief group and seemed to have a lot of opinions. Kate had never met her, but was deeply mistrustful of her.

Kate shook her head. ‘Couldn’t even if I wanted to. No babysitter,’ she said.

‘Fergus and Nat have said they’ll help,’ said Jean.

Kate narrowed her eyes. ‘You’ve mentioned it to them?’

‘Come on, darling,’ said Jean. ‘You need to . . . buck up a bit. You can’t write off this time of year – think of the children. Give them a Christmas to remember.’

‘You’re one to talk,’ said Kate sullenly. ‘You’re living in a shrine to Dad. How many times have I offered to help you sort through his stuff?’ Jean was silent. ‘Tell you what,’ said Kate, inspiration striking. ‘I’ll make you a deal. You go through Dad’s things and clear them out, and I’ll come to this grief group.’

Jean looked uncertain. ‘I don’t know,’ she said.

‘It’s been two years, Mum. You need to face up to it,’ said Kate firmly. If Jean could dish out tough love, then so could she. She held out her hand to Jean. ‘Do we have a deal?’

‘All right,’ said Jean slowly, putting her hand in Kate’s. Kate noted the contrast between her mother’s elegant oval nails, painted a soft pink, and her own square, bitten ones. ‘Deal.’

 

‘I can’t believe you sold me out,’ Kate said, following Nat, Fergus and James down the hall. The wake was over. She took James’s jacket from the peg and helped him into it. ‘The last thing I want to do is go to this group. Can you imagine? Everyone sitting there, crying . . .’

Nat smiled at her, tugging on her hat. ‘Sorry. Actually, I’m not sorry. You’re awesome. I want you to be happy, or at least a bit happier. This might help.’

Nat was a bit like a terrier, Kate had always thought. If she decided you were worth bothering with, you had a friend for life.

Nat was a lecturer in feminist theory at the university, had a regular column in the Herald, and was always on the news to talk about ‘anything that involves women,’ as she put it. She avoided school pickup as determinedly as Kate did. ‘I can give a lecture to 200 people or be interviewed on live TV about the pay gap,’ she had said, ‘but I can’t face the playground. Isn’t that pathetic?’

Kate knew what Nat meant. Running the gauntlet that was the playground at home time was the closest thing to being back at school yourself. That had to change. Jean was right.

‘Grief group. I can just imagine it,’ Kate muttered. ‘A community centre somewhere. Bad coffee and stale biscuits.’ She gave James a hug. He was a little carbon copy of Fergus, complete with the same curly red hair and quietly amused expression. ‘Thanks for coming. It wouldn’t be a Patterson–Whyte family funeral without you guys. See you at the next one.’

‘Don’t joke,’ said Nat, laying a small hand on her arm. ‘You are definitely due some good luck now. I’m sorry for your loss, by the way. Poor Hamish.’

‘Hamish was a nightmare,’ said Kate.

‘Still, it’s hard for the kids. Fergus is like you, desperate to get a dog, but I keep saying I can’t face the inevitable heartbreak when something happens to it.’

Fergus rolled his eyes, wrapping his scarf around his neck. ‘I keep saying by that logic, we’d never do anything. Never have kids, never leave the house, never get in a car . . .’ He stopped and flushed. ‘Sorry, Kate,’ he muttered. ‘What an idiot.’

‘It’s okay!’ Kate said quickly. The worst thing about people putting their foot in it was their own discomfort. ‘I’ll see you tomorrow.’

‘Am I picking up your two at home time?’ said Fergus, still pink with embarrassment.

‘No thank you,’ Kate said firmly. ‘I’m turning over a new leaf. I’ll be there.’

Kate shut the door behind them and leaned against it for a moment, her eyes closed. She could hear her mother’s warm laugh, her children’s chatter. She opened her eyes and they fell on the stack of bills on the upturned crate that functioned as their hall table.

Tomorrow was a fresh start. Kate would shake off the apathy that had dogged her all year. Shower and dress nicely every morning for school. Deal with the mounting stack of bills. Talk to the bank about a loan. Get the flat on the market. Go through her contacts and try to resurrect her failing career.

The children would go into school tomorrow with healthy snacks, full water bottles, clean uniforms. She would help them with their homework and avoid the PTA, run by a ferocious woman called Veronica. And, for the sake of the children, she would embrace Christmas cheer. Give them a Christmas to remember. Buy a wreath and a turkey and make paper snowflakes. She would do it if it killed her.

And if that wasn’t Christmas spirit, Kate thought triumphantly, then she didn’t know what was.





Chapter 10

KATE

Kate couldn’t get the front door open.

‘This happens when it rains,’ she said, jamming first her hip and then her shoulder against the door. ‘I think the wood’s a bit warped . . .’

‘Would you like me to try?’ Matthias asked, stepping forward. He looked as though he could rip the entire door off its hinges with a flick of his wrist.

‘Nope, just a little push should do it.’ Kate smashed her shoulder heavily against the door, wincing in pain and sending flakes of paint onto the floor. ‘There! Go on in.’

‘Come on,’ said Emmie, taking charge. ‘You come into our room, Olivier. Careful of the wires and that broken floorboard. Keep your shoes on, there’s splinters.’

The children disappeared off into their bedroom, shutting the door behind them. There was a silence, in which Kate watched Matthias take in the gutted flat. It wasn’t often that she had people round, other than Nat and Fergus who were tactful enough not to mention the dire state of affairs. Through Matthias’s judgemental eyes, it looked even worse than usual.

‘We’re in the middle of a refurb,’ she said, kicking the door viciously shut behind her. ‘My husband and I were going to do it up last year and sell it, but then he died.’

Matthias blinked at her. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said.

‘Oh, it’s fine,’ said Kate. ‘Not fine of course, but you know. It was a car accident, which was weird because he was a super careful driver, we used to make fun of him for it.’ She was babbling, she thought. His calm self-possession made her nervous. ‘Anyway, come on through.’

Matthias walked ahead of her down the hallway. There was dust on the back of his jacket.

‘We’re used to it now,’ Kate said, ushering him into the kitchen. ‘It’s a bit like camping.’

‘Camping is just for a weekend,’ Matthias said. He looked around. ‘You could buy some plants, maybe. That would help.’

‘I’ll get right on it,’ said Kate. ‘Thanks for the design tips.’

She put the kettle on, reached up for the tea cannister – the dust had penetrated every cupboard, each drawer – and realised it was empty.

‘Sorry,’ she said. ‘No tea. I need to go to the shops.’

‘That is okay,’ he said. He carefully dusted off the seat of a chair with a dishcloth before sitting down.

‘Coffee, then? It’s the one thing I always have a lot of,’ she said.

‘No thank you,’ he said, glancing at his watch. ‘It’s after three.’

Kate spooned coffee into the cafetiere and flipped on the kettle. ‘And that means no coffee?’

‘Not if I want to sleep. You won’t sleep either, if you drink all that.’

Kate reached for the kettle and poured water onto the grounds. ‘Coffee doesn’t affect me at all,’ she said firmly. She hadn’t slept a full night through for months. ‘Is there anything you would like? What about a biscuit?’

He took a stale Oreo cookie from the tin she held out. She watched as he examined it and then laid it down on the table.

‘I suppose you bake?’ she said.

‘My mother taught me and now I bake with Olivier.’

Kate imagined him and Olivier, wearing identical white aprons, calmly stirring biscuit batter to the sounds of jazz music. A tray of golden-brown biscuits, perfectly round, coming out of the oven. Olivier would probably also help with the washing up afterwards.

‘That’s nice,’ she said, weakly. Her phone rang. ‘I’ll get this if you don’t mind,’ she said. ‘It might be work.’

To her surprise, it was indeed Marco. ‘Hiya, Kath. I took a look at your proposal.’

‘Great,’ she said, injecting as much professionalism into her tone as she could. ‘What do you think?’

‘Some of the ideas are nice, I like the layout. But honestly? My dad’s loosening up a bit, but I’ll lose him altogether with a concrete floor and all that. It’s a caff, not some hipster bar. The old timers won’t know what to think.’

‘That’s no problem at all,’ said Kate quickly. ‘It’s just a starting point. I can send you some alternatives. We can get it right.’

There was a pause. ‘If you think so,’ said Marco doubtfully.

‘I’m positive.’ She lowered her voice. ‘At this point in a project I would usually be on retainer.’

‘Aye, let’s get this proposal agreed first, yeah? Speak later, Kath.’

He hung up. Kate glared at her phone.

‘All okay?’ said Matthias.

‘Yeah, it’s a client,’ Kate said. ‘Currently my only client. He wants some . . . revisions before I invoice.’

‘What is it that you do?’ Matthias asked.

‘I’m an interior designer.’ The words fell into silence as she watched Matthias slowly take in the plaster hanging off the walls, the sheet of plastic that hung over a hole in the far wall.

‘An interior designer?’ he said. ‘So, this is just a work in progress?’

‘That’s right,’ she said.

Work in progress. Story of her life.

 

Later that night, after Matthias and Olivier had gone, Kate bathed and fed the children and put Max to bed.

She turned on his nightlight, tucking him in with all his stuffed animals. Once she and Adam had argued over whose turn it was to put chatterbox Max to bed, knowing it would be a long haul but now Kate felt acutely the preciousness of this moment. Adam would never again touch Max’s smooth, flushed cheek, stroke his hair still damp from the bath, embark on the endless litany of lullabies, answer any of the impossible questions Max always had bubbling on the tip of his tongue.

A familiar lump rose in Kate’s throat. Sometimes missing and hating Adam went hand in hand. How dare he leave them all, and in such a mess? How dare he be so careless?

‘Mummy,’ called Emmie down the hall. Kate looked up to see her standing in the doorway, wearing unicorn pyjamas and fluffy slippers. ‘Can I look at the pictures of you and Daddy?’

She meant the photo albums stacked in the study.

‘Of course, baby,’ Kate said, although her heart sank. She went and fetched the albums and brought them through to the sitting room, where Emmie was waiting expectantly on the sofa. A miniature Adam, with her dark, curling hair and navy eyes.

‘I want to look at the ones of you and Daddy at university,’ Emmie said. ‘And the wedding ones. The cake and the dress and the flowers and the veil . . .’

Kate set a heavy album in Emmie’s lap and edged towards the kitchen. ‘You make a start, I’m just going to get that washing out.’

Emmie tugged at her arm. ‘No, stay Mummy. I need you to tell me the stories,’ she said.

Kate sighed. Looking at these photos was like peeling off a scab, with excruciating slowness.

She sat down next to Emmie and tucked her legs under her.

‘That was when you first met Daddy,’ Emmie said, pointing.

A picture of Kate and Adam on their first day at university in London, grinning uncertainly at the camera with a group of newfound mates. So young, both of them. All the girls had fancied Adam. And he had chosen her, Kate Whyte, the scruffy art student with her paint-smeared sweatshirts and ripped tights and green hair. ‘You two are like our king and queen,’ her best friend Gina had told her once.

‘And this is you at a house party,’ continued Emmie, her finger moving over the page. Her and Gina, cheeks squished together, grinning like idiots at the camera, covered in paint.

‘We’d drunk too much beer,’ said Kate. Emmie squealed in glee, and Kate laughed. She must call Gina in London, it had been months, and Gina’s calls had tailed off. Grief made people nervous; a cliché, but it was true. She turned the page.

‘Daddy asked you to marry him,’ Emmie said, clasping her hands, gazing rapt at a picture of Kate and Adam on the lawn of the elegant country hotel where he had proposed.

A walk in the rain. The clouds parting and a beam of sunshine, Adam dropping down on one knee, ring in his pocket, sandwiches and champagne in a picnic basket for after. Always, with Adam, the grand gesture.

Kate could still recall the rush of pleasure when Adam had produced that little box and she had seen the beautiful ring glinting there in cushioned splendour. She hadn’t been surprised – she wasn’t stupid, she had suspected from the moment he had booked the hotel for Valentine’s Day – but she had felt . . . satisfaction. Her life was moving forward according to plan. Perfect.

She held out her hand now, looking at her engagement ring. The ring sat a little tighter these days, and the diamond needed cleaning. It was dull. She had taken it off once as an experiment, but her fingers kept worrying at the space where it had been.

‘And then,’ Emmie breathed, turning the page. ‘You got married.’

This was the apotheosis, as far as Emmie was concerned, of her mother’s life.

Kate laughed and kissed her daughter’s head. ‘You were the surprise guest.’

There was Kate, radiant in her simple wedding dress, an embryonic Emmie snug in her belly, golden hair shining in the sunshine, red lips parted in a smile. Nose wrinkling over a single, celebratory glass of champagne. Adam, tanned, dark hair cropped neatly for the big day, more handsome than ever in his blue suit. His hand on her belly, beaming with pride.

Her parents, dancing together, laughing. Jean looking like an ethereal pixie in a chic green suit, tucked into the crook of Gerard’s arm as though she was always meant to belong there. Adam’s mother, smiling more timidly under an enormous hat. She had died not a year later.

‘And it was a happy day?’ Emmie said, prompting her mother. She knew this script off by heart.

‘And it was a happy day,’ repeated Kate obediently. She knew the script too. ‘The happiest day of my life.’

Emmie chewed her finger, frowning. ‘What about when I was born? Wasn’t that the happiest day? And when Max was born too, I guess,’ she added grudgingly.

Kate laughed. ‘Those days too. Lots of happiest days.’ She glanced at her watch. ‘It’s getting late, and you’ve got school in the morning. Go on and brush your teeth.’

Emmie groaned dramatically and ran off to the bathroom. Kate looked again at their wedding photo. She laid a finger on her younger self, face alight with possibility and excitement. Only seven years ago – it felt like another lifetime.

Adam, standing proudly beside his new wife, surrounded by friends and family; he had no idea what was to come, how suddenly the shining life spread out before him would be cut short.

‘The happiest day of my life,’ Kate whispered.





Chapter 11

JEAN

Gianni Capaldi wasn’t happy that Jean was seeing Gerard Whyte. ‘He’s a good lad,’ he said. ‘But you’re both awful young, Jeannie.’

Gerard’s parents were no happier about her. Gerard never said, but he didn’t have to. Jean was sure that her being Italian came into it.

‘What shall we do about them?’ she had asked Gerard one day. They were lying in the Botanic gardens on a thick blanket, wrapped in sweaters, her head on his chest. It was January and the wind was bitter, but they could spend hours here without anyone knowing. When Jean wanted to annoy her father, she would get Ger to come by the caffe and they would share a nougat and a coke. Their kisses afterwards tasted sweet and sticky.

Gerard remained almost disappointingly calm. ‘They’ll come round,’ he said, easily. She could feel his heart beating hard and strong in his chest. ‘When we explain we’re getting married, they’ll not fuss.’

She raised herself up on one elbow. ‘We’re getting married, are we now?’ she said.

He smiled and ran his hand through her curls. She rested her cheek in the curve of his hand, calloused from his summer working on the building site.

‘How about a summer wedding?’ he said.

‘Not this summer?’ she said.

‘Aye.’ He grinned at her. ‘I’ve been saving up.’

Just like that, they were engaged, and there was nothing that anyone could do about it. Gianni looked rather grey when they told him, but he accepted it with good enough grace. Jean had a feeling that her mum had seen it coming and told him to behave himself.

Nina said nothing till one day when she and Jean were working a shift at the caffe. She was arm-deep in washing up and Jean was drying.

‘I don’t understand the hurry, Jeanie,’ Nina said. ‘Get engaged by all means. You can have a long engagement and still go to secretarial college. See a bit of life. There’s no rush. Is there?’ Her gaze, sharp and knowing, made Jean flush. Her mother had an uncanny sixth sense.

‘No reason at all,’ she had said. ‘Except that we want to.’

Nina had shrugged. ‘Not much to say to that then, is there.’ She smiled, and Jean thought how beautiful she looked, movie-star beautiful, there among the dishes with hands swollen from the hot water. ‘But remember, you don’t get just one shot at life these days. This doesn’t work out, kid or no kid, you can walk away, whatever your father says.’

‘Okay Mum,’ Jean had said, grinning. Because who on earth went into a marriage at eighteen and madly in love thinking that one day they might need to leave it.





Chapter 12

KATE

Kate woke, heart beating hard, and lay there for a minute in the panicked aftermath of her dream. The smell of frying bacon and coffee drifted up from downstairs. Jean must have let herself in to see to the kids and their iron levels. Pale blue daylight filtered through the curtain. It was late.

It was always the same dream. Adam needed to tell her something very urgent, but he never managed it.

There was a thick pane of glass in the way. Kate could see Adam’s mouth moving, but she couldn’t hear the words. His expression was familiar, a mixture of frustration and tolerant affection. Come on, Kate. It’s simple. You just have to pay attention.

Pulling on tracksuit bottoms and a thick cardigan, Kate dragged herself downstairs and into the kitchen, following the cooking smells. The kitchen was a beacon of warmth. Jean was at the stove, cooking, and the kids were sitting at the table, glasses of milk in front of them. Good Morning Scotland was on the radio. Max was laboriously peeling a tangerine, his tongue protruding through his teeth. Kate marvelled at the cheerful atmosphere Jean managed to create even in their makeshift kitchen.

‘Mummy,’ Max called.

Emmie said sternly, ‘Granny said not to wake you. You were meant to sleep in.’

‘I’d have got you in a minute,’ said Jean. She was wearing a cashmere sweater in a forest green, cropped trousers and trainers. ‘I’ve got my
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