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Chapter One
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At Heathrow airport, two mothers were disguising broken hearts. Their two daughters were, trainers twitching, aching to leave them behind.

'Tempus fugit,'  Rebecca, who was Emma's mother, said.

'What was that?' Marie glanced up.

'Time flies.' Ginny gave Marie, her daughter, a tight smile. 'Got your passport?'

'I left it on the cat's head.'

'Malaria pills?'

'No, Mum, the dog ate them.'

'We don't have a dog.'

'Then who was it who ate my malaria pills? Not a boyfriend at long last, surely, Mother?'

Hearing the familiar sarcastic quips, Ginny wanted to grab her daughter and hold her so tight that she couldn't leave. She'd miss her demands, her expenses and, most of all, her sarcasm. Did she get that from Ginny? All those years, eighteen years to be precise, of bringing up her daughter and any theories of child– rearing she'd eaten up and digested over the years had resulted in this, an Olympic medal in sarcasm. Better, perhaps, than no Olympic medal at all.

At least it was likely the two girls wouldn't fall out, Ginny was reassured. She couldn't imagine Emma storming off and leaving Marie high and dry with a 'And you can find your own way out of the jungle, bitch!' Or Marie sneaking off and leaving Emma in the clutches of a snake-hipped drug dealer as he slipped a suspicious packet into her handbag. But what if . . .?

Ginny pulled on the brake. Sprawled over the seats in Starbucks, backpacks propped up by their sides, cheeks and eyes glowing, Marie's trainer tapping the table leg impatiently as they waited for their flight, the two girls tried to hide their jitters for the sake of their mothers. They couldn't wait to get away. They were well brought up enough to be polite to the two creased-looking parents with furrowed brows watching over their offspring as if it was the last time they would ever see them alive. But it was clear they wanted to get through the gate and on their way as soon as decency would allow.

'Not long to go now.' Rebecca glanced at her watch and only Ginny noticed the lump as she swallowed.

'Yep. Best be on our way. C'mon our kid.' Emma stood up, gazing out over their heads towards the departure gates.

'Now you're not going to go sloppy at the last minute, are you?' Marie wrinkled her nose at Ginny. 'Are you? You are.'

'No.' Ginny managed a whisper, gripped Marie's arm and propelled her towards departures. 'Bugger off. Go and explore. Find yourself. See how different the rest of the world is. It's your duty. I'd have done it if I could. I would do it if I were you. You have my absolute blessing and everything we've ever said.'

'And everything squared.'

'You know how happy I am for you. Go forth.'

'And say hello to Auntie Charlotte, you forgot to say.'

It was a family joke. When anyone went abroad, somebody would always tell them to say hello to Charlotte. It was because Ginny's sister, Charlotte, had been abroad for many years, usually on the move. Wherever the holiday was, from Crete to Cairo, banging into Charlotte was something of a possibility. Although in recent years Charlotte seemed to have settled for Mumbai, the wandering-star joke still stood.

'Say hello to Charlotte.'

'Mission accepted. And we'll email every five minutes so there really isn't any need to cry.' Marie sounded anxious. 'Is there?'

'Absolutely not,' Ginny almost bellowed in her attempt to keep the tears from crawling up her throat. 'Now come on or you'll miss your flight.'

'Why are you shouting?'

'Because it's fun. You should try it some time.'

And then they really were off, looking impossibly young, Marie's fine brown hair shining, soft like baby hair, on her combat jacket, Emma blonde and chubby like a young cherub. A final wave, a wide, toothy smile. After they had disappeared beyond passport control and couldn't be seen, Ginny and Rebecca stood in total silence. They must have stood there for about ten minutes, not saying a word.

'Oh God.' Rebecca heaved a long sigh.

'Yes.'

'It's what I dreaded most.'

'Me too. I wanted it for her, but I wanted to stop it as well.'

'I travelled when I was young. I went to Europe. It was fantastic,' Rebecca said. 'I'll never forget it. I got trains everywhere, studied art and architecture, slept on floors, ate what I could, when I could. I couldn't deny Emma the same thing. Except these days it's India, Thailand, Malaysia, the Philippines, they go so much further and the dangers are different. And yet they treat it as if they're just popping up to London for the day. All they need's a ticket, a few quid and a good novel. I'm not sure it's such a good thing that travel's so easy now. It's too easy. They don't respect it like we used to. I wish I'd never read The Beach,'

'I'd have gone,' Ginny said, 'if things had been different. I'd have leapt at the chance.'

'You didn't explore when you were Marie's age?'

Ginny thought about it for a moment, then laughed. 'In a way.'

'But your sister went off travelling, didn't she? Charlotte?'

'Yes. And she never came back.'

'I thought she came back occasionally?'

'For a few weeks here and there. Not really. This isn't her home anymore.'

They gazed helplessly at the queue threading its way through passport control. Their daughters were well out of sight.

'I just can't believe she's old enough. She can do whatever she wants now. I can't stop her.'

'I remember when Marie was a kick in my stomach.' Ginny stopped abruptly. Did she really want to think that far back? All week it had been clawing at her.

'You must have had her very young.' Rebecca appraised Ginny.

'Yes.'

'You've always looked the youngest of the mothers. I've always envied you. Such a stupid thing to be jealous of, youth, when you can't do anything about it.'

'I'm not even forty yet,' Ginny mused.

'Blimey. Lucky you.'

'Yes. Lucky me. I was eighteen when I became pregnant with Marie. The same age she is now.'

On the way back from the airport Ginny stopped off at Rebecca's house for a cup of coffee, at Rebecca's request. It suited Ginny. She wasn't rushing to get home to an empty house.

The two women had known each other for eight years – since Marie and Emma had found themselves in the same class at senior school and become friends. They were always warm when they met, often shared a joke, occasionally stayed as long as a cup of tea, but there were no attempts to force anything more demanding upon each other.

'Why don't you ask Rebecca and Gareth round to dinner?' Jane, Ginny's mother, had quizzed once when Ginny had been feeling isolated.

'Interesting threesome that would be. No, Mum. I don't want happily married parents giving me sympathetic looks over the carbonara.'

'I'm sure they wouldn't pity you. You're way beyond that anyway, what do you care what other people think? You need to meet more people of your own age.'

'I've got old friends I see sometimes.'

'Yes, but you hardly see them. I mean new people.'

'You mean men of my own age.'

Well . . . You're still youthful and fun and pretty. In fact, I've often said I think you're prettier now than when you were younger. You've got more striking with age and you've got a lovely figure. You should be able to meet men. It's normal, dear.'

'If I invited Rebecca and Gareth round, the man of my own age would be Gareth. I don't think that would be very diplomatic'

'He's probably got friends.'

'Er – have you met him?'

'You've always got a quip, just like Marie,' Jane sighed. 'Everyone's getting divorced at your age. It's the perfect time to start meeting men again. And they'll have children too so they'll understand.'

'There's no perfect time.'

"There is. When you're in your twenties everybody's matching up. If you don't meet the right man then you have to wait a good few years before they start coming up on the market again, when those marriages fail.'

'God that's cynical, Mum.'

'It's a fact. You're in your late thirties now. There are hundreds of them about. Keep your eyes peeled.'

Gareth had looked a lot more charming when he was younger, Ginny concluded as her eyes were drawn to the wedding photo on the wall. Rebecca, with bouffant blond hair like candy floss, swept up with flowers and ribbons, looked good enough to eat. A Lady Diana dress, full skirted with balloon sleeves and frills and lace everywhere. A tiara perched with geometric accuracy probably held into place by gallons of gel and spray. Rebecca's hair had probably been like uncooked spaghetti when Gareth had tried to push his fingers through it later that night. Next to her Gareth was wearing an unfortunate pair of glasses that looked as if they came off with the nose attached, but there was a twinkle in his eyes and a kind of grin hovering around his mouth. He looked nerdy but approachable. He'd probably had a stutter when he was a child and spent his sixth-form years playing Dungeons and Dragons and feeling sick every time a girl spoke to him. Charming, really. From what Ginny had seen of him in recent years, he had lost his approachability but was still nerdy. Not quite so charming.

Ginny never missed not having a wedding. You can't regret not doing something you've never aspired to do. She enjoyed weddings and romantic photos, like this one, as much as anyone, but a wedding was something that happened to other people. Like baldness. Or spiritual enlightenment.

'Milk and one, isn't it.' Rebecca put the mug on the coffee table and Ginny made herself comfortable on the sofa. It was olive green, like the carpet, and had walnut features built into the arms. It was formal but surprisingly comfortable, like the rest of the house. Rebecca sank into the matching armchair. Her blond hair was short now, cut into wisps that suited her, and the white and blond hair mingled subtly in an attractive way. Unlike Ginny with her brown hair that showed each stray grey the moment it popped up – before she spotted it and yanked it out with the tweezers. Not that she'd had many. It seemed Ginny had always been a late developer and was destined to be one for the rest of her life. She knew women five years younger who slapped on the hair dye, whereas she only occasionally had to pluck a hair out. Rebecca had the same colouring as her daughter, blue eyes and chubby cheeks. Emma was lucky she hadn't inherited her dad's nose, Ginny always thought privately and Marie always said out loud.

'I never know where you put everything,' Ginny marvelled. 'My house has so much clobber. Where are all your books?'

'Oh well, Gareth doesn't keep books. We value them as much as anybody else, but he doesn't like hanging on to old things for the sake of it, and you can see his point. He's very practical. Typical scientist, I know.'

Yes, it was a fact. Nothing in the house had any sentiment clinging to it, apart from the wedding photo and a couple of pictures of Emma and her older brother as children on the mantelpiece. It was a pleasant house but the personalities of the occupants seemed to dodge between the furniture and flit away, like ghosts. It was as if somebody there was embarrassed by emotional things, by emotional displays. Ginny could guess who.

'Books do collect dust, it's true.' Ginny thought of the walls full of wonky shelves crammed with anything from Jilly Cooper to Plato that formed the environment that she'd brought Marie up in. Ginny had the opposite problem to Gareth, it seemed. She couldn't throw books away. Every so often she and Marie would just hammer another shelf up so that the small house had reached a point now of full insulation by bookshelves. Even the bathroom hadn't escaped. Ginny was a scientist too – or at least that was the way her career had been going before Marie. But Gareth was a pure chemist; he worked at a well–known research firm. He was a very unemotional man. He was probably the one who volunteered to give the guinea pigs their eyedrops. But that was unkind. Although Ginny was allowing herself a moment of self-satisfaction knowing that Marie had been able to pull anything off the shelves and read it from the age of about five upwards and had thus acquired an impressive general knowledge, for her age or for any age, the fact was that she and Emma had both done equally well in their A– levels and secured deferred places at the universities of their choices, so she wasn't sure what it all proved. They'd both spent a lot of time in the school library, studying there rather than at home. Perhaps Gareth's book purges had had something to do with that on Emma's part. She wasn't sure what Marie's reasoning was. Other than to avoid Ginny, of course, but that thought was hurtful even if avoiding your mother was standard in a teenage daughter.

'Emma has a bookcase in her room, of course. And I've got a shelf in the bedroom where I keep what I'm reading at the time.' There was a pause. 'But I rather like your house, I have to say, although Gareth—' Rebecca stopped herself abruptly, clearly about to reveal Gareth's negative opinion of Ginny's den. Ginny hid a smile. 'I like your house. But a marriage is such a compromise, isn't it?'

'I guess so.' Ginny sipped her coffee.

'Oh, I'm sorry. I don't mean . . .'

'Don't be silly. I've got opinions on marriage even though I've never been married. Every relationship's about compromise, isn't it? With your mum, with your children. I'm sure it's even more so with a husband.' Though Ginny wondered whether Rebecca ever had much opportunity to compromise. For such a mousy presence, Gareth loomed large in both Emma's and Rebecca's lifestyle.

'They're in the air now. They'll be somewhere over the Alps.' Both women looked at their watches and fell silent again. Rebecca had opened a window and the sound of an English garden seeped into the polished room. A warbling thrush, the flutter of dry leaves falling from branches as birds wrestled for position in the cherry, a strimmer in the distance, the waft of damp lawn on an uncharacteristically mild October afternoon, a spatter of lukewarm rain on the mulch. So calm other than the twitter of a blue tit distracted from his berry-pecking as he spotted a neighbourhood cat taking his afternoon stroll. Thailand would be so different. So . . . fantastic. Ginny felt the tug of excitement and fear again. Yes, she would have gone herself, like a shot, if things had been different. Sending Marie was the next best thing. She should be happy. She was happy about it.

"The thing is,' Rebecca said, bringing them both out of their reveries as her voice cracked, 'that Gareth's been having an affair for a year and now that Emma's gone I think he's going to ask for a divorce.'

Missing Marie became a physical ache as the day went on. It became so physical that as she brushed her teeth that night Ginny took two Ibuprofen tablets. When she lay in bed, hot tears running down the side of her face, Ginny remembered Marie when she was just a kick inside. And she allowed herself to be drawn back seductively, like silk in the wind, to a time before the kick. The thing about Barney had been that she had been so mad-damned-head-over-heels in love with him.

To start with, he didn't even have a name. He was Blue Scarf. She saw him in the faculty library. The first time she saw him her breath caught in her throat, her heart pounded and she forgot to swallow. He had dark-brown hair, a little long and twisted with hair gel at the edges to smooth down the curls that wanted to fly away, magnificent tawny green-brown eyes and the most supple, sensuous, fantastic pair of lips she had ever seen in her life. Eighteen years old and sexually inexperienced, Ginny had been plunged into the world of erotic fantasy. To be kissed by those lips, to taste his tongue, to be gripped by his strong hands. Oh my God. That would be beyond heaven. So as much as she tried her absolute best to keep her mind on anatomy and her next tutorial the library became a place of hot sweats and secret aches, thanks to Blue Scarf.

She saw him speak at the Oxford Union in a debate on world famine. As he was introduced and stood up to speak she found out his name was Barnaby Middleton, and was deeply disappointed that it wasn't a more romantic name, but the cries of support were for 'Barney', which she and her fantasies could live with. The cheers were mostly from girls. Pretty ones. Ginny had observed them from her bench at the back with narrowed eyes. It was a lesson learnt. If you think someone's drop-dead gorgeous the chances are someone else does too. And in the case of Ginny – who at eighteen was awkward and tall for her age, with flyaway hair and unimpressive breasts – that somebody was probably prettier and curvier than she was. He was an intense speaker, those lips that curled and threatened to turn into a teasing smile every so often remaining straight and serious. She was moved by his words. He wasn't just posturing for popularity or so that he could put 'debating' down on his CV, or so that it would further his political skills, or so that he would become a familiar face in time for the elections for President of the Oxford Union. She could see that he was debating because he firmly believed what he said. He spoke of the lack of funding, of aid, of healthcare and education, of medical supplies. He compared the contributions of the European countries and criticised the USA. He seemed to be a big fan of Médecins Sans Frontières. In the five minutes that he spoke Ginny learnt something. He was intelligent. He had integrity. He was studying medicine too. He was handsome. He was sexy.

He was perfect. It was complete and utter agony.

We can't get married, Virginia. We hardly know each other.

My name's Ginny.

Ginny snapped her bedside light on and sat up, her T-shirt sticking to her chest. She pulled it off and flung it against the wall, then got up and fetched herself a glass of water. Mr Mistoffelees, their ginger torn, frowned, got up and settled down again. Ginny looked at herself in the bathroom mirror. How could it be that she looked exactly the same as she had that night, nearly twenty years ago, when in a college bathroom she had waited with a heart pounding like a piston to see if a ring appeared in the bottom of the predictor test tube? She smoothed a finger over her eyes and pulled at the skin. Some laughter lines yes, the rings under her eyes were probably darker. But they were the same brown eyes. Her hair was tamed now into a sleek shoulder cut that swung around her neck; it suited her, but it was the same brown hair that flew away given half an excuse. And her soft, pale-pink lips, they were the same lips that Barney had kissed all those years ago.

She blasted cold water into the basin and splashed her face. Then she went back to bed. It wasn't a good idea to allow the past back in. It was better to stay in the present. Nineteen years ago she and Barney had gone separate ways. Eighteen years ago her life had changed utterly as her beautiful daughter had burst into the world. She was the perfect child created by her parents' imperfections. Twenty-odd years ago Rebecca had covered herself in hairspray and got married to Gareth with the big nose and funny grin.

And in the present, she wondered as she turned off her light and rolled over on top of Mr Mistoffelees, had Gareth come home and asked Rebecca for a divorce?





Chapter Two
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It was Charlotte's fault that her parents' house was full of animals. Four cats and a fish tank with six fat goldfish. The fish had died, one by one, and Jane hadn't replaced them. The cats were still hanging on in there. Every time Charlotte went abroad she deposited an animal back at home, and they added up. In theory, it was a temporary arrangement, just until she got back and got settled in a place of her own. In reality, whenever Charlotte came back to England she became bored and dissatisfied and it was never long before she took another job abroad. When Mr Mistoffelees arrived Jane had put her foot down and insisted that he'd have to go to the Cats Protection League. That's what they were there for. Jane was starting to feel like an animal rescue shelter and she had to get them past Harry, who always shrugged in the end and got used to it but had a damned good moan to her when they were alone. Charlotte had found Mr Mistoffelees in a London squat, she'd said when she arrived with him in a cardboard box. She was on one of her temporary stays in England and it was never clear how long her temporary stays were going to last. She was sleeping on the floor of a friend's studio flat in Pimlico and teaching English as a Foreign Language in Vauxhall.

I can't dump him on the Cats Protection League,' Charlotte had protested. 'D'you know how overstretched they are? Nobody will ever want him and they'll have to keep him for ever, maybe caged. He's six months old, and the kids only want cute new-born kittens.'

At that point, Marie had intervened with floods of tears at the thought of the ginger bundle of fur being put in a cage.

'Oh Jesus.' Ginny gave Charlotte an arch look as she took eleven-year-old Marie in her arms. 'Why can't you keep him? He likes you best. You rescued him.'

'He'd like anyone who fed him.'

'He won't fit in with the others.' Jane had felt her protests becoming more and more futile as Mr Mistoffelees snuggled up on one of the sofa cushions, closed his eyes and began to purr like a machine gun.

'You can never have too many cats, Mum. It's not true what they say about them being loners. They need their communities. Once you've got two you could have six and it wouldn't make any difference.'

'It makes a difference to the number of tins of cat food I have to buy.'

'Oh come on. You can't put Mr Mistoffelees in a cage for the sake of a few rotten pence. And they are excellent mousers. You don't get any rodents in the garden or the shed, or the garage, do you?'

Jane thought doubtfully of the four other cats who at that moment were snoring upstairs in various bedrooms. Then Harry peered in from the garden, probably hearing Marie's howling, spotted the ginger kitten and mouthed, 'No bloody way,' to Jane. That, for him, was quite a strong stand.

'I'm sorry, dear, but we've got four cats already. It will really put them out. We had to keep Blossom in a sort of granny flat in the dining room for nearly a year before the others got used to her. There were lots of fights before they settled. Especially with Blackie, he doesn't like intruders at all. It's not as easy as you say.'

'We can have Mr Mistoffelees in our house,' Marie told Ginny with wet eyes.

'You've got animals here, darling.' Ginny kissed her. 'You're here so often, you've got all Granny's animals to play with. If we took Mr Mistoffelees you wouldn't be able to give him as much attention as you wanted to. He'd be neglected. It wouldn't be fair.'

'Then I'll spend more time at home.'

'You can't, sweetie. Who will look after you when you get home from school? I have to work.'

'Granny can come round to our house and look after me instead of me coming here.'

'Granny's got Granddad to look after.'

'And four bloody cats and a tub full of fish,' Jane added, standing up and breathing heavily through her nose as she did when she'd been pushed too far. Both her daughters were humbled by it. 'The answer's no, Charlotte. I'm sorry.'

Left alone while Marie followed Jane out to the kitchen, Charlotte and Ginny eyed each other warily.

'No,' Ginny said firmly.

'Please, Ginny. I don't ask you for much. I don't ask you for anything, in fact. That's not a bad track record for a little sister.'

'You've got to take responsibility for your own actions.'

Charlotte was genuinely surprised. 'I do. I've never asked you for anything. Especially not money. I've never asked to stay with you, I know you don't have much room. I do my jobs, live my life. I do take responsibility.'

'You keep rescuing animals.'

'So, I rescue animals when I see they're neglected or being abused. All of these cats were in dire straits when I found them. I really don't think that makes me a monster.'

'Then keep them yourself.'

'But I can't. I've got to be in Cairo in three weeks for my new job. You know that. And before you say take them with you, I can't do that either. A, I don't work in countries where the people are particularly nice to animals. They're not always particularly well fed and watered themselves so you can see how animals get pushed down the chain. And B, I'd never be able to bring them home again because of our loony quarantine laws. That poor cat's better off in England. And he is a bag of bones, look at him. How could I leave him where he was?'

'You've got to stop dumping animals on Mum. She's got a houseful. It's not fair.'

'Well,' Charlotte said slowly, 'at least I don't dump children on her.'

It had taken a moment for Ginny to realise what Charlotte was insinuating and then the penny had dropped and she'd been furious. They'd rowed and Ginny had left with Marie. A couple of hours later, worn down by Marie's wailing, Ginny had rung home, knowing Charlotte was still there.

'Bring him round on your way back to London,' she'd snapped. And that was how Mr Mistoffelees had come to live with Ginny and Marie.

As Charlotte was touching down at Heathrow, unbeknown to her mother or her big sister, Ginny was agreeing on the phone with Jane that she would pop in later that evening. Since Marie had left, Ginny had been in a kind of spiral. This was her first Saturday on her own since Marie had been born. Not literally the first, but the first Saturday that she'd spent with her new status of being 'on her own'. It had started with hyperactivity. She'd got up at seven and hoovered the house. Then she'd cleaned the bathroom and set about the kitchen. While in the kitchen she'd noticed through the window that the back garden needed doing properly and added that to her list of things to achieve that day.

'It is amazing,' she told her mother on the phone as she picked a string of brambles out of her hair, 'that when you do all the things that you can literally do in a day you shock yourself. If Marie was around it'd take us months to do all these little jobs. And I've cleaned the oven as well. I can't believe how quickly I did it. I'm almost disappointed.'

'I know how you feel. When Charlotte went off I learnt Spanish,' Jane said.

'But that was logical. That's because she was going to do languages at university, and you'd always wanted to learn Spanish. That was more of a thwarted ambition. I don't think cleaning the oven was an ambition.'

'No, I don't mean when she went to university. She'd only been gone half a term when you came back, don't you remember? There wasn't time for me to do anything before you were here, needing me again. I mean when she went off travelling to South America. That's when I started learning Spanish.'

'It's not really the same,' Ginny said after a pause.

Maybe it was the same. That wasn't the point to Ginny in her ravaged emotional state. At the same time, Jane was wishing that Ginny wasn't so dismissive of things that she said. Sometimes Jane sifted through two or three possible comments to make before she said anything at all, just to avoid Ginny's breezy, cutting replies. But it was too late, it had happened again, and now Jane felt stupid. But she covered it up, just as Ginny covered up her irritation, and the conversation continued a little more stiffly.

'So this letter . . .' Ginny continued.

'I haven't opened it.'

'Do you recognise the writing?'

'I haven't opened it, dear,' Jane protested again. Was she protesting too much? 'It's obviously from someone who knew you when you lived here. Or someone you gave our address to because you weren't sure where else you'd be, but that would be years ago, when you were at university. It's someone who doesn't know where you are now. I think it's a man's writing, though. You can usually tell.'

'How can you tell?'

'I don't know. But I'd put money on it.'

'Look, I'll see you later and pick it up then. I need to go and have a bath. My skin's itching all over.'

Ginny felt guilty after she'd put the phone down. She always did when she'd snapped at her mum. And Jane was on her own now, after her father had packed his things and left. She seemed to be adjusting to it well, without high drama and histrionics. It had been three months since he'd gone. Then Ginny realised she hadn't even asked her mum how she was in the space of their phone call and felt even worse. She flicked bubbles impatiently around the bath, unable to relax, feeling that something ought to be done. But there was no Marie to pander to or organise any more. Perhaps her mother felt the same, with no Harry to cater for. But then Jane had four cats whereas Ginny only had Mr Mistoffelees. She lay in the bath hoping vainly that the scented water would somehow permeate her skin and soothe her heavy heart. Then she shook herself and tried to think about her mother instead. She became so preoccupied with imagining what Jane's day had been like for her without Harry around that she completely forgot about the mysterious letter that had fascinated her mother so much.
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