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This book is for anyone who has lived in a house that lurks
beneath the shadow of alcoholism. It’s for anyone who
has waited with a nervous swirl in their gut, to see what
comes next. Anyone who has stood next to a drunk and
questioned everything they know. Anyone who has ever

wondered, how long can I live like this?

It’s not until you are stone cold sober in the company of a
drunk that you realise, despite how long you have known

or loved them, that you don’t really know them at all...



Fholoopue

My darling Celeste,

This letter might come too late for us both, but either way,
I feel compelled to put pen to paper. I read a quote the
other day that said, ‘Imagine when you die and arrive at
your final destination, God says, “So how was heaven?”’
It floored me. I lay on the carpet and shook with fear. My
ideas about God and indeed heaven are sketchy, but this
made sense to me because my life was wonderful. I had it
all. People often say that, don’t they? But I really did, and
I guess that’s the hardest thing for me to fathom, how I
unpicked my existence strand by strand until everything I
held dear lay in a pile like a fine knitted garment reduced
to knotty wool.

It’s as if there are two of me. The shy me, the nice me.
Smiling and enjoying the good fortune of others, wanting
to do good, wanting to love and be loved, wanting noth-
ing more than to laugh and laugh some more; the woman
who puts her family at the centre of everything. That
woman is smart, interested and interesting. She wakes
with a spring in her step and a lift to her heart, happy to
have a place in the world, a woman who looks forward

to the future.
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And then there is the other me, the one who has
another love, a love that can’t be broken. A destructive,
all-consuming love that casts a long, dark shadow over all
that is good. This other love is so strong that she will do
anything, anything if it means they can slope off together
and snatch some illicit moments of pure, pure joy. This
woman is mean, angry and easily led. She is reckless,
cruel and self-centred. She scares those around her, and
she scares herself a bit too. And it doesn’t matter how
forcefully I tell myself to keep her at bay, how firm my
resolve to leave her buried, she is made of stronger stuff
than I can defeat. She is hardened metal against my sof-
tened will, she is omnipotent and magnificent and in her
presence I can do nothing but cower.

When she is around, I can feel the tension in the air
like a storm brewing on the horizon. I can almost see the
bruised purple clouds rolling in. I can feel my face change
from pretty to ugly. So very ugly. I feel my muscles tense
and my eyes bulge. My mouth spews vile, aggressive slurs
and I don’t care whose ears are on the receiving end. Even
yours my darling girl. I become angry for angry’s sake.
It’s as if I want to wreak havoc. And while the nice me,
the other me, claws away inside, mortified at her behav-
iour, there is nothing I can do. I can’t find a way out.

There is no salve for the guilt I feel, no cure for the
nagging remorse at how I treated you, no remedy for the
deep sadness at what I have lost.

I carry a picture in my mind of a time long ago. A
snapshot of the life that used to be mine. I am standing

at the sink, filling the kettle to make tea for those I love



and you are little, maybe four, and you are sitting on the
floor in your pyjamas, singing ‘You Are My Sunshine’ out
of tune. Your voice is loud, and you are happy! Happy
just to be at home with me, safe and warm. I wish I could
go back to that day and start over. I wish I could have
one last chance to do things differently. But deep down I
know that I could be given an infinite number of chances
and I would not change a thing. I would still end up here
alone with this pen in my hand, shaking, with my heart
fit to burst and my nose and throat thick with tears. I
would not change a thing because I can’t.

It may sound strange, but I wish I'd been diagnosed
with a different sickness, a more visible one. Something
that twisted my body, broke my bones or blistered my
skin. Something that would make people look away
and shield their children. Even that would be preferable.
Anything other than to have people think that being like
this is my choice.

It is not my choice. It is not my choice!

Who would choose this?



Celeste

It'’s been quite a week. On Wednesday | got back in touch with
the therapist, Erica, who | haven’t seen since | was a teenager,
and today | start, on her recommendation, writing things down.

‘Why should | write it all down?’ | asked as she handed me
this spiral-bound notepad and pen, like | was still a child and
had no way of securing either. | chose not to point out that
I've just graduated from Southampton Uni with a 2:1in Human
Geography. | wasn’t being flippant with my question; | genuinely
wanted to know how it would benefit me.

She gave a small sigh, as though the answer were obvious,
pulling off her glasses and waving them as she spoke, a neat
trick. It not only gave her a prop for distraction, reminding me of
the photographer who clicked his fingers over my dad’s head to
make me look in that direction while he snapped away, but also
because without the sharp focus of my pained expression, my
querying smile, she was able to speak freely, regurgitating facts
and ideas without my sentiment as a diversion.

‘Because if you are able, with honesty, uncensored, to capture
the key events that have shaped you, it will help you make sense
of your upbringing, help you reach an understanding. You said

you were worried about your childhood in some way tarnishing



the life you and Alistair might have; this exercise will provide
clarity, help you move forward, enable you to have a good look at
how your thought processes and behaviour have evolved.

‘You make me sound like a Pokémon.

‘Awhat?’ she asked, with alittle crease at the top of her nose
and a curl to her top lip, as though | was speaking a different
language. | wanted to ask how she could have got to fifty-eight
and not know what Pokémon are.

Erica was keen to talk about my mum’s letter. | was keen not
to. It’s too distressing; | literally can’t look at it. I've placed it in a
drawer, mentally parked it and will dig it out when I'm feeling...
stronger, | guess.

Okay, so here goes. Purple ink? What was Erica thinking? It’s
such a frivolous colour for such a serious undertaking; maybe
that’s the point.

My name is Celeste. | am from Bristol and | am twenty-one.
| am the daughter of Romilly and David Wells. I'm teetotal, like
to swim, love to walk. | own too many pairs of trainers and
not enough pairs of heels. I'm allergic to nearly all mascara and
crave smoked mackerel. | can only cook one passable thing,
chicken and ham pie, and | am engaged to Alistair Hastings,
who | met on a field trip in Dorset. The day | met him | was
wearing wellington boots and my hair was plastered to my head
with rain. | looked at him and | knew, knew that he was the one
| wanted to spend my life with. | can’t say his name or think
about him without smiling. 'm absolutely crazy about him. He is
smart, kind and funny and he would definitely have laughed at
my Pokémon reference. He’s a farmer and thankfully a dab hand
in the kitchen, as long as what needs dabbing is meat, potatoes

and veg.
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Erica said to go back to the beginning. For me that starts
with toddlerhood. | remember being three very clearly. Well,
actually, that’s not strictly true. | remember aspects of being
that age. Certain facts and images float to the top, bright and
distinct like the scarlet waxy globs inside a lava lamp. | suspect
these memories are not that interesting to anyone but me, like
the time I hid in the cupboard in the hallway, sitting on a roll of
carpet, listening to my mum’s voice as she made out she didn’t
know | was there. ‘l wonder where she could be?’ she said, extra
loudly, making sure the words filtered through the door that
was pulled to, letting in a crack of light and a glimpse of the hall
floor. I banged my feet on the floor in excitement, knowing that
any second she would fling open the door and discover me and
I would leap into her arms and she would hold me close and spin
round in a circle with my head buried in her shoulder and the
scent of her perfume rising up.

These were the years before, when | only ever pictured
my mum with a stomach full of love and the desire to be near
her, always. This was the time when | thought she could make
everything better, when | trusted her to provide a haven for me,

ahome that smelt of sugar cookies and encircling arms. Before...
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‘Does it really matter?” Romilly whispered, looking up with
a pained expression, holding a side plate in each hand. Both
were white but had different patterns around the edge. On
one, a delicate double silver line; on the other, a tiny bird and
leaf pattern in relief.

‘How do you mean?’ David shook his head, confused.

‘Well...” She put the plates on the table and pushed her
glasses up her nose, then patted the scarlet creep of embar-
rassment that bloomed on her chest. ‘I mean, you only eat off
them and when you’re not putting food on them, toast and
whatnot, they’ll be shut away in a cupboard.” She sighed.
‘I’'m tempted just to go for the plainest, the cheapest, and not
worry about it too much. I don’t think it really matters.’

She felt her cheeks colour in case this was the wrong
answer, knowing David’s mother, Sylvia, would not under-
stand her indifference to things she felt were vital. Sylvia did
this, stressed the things Romilly must do in order for her
wedding, and by implication her marriage, to be successful.
‘A good wife should want to cook for her man. You have to
overlook his occasional grumpiness — that’s men for you,
troubled and tired with all that responsibility!” This had
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made Romilly smile, as if being male carried with it a certain
weight that, being a mere female, she could never fully com-
prehend. And on hearing about a male friend of theirs who
intended to accompany his girlfriend into the birthing pool:
‘Good God! I expect the poor chap will need counselling
after that! It’s just not natural!’ There was so much that
Romilly wanted to say to her future mother-in-law, not least
that it was in fact the most natural thing in the world and did
she realise it wasn’t 1953. And also, with all her pearls of
wisdom and sage advice, how come her own husband had
done a runner before they’d hit their tenth anniversary? But
of course she never would, because for all her faults, Romilly
was not mean. And she had to concede that the wiry, opin-
ionated American had managed to grow the gorgeous man
she was going to marry.

“You really don’t care, do you?’ David smiled, walked
over to the table behind which she hovered, and picked up a
dinner plate.

Romilly shook her head, sending her thick red hair shiver-
ing down her back. ‘Plates is plates.’

‘I don’t think I have ever loved you more.” He carefully
touched a finger to the delicate china on the table before
reaching for her hand. ‘Just so you know, we have about
twenty minutes to get you home or I swear I am going to
shag you here and now on this very table.” He nodded,
darting a look at the carefully displayed chinaware.

‘But we’re in the middle of John Lewis!” she whispered,
staring at the shoppers in close proximity. Even the thought
that they might have overheard was enough to send her pulse

racing.



‘Nineteen,” he countered coolly, folding his arms across
his chest.

‘David!” Someone might be listening. She gathered her
cardigan around her slender form and tucked the long strap
of her bag over her hunched shoulders as she stood.

‘How are we getting on here?” The lady smiled as she
approached. She had been wonderfully helpful and seemed
excited about their impending nuptials, even though
Romilly was sure working in the wedding list department
must have left her a little jaded about the whole palaver;
there were only so many times you could show genuine
enthusiasm for the description of pale ivory taffeta and a
horseshoe seating plan.

‘Oh! Goodness!” Romilly had hoped they might be able to
slip out of the store unnoticed. ‘I... I am so sorry, but we are
not going to make a final choice today. But thank you for all
your help. We’ll be back, very soon,” she added nervously.

“We’re going to sleep on it,” David said authoritatively.

‘Righto. Well, you are absolutely right. You mustn’t rush
your decision. They do need to be exactly what you want;
after all, you have to live with them for quite a while. Tell
you what, I'll make a note of the samples you like and pop
them in your file with your wedding list. The name is...?’

‘David Wells. And my wife-to-be is Romilly. Miss Romilly
Shepherd.’

Romilly felt her stomach bunch and her face break into a
smile at his words ‘wife-to-be’.

‘And the date of the wedding?’ the woman asked as she
jotted down notes in a maroon leather hardback book, held

up to her chest.
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‘In six weeks.” Romilly blushed. ‘Six weeks from today.
Saturday the eighteenth.’

‘Sorry to interrupt, but that’s seventeen minutes, Rom.’
David tapped his watch and gripped her by the arm. The
woman stared at him quizzically.

‘I’'m so sorry to rush off. We have to erm...” Romilly whis-
pered over her shoulder as David pulled her from the store
with some urgency. They ran across the road towards the

car, laughing.

Romilly lay on her tummy, kicking her legs up behind her.
The tangled white sheet covered her modesty as she stared at
the beautiful man sitting against the headboard who was to
become her husband.

“You are very handsome, you know. I still get shocked by
it. I look up and it hits me in the chest, the realisation that I
am marrying a very good-looking man. I like it.’

David smiled at her. “We are going to have fine-looking
babies.’

‘Sooner rather than later, if we carry on like this.” She
laughed and lay back on the mattress, reaching over to the
bedside table for her glasses.

‘Ooh, yes, please! I can turn you into a proper housewife.
You can stay at home and grow babies and cook supper,
forget all this getting your PhD nonsense!’

‘I thought you loved me for my brain?’ she simpered.

David shook his head. “That’s just what I told you to get
you into bed. But now I have and you are trapped, I can
come clean and say that it was purely your sexy little bod and
that red hair that did it for me.’

IO



Romilly smiled. ‘I really don’t want to be flattered by
that. I want to be offended, outraged...’

‘But you are, admit it.” He nudged her arm with his toes.

She laughed out loud and leant forward to kiss his ankle.
She was beyond flattered, thrilled, in fact, to be viewed in
this way! She heard her mum’s voice, a constant refrain
through her childhood, correcting anyone who referred to
her as ginger, insisting she was strawberry blonde and then,
as the shade darkened over the years, either Titian or auburn.
It made her feel like her very red hair was something of a
negative.

Romilly had been five when her sisters were born. As far
as she was aware, this was when her dad had begun retreat-
ing to his shed, where he still liked to lurk all these years
later, ‘sorting out his bits and bobs’ or ‘fixing and pottering’,
as if living with four women was more than any man could
cope with. Maybe it was.

Carrie and Holly arrived like marshmallow meteors: soft
and sweet and wreaking devastation on her little world. It
was as if her parents had ordered them straight from the
Disney Store. “We’ll take two identical, blonde, pretty, cute,
well-bebaved, characterful babies, please! Ob, and make
them gigglers and good sleepers, that would be great!” From
the moment the twins were born, every journey her mum
made took double the time it should. Everyone in their
Wiltshire postcode, from milkmen to old ladies, would stop
her, hand on arm, to stare and beam. ‘Will you look at them
little poppets! They are beautiful! So pretty!” And her mum
would beam back, because they were and she had made them.

After a second or two, her mum would place her hand on
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Romilly’s back and push her forward an inch, saying, “This is
Romilly, their big sister. She’s very clever!” Trying to include
her, consoling her with the sticking-plaster of being bright.
‘She really is very clever.” This her mum said more times than
Romilly could count, sometimes followed by ‘Aren’t you?’
And Romilly would nod and smile, because she knew this was
what was expected, despite the sinking feeling in her stomach
that meant smiling was the last thing she felt like.

Even though she noticed that the twins were much admired
—it was hard not to — it didn’t occur to her to feel jealous. Not
a bit. She loved her little sisters, loved their cuteness, the con-
stant burble of conversation, their excitability that made even
the most mundane day feel like a party. She didn’t need the
constant reassurance from her mum that she had her own
gifts, no matter how hidden. In fact, the relentless bolstering
led Romilly to conclude that she must be not quite good
enough; otherwise, why would her mum feel the need?

She had, over time, developed a shell into which she could
retreat, just like the much maligned common garden snail.
She liked all invertebrates, but insects were her special thing.
She hid her face inside books and chose bigger and heavier
glasses, prompting her classmates to make jokes about
Coronation Street’s Deirdre Barlow. She took to offering her
views in a whisper so as not to offend or dominate, happy to
hide in the shadow of her sunnier, prettier sisters.

Romilly grew up, left school, won a place at Bristol
University and was happy. Content. Not that life was always
perfect, far from it, but she had never seen the point of
craving what she didn’t or couldn’t have — longer legs, better

skin or a flashier car. She was one of life’s satisfied. Unlike

I2



her sisters, she had never sat with her nose inches from the
table while holding out a finger to measure the precise
amount of orange juice their mum had poured into each of
the three glasses. She had never whined, ‘She’s got more than
me!” She was just happy to get the drink.

At least that was the case until she met David. David
Wells. David Arthur Wells, to give him his full but rarely
used name. She couldn’t say the words without smiling.
Because as she said them she pictured his face, his beautiful
face, and then she let her mind’s eye travel down to his hard
chest, and then she pictured his muscled arms closing around
her, tightly, and she remembered the feeling of utter, utter
bliss as she submitted, losing herself against him. And that
made her smile all over again.

The first time he’d sat next to her in the library, Romilly
had tried not to show her surprise, tried not to notice him.
She hoped he hadn’t seen her neck bulge with a huge swallow
of anticipation as she surreptitiously ran a finger around her
nose and mouth, searching for any untoward secretions.

He flashed her a smile and she blushed and went back to
her books, leaning forward so that a curtain of hair fell over
her face. She squinted at the text and continued to read.
Onychophorans are soft-bodied, full-lipped, beautiful boy
sitting next to me... For God’s sake, Rom, concentrate. She
gave a small cough and tried again. Onychophorans are soft-
bodied, muscly arms, gorgeous face, and smells wonderful...
It was pointless.

Engrossed in her prop, she didn’t see him lean forward
to write on the side of her notepad, so close she could feel

his warm breath against her skin. It sent a shiver down her
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spine, making her skin taut beneath her goosebumps. With
his hand at an awkward angle, he scrawled, Can I borrow
a peng

She pulled her hair across her face and hooked it behind
her ear, raising her eyes to his. “You’ve got one,” she whis-
pered, pointing a finger towards the biro with which he had
written the request.

Wide-eyed, he tapped his forehead lightly in mock admon-
ishment. Leaning forward again, he wrote, I'm a klutz!

She got it. He was taking the piss. She shifted in her seat
and twisted her body away from him, trying to ignore him.
She wondered what had prompted the strange interaction.
Maybe he was just trying to amuse himself. Nerd-baiting had
been popular when she was at school, but she’d hoped that
university would be different. She heard the scrape of a chair
on the next table and felt him turn towards the sound; an
accomplice maybe? Ah, yes, that would be it, a dare. Well
done, Mr Good-Looking. Job done.

The next day, however, he sat next to her again. This time
he took his biro and drew a smiley face on her folder. She felt
confused, welcoming the interaction but so unsure of his
intentions that she feared making a fool of herself. She recip-
rocated in the only way she knew how, by drawing a ladybird
on his folder. He encased it in a bubble and added an arrow
pointing in her direction, above which he wrote, You.

Her scrawled reply was swift. A ladybird? Really?

To which he replied, I#’s the eyes...

She had the last word. And the spots!

On the third day, he greeted her with a whispered, ‘Hey,
Bug Girl?®
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She smiled, very much liking the idea of being his Bug
Girl, happy to have this connection. Even if it was only
because he admired her bookishness, it was still a thrill.

They quickly established a ritual whereby whoever arrived
first would place their rucksack on the seat next to them and
ward off anyone else with a steely stare. Their contact was
confined to the library. This was unsurprising as Romilly
rarely ventured to the Student Union bar and was not a fre-
quenter of the bars and clubs favoured by David and his
cronies. And David had never even heard of the volunteer
programme at Bristol Zoo, where she spent many hours in
the butterfly forest explaining lifecycles and other fascinating
facts to the general public.

Three weeks after their first encounter, they met in the
stairwell. Heading in opposite directions and both with large
folders held tightly against their chests, they hovered, she
above and he below. It felt coincidental but also opportune;
it was what she had been longing for, a chance meeting. Both
were rooted to the spot, unmoved by the tuts and yells and
the trundling feet forced to navigate around them. It was as
if they were each in a force field of their own, singled out
from the crowd and marked as being of special interest.

For the first time, he spoke to her in a voice louder than a
whisper. ‘Hey, Bug Girl.” And all of a sudden she felt a spike
of envy. It was an unfamiliar sensation, a bit like hunger and
fear and anger all swirled into one. She could taste the sour
note of jealousy that blossomed on her tongue as she stut-
tered her response. For she knew beyond a shadow of a
doubt that boys like David Wells didn’t fall in love with
bookish, ginger-haired, spectacle-wearing girls like her. They
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went for leggy, long-haired gigglers like Carrie and Holly,
girls who knew sexy stuff and weren’t afraid to be manhan-
dled, unfazed at the prospect of their T-shirt riding up or
inadvertently flashing their pants.

Romilly had never been that sort of girl. Being clever was
her thing, her nose always firmly inside a book as she crept
from the library to lectures and back again. The boys that
courted her were the ones who also studied science and who
also wore specs and who knew every word to the entire series
of Star Trek: Deep Space Nine and weren’t afraid to spend
an entire coach journey to Dartmoor and back again proving
this. David was in another league entirely and it was a league
in which she wasn’t even a minor player.

‘It’s Romilly.” She nodded.

‘David Wells.” He smiled.

They continued to sit close to each other in the library,
getting to know each other little by little via whispered
exchanges, some gentle teasing and the scrawling of informa-
tion and ideas in gel pen across each other’s notes and files.
They would then stroll back to halls together, down the steep
pavements of Park Street or up towards Whiteladies Road,
meandering and chatting, whatever the weather.

‘How can you spend all day, every day, studying one tiny
creature?’ he asked one afternoon as they ambled noncha-
lantly along. ‘Don’t you ever get bored?” He prodded the
textbook in her arms, whose cover displayed various pictures
of the mayfly, her insect of special interest, about which she
would write her dissertation.

She wrinkled her nose beneath her glasses and took her

time in forming a response. ‘Quite the opposite. The more I

16



learn, the more I want to learn. I don’t think there can be
anything as fascinating in the whole wide world, absolutely
nothing, as a creature that is born knowing it will catch only
one sighting of the moon. Just one! A creature that seeks the
sun, knowing it has to live an entire life in a day! That’s
incredible, don’t you think? The very opposite of boring.
And that question is actually comical, coming from you, Mr
Numbers. I mean, accounting and finance? Now that’s
proper boring! I mean, God, if I had to look at numbers all
day, I’d just say, shoot me now.’

She glanced up at him uncertainly. Had she gone too far?
Shut up, Romilly! Just shut up! You’re rambling because
you’re nervous. He’ll think you’re a loser.

His suggestion of a date came a whole month later, as
they stood on the steps of the Wills Memorial Building. It left
her speechless, quite literally staring at the space above his
head, wondering if it was a joke or whether it was even
worth it. The disappointment of him rejecting her after one
date was possibly more than she could bear. She figured that
if there had been any romantic intentions on his part, he
would have made his move a while ago.

His expression was searching. ‘So, is that a silent “Yes, I'd
love to come for a light supper on the docks,” or a silent
“Sod off”? T can’t tell.” He laughed, that easy laugh that
showed his beautiful teeth.

‘T’d love to,” she squeaked.

“Yes!” He punched the air, and for the first time in her life,
Romilly felt like a prize.

Tessa, a girl in her halls, had insisted that she have a drink
before she went off to meet him. Dutch courage, she called
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it, although there was nothing Dutch about the Russian
vodka shot that she hurled down her neck. Romilly wasn’t
fond of booze, didn’t like the taste much, apart from sickly
sweet cocktails, fizzy wine and Pimm’s and lemonade in the
summer. But this was not the time to be picky; booze flowed
in every room on campus and she needed something to give
her confidence, anything that might loosen her tongue and
enable her to shine a little in front of this beautiful boy.

It was just the one measure, but as the alcohol glazed the
back of her throat with its heat, she felt her eyes widen and
her cheeks flush. She smiled at the warm glow, which, she
had to admit, took the edge off, just a little. She had ditched
her glasses and positively shimmied out of her halls.

From that night on, she and David fell effortlessly into
coupledom. They were always invited out as a pair and
referred to as a unit. It felt great.

The day she took David to her parents’ house in Pewsey,
Wiltshire was one she wouldn’t forget. Nerves had rendered
her silent. Trying to control the quake in her gut, she won-
dered what he would make of her ordinary family in their
ordinary house. Her dad, who grew enough tomatoes to keep
Heinz in production; her mum, who scoured the hob until the
shiny surface lifted; and her sisters, who lounged on the sofa
in their tiny shorts and vests, sending pheromones out into
the atmosphere with their utter, utter gorgeousness.

Carrie and Holly did a double-take at the sight of their
sister’s catch. He was far, far from the dorky, scrawny bib-
liophile that they’d been expecting. Her mum went into fussy
overdrive, telling him just how clever her oldest daughter had

always been, while force-feeding him Victoria sponge, home-

18



made of course. She had whispered to Romilly through a
sideways mouth as they ferried plates and cups to the kitchen,
“You should have told me!” Romilly was perplexed. Should
have told her what? That David was good-looking? Well
mannered? Smart? What would that have meant, two
Victoria sponges? Her dad had packed him off with an old
Raspberry Ripple container piled high with ripe, earthy-
smelling ‘tommyatoes’, as he called them.

Romilly waited for David to end their relationship, con-
vinced that it would only be a matter of time before she, like
her mum’s hob, lost her shiny veneer and he got distracted
by something newer, glossier and less timid. She woke each
day with nervous anticipation that today might be the day he
came to his senses and binned her. A couple of glasses of
wine before they saw each other became the salve that
ensured she could cope with whatever occurred. She soon
discovered that if she topped herself up with a couple more
glasses when they arrived at their destination, and downed
the odd tequila slammer chaser, she became someone else
entirely. And that someone else was the kind of girl no man
could resist, particularly the fabulous David Wells.

With the syrupy booze flowing through her veins, she felt
taller and sexier and was not averse to hitching up her skirt
and dancing where and when the mood took her. David
would sit back in slack-jawed admiration, a little the worse
for wear himself but delighted and enthralled by the smart,
sexy girl who garnered appreciative looks from other
Bierkeller drinkers.

Cocktails flowed and became the backdrop to their social

life. Sometimes the evening would end with Romilly doing
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the honours, propping David up like a sack of spuds, his
arms dangling forward, his speech slurred. She would
manoeuvre him in and then out of a cab, then dump him
onto the single bed in her room. As he lay there, pissed and
snoring, she would stare at his profile and touch her finger to
his cheek, feeling wave after wave of love for him, before
pulling the duvet up to his chin and tucking him in.

One night, when it was her turn to be ferried home in an
inebriated state, she lay with her arms crossed above her
head on the pillow and told him for the first time that she
loved him. ‘I really, really, really, really do. Like proper love,
not just sexing love, not just one-day-Mayfly love, but proper
love.” She grinned as he sank to his knees and stroked her
hair away from her face.

‘I love you too, even when you’re pissed. I just hope you
remember this in the morning.” He laughed.

“Write it down for me!” She reached towards the bedside
cabinet, knocking a half-filled glass of water onto the carpet.
‘David, David, write it down!” she insisted, waving her hand
in the general direction of her desk, cluttered with books,
pens and biscuit crumbs.

‘Okay! Okay!” He stood with palms upturned and found
a pen and stack of Post-its. On the top one he wrote, I love
you, Bug Girl, and you love me. We are joined forever.
Proper love. Do not forget this! Then he stuck it on the shade
of her lamp and budged her into the corner to make room for
him to sleep.

When she woke up, shivering and smiling at the duvet
thief who had hogged not only the majority of the inadequate
bed, but also the bed cover, her eyes fell upon the yellow
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square fluttering on her lamp. She felt a jolt of joy that left
her breathless. These were happy, happy times.

Romilly worked hard at her studies, arriving at the lab full
of enthusiasm, throwing herself into every experiment and
reading her textbooks late into the night, determined to get
the First she knew she was capable of. Whenever she was on
top of her workload, she would down her syrupy dancing
juice and vamp it up for her man.

On occasion, her nagging insecurity still reared its ugly
head. Any message that went unanswered or any apparent
distraction on his part would send her reeling to a dark
place. Fearing the worst, with muscles coiled in tension, she
would wait for the inevitable ‘It’s not you, it’s me....’
conversation.

One evening they’d strolled across the Downs and along
Ladies Mile, hand in hand under the full-canopied trees
whose leaves had begun their transformation into shining
golds and russets. The air was Bonfire Night bright and the
blue-grey sky seemed to accommodate more stars than
usual. The two walked along the footpath that skirted the
Avon Gorge, breathing in the cool night air and chatting as
they went.

Eschewing the lure of the bustling pubs, they made their
way along the Gloucester Row. Romilly hesitated, taking
tentative steps out onto the suspension bridge, trying to quell
the leap of fear in her gut. She looked up at the magnificent
structure as night closed around it, the cliffs of the gorge
blurring into shadow behind the bright light of the bulbs
illuminating it. It mattered little that this incredible feat of
engineering had held fast for the last one hundred and fifty
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years; she still pictured the taut stays snapping and the tons
of Meccano-like metal collapsing into a twisted pile two
hundred and fifty feet below, with her buried somewhere
beneath.

Halfway across the bridge, David stopped suddenly and
stood in front of her. He took her hands inside his and drew
a deep breath.

Romilly held his gaze. This was it. Don’t cry. Don’t give
him the satisfaction. It’s okay, I knew it was never going to
last. As her thoughts whirred, she watched him struggle to
start, the wind licking his face, lifting his dark fringe. His lips
were dry and he swallowed, as if he had a lump in his throat.
I always knew that someone better than me would come
along and steal you away, so just say it, get it over with and
don’t patronise me, just give it to me straight. She remained
silent, not wanting to make it easy for him.

‘Rom...” He exhaled from bloated cheeks and shook his
head, looking into the distance.

This was clearly harder than he’d thought and that glad-
dened her, made her feel a little less disposable.

‘It’s okay. I know. I know what you’re going to say.’ She
blinked, trying to keep the catch from her voice, looking
down at the river far below and imagining flinging herself
into it. Was it true that you died or lost consciousness before
you hit the water, she wondered? Or was that just a white lie,
trotted out to ease the pain of the bereaved?

“You do?’ He stared at her.

She nodded.

‘Okay then.” He released her hand, ran his fingers through
his hair and waited, breathing out slowly.
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After an interminable pause, he raised his voice. ‘So, come
on! Tell me, Bug Girl! Is it yes or no? Don’t leave a guy
hanging.” He peered over the edge at the twist of the River
Avon beneath them.

Romilly glanced across at the cars scurrying along the
Portway like rows of common ants, purposefully following
the same meandering path in two opposing, evenly spaced
lines.

‘Come on, Rom! I don’t like this pause. It was bad enough
when I first asked you out. Is this also a silent “Yes, I’d love
to,” or is this one meant to be a silent “Sod off”?’

“What do you mean?’ she asked.

‘I mean, are you going to marry me or not?’

‘Am I going to... what?’ She needed it repeating as she
gripped the side of the bridge for support.

Despite the other pedestrians, mostly tourists coming
from the Leigh Woods side of the bridge, who giggled at
them, their cameras poised, David dropped down onto one
knee and took her hand inside both of his.

‘Romilly Jane Shepherd, you are amazing. I’'ve never met
another girl like you. You make me laugh, you look after me
when I’'m sloshed and you are the smartest, most interesting
person I have ever met. I love you and you love me, proper
love that lasts forever, so will you marry me?’

Romilly stared at him and felt her mouth fall open as her
knees bobbed with weakness. He wanted to marry her. David
Arthur Wells, who could pick anyone in the whole wide
world, had chosen her. She leapt into his arms as he held her

fast and kissed him passionately on his beautiful mouth.
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When | was little, | used to pore over their wedding photos. |
think it gave me reassurance that there had been this wonderful,
romantic time and that it wasn’t all bad. | find them hard to
look at now, for obvious reasons. They’re lovely actually. Mum
and Dad seem so young! My mum looked ecstatic, wide-eyed
and slightly shocked, as though the whole affair had taken her
by surprise, like those brides you see on the telly whose other
halves have arranged the whole thing and they just have to turn
up on the day and say ‘I do’.

She wore a huge meringue-type dress that dwarfed her
frame. And she held a stunning bouquet of lilies and trailing ivy
that did the same. She has the stance of alittle girl who’s playing
dress-up and has slipped into her mum'’s frock. Her shoulders
are slightly hunched in every shot and she’s always peeking
upwards, as though she’s an imposter who’s afraid she might
get turfed out of the cream taffeta creation at any moment.

The thing that stands out to me is the brooch on her bodice.
My dad gave it to her on the morning of the wedding and it’s the
most stunning thing — a mayfly. The body is made up of tiny little
jewels and the large wings are slivers of turquoise shell, almost

transparent and edged in silver. When the light catches them,
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you can see all the blues and greens of the rainbow. It was her
most special possession.

God, suddenly I really miss her. The number of times | used to
sit on her lap and she’d show me the brooch and tell me about
how Dad had given it to her. | asked her once why she loved it so
much and she told me that these beautiful creatures weren’t on
the earth for very long which made them all the more precious. |
got upset, asking, who looks after their children? She told me that
the mummies might not be on the earth any more, but that it
didn’t matter, they were always able to watch over their babies,
however far away they went.

I would love to go back to that time.

There’s one wedding picture that’s my favourite; it’s beautiful.
My dad is standing below my mum on a step and is looking up at
her. Aunty Holly and Aunty Carrie, who were bridesmaids, are
mid throw, letting handfuls of pale petals fall all around them.
The image is so sharp, | can almost smell the blossom. People
are crowded around them, lots of uni mates and other relatives,
their arms in the air and all smiling, but it’s as if Mum and Dad
can see only each other; their eyes are locked and they really do
look deeply, deeply in love.

I know Mum got pregnant quite quickly after they graduated
and married, which, now I’'m the same age, seems really young.
And | guess that’s part of the reason for re-visiting Erica, | have
so many doubts, not about Alistair and |, none at all, but plenty
about my ability to be amum. | look at my friends who have had
strong, positive role models, who have learned how to bake or
fix a car, all because the women in their life showed them how
and | worry that | didn’t have that. | worry that the defective

gene that meant my mum was off the rails might have been
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Romilly ran her fingers over her cookery book collection
in the alcove by the hob and adjusted the weighty volumes
until they looked just right. They had mostly been wedding
presents and while she had cracked the spine of one or two
and admired the glossy pictures of stylised food that made
her mouth water, she had yet to actually try making any of
the recipes. They were more like props to help her and David
play house, on a par with the pasta maker, electric shredder
and ioniser, all of which had been gratefully received and
exciting to unwrap on their return from honeymoon, but
now gathered dust on various surfaces throughout the flat.
She found it instantly off-putting to flip open a page and read
‘go grab the rosewater and fresh nutmeg from your larder’
when her ‘larder’ contained nothing more fancy than gravy
granules and a sausage casserole mix. She knew her cooking
skills were a little basic, she was more a ‘jar of sauce over
pasta for a quick supper’ and ‘shop-bought apple pie’ kinda
gal. Not that David seemed to mind, and that was all that
mattered to her.

She covered her face with her hands and took a deep breath.

‘Please don’t get stressed, it’s only my mum!’
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She jumped as David snuck up behind her and kissed the
back of her neck. ‘That’s easy for you to say, but I’'m so
nervous, I feel sick.” She swallowed, her voice small, her
palms a little clammy.

‘That’s mad! I don’t know why you get into such a state —
she loves you.” David twisted her around until she was looking
at him and placed his finger under her chin, pushing her face
up so she had no choice but to stare him in the eye. ‘And espe-
cially now that you’re going to give her her first grandchild,
she’ll love you even more! Not as much as me, of course, but
close. Remember the plan? We’ll tell her after pud!” He hunched
his shoulders and grinned, childlike in his anticipation.

Romilly nodded, not wanting to quash his obvious excite-
ment. ‘I just know how your mum likes everything to be just
so.” She glanced around the disordered kitchen of their
Redland flat and recalled Sylvia’s tone the previous Christmas.
‘A jar of cranberry sauce? Goodness me, I've never seen such
a thing!” Anyone listening to her expression of disdain might
have safely assumed that Romilly had let the neighbours’ cat
crap on the table. ‘It almost seems like more effort to drive
to a store and buy one, when it’s so quick and easy to whip
up a fresh batch, nothing much more than a few cups of fresh
cranberries and some dark sugar. David Arthur has always
loved my homemade sauce, haven’t you, darling?’

It wasn’t that Sylvia was intentionally nasty; far from it.
She had been overly generous to the newlyweds and always
said the right thing, but it was the way she said it. ‘So glad
David has found someone sensible and homey’ or ‘Ab, is this
where you grew up? Very sweet!” Maybe the South Carolina
drawl distorted her meaning, but no matter how Romilly
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tried to ignore her misgivings, she thought the flash in Sylvia’s
eyes and the brevity of her smile spoke volumes. She knew
that mother and son shared a close bond, but for her part she
hoped that when her own child was married and trotting
towards their thirties, she at least would know to loosen the
reins and let them fly.

David didn’t like to talk much about his parents’ divorce,
but Romilly knew that the family had come to the UK for his
dad’s job, a senior role with an energy company, and that
Sylvia had been the dutiful wife, keeping a beautiful home,
hosting dinner parties and sitting on the PTA of the local
primary school, doing all she could to adapt to life as an
expat. David’s father was also putting in the hours, setting
up a flat near his City office with his young PA, Gigi, and
flitting between the two very different women. This was until
an unexpected pregnancy forced his hand. He chose his
shiny, young, pregnant girlfriend, taking her back to
Charleston, South Carolina, where the baby turned out to be
a false alarm and Gigi left him for a riverboat captain who
spent his days fishing for catfish up and down the Cooper
River. Sylvia had hated fish ever since.

Perhaps David was right, perhaps she needed to be less
sensitive. And she was in complete agreement with him that
the delivery of Sylvia’s first grandchild was going to make a

huge difference.

‘So, tell me about your pretty sisters. What adventures are
they having?’ Sylvia asked as she leant against the countertop
and watched as Romilly set the lamb to rest and then finished
cooking the veg and spuds.
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I get it — prettier than me and not as boring either; off
having adventures. “Well, Holly is still working in a bar in
Ibiza and showing no signs of coming home. She’s loving it.
And Carrie has just started her nurse’s training and already
has her eye on a handsome junior doctor called Miguel, who
is equally smitten, apparently, and she’s convinced he’ll
propose once he gets to know her. Poor chap doesn’t stand a
chance!’

‘Oh, Pat must be delighted!’

“Yes, Mum’s proud of her, of course. Nursing is tough and
the pay is so poor for what they have to do. It’s admirable.’

‘No!’ Sylvia laughed and batted the air. ‘I meant planning
to land a doctor! That’s a real coup, huh?’

Romilly stuck out the tip of her tongue, licking away the
words that gathered in defence of Carrie and indeed her
mum. My sister is self-sufficient, not a gold digger. Dr Miguel
would be lucky to have ber.

‘Tell you what, Sylvia...” She opened the drawer and
pulled the cutlery into a bunch, shoving the metal bouquet
with its spiky tines into her mother-in-law’s hand. “Would
you mind putting these on the table? Lunch is half done, ’'m
just waiting on these veg. Oh, and while you’re there, could
you find some napkins as well?’

‘Su-ure!’ Sylvia replied, making her way to the table in the
large square entrance hall that doubled as a dining room.

Romilly watched her leave the kitchen, then hurried over
to the fridge. She grabbed the Chablis from the door, with-
drew her arm and smiled at the cool, half-full bottle that sat
in her palm. Working quickly, she unscrewed the lid and
closed her eyes as she placed the hard bottle edge to her
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mouth, liking the feel of the glass against her soft mouth.
Tilting it, she savoured the earthy, fruity scent that danced
up her nose.

As soon as the wine slipped down her throat, tasting sweet
but leaving a mineral-like zing on the back of her tongue, she
felt better. In the last few months she had discovered that her
dancing juice was also really good at making her feel calm.
She continued glugging until she was sure she’d had a glass-
ful, took a deep breath, fastened the screw top and replaced
the bottle in the fridge door. Half filling a glass with water,
she took a large mouthful and swilled it around before swal-
lowing. She then popped a little rectangle of minty gum and
continued to tend to the food.

She and David had agreed to cut back on their drinking. It
was not only the foundation to all their socialising but had
also become part of their daily routine, a little ritual that she
very much looked forward to. At stressful points in the day,
just the prospect of cracking open a bottle of wine that
evening, or flipping the lid on a couple of cold beers had the
ability to lighten her mood and revive her interest in the task
at hand.

Now she was pregnant, abstinence was the general rule.
Some of their friends insisted she stay away from the grog,
while others advocated that one glass to keep mummy
relaxed and happy was not going to do any harm. She decided
to go with the one-glass theory, but only if she really felt the
need. Surprisingly, this required major changes. It was
amazing how much a part of their lives alcohol had become
and if she was being completely honest, the idea of socialis-

ing without having a drink felt a little pointless. Nonetheless,
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the image of their baby taking shape inside her tum was
usually enough to steer her towards sparkling mineral water.
Today, however, having to cope with Sylvia without the aid
of a little tipple was too much to ask.

‘Ta-dah!’ She held the stainless-steel salver above her head
as she sashayed up to the table, then placed the leg of lamb,
veg and roast potatoes in the centre.

‘That looks fab!’ David smiled at his wife. ‘Clever girl.’

‘So you like lamb now?” his mother asked.

‘T love it. Well, I love the way Rom cooks it.” He nodded
at the platter.

Romilly smirked as she picked up the serving fork and
spoon and settled back in her chair. ‘I might not know every-
thing, but I know how to keep my husband happy!” And she
gave her mother-in-law a subtle wink.

Sylvia opened her mouth but was uncharacteristically lost
for words.

It was, as agreed, after pudding that David disappeared
into the kitchen and returned with a bottle of champagne
and three gold-rimmed flutes, glad of the chance to use the
rather frivolous wedding gifts.

‘Ooh, champagne!” Sylvia clapped her hands, her long,
glossy red nails shining like talons. ‘What are we celebrating?
Your new love of lamb?’

David chuckled. ‘No, Mum, much better than that. We
have some news—’

‘Ah, finally you are getting a house! Thank the Lord!’
Sylvia placed her palms together as if in prayer and flicked
her eyes skyward before addressing Romilly. ‘I remember

your mum saying she quite liked cosy, but I find the lack of

32



space suffocating! Quaint is good an’ all, but Lord give me
space!” She fanned her face as if to demonstrate her discom-
fort. Romilly pictured her doing something similar at her
parents’ cosy cottage.

‘Actually, we are going to buy a house, as soon as I’'m fully
chartered in two years, but this is rather bigger than that.” He
reached across the table and took his wife’s hand into his
own. ‘We are having a baby!’

Sylvia leapt up with tears in her eyes. ‘Oh my God! My
baby is having a baby! How did that happen?’ She squealed,
took her boy into her arms, then walked around the table to
stare at her daughter-in-law.

“This is wonderful. Really wonderful! I shall knit! I shall
crochet things and I can buy little iddy-biddy socks and beauti-
ful clothes! Oh mys, this is really something, you clever, clever
kids!” Sylvia kissed Romilly on the cheek and held her close. It
was the sweetest, most sincere kiss she had ever given her.

The three laughed and wiped away tears as David poured
three flutes of champagne.

‘Not for Romilly, dear. No alcohol now she’s in the family
way.” Sylvia lowered her head and patted the table, as if to
give the statement gravitas.

‘Oh, one’ll be okay!” Romilly reached out, taking the stem
between her thumb and forefinger.

David raised his glass. “To Wells Junior! The best line-
backer this country has ever produced!” He grinned at the
nod to his mother’s heritage.

‘Now, wouldn’t that be something,’ Sylvia said, smiling.

‘Might be twins!” Romilly added, reminding everyone that
this ran in her family. ‘Might be twin girls and that means I’ll
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thumb up the outside of her arm. ‘But I don’t think it’s a
good idea to drink. It might be bad for the baby.’

Romilly stared at him. “You think I would do anything,
anything at all that might be bad for this baby?’ Her voice
was distorted, her vocal chords pulled taut with shame and
anxiety.

‘Not intentionally, of course not!” He sat up.

‘Christ, David! I checked it out and the guidelines say no
more than two units twice a week. And so the odd glass of
champagne is absolutely fine!’

Leaning across the bed, David lifted her thick hair from
her shoulder and kissed the pale bare skin of her décolle-
tage, where her nightie fell away. ‘I love you, Rom, and you
are going to be the best mum in the whole wide world, I
know it.’

She felt her shoulders relax and she gave him a small smile
as she watched his lips moving once more. He wasn’t done.

‘But...

‘But what?’ she whispered, feeling like the girl in the stair-
well who couldn’t believe that he was talking to her.

‘I know you drank most of that bottle of Chablis that was
in the fridge.’

“What? Are you checking up on me now? Did you put a
marker on the bottle?’ she snapped, feeling the throb of
embarrassment at his confrontation, mortified that he had
unmasked her dishonesty, her greed.

‘I’m not checking up on you, no. Of course not. I just
know it was nearly full and then it wasn’t. I only mention it
because I want what’s best for our baby and what’s best for

you.” He kissed her again.
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‘Oh, David!’ Her tears sprang from her as her breath stut-
tered. ‘I’'m sorry. I'm so sorry! I just got so flustered about
your mum coming over and I was nervous and I just thought
I’d have a sip and then I swigged it, without really thinking.
It’s more out of habit than anything else. A bottle is just a
couple of our big glasses each and I’'m so used to that. I
haven’t had any for days, so I figured a couple in one day was
the same difference.’

‘It’s okay, Rom. It’s okay. Please don’t cry!” He held her
against his chest.

‘Ilove you, David, and you love me, don’t you?’ She sniffed.

‘I do. Proper love, Bug Girl. You know that.’

“Yes.” She nodded against his skin. ‘Proper love. ’'m sorry.’

‘Don’t be sorry, it’s all fine. We just need to make sure you
don’t get stressed and that I support you as much as I can.
It’s going to be great.’

‘I love you, please don’t leave me.” She gripped his arms
and pushed against him as he stroked her hair.

‘I’ll never leave you.” He kissed her gently on the head.
“You silly thing.’

‘I'm sorry,” she repeated. ‘I am, David. I'm sorry. I love
our baby and I'm sorry.” Romilly lay against him until her

tears abated and sleep overcame her.

“You warm enough, darling?’ Pat shut the window in the
conservatory, where the family sat together on the creaking
three-piece wicker suite.

‘Yes, I'm fine, Mum!” Romilly nodded and smiled. It felt
lovely to be so looked after by everyone.

‘I cannot believe you are up the duff.” Carrie shook her
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head. ‘I’'m going to be an aunty! That’s just awesome. And
way better than being a mum.’

‘How do you figure that?” Romilly asked.

‘Trust me, since I’ve started nursing I’ve see plenty of
saggy boobs and jelly bellies. Not that babies aren’t cute,
they are, but is it worth that? I don’t think so.” She twirled
her blonde hair between her fingers. ‘This way, I get to keep
my figure, go mad at Baby Gap, take the little weenie out for
trips and then give it back. It couldn’t be any more perfect!’

Their mum joined in. ‘Goodness, Carrie, you don’t know
the half of it! Imagine what my boobs and tum were like after
having you twins.’

‘I’d rather not, thanks.” Carrie mimed retching.

‘My stomach was never the same again. For years I needed
a good corset to take up the slack. Your poor dad was in
shock the first time I got undressed, and boing!, everything
went south.’

‘Mum! I think we get the picture!” Romilly raised her eye-
brows at David, who looked decidedly pale.

‘And don’t get me started on my pelvic floor!’

‘La la la la?” David sang with his fingers in his ears.

They were all howling with laughter as Romilly’s dad,
Lionel, came in from the garage with a bottle of Prosecco.
‘Here we go!’

‘Ooh, just in time, Dad! Mum was telling us about her
post-pregnancy pelvic floor.” Romilly grimaced.

‘Lovely.” Lionel smiled, as though he didn’t have the fog-
giest idea what she was talking about. He popped the cork
and poured the fizz into the waiting glasses. ‘Are you having

one, Rom?’ he asked.

37



AMANDA PROWSE

David shot her a look.

‘It’s okay, David. There’s no need to look at me like that!
I know I’'m not allowed any!’

‘Oh, I don’t know about that,” Pat offered amiably. ‘I
think a little bit of what you fancy does you good. People go
nuts with the whole pregnancy thing nowadays. Blimey, I
used to give you lot a dab of whisky on your dummies to
settle you.’

“‘Yes, Mum, that’s a great idea!’ Carrie rolled her eyes.
‘And what if you fancy a little bit of crack cocaine or a little
bit of cyanide, is that good too?’

‘I don’t think it’s quite in the same league as a sip of
Prosecco.” Romilly sighed.

Lionel coughed. ‘Here’s to the wonderful news that soon
we will be welcoming the next generation. A grandad! What
a marvellous title that is!’

‘And I’ll be a very proud grandma,’ Pat added.

Romilly felt a flush of joy at how happy her parents were
at their news.

“Wish Holly was here.” Her dad sighed.

‘I shall Skype her later, fill her in.” Romilly smiled.

‘So do you think it might be twins?’ Carrie asked eagerly.

‘No, ’fraid not. It’s just one baby! I’ve had that confirmed.’
She patted her tum with its minuscule baby bump.

‘It usually skips a generation,” their mum pointed out.

‘That’s such a shame. Just the one, how boring,” Carrie
said.

Romilly stared at the remains of the chilled Prosecco and

found herself wishing that she could have a glass.



Oedleste

| have lots of good memories of my mum; good days, lots. It
wasn'’t as if every day of my childhood was blighted, not at all.
There were some days with Mum that were my best ever days,
literally the best ever. That’s the thing, when she was on it,
she was the greatest mum in the world! It was almost as if she
was making up for the other times. She was funny, interesting,
patient and carefree.

One day in the summer holidays, | was about four or five,
she took me to Canford Park, not far from where we lived,
where there was this big rectangular pond surrounded by a
beautiful rose garden. | was wearing my little blue sandals and
we practically skipped there, hand in hand. She put a tartan
blanket on the paving by the pond and as we sat staring at the
water, she told me even more about the mayfly. She told me
they were precious because they were only on earth for such
a short space of time and she told me she thought they were
the most beautiful creatures ever created. ‘Apart from you, she
said, and she touched my nose. Then she bent close to me and
whispered, ‘Imagine if they were aliens, taking on the form of
mayflies, not wanting to hang around too long in case they are

discovered. They arrive on this beautiful planet, learn as much

39



AMANDA PROWSE

as they can and then shake off their bodies to go back and
report what they have seen?

She made it sound so real, so possible, and | was fascinated.

We ate cheese sandwiches that had got a little hot and melty
in their plastic box and then we lay flat on our tummies and
stared at the murky green water, dipping sticks into the gloopy
weeds and flicking water droplets at each other. Mum threw
her head back and laughed and then, as if on cue, there they
were: four mayflies, as if she had magicked them just for me!
They hovered right in front of us, like toffee-coloured jewels
above the water. Their little wings caught the light, beautifully
iridescent and beating so fast just to stay in one place that it
looked exhausting.

Mum was transfixed. ‘Look they’re watching us!” Her face lit
up and she said, ‘It doesn’t matter that I've seen them athousand
times before; every time is like the first time. | find them so
beautiful. | wish | didn’t know the fate that awaits them, but |
do, and | can’t un-know it.” If only, standing there then, | had
known the fate that awaited my Mum. Maybe | could have done

something to stop it.
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David walked up the driveway with a confident stride, his
shoulders square, one arm behind his back and a grin splitting
his face. Romilly leapt up from her perch on the front step
and ran to meet him. Clamping one arm around his waist,
she tried to reach behind his back with the other, stretching
and twisting to find his hand, which he then raised above his
head, beyond her grasp. The little steel bundle glinted in the
sunshine as it jangled. She jumped up with her arm extended,
trying to grab his clenched fist.

‘Give them to me!’ she screeched, her fat plait thumping
against her shoulder with each bound.

“You want them?’ he teased. ‘Come and get them!” And,
keys in hand, he twirled off the driveway and onto the patch
of grass in front of the house that had officially been theirs
for the last hour or so.

Romilly’s new, well-paid job and David’s promotion
meant they could just about afford this beautiful, modern,
mock-Tudor detached house in Stoke Bishop. One of Bristol’s
grander suburbs, it was within easy reach of green space as
well as the motorway. Romilly knew it must be a desirable

postcode from the way everyone boasted about it, regardless
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of whether they lived in one of its cul-de-sacs or on a grotty
rat run.

When the details had landed on the doormat of their
Redland flat, she had oohed and aahed, wondering if it really
was within their price range. Realisation that it was, just, had
sent her pulse racing. Their first visit, with the toddling
Celeste in tow, had more than lived up to expectations.
Despite the pressure of David’s grip on her forearm remind-
ing her to keep cool, not to appear overly keen and not to get
her hopes up, she had rushed from room to room, taking in
the large, well-lit spaces, the abundance of storage, the neat
double garage and the flourishing back garden with its patio
and outdoor table and chairs nestling under a huge green
umbrella. It was perfect.

Ignoring her husband’s advice, she’d beamed at the charm-
ing Mr Brooks, telling him of her plans for the garden and
that she could definitely live with the kitchen until they had
more money to remodel. There and then she bought the
dream as well as the bricks and mortar. She imagined hosting
her family for Christmas, envisaged her dad nodding at the
lavishly appointed table as her mum beamed with pride. She
wanted to see Sylvia’s face as she ushered her for the first time
into the twenty-six-foot kitchen where they would eat brunch
and American pancakes. And as they turned to leave, she
pictured Celeste descending the wide stairs, pausing on the
half-landing in her wedding dress while she and David stood
in the hallway below, blotting tears and gasping at her beauty.

She chose not to share this last image, thinking it might
appear a tad over-zealous to be planning that far ahead for

their little girl, who had only just mastered the art of going
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downside, in that the odd glass of wine and a couple of lime-
laden gins had made her feel sexy, had chased away the last
of her inhibitions and encouraged her to relax, especially
between the sheets. Sober sex meant she was acutely aware
of her lumps and bumps, her slightly saggy tum and her
nervous touch.

This outburst of passion was good for them: spontaneous,
rushed and wonderfully physical. It was rare that they were
both home, without Celeste and not too tired to take advan-
tage of the frisson. Kicking off her jeans and trainers, Romilly
climbed into the dark, slightly fusty space and lay down.
Laughing, David joined her after closing the door. She
wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him.

‘Did you ever think when you sat next to me in the library
that it would lead to this? This grown-up life in this grown-
up house?’

He held her face in the dark. ‘T didn’t, Bug Girl, but you
know the best thing?’

“What?’ she whispered as he met her skin to skin.

‘We get to do grown-up things in our grown-up cup-
board!’

Suddenly, Romilly froze and gripped his arms. ‘What was
that?’

‘“What was what?’ He sighed, slightly irritated by the
diversion.

‘I heard something!” Her tone was urgent.

‘No you didn’t.” He bent his head and kissed the side of
her neck.

Romilly closed her eyes and tried to let the moment take

her, before shoving at his chest and sitting upright. ‘David! I
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did hear something! I think someone’s at the door!” She
pushed her husband.

‘All right! Stop pushing me!” He laughed.

‘It’s not funny!” She giggled, hiding her fear. ‘I heard
someone knocking! It might be the removal men! Oh shit!’

‘Okay, okay, just calm down.” The sound of rapping was
now clear and crisp in their ears.

‘Calm down? David, we are stark bollock naked in the
cupboard and the only way out is into the bloody hallway
where the window has no curtain and there is glass in the
front door and whoever is knocking will see us!’

‘Ssssssssh!” David wheezed his laughter.

‘I don’t see what’s funny!” She felt around on the cup-
board floor to see if the previous owner had miraculously left
a blanket or a large dressing gown in the vicinity. They
hadn’t. ‘Supposing it’s our new neighbour?’ she squawked.
‘Or the vicar!’

“Why would the vicar call?’” David giggled.

‘I don’t know!” She shrank back against the wall. “What
are we going to do?’

‘Okay...” His voice was calm. ‘This is what’s going to
happen. ’'m going to crawl out and put my jeans on and
open the door as though nothing is amiss. I’ll either get rid of
whoever it is and come back and join you, or if I can’t, if it
is the removal men, I’ll usher them upstairs and come and
knock on the door and you’ll know it’s safe to come out. You
can then grab your clothes, scurry to the loo, pop them on
and reappear. Okay?’

She felt her pulse quicken. ‘Couldn’t we just make out we

aren’t in?” She grabbed his leg.
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‘No! They’ve only got this afternoon to unload the lorry
or we’ll have to pay for an overnighter and another day
tomorrow. It’ll be fine. Trust me.” He kissed her on the fore-
head as the knocking grew louder and more impatient.

She grabbed his leg. ‘So, when do I come out again?’ Her
mind had gone blank.

‘When I knock! It means they are upstairs and the coast is
clear.

With that, he left her alone in the darkness. She could hear
his voice but couldn’t quite make out the words; he was
being loud and friendly. Hurry up, David! Don’t bloody
chat, get them upstairs. This is my worst nightmare!

Suddenly, the knock came. Romilly sprang into action.
Crouching forward onto all fours, her foot caught the edge
of the spare piece of carpet. As she fell, the door flew open
and she landed flat on the hall floor. With her head down
and eyes low, she spied her clothes with her underwear sitting
neatly on top. She lunged for the pile. As her hand touched
the cold denim of her jeans, Romilly looked up for the first
time. And there, standing in the hallway, was her mother-in-
law, looking shocked, and her little girl, who pointed at her
naked form.

‘Nudey-dudey Mummy!’

‘Yes, darling, nudey-dudey.” Romilly scrabbled herself
into a sitting position and picked up her pants before sliding
her foot into the leg hole, as if it was the most natural thing
to be doing on this sunny afternoon.

‘Did you do a wee-wee?’ Celeste asked, toddling forward
and helping by passing her mum her bra, assisting in the way

Romilly had assisted her on numerous occasions.
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‘No, darling. I... err...” She was trying to think of what
possible explanation she might give when there was a distinct
whistle from the open front door. Romilly, now in her pants
and trying desperately to re-hook her bra, smiled at the three
removal men who were crowded on the front step and giving
each other wide-eyed looks. Slowly, she gathered her jeans
and top and made her way to the downstairs loo.

‘Hi there!” She waved. ‘Just give me a mo and I’ll pop the
kettle on.” She smiled as she disappeared into the tiny
cloakroom.

It wasn’t until early evening, when Sylvia had left, the
removal men had off-loaded the last of the boxes, and Celeste
was sitting on the floor engrossed in her dollies, that Romilly
and David had the chance to collapse in a helpless heap on
their sofa.

‘Why did you knock?” She beat at his chest through her
tears of laughter.

‘I didn’t! It was Celeste; she was like a little homing
pigeon. She literally marched straight in and banged on the
cupboard door.” He wiped away his tears at the memory.

“You could have shouted out, warned me, said
something!’

‘Like what? I was standing there with my mother!’

The two laughed until they cried, gripping each other
tightly. Celeste, alerted by the fun, toddled over to the sofa
and climbed up to sit on them.

‘Do you like your new house?” Romilly asked as she
brushed her little girl’s hair from her forehead.

Celeste gave an exaggerated nod.

‘Do you like your new big-girl’s bedroom?’ David asked.
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Holls losely, reacde

Thank you for reading my novel — I hope you enjoyed it.

It’s both nerve-racking and exciting for me when a new
book is published. There’s very little you can do, other
than watch it drift out towards the horizon and wait to
see how it is received. So, if you have time, please take a
minute to write a review of this book or share it on social
media @MrsAmandaProwse. Hearing your thoughts
would make me very, very happy!

I write stories for women about women. Women like you
and me, women we would like to take for a coffee and
get to know. Some of these women have terrible secrets,
some of them have to face great adversity, some pull
through, some don’t, but each and every one of them is

confronting challenges that women like us face every day.

[ invite you to join my online community and sign up
to my magazine at www.amandaprowse.org. Here you
can put your feet up, grab a cuppa and enjoy exclusive
stories, special offers, events, competitions and much

more.

With bove and thants.
Amandn
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