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Expand / collapse Extended Description
A checklist of travel items on a sheet of paper with the postage stamps of Australia, Nepal and Bali and the heading ‘Brontë’s gap year’ struck off, replaced with ‘Magnolia’s packing list’. Beneath the heading, it says, ‘Travel light! You’re going to be carrying all your own clothes and you’ll probably buy stuff as you go.’ The travel items are first aid kit; paints, pens and notebook (struck off); toothbrush, toothpaste, hairbrush, sunscreen, moisturiser; hiking boots, trainers and flip flops; sheet sleeping bag, a towel, a sarong; one nice dress; T-shirts, shorts, bikinis, knickers and a bra, no, four bras. At the bottom of the sheet, it says, ‘What the hell am I doing?’
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Prologue

‘Mum!’ Brontë waved a hand in front of my face. ‘Stop grinning at me.’

‘Never.’ I helped myself to another California roll from the box. ‘It’s such a nice surprise to see you. I’ll fall asleep with this smile on my face.’

Tonight I was supposed to be at book club. This month’s choice had gripped me to the last page. The story was a warning to slow down your life and pay attention to the people you love. But then Brontë had invited herself over and I chose to heed the book’s lesson and put her first.

My daughter snorted softly. ‘Nutter. I’m happy to see you too, and be home.’

I knew that one day another house would be her home and her visits would be less often. I didn’t want to think about that yet.

We were sitting at my kitchen table with the doors open to the garden. It was a summer’s evening in the Cotswolds and we’d started off outside, but a breeze had blown us back inside.

I sneaked another look at her while we took turns to spear sliced ginger onto chopsticks and plunge them into wasabi. Our taste buds were similar; we both adored strong flavours, the hotter the better.

Her face held the gifts of youth which we take for granted until they begin to elude us: smooth skin, bursting with collagen, a scattering of freckles highlighting her cheekbones, teeth sparkling white. When she smiled, I saw my younger self reflected in her features, but her liquid brown eyes and dark curls she owed to her father. I delighted in her vivaciousness, and I knew that even when she was older, a mother herself maybe, I’d never tire of looking at this girl of mine.

‘So.’ Brontë looked at me from under her lashes, cheeks flushed. ‘I have news.’

I put down my chopsticks, heart already fizzing with pride.

‘I knew it.’

She laughed. ‘You always know it.’

‘The spontaneous dinner date, the sushi, you paying for the sushi.’ I listed the clues. ‘I learned the language of Brontë Jones a long time ago. I’d say I’m fluent.’

Sushi had been her go-to celebratory food since her tenth birthday when instead of a party, she’d opted for a trip to Tate Modern for the two of us, followed by sushi for lunch. Never one to follow the crowd, my daughter.

Normally I paid for our takeaways. Brontë had recently graduated and was saving every penny for her move to London. This time when she’d offered, I let her pay. There was a feeling of self-worth that came from being able to treat someone. I understood that.

‘I think I can still surprise you,’ she replied, tilting her chin with a touch of defiance I recognised as my own.

She swallowed hard, her fingers reaching for the Tiffany pendant that I’d bought her for her twenty-third birthday in April.

Her obvious nervousness at whatever she’d come to tell me made me want to squeeze her tight. I loved that she shared so much with me, that I was the first person she called with news. She’d achieved so much, knocked it out of the park on every challenge she’d set herself. School, art college, uni and, last week, she’d landed her dream job.

‘Let me guess,’ I said, topping up our soda glasses. ‘Saatchi & Saatchi want you to start earlier?’

Bronte let out a shaky laugh. ‘Not exactly, but you’re in the right area.’

She’d set her heart on working in Saatchi’s art department since attending a guest lecture one of their directors had given at university. The selection process for their graduate scheme had been brutal, but her talent shone through and they’d offered her a junior position starting in September. I couldn’t have been prouder.

‘Okay.’ I raised an eyebrow, my mind racing through the possibilities. ‘Um … I give up.’

‘Wait there.’

She scrambled up from the kitchen table, darted out into the hall and returned carrying the hobo patchwork bag she’d picked up from a yard sale. It suited her style, but reminded me of something my mother had had in the eighties. I tried not to go back to those times if I could help it; my relationship with my own mother was the opposite of the bond Brontë and I shared.

‘So here’s the thing.’ She sat, plonking the bag on her lap. ‘I’m going to be working until I’m an old woman. Like, I don’t know, seventy or something.’

I nodded. ‘You and me both, kiddo. And that’s all right.’

I liked working, being busy and useful and knowing that I would be able to support Brontë financially until she could support herself. When she left home for uni I immersed myself even deeper into my career, filling the aching gap she’d left behind. I was in my mid-forties now and couldn’t imagine feeling different any time soon.

‘Yeah, I know.’ Brontë frowned. ‘But there’s so much world to see. And if I don’t go and explore now, I might never get the chance.’

‘Of course you will!’ I argued. ‘You’re so young! You’ll have time off, holidays … and you’ll get used to making the most of weekends.’

‘Listen, Mum, I’ve decided to go travelling in January,’ she blurted out. ‘Take a gap year. Before I start work – my graduate job, I mean. Obviously, I’ll need to work in a bar or something to save up. I’m going by myself initially and then I’ll meet Harry midway through – he’s got an internship first. I should have enough cash by January. The flights are the main problem. I need to book them now and I was wondering if you could lend me the money. I’ll pay you back.’

‘Whoah, slow down,’ I cried. ‘A gap year?’

She nodded, willing me with her eyes to support this crazy idea. I had not expected this; I was staggered.

‘What?’ I couldn’t believe my ears.

‘Where’s this come from? Harry? Has he put this into your head?’

I’d always liked her boyfriend until now. He was a lovely lad, and they were well suited, and had been together for three years all through university.

‘Mum!’ Brontë looked appalled by the suggestion.

‘Sorry, sorry.’ I pressed my hands on the table and took a deep breath. I never spoke to her like that. Ever. ‘It’s a surprise, that’s all.’

‘To answer your question, Harry has nothing to do with it. This is something I’ve wanted to do.’ She glanced at me then looked away. ‘Ever since I read your diary from 2000.’

‘My …?’ A rush of heat flamed my face.

Her eyes widened in panic. ‘You said I could have it.’

‘I remember.’ I’d only ever kept a diary once, and it was too full of memories to throw away. She’d found it amongst my things when she was looking for photos for an art project a couple of years ago. I’d let her keep it. The things I’d written about were as important for her as they were for me. The last thing I’d expected was that it would trigger a desire for a gap year.

She pulled two books from her bag and pushed them across the table. One was my old diary, the other was a notebook covered in her illustrations. A map of the world with dotted lines leading away from the UK. Aeroplanes, backpacks, turtles, flowers, beach towels and palm trees … She referred to them as doodles, but her drawings were much more than that. Brontë’s Gap Year was written across the front, each letter of each word in a different colour. The cover alone was a work of art; I could only imagine how detailed the inside would be. The pages had that tell-tale waviness to them which told me that she’d painted on them. This book – this plan – must have been weeks, possibly months in the making.

‘I’m confused,’ I said, attempting to stay calm. ‘This is the first I’ve heard about you wanting a gap year.’

‘Because you’ve always told me to put details into my plans, otherwise they’re just dreams. So I wanted to get everything lined up, my itinerary finalised first. Can I show you …?’

‘Finalised?’ I launched into her before she ended her sentence. ‘Darling, you’ve accepted a job, you can’t walk out before you’ve even started.’

‘Actually, I haven’t accepted,’ she said, shrugging her shoulders. ‘They gave me a week to respond.’

‘I’m speechless.’ I dropped my head into my hands.

‘So I have responded.’ Brontë’s voice cracked, and she paused to sip her water. ‘And I’ve asked them to let me defer for a few months. Possibly a year.’

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. ‘They’re one of the biggest creative agencies in the world, with their pick of young hopefuls. I doubt very much they’ll be willing to make a concession for someone who has apparently changed her mind about joining them.’

‘Perhaps they’ll think that I’ll come back a more rounded person with a new perspective on the world.’ Brontë fingered the cover of the notebook. ‘I’ve got some cool places on my list; would you like to see?’

‘Or they might think that once you’ve had a taste of travelling, you’ll struggle to settle into work,’ I said, deliberately ignoring her question.

She gave a sigh so full of sadness that I almost backed down. But this was a mistake. She’d had her sights set on this company for so long. I wondered whether it was a case of cold feet.

‘You did it,’ she countered. ‘You had your trip to Bali. And don’t you dare tell me that you regret it because your diary tells me otherwise. Look.’

She flicked through the pages of my old diary until she came to a photograph of me. My heart stuttered in my chest; it had been years since I’d seen this. I was in a bikini on white sand at the edge of turquoise water. I looked tanned and beautiful, and although you couldn’t tell from the picture, I was posing for Jackson, my arms reaching up to the sky, one foot kicking up behind me. But the most striking thing was the smile lighting up my face. This was a girl having the time of her life. Even without knowing anything about her, you could see she was in love.

Brontë was staring at me, waiting for an answer.

‘Of course I don’t regret it! But this isn’t about me.’

The photograph had unnerved me. My words came out sharper than I’d intended and Brontë flinched.

‘All I want is the opportunity to look as happy and free as you do there. A break between education and my working life, that’s all. I want my Bali moment.’

‘And you can have it, I’m sure,’ I said, tempering my tone. ‘But you don’t need to take a gap year to do it.’

‘Fine.’ She closed the lid over the remaining sushi and shoved it in her bag. I ached with regret that the evening had taken such a turn. ‘I hoped you’d support me. I guess deep down, I knew you’d be like this. So closed. All you think about is work. Your career, my career. But you know what? There’s more to life than work.’

‘Wow.’ My hackles rose. ‘That’s easy for you to say, but growing up with no financial security wasn’t easy. Neither was having a mother whose responsibilities didn’t even stretch to making sure there was food in the cupboards. I’ve thought about work to make sure you never have to feel that way, to make sure you know the value of being independent, to give you the opportunities I never had.’

Brontë began to stack the used crockery. ‘And yet as soon as I make an independent decision you throw it back in my face.’

‘That’s not fair!’ I snapped. I was offering my opinion. That was all.

‘Nothing’s fair, Mum,’ she snapped back, jerking to her feet. ‘It’s not fair that you didn’t get to graduate from university, and it’s not fair that you had to look after Auntie Kat while you were a kid, or that you had to work two jobs to put a roof over our heads. But I can’t be the one to right those wrongs for you. You’ve got to stop expecting me to follow in your footsteps. Or at least the footsteps you never got to take. Independence means me going my way. Doing what I want without being pressured to live the life you should have had.’

‘I see.’ I stood up too fast, panic making my legs feel heavy and my head light. My vision blurred with tears, and there were already tears streaking Brontë’s face. ‘I had no idea you felt like that. I’m sorry I wanted so many good things for you.’

‘I’m sorry too,’ she said stiffly. ‘I’m sorry that I’ve done all this work, put so much into this travel itinerary because I wanted to impress you, so you could see what this trip meant for me. But you won’t even look. Thanks a lot.’

I shook my head. ‘You’ve already contacted Saatchi before speaking to me, so I hardly think my opinion matters.’

‘Of course it matters.’ She glowered at me, putting on her jacket. ‘I want to do this, Mum. And I’d hoped … well, I’d hoped maybe you could join me at the end. You never take your annual leave from work. How about it? Fancy a holiday on the other side of the world?’

My stomach twisted at the idea of her being on the flip side of the globe. I’d only been on a long-haul holiday once. I hadn’t done much travelling since.

I exhaled slowly, forcing myself to calm down. She and I never quarrelled. We were best friends, and this felt horrible and alien. I wanted to make things right between us. I glanced at the book and took in the words Brontë’s Gap Year again. I had to salvage the situation; I didn’t want us to part on bad terms.

‘Will you do something for me?’ I asked, catching hold of her hand. ‘Will you think about it for one more week? Make sure that this is definitely what you want.’

Brontë groaned. ‘I’ve already thought about it.’

‘Please,’ I said. ‘And it’ll give me a chance to get used to the idea too.’

She chewed the inside of her cheek, weighing up my proposal. ‘And if I do that, and still want to go, do you promise you’ll give me your blessing?’

‘I promise,’ I said, although the words stuck in my throat. ‘Let’s have dinner again next week, and if you’re determined to go, we’ll look through Brontë’s Gap Year together. What do you say?’

‘Fine, then. It’s a deal.’ She sighed again, but this time a small smile lit her face, and with it, my heart.

But for Brontë next week never came.





Chapter 1

I ran the tap, holding my hands under the stream of hot water, my thoughts a million miles away. January had rolled around and Brontë would have been heading off on her trip. I could visualise her, dashing around at the last second, stuffing phone chargers and toothpaste and one more book into her rucksack. I’d have been following behind, her shadow, blurting out random things such as reminding her not to eat the ice, or to always tell someone in the hostel where she was going, and asking if she had taken a photo of her passport in case of emergency. And she’d have been laughing and rolling her eyes and pointing out that we’d had this conversation many times, that she knew what she was doing, and I should stop worrying and trust her.

I’d have driven her to the airport and hugged her for the longest time and tried to focus not on my fears, but on my pride, on the fact that my daughter was heading off to the other side of the world, alone, full of confidence and excitement and that this was exactly what I wanted for her.

A hot tear tracked down my face and I brushed it away as Anna, my boss, emerged from the toilet cubicle.

‘I bloody hate that man,’ she said with a scowl.

The man in question was Kevin Armstrong with whom we were having a business lunch. He was so awful that this was our second trip to the ladies, both of us needing a breather from his self-obsessed twaddle. He was the procurement manager for Vap-A-Rise, a chain of e-cigarette stores which had sprung up on the high street like weeds over the past few years. We were the lucky people tasked with persuading him to sign on the dotted line for a three-year e-commerce management and training package with our company ShopSwift.

‘Hate is a strong word,’ I replied, pulling towels from the dispenser to dry my hands. A whisper of a remembered conversation made my breath catch.

‘I hate PE,’ Brontë grumbled as I handed over her sports bag one school morning.

‘Hate’s a strong word, darling.’ I kissed her forehead, realising that I barely had to stoop to do so anymore. ‘Think of it as not your favourite.’

‘Physics is not my favourite; PE is actual torture.’ She pulled a face. ‘But I’ll try.’

And she would, I thought; my girl gives everything her best shot.

I blinked away the memory and made room for Anna at the sink.

‘Yeah, well, I have very strong feelings towards our future client, Maggie,’ said Anna, darkly.

‘I hear you.’ I dropped the used towels into the rubbish bin and picked up my bag.

‘I mean where does he get off, telling us that he doesn’t like to do business with women because they’re crap at golf?’ Anna continued. ‘Perhaps I should have let Lee join us after all.’

My hackles rose but I didn’t let it show. Lee Masters was a sales manager like me, and foaming at the mouth that he hadn’t had the chance to seal this deal with Vap-A-Rise. No doubt Kevin would have preferred all-lads-together Lee, but I’d been the one to make the initial contact with Vap-A-Rise and I didn’t give away my sales leads easily. My team handled the higher-value clients with multiple locations. Lee’s team looked after the smaller customers. He was constantly trying to poach my accounts, but to no avail. My strength was client management and Anna knew that. I looked after people, I knew what they needed and delivered it. Lee promised customers the earth to gain a rapport with them. Unfortunately, he didn’t always deliver, and Anna knew that too, and yet somehow he always managed to come up smelling of roses.

‘The idea of Kevin possessing even one iota of sporting prowess is ludicrous.’ I ran a hand over my hair, smoothing any flyaways. I wore it poker-straight, but the slightest hint of damp in the air and the unruly kinks returned. ‘I’d like to show him what I can do with a nine iron.’

Anna paused from applying her lipstick. ‘Do you even know what a nine iron is?’

I gave myself a cursory glance in the mirror. I avoided it as much as possible now. There were only so many times you needed to see your eyebags when they looked like hollowed-out avocado skins. ‘No. But I’m pretty sure he’d know about it if I whacked him in the balls with one.’

She sniggered. ‘Let’s take a rain check on that until we get the deal in the bag, shall we?’

The deal in question wasn’t only worth a significant amount of money to ShopSwift, it was important to me too. It could be my ticket to promotion to sales director and a seat at the boardroom table when Anna’s father Ron retired in a few months’ time. It would be between Lee and me; I really wanted it to be me.

My phone vibrated with a text from the depths of my bag. It was from George, my junior sales executive.

When will you be back? I’ve written an email and I’d like you to read it before I send it.

Twenty-one-year-old George had been with me for three months and still came to me for things which by rights he shouldn’t need help with. But it felt good to be needed, so I didn’t pull him up on it. Besides, what he lacked in experience he made up for in his eagerness to do the right thing. I typed back an update before answering my boss.

‘Don’t worry, I’ll keep my opinion about Kevin to myself – my eye is firmly on the prize. You know how ambitious I am.’ I looked at Anna, hoping that my meaning was clear.

‘You’re the best salesperson we have. But …’ She paused, resting a hand on my shoulder. ‘I worry about you. You are okay, in yourself, I mean?’

I detested that question; what did it even mean?

‘Absolutely,’ I said, heading for the door. ‘Let’s go and wrap this meeting up, shall we?’

An hour later and we were almost finished. Anna had been checking her watch for the last twenty minutes, as keen to get out of here as I was. If it wasn’t for the company we were keeping, lunch would have been enjoyable. Give him his due, Kevin’s choice of venue, the Lock and Barrel, was a lovely pub with an impressive menu and a fabulous view of the canal. A row of narrowboats was moored outside and on the opposite bank, a flock of sheep grazed in the field.

Our waiter appeared to clear the table and asked if everything was okay.

‘It was delicious, thank you.’ I smiled as I handed him my empty coffee cup.

‘You know, you’re a lot more attractive when you smile,’ said Kevin, with a leer.

Beside me Anna sucked in a breath.

And you’re a lot more attractive when you keep your mouth shut, I thought. I could almost hear Brontë’s voice in my ear. Go Mum! Don’t let him get away with that.

‘ShopSwift don’t employ me to be attractive,’ I said instead. ‘They employ me because I deliver results. For our company and for our clients too. Which is why I’m confident that we will not only provide you with the best e-commerce package on the market, but we’ll exceed your expectations. So,’ I leaned forward, fixing him with an intense look. ‘Do we have a deal?’

Kevin gave me a cocky smile, wide enough for me to see that it had been some time since his backside had graced a dentist’s chair. He picked up his brandy glass and swirled the liquid around a couple of times. A double measure of a label which had cost even more than the dozen oysters he’d insisted on ordering at our expense. My dislike of the man was growing exponentially.

‘I’ll sleep on it,’ he said, throwing the rest of his brandy down his throat. ‘Thanks for lunch, ladies. Now I’ll visit the little boys’ room and be on my way. I’ll be in touch in a week or so.’

He pushed his chair back from the table, causing the feet of it to screech across the flagstone floor. He stumbled against the table next to ours and it suddenly struck me that he might be tipsy. We’d had a bottle of wine with lunch; Anna and I had barely touched ours as we were both driving. He’d been sipping a gin and tonic when we arrived, and now the brandy. Anna and I rolled eyes at each other.

‘A week or two?’ I shook my head in despair. ‘This is turning into the longest negotiation in history.’

‘Arsehole,’ she muttered, handing her credit card to our waiter.

‘How do men like that get so far up the career ladder?’ I fumed. ‘How do they get away with saying shit like that?’

‘Because we let them?’ she replied wryly. ‘Although I thought your reply was brilliant, Maggie. You put it much better than I could have done.’

Rubbish. I liked Anna but I knew full well that she wouldn’t have said anything to jeopardise winning this contract.

‘Let’s get out of here,’ I said with a shiver. ‘Two hours in that man’s company and I need a shower.’

Once the bill was settled, we walked out to the car park and bumped into Kevin leaning against the no-smoking sign, a cloud of smoke billowing from his e-cigarette.

‘Are you waiting for a taxi, Kevin?’ Anna asked. ‘Because I’m sure Maggie wouldn’t mind giving you a lift. I’d offer myself but I’ve got another appointment to get to.’

My heart sank. I’d do it, of course, but I’d rather stuff my shoes with stinging nettles than spend one more minute with Kevin Armstrong.

‘No problem, although Uber is probably the quickest,’ I suggested.

My phone buzzed, and I glanced at it, thinking it would be George again. It was my mother.

Hello Magnolia, I hope you’re well, darling? Long time, no see. Are you free at the weekend? Perhaps you could pop over?

I felt my jaw tighten, not fooled by her one bit. She wasn’t interested in whether I was well or not. She only got in touch when she wanted something. Usually money.

‘Taxi?’ Kevin scoffed, shaking a bunch of car keys. ‘Why would I need a ride when I’ve got my own car?’

My reaction was so severe, so instant that I felt every hair on my arms stand on end.

‘You’re not driving?’ I stammered. ‘You’ve been drinking.’

‘Maggie’s got a point, Kevin,’ Anna agreed. ‘You might be over the limit.’

He gave a dismissive laugh and patted his stomach. ‘This body was built to take alcohol. If anything, it sharpens my reflexes.’

The smugness of him. Bile rose in my throat.

Kevin was struggling to stand without swaying. It was people like him who … I shook the image from my head, the one of Brontë in the mortuary, the one which tortured me night after night as I lay awake in the silent hours before dawn. She and Harry had been walking home after seeing a film, two kids minding their own business, when a drunk driver lost control and the car mounted the pavement.

‘Is that right?’ I stepped forward and swiped the keys from him. Any pretence of liking the man had evaporated. ‘Oh dear, look what I’ve got. Reflexes not so sharp, after all.’

‘Give those back,’ Kevin demanded, one hand outstretched, the other clasping his e-cigarette.

I gripped the keys to my chest. ‘Only if you promise not to drive.’

‘What the hell is this?’ His eyes slid from mine to Anna’s. ‘Give me my keys, now.’

‘Maggie,’ Anna warned. ‘Don’t do anything you might regret.’

I pinned her with my stare. ‘Oh believe me, I won’t.’

Kevin lunged at me, but I jumped sideways out of his path and without me to break his fall, he staggered forward and crash-landed on his knees.

‘Shit. Ouch!’ He sat back on his heels and looked at his hands. Beads of blood appeared from under the grit. ‘Help me up, for God’s sake.’

‘I’m so sorry.’ Anna leapt forward to assist, taking his elbow. ‘Maggie didn’t mean that to happen, it was an accident.’

He continued to protest and swear as she found a tissue in her handbag and brushed his hand.

Blood thrummed in my ears as I watched them through a haze. His attitude to drink-driving had triggered the rage I worked so hard day after day to suppress. I’d been unable to save my child from people like him, but I’d do anything to prevent someone else from going through this living hell.

I looked down at the car keys in my hand, then across the car park to the canal on the other side of the fence.

Fatigue, anger, adrenaline swirled like a cyclone inside me and before I had a chance to weigh up the consequences, I threw the keys as high and hard as I could. They sailed over the fence and landed with a faint splash in the water.

‘Oh Christ.’ Anna pressed a hand to her mouth, eyes wide with horror.

Kevin loomed over me, his fist clenched. ‘You mad bitch.’

‘Mad? Mad?’ I spat at him. ‘Damn right I am, I’m bloody furious. It’s people like you—’

Anna gripped my shoulder. ‘Go home, Maggie, I’ll deal with this.’

‘She’s going nowhere,’ Kevin blustered. ‘I’m calling the police.’

Anna nudged me in the direction of my car. ‘Please, it’s for your own good. I’ll sort this out.’

I ignored my boss, not taking my eyes off Kevin for one second.

‘Be my guest.’ My body was taut with tension. ‘I dare you. One whiff of your breath and they’ll be very keen to know about your intention to drive.’

‘And this.’ Kevin jabbed a finger at me, spittle gathering in the corners of his mouth. ‘Is why I hate doing business with women.’

‘Why, because we can outsmart you?’ I needled.

It was unprofessional of me, but I didn’t care. I felt untethered, wild and ready for a fight.

‘Go now, Maggie,’ Anna ordered, her voice dangerously low. ‘I’ll see you in my office tomorrow. Nine a.m.’

The look on Anna’s face: pity, disappointment, revulsion sent a wave of nausea from my stomach to my throat.

‘I’m going.’ I turned, my legs shaky with nerves as I walked to my car. I climbed in, lowered my head to the steering wheel and waited for the beat of my heart to slow before setting off.

Oh Magnolia Jones, what have you done?





Chapter 2

The next morning, I got to the staff car park at seven-thirty and waited in my car for Anna to arrive. I planned to intercept her before she reached the office. Whatever she had to say, I’d rather no one overheard, especially Lee – not that he ever turned up before nine. By the time her car pulled in, half an hour later, I was cold and my muscles stiff, but I rushed to greet her.

‘Anna! Hi!’

‘Jesus, Maggie.’ Anna clutched her chest as she climbed out. ‘You scared the life out of me.’

‘Sorry, sorry, it’s … well, you know what it is.’ I rubbed my arms to get some life back into them. ‘I’ve been on tenterhooks since yesterday. And when you didn’t answer my call—’

Anna shut the driver’s door and walked to the passenger side to retrieve her laptop bag. ‘Or your emails, or your WhatsApps or texts, or the voice note you sent me four hours ago which woke me up.’ I winced; not getting enough sleep was her main topic of conversation after the diet of her six-year-old and her husband’s inability to stack the dishwasher. ‘Because I said I’d see you at nine.’

‘You did, I’m sorry.’ I registered that Anna wasn’t making eye contact. Not a good sign. ‘I needed to know what happened after I left. And what’s going to happen to the contract.’ I swallowed hard. ‘And to me.’

Anna looked at me properly. ‘You look like shit.’

No surprise there. I hadn’t even bothered going to bed. The idea of lying in the dark staring at the ceiling and dwelling on my increasingly pointless future had been too depressing. Instead, I’d brought my duvet to the sofa, made a plate of toast and watched every single video I possessed of Brontë and cried and laughed and cried some more until my tears ran dry.

‘I know. A lump of very repentant shit.’

She cracked a smile. ‘Come on, get in my car. We’ll go to the drive-through and get coffees.’

I was desperately in need of a caffeine hit, but I glanced over my shoulder at the office. ‘Shouldn’t we …?’

It was past eight o’ clock. I hadn’t arrived at work this late since Brontë had left home and gone to university. That first hour of the morning when the corridors were quiet and nobody bothered me was my most productive. Now I’d be behind for the entire day. Assuming, that was, I still had a job.

‘No we should not.’ Anna jerked her head at the car. ‘In. We can talk on the way.’

I did as I was told, scenario after disastrous scenario playing out in my head as she got in.

I must be getting fired, why else wouldn’t she even want me in the building? Did she think I was dangerous? Or was this her way of sparing me the humiliation of being dismissed in her office with other employees within earshot? Or perhaps she thought it would be easier to have this conversation while she was driving so that she didn’t have to look me in the eye while she cut me adrift from my job – my only remaining lifeline, the frame around which I shaped my existence.

‘Okay,’ she said, once she’d driven out of the car park. ‘What’s going on?’

‘Nothing, honestly,’ I protested.

‘Seriously?’ Anna stared at me grimly. ‘After yesterday’s antics, you’re going with nothing?’

I’d told her as soon as I came back after a short stint of compassionate leave that I didn’t want to talk about Brontë at work, that it was the only way for me to maintain a professional attitude without breaking down every five minutes. But it looked as if I wasn’t going to be able to get away without giving her something.

‘The bog-standard losing your twenty-three-year-old daughter stuff.’ I stared out of the window, avoiding her eye.

‘Want to talk about it?’ she asked gently.

I felt a lump in my throat. ‘Brontë would have been going travelling about now. I can’t stop thinking about what should have been the most exciting time of her life and instead …’

‘Oh bloody hell. I’m sorry.’

‘Instead, people like Kevin Armstrong behave like arseholes, treating drinking and driving like it’s a joke, oblivious to the destruction they cause.’

‘I totally get it.’ Anna nodded. ‘It’s natural to be angry. Anger is part of the grieving process. When my granddad died, I—’

And this was why I didn’t want to talk about Brontë. Because other people felt obliged to share their own stories – which nine times out of ten did not compare to mine at all. Her granddad, for heaven’s sake.

‘I’m aware of the grieving process,’ I interrupted. ‘I’m fine. Of course, I’m sad, but I’m dealing with it.’

‘I don’t think you’re dealing with it at all.’

‘You sound like my counsellor.’

‘So you are getting therapy?’ She looked pleased. ‘That’s great.’

‘No, of course I’m not.’ I folded my arms. ‘I already know what they’d say, and I don’t need to hear it.’

An uneasy silence descended.

‘Look,’ Anna began again, ‘I’m under pressure from the board.’

‘Don’t fire me,’ I blurted out. ‘I know what I did was bad.’

She gave me a sideways look.

‘Okay, worse than bad, it was unforgivable.’ My stomach lurched as I realised the hole I was digging. ‘No, unacceptable. That was what I meant.’

‘Maggie, I appreciate you have experienced a major trauma, but we cannot have our staff, especially senior managers, verbally and physically abusing clients.’

‘Of course not, and I regret what I did.’ I didn’t regret it at all, even now, faced with losing my job. ‘I promise it will never happen again.’

‘Damn right it won’t.’

My shoulders slumped. Of course it would never happen again – because I wouldn’t get the chance. I was out of a job.

We arrived at the drive-through and Anna pulled the car up to the hatch and shouted her order. ‘Flat white with oat milk, please. Maggie, what do you want?’

‘A second chance?’ I said meekly.

She raised her eyebrows and waited.

‘A large cappuccino with an extra shot, please,’ I supplied.

‘Coffee fiend,’ Anna said, chuckling. She paid and we pulled up to the next window to collect our drinks.

‘So? What happened with Kevin after I left?’ I took the lid off mine to blow on it.

Anna put hers in the cup holder in the central console and we headed out of the car park.

‘We went back inside the pub. I got him another drink – coffee, before you ask – and he demanded a plaster for his cut hand. Honestly, you’d have thought it was severed at the wrist, the way he was cradling it and sucking it any time anyone went near him. I offered to drive him anywhere he wanted. Assured him that ShopSwift would cover all his expenses getting the keys replaced, et cetera.’

‘I’m sorry you had to deal with my mess.’ I did feel guilty about that; Anna would have had to arrange for someone else to collect her son from after-school club because of me.

‘He called his wife to bring him his spare car keys. She was fuming.’ Anna let out a giggle. ‘She was only little, but my God she had a good set of lungs on her.’

‘Poor woman, being married to him,’ I mumbled.

‘She took one look at Kevin, sniffed his breath and let rip. I got the impression it wasn’t the first time she’d been called to rescue him. Before he had a chance to protest, she’d frogmarched him outside and bundled him into her car. I wouldn’t have wanted to be in his shoes on the drive home.’

I conceded a smile. Whatever came next for me, at least I’d prevented another accident caused by too much booze and not enough common sense.

‘I guess I’ve cost us the business.’ I sipped my coffee; it was too hot and burned my throat. It felt like a penance, and I gulped again, blinking away tears of pain.

‘We won’t be working with Kevin Armstrong.’ Anna took a bend rather quickly and I grasped the cup with both hands. ‘The managing director of Vap-A-Rise called me last night.’

‘Oh God.’ I held my breath, shame pulsing through me. The managing director, Peter Rufford, was a sweet man. When he’d found out about Brontë, he sent me a voucher for a spa day. I hadn’t used it yet – I hadn’t wanted to book a day off – but it was a thoughtful gesture. ‘So Kevin told him what happened?’

Anna nodded. ‘His wife made him own up. Peter fired him for gross misconduct. Apparently, he’d been given several warnings about his drinking, and this was the last straw.’

‘Good.’ I didn’t normally wish anyone harm, but Kevin ticked all the boxes for reasons never to set eyes on someone ever again. ‘And the contract?’

‘It’s ours.’ She grinned. ‘Just the paperwork to sort out, but we did it, Maggie.’

‘Oh, thank heavens.’ I felt light-headed with relief.

We’d put hours into our pitch; the mood at work was going to be celebratory for the next few days. I hoped I got the chance to join in.

‘I got the impression that we may have even done Peter a favour by giving him a reason to remove Kevin from the company,’ Anna continued.

‘So I didn’t screw it up after all.’

‘Lucky for you, no.’ Anna slowed as we approached a queue of cars. ‘But your MD isn’t impressed with you either.’

‘Don’t fire me,’ I repeated my plea. Without Brontë, without my work, who was I? What was my purpose? What was the point of me? ‘I’ve lost Brontë; I can’t lose my job as well, I’ll … I’ll have nothing left.’

‘Maggie, that’s not healthy.’

She frowned, but there was kindness in her eyes, and I sensed that she was exasperated rather than angry. She took a sip of her coffee while we were stationary.

‘It gets me up in the morning,’ I ploughed on. ‘It keeps me looking ahead, without it I’d …’

I’d be forced to look backwards, to rerun every parenting mistake I’d made, relive every occasion when I’d lost my temper, and wish, wish, wish I could have those moments again to do better. I should have listened to my bright, funny girl more, and given her my words of uninvited wisdom less. And I especially should have given her the opportunity to tell me more about her gap year when it was so obvious that she was excited about it. But I didn’t want to say these things to Anna because I could see she was worried about the state of my mental health.

‘I let you down yesterday,’ I said. ‘But it was a one-off. I want to prove to you and to the rest of the board that when your dad retires, I’m the obvious choice to fill that empty chair.’

Anna’s father, our CEO, started the business in the eighties. It was one of the first companies to supply electronic cash registers to small retailers. Over the last fifty years Ron Swift and his team had moved with the times, always at the forefront of retail technology. Anna had worked in every department, learning the nuts and bolts of the business, making her way to managing director. Yes, she’d always known the top job would be hers, but she’d earned it and when she became CEO, there’d be a vacancy at director level. A vacancy I wanted to fill. As did Lee Masters.

‘You’re the best salesperson we’ve ever had,’ Anna said, as we reached the front of the queue at a set of traffic lights.

It was manned by a crossing patrol person wearing a fluorescent-yellow coat, holding a STOP sign. A stream of kids flooded into the road.

‘Thank you, I appreciate that.’ I felt the load on my shoulders lighten.

‘But as it stands right now,’ she paused to pull the lid off her coffee and blow it as I had done, ‘Lee is the one who has the stability and …’

‘Are you saying I’m unstable?’ A tremor of fear rocked through me.

‘… the people skills,’ she continued.

‘I’m bad with people?’ I said, affronted by the insinuation.

‘And whose values are more closely aligned with those of ShopSwift – i.e. tolerant and inclusive.’

‘I’m very tolerant!’

‘Try telling that to Kevin Armstrong.’

I couldn’t argue with that. ‘If we’re talking company values, I had to have a word with Lee last week about posting fart videos on the internal messaging system.’

Anna smirked. ‘I quite like them.’

I threw a hand up in despair. ‘If sharing puerile jokes is what gets you promotion, then I’m done for.’

‘So right now,’ she said, circling back, ‘I can’t say you’d be my first choice. Because I’m not even sure that ShopSwift is the place for you.’

I gulped. ‘You can’t be serious?’

So, this was how my career ended. One rash moment in twenty years of exemplary service – and game over. And if work wasn’t the place for me, then where was? Nowhere, that was where.

Silence descended and I willed the lights to change to break the moment. Anna looked as if she was hating this conversation as much as I was. Eventually the lights turned to amber, but a last-minute flurry of kids appeared, and the crossing person stood their ground resolutely, still holding up traffic.

‘You need a break from work,’ Anna said gently. ‘I wouldn’t be doing my best by you, not only as your employer, but as a friend, if I didn’t intervene. You need to switch off completely, no emails, no phone calls and certainly no middle-of-the-night messages.’

‘I can’t think of anything worse.’ I waited for her to point her finger and do a Lord Sugar on me. I could almost see the words you’re fired forming on her lips.

‘Come on, Maggie,’ she chided. ‘There’s more to life than work.’

That was exactly what Brontë had said the very last time I saw her. She’d accused me of putting work before everything. At the time it hadn’t been true. I loved my daughter above all else. But now she was gone.

‘Not for me, there isn’t,’ I murmured. ‘Not anymore.’

‘What you did yesterday was not only a sackable offence, but a huge error of judgement on your part.’ Anna tempered her words with a sympathetic tone. ‘You’re on the verge of being what Human Resources would term a loose cannon. And we can’t have that.’

‘I understand.’ I pictured myself at home, scrolling through vacancies, updating my CV, cold-calling possible employers, and had to suppress a shudder. ‘Look, I admit that I’ve struggled this week, thinking that Brontë should be on the other side of the world by now. It’s unsettled me, that’s all.’

‘I’m not sacking you,’ Anna announced.

My insides unclenched. ‘Thank God, thank you.’

‘I’m trying to support you during this … difficult time you’re going through by insisting that you take a break.’

‘I can do that,’ I replied. I’d agree to anything if it meant putting this behind us. ‘My sister is always telling me to use her cabin in the Lake District. I’ll go there for a few—’

‘Months,’ Anna jumped in before I could say days. ‘A few months. Call it a sabbatical. A non-negotiable sabbatical.’

‘Months?’ My jaw fell. ‘We’re too busy for that! There’s the Vap-A-Rise contract, plus a hundred and one projects in the pipeline, and George is still on probation. I want to make sure he gets the support—’

‘We’ll manage all that.’ Anna was firm. ‘No one is indispensable, Maggie, not even you.’

My heart knocked against my ribs as I processed what she was saying. If the company didn’t need me, then who did? I literally couldn’t think of anyone. I’d built my life around those who’d needed me. First my sister Kat when she was young, until she met her lovely husband, and then Brontë and lastly, ShopSwift. Now nobody needed me.

‘Take some time off, find your spark again,’ Anna continued.

Panic flared in my chest. ‘How am I supposed to do that?’

‘I don’t know. But I do know that you won’t find it sending emails at three a.m.’

I shook my head. ‘I appreciate the offer and the thought behind it, but a sabbatical is the last thing I want. I’m sorry, Anna, but the answer is no.’

‘Is that so?’ She raised her eyebrows.

For a few seconds, we stared at each other, but I held my ground. She couldn’t make me, could she?

The lights changed to green. Anna stuffed her cup down into the holder before putting her hand on the gear stick and preparing to drive off.

What came next was one of those moments when time stretches interminably. In the split second we started to move, my eye was caught by a pram hovering on the edge of the pavement. The woman holding it released one hand from the handlebars to bring her phone to her ear, and the pram jolted forward, its front wheels tipping down into the road.

‘Stop!’ I screeched at the top of my lungs, bracing myself against the glove box.

Anna hit the brakes. The car slammed to a halt, causing the coffee in both of our cups to spill.

‘What the hell, Maggie?’ she yelled as boiling hot liquid splashed over her hand.

The woman, oblivious to the panic she’d caused, laughed into the phone, and pulled the pram back onto the pavement.

‘It’s fine,’ I said, breath whooshing from my lungs. ‘False alarm. Carry on.’

‘What, with a third-degree burn to my hand?’ Anna shot back. ‘You’re too kind.’

I barely acknowledged her; my heart was hammering hard against my ribs. What if the pram had gone into the road, what if Anna had accelerated, what if …?

‘I’m sorry, I saw the mum and baby and panicked,’ I stuttered.

‘Maggie!’ Anna snapped, startling me. She pulled the car over and let out a sigh of exasperation. ‘Now do you see why you need a sabbatical? You can’t carry on like this. You’re permanently on edge, and I’m constantly expecting you to fall off the cliff at any moment.’

I watched, numb, while she shook the coffee off her hand and found a tissue to wipe the spillage from the central console. Was that how she saw me? And others? I thought I was doing all right, coping.

‘A holiday, yes, that’s a good idea,’ I conceded. ‘But that’s all I need.’

‘You’ve lost your darling girl, your heart is broken, your soul deserves to be soothed.’ Anna gave my arm a little pat. ‘Take three months off and use them to gain some perspective. Life is short, Maggie.’

‘Don’t.’ I flinched and looked away.

‘Sorry,’ said Anna meekly, ‘this is raw for you, but you know I’m right. Go out and explore the world, find something that you like more than work.’

There wouldn’t be anything, I already knew that, but I could see I didn’t have much choice.

‘And then?’ I asked. ‘What happens when I get back?’

She held my gaze. ‘You come back to work and if you still want to be considered for a place on the board, I’ll support your application.’

My eyes welled with tears; I recognised a lifeline when I saw one.

‘Thank you,’ I mumbled.

‘So?’ She stared at me with anticipation. ‘What do you say?’

‘Okay.’ The sound of a death knell rang in my ears, but what choice did I have? ‘I’ll take the sabbatical.’





Chapter 3

‘I’m opening a bottle, want to join me?’ I said to my sister Kat on the phone later that evening.

It had been quite a day. Once we’d got back to the office, I’d worked like a demon, first composing an email to the rest of the company explaining that I was taking a break with immediate effect, and then meeting each of my team individually to delegate my workload and put a positive spin on my departure. After updating Anna and finessing the terms of my sabbatical with Human Resources, I’d left the building for the last time until April. Now I was home again, the house felt emptier and quieter than ever and without my distraction technique of pulling out my laptop and checking emails, I needed some company.

‘But it’s a work night!’ My sister did a fake gasp.

‘It is,’ I replied. ‘And it isn’t.’

‘Please don’t talk in riddles, I’m not as clever as you.’

I tutted at her. ‘Don’t put yourself down, you’re amazing, remember that time when—’

‘Mags!’ she cut in. ‘Now is not the time to be my cheerleader. What’s up?’

She was the only person who I allowed to call me Mags. Actually, there was one other person, but I didn’t count him because that was a lifetime ago.

‘Everything.’ I heard rustling noises. ‘What are you doing?’

‘Putting my coat on.’

‘You’re the best.’ I already felt better.

I’d known she’d come. Saying no to people or animals wasn’t an option for Kat Winkleberry. Hence her ever-expanding menagerie of cats, rabbits, and chinchillas – not forgetting the blind dog she’d adopted from Macedonia or the gang of birds that hung out on her patio for the seed she bought in bulk.

‘Andy? I’m going over to Mags’s for wine,’ she shouted to her husband, not bothering to put her hand over the phone.

I winced at the assault on my ears.

‘Maggie’s drinking? On a work night?’ I heard Andy yell back. ‘Bloody hell. Give her a hug from me.’

‘Tell him thanks, hug appreciated,’ I said.

‘On my way, sis,’ Kat said with a slam of the door. ‘Hang on in there.’

We lived close to each other in the Cotswolds village of Honeybourne, and within ten minutes her bicycle was parked in the narrow hallway of my cottage, where it would remain for the rest of the night. She always walked home if she had more than two glasses of wine. I loved having her nearby and she felt the same. We’d had each other’s backs since we were kids, there at the drop of a hat, or as now, the tweak of the corkscrew. I was five years older than her and, growing up, I’d been the one she’d turned to. These days it worked both ways.

‘I lost my job today.’ I poured us both a glass of Pinot Grigio while she divested herself of coat, cycle helmet and boots.

Kat froze, one boot dangling from her foot. ‘Sacked? No way.’

‘Technically, I avoided being sacked, but I’m not allowed back into the building from now until Easter.’

My sister kicked off the boot, sank onto the sofa and accepted the glass of wine. ‘I’d normally say cheers at this point, but it doesn’t feel appropriate. Can you sue?’

I wrinkled my nose. ‘It’s my own behaviour which landed me in this mess.’

‘Oh dear.’ She looked at me solemnly.

I cocked my head. ‘You don’t seem surprised.’

Kat produced a bag of crisps from her bag. ‘Do you remember when Mum made a load of elderflower wine, thinking she’d sell it for a fortune; it did nothing for ages, and one day every single bottle exploded?’

I nodded – the carpet had been so sticky we’d had to get rid of it and make do with second-hand rugs to cover the draughty floorboards for the next two years.

‘Not something I could ever forget. Why?’

‘Because, Maggie,’ she said softly, ‘you’ve been bottling up your grief since Brontë died. It was only a matter of time until you blew your top. Like that elderflower wine.’

‘Rubbish.’ I felt my jaw tighten. ‘I’m not bottling anything up. I’m getting on with my life, keeping busy. Let me tell you what happened today. I bet you’d have done exactly the same.’

Over wine and Kat’s sweet chilli crisps, I brought her up to speed with the last twenty-four miserable hours of my life.

‘I had to agree to this sabbatical, as we’re calling it, because otherwise I won’t have a shot at being promoted to the board and Lee–bloody–Masters will get the job instead.’ I added a log to the fire, prodded the embers viciously with the poker, and plopped back down beside her.

Kat looked at me for a few moments. ‘Oh Maggie, I’m so sorry.’

I’d expected her to at least giggle at the bit where Kevin Armstrong’s car keys landed in the canal. But her hand reached for mine.

‘Me too.’ I smiled, grateful for her sympathy. ‘I hope this encourages him to get help with his drinking. He didn’t endear himself to Anna or me, but I don’t wish him ill.’

Kat huffed. ‘If I’d been there, he would have been swimming home. How dare he think it’s okay to drive after boozing?’

We locked eyes. Losing Brontë had hit her hard too. The two of them had adored each other and Brontë had babysat for Kat’s little boy Sam ever since he was born. He was nine now, and I felt a pang of guilt for not seeing my nephew enough recently. I loved Kat and her family dearly and enjoyed being in their company, but returning to a silent house, after spending time in their boisterous family home, brought me down to earth with a bump. Sometimes it was easier to be alone all day than to be reminded of what I was missing.

‘Exactly,’ I said indignantly. ‘So now, I’ve got three months to kill before I can get back to work and reassert myself as a professional who’d be an asset to the board.’

I shuddered, remembering Anna’s use of the words ‘loose cannon’.

‘So, what are you going to do?’ Kat set her glass down and tucked her feet underneath her.

I appreciated her not saying something motivational like see this as an opportunity for growth. Tonight, I didn’t want to be motivated, I wanted someone to take my side and rant at the unfairness of everything.

‘This place could do with a makeover, I guess. It’s been years since we …’

My voice petered out. I looked around my living room with its open fireplace, honeyed oak beams and the squishy velvet sofa Brontë and I had picked up for free from Facebook Marketplace. We had decorated this room together. She’d been obsessed with the colour teal and insisted on a feature wall around the fireplace. ‘Maybe not. I don’t know, Kat,’ I said wearily. ‘What do other people do with time off?’

‘Don’t ask me,’ she scoffed. ‘I haven’t worked since having Sam and I still never seem to have a minute to myself.’

Kat’s phone made a trumpet sound. ‘Sorry, that’s a notification from the lost pets Facebook page.’ She looked at the screen. ‘Good news! Mintie the Westie has been reunited with her owner.’

Kat’s life was full to bursting. Hobbies, commitments, volunteering, running their cabin as a holiday let in the Lake District, on top of looking after Andy and Sam. Perhaps this was my wake-up call to start a hobby. Perhaps I should rejoin the gym, or grovel to my old book club and see if they’d take me back.

‘You could rescue a dog. Company for you, and think how happy you could make an old dog,’ she suggested.

I held up a hand like a stop sign. ‘No way. I’d be heartbroken when it died. I couldn’t handle losing anyone else.’

‘A puppy then?’

I shook my head. ‘Too much responsibility. I don’t want to be tied down. What if I want to go away?’

She gave me a quizzical look. ‘You don’t like travelling.’

‘I haven’t done much recently,’ I admitted. ‘But I was going to ask to stay at your cabin in the Lakes.’

‘Oh no! We’ve let it for six months to someone.’ She pulled an apologetic face. ‘You don’t want to go there on your own at this time of year anyway: too cold, too remote. You need people around you. No, come on, top me up and let’s brainstorm.’

‘Do we have to?’ I sloshed wine into her glass.

I didn’t agree with her about needing people. People asked questions like: What do you do? Are you married? Do you have kids? People were hard work.

‘It’ll be fun,’ she replied. ‘And I won’t hold you to anything. So, if you could do absolutely anything, money no object, what would it be?’

‘Easy.’ I helped myself to a handful of crisps. ‘Time-travel. I’d go back to the day Brontë came to tell me about her gap year. I’d say that it was a brilliant idea and that I wanted to hear all about it. And she’d leave the house knowing that she had my full support and approval.’

My sister gave me a chastising look. ‘You need to stop beating yourself up about that.’

I shook my head. ‘I should have done better. I let her down.’

‘Not true. You held her up all her life. She knew you always had her best interests at heart. You made her feel loved and heard and seen. She knew how precious she was to you.’

Tears pricked at my eyes. Hello again, grief. I could go for days without it playing out in public, and then suddenly here it was, raking its talons down my spine.

Kat scooched up the sofa and put her arm around me. I rested my head on her shoulder.

‘I miss the person she was,’ I murmured, accepting a tissue. ‘And I’m grieving the loss of the things I was looking forward to for her. Like getting her first home, telling me she’d met “the one” – which might even have turned out to be Harry.’ I paused, sparing a thought for Brontë’s poor boyfriend, wondering how he was. The injuries to his ribs and arm would have healed, but the mental scars would never leave him. Was he thinking of the gap year too, or had he moved on, met someone else? I wasn’t sure I wanted to know. And, I wasn’t convinced he’d want me to. His parents had updated me with his progress in hospital after the accident, I’d asked them if he wanted me to visit, but was told he didn’t want to see me. I’d been relieved; seeing him alive in a hospital bed after only being able to see Brontë long enough to identify her body would have been more than I could have borne. We’d sent each other a few messages since the funeral, nothing more. Probably for the best; the only thing we had in common was loss.

‘It’s natural to grieve those things.’ Kat soothed, kissing the top of my head.

‘I miss my daughter and I miss the family I’ll never have,’ I went on. ‘I even miss hearing about her adventures on that bloody gap year.’ I sat up and scrubbed at my tears. ‘I’m sorry, you must be fed up of me going on about her.’

‘Magnolia Jones,’ said Kat sternly. ‘I will never be fed up. Ever. And I know it’s nowhere near the same thing, but you are my family, and you’ll always have us. Okay?’

I managed a watery smile. ‘Was I a good mum?’

‘Oh Mags.’ Kat blinked away tears. ‘Brontë idolised you. She used to come round to my house before your birthday and at Christmas and ask for help choosing a gift for you. Last year, she bought you that sundress, do you remember?’

I nodded. It was a pretty white kaftan. I hadn’t worn it yet. Last year I’d only ventured as far as Edinburgh which, although beautiful, had not been the place for floaty cotton.

‘She wrapped it up at my house. I can even recall what she said. Mum’s such a brilliant role model, I hope I can make her as proud as I am of her. I can see her wearing this on a beach looking glamorous. Maybe she might even join me when I …’ Kat stopped and made a choking sound.

‘When I …?’ I prompted, sensing she was about to say something important. ‘Kat, when I what?’

She bit her lip before answering. ‘Go travelling next year.’

I stared at her as the words sank in.

‘You knew? She told you before she told me?’

Kat swallowed. ‘I didn’t know the details, only that it was something she was planning.’

‘I see.’ I was stung that Brontë had gone to her aunt before telling her own mother. Had she been nervous to tell me?

I felt a churning of self-loathing in the pit of my stomach. Clearly she had been, and with good reason, as it turned out.

‘Don’t take it personally, Mags. She’d said that she was working on her itinerary and that as soon as it was finished, she was going to give you a presentation. It was you she wanted to talk to properly about it.’

I pictured her that night she came over with sushi, her eyes bright with news.

‘And when she tried, I refused to listen, I wouldn’t even look at her notebook.’ I stared at the twisted tissue in my hands. ‘I still can’t bring myself to look at it. There’s all sorts of stuff I haven’t been through yet. Her uni work, letters, drawers full of mementos, all sorts. They’re all up in her room.’

Her housemates had brought her belongings back when they moved out.
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