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Step into someone else’s shoes for a day…

And it will change you for a lifetime.

Cat is very good at her job. She runs a PR company with best friend (and secret crush) Jesse, and is never happier than when her high-profile celebrities are glittering in the spotlight.

But after a footballer client hits the headlines for all the wrong reasons, Cat’s career takes a sudden nosedive. So when her brother Andrew unexpectedly needs her to look after his kids for a few weeks, she can hardly say no. She’s happily single, hasn’t exactly been the ‘World’s Best Auntie’ over the years, and what she knows about looking after children would fit on the back of a postage stamp. But it’s only temporary until she gets her real life back on track – isn’t it?
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Chapter One

Cat Nightingale strode confidently through the bar and took a seat on an elegant tan leather sofa by the window. She placed her Kelly bag next to her and took out her iPhone. Ava was always late and Cat was always early. Cat liked things this way. It gave her time to check e-mails, Twitter and anything else that required her attention. She swiped a neatly manicured finger over the screen and flicked her way through her correspondence. Cat had a relationship with her iPhone that was more serious than any she had ever experienced with a man. It was always by her side, faithful and reliable, except when its battery ran down.

As Deputy MD at Hemingway Media, keeping in touch and up to date was vital but she also knew that it was something of an addiction – a good addiction. She had to get that digital hit throughout the day. She had to be on top of everything. Their portfolio of celebrity clients was impressive and her relationship with each and every one of them had to be maintained with a delicate mix of discretion, professionalism and a smattering of the friendly banter that she was known for.

Cat was good at her job and she knew it. Her boss, Jesse, worshipped the ground beneath her feet. She had helped him set up the company three years after they graduated from university and the combination of his easy charm and her sharp intellect had meant that they quickly attracted a host of high-profile clients through word of mouth alone.

You need to launch your new range of perfume? Call Cat. You’re flying to New York and need a go-to for the best clubs and restaurants in town plus reservations to boot? Call Cat. You’ve been caught in a compromising position with your wife’s sister? Call Cat.

Her phone buzzed with a call. She glanced at the ID and swiped to answer immediately.

‘Will. How are you?’

‘I’m hoping I’ll be a lot better after this call.’ Will Bateman didn’t do niceties. He was the most powerful football agent in the country and time really was money in his world. Hemingway Media was organising the launch of a new coffee for the Daily Grind coffee shop chain and Will’s biggest football star, Alvarro Diaz, was going to front it.

‘I’ll do my best.’

‘Can you assure me that there will be no cock-ups on Thursday? I’m taking a big punt using Hemingway and if it goes pear-shaped, it will be my arse on the line too.’

Cat took a deep breath. ‘Everything is in place. Daily Grind love working with Alvarro and we’re already getting a huge response on social media to the “From Bean to Cup” promo film.’

‘I’m more concerned about Alvarro behaving himself,’ admitted Will.

Cat shared these concerns. Alvarro was the latest in a long line of footballing bad boys. He was young, had too much money and since moving from his native Costa Rica, was making the most of his freedom by hitting the London nightlife hard. He was a journalist’s dream and a publicist’s nightmare. ‘I’ve organised a dinner with some journalists for the night before the launch and we’ll make sure there are no detours on the way back to the hotel afterwards.’

‘Okay. Let’s hope you can keep him in line,’ said Will. And with that he was gone.

‘Bye then,’ said Cat to the silent phone.

‘Who you gotta screw to get a cocktail round here?’ cried Ava sweeping through the bar towards Cat. People turned to stare and Ava smiled and waved like the Queen. Cat grinned and stood up in readiness for their air-kiss greeting. Ava Jackson liked to make an entrance; she loved the attention almost as much as the celebrities she featured in her magazine. She was a pint-sized New Yorker with a fearsome reputation and immaculate hair. She had landed in the UK twenty years ago, forging an impressive career as a red-topped paper journalist before founding her own celebrity gossip magazine called Mwah!

A handsome, slick-haired waiter appeared by their side. Ava gave him an approving smile as they ordered their drinks. ‘So,’ she said, fixing her gaze on Cat, ‘tell me everything.’

Cat smiled. She was used to Ava’s ways. She was an important contact in the world of celebrity gossip magazines and probably the closest thing Cat had to a best friend, but she didn’t trust her. Not really. Ava would sell her grandmother and probably Cat’s too for a good story. They had playfully named these informal monthly get-togethers as ‘The Tuesday Night Mojito Club’, but Cat was careful to be measured in both her drinking and divulging. Still, they enjoyed each other’s company and for the most part the relationship was mutually advantageous. Cat gave Ava the stories that would help her sell magazines and Ava gave Cat the publicity her clients required. It was beautifully simple. Most of the time.

‘Saffy Bridges’s agent has asked me to find the right home for her engagement pictures,’ said Cat, casually. The waiter delivered their cocktails and Cat nodded her thanks.

Ava sat up in her seat. ‘I’m listening.’

Cat smiled. Saffron Bridges was the pop sensation of the moment and she had recently announced her engagement to the floppy-fringed song-writing star Sam Taylor. As soon as it had been announced #SaffSam had trended worldwide and the Tiffany’s engagement ring that Saffy had posted on Instagram shortly afterwards now had a six-month waiting list. Cat had overseen the entire thing. ‘The problem is, there are obviously a number of other channels interested,’ said Cat, studying her fingernails.

Ava didn’t blink. ‘What do you need?’

‘Positive coverage for the Paradise Rivers perfume launch.’

‘Done.’

‘No bitchy comments about her being a limelight-grabbing drama queen?’

Ava put her hand on her heart. ‘By the time we’ve finished with her, she’ll be more popular than Kate Middleton.’

Cat raised an eyebrow. Paradise Rivers was a former reality TV and now wannabe pop star. She was headline-hogging and about as far from paradise as a person could be but her agent had a number of other top celebrity clients so Cat had to ensure that she got the best coverage possible. ‘Just a few hours trending on Twitter for all the right reasons will be fine.’

‘You got it,’ said Ava taking a sip of her drink. Cat sat back in her chair feeling satisfied. ‘So, how are you doing?’

Cat smiled. ‘I’m good. Busy but that’s how I like it.’

Ava fixed her with a look. ‘Too busy if I know you.’

‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

‘I mean, sweet-cheeks, that you gotta look after number one. Listen to your Auntie Ava. Trust me, I know this. All work and no play will burn you out in the end.’

Cat shrugged. ‘I signed up to this job. It’s just the way it is. And besides, I enjoy it. It makes me happy. But I appreciate you looking out for me, Mum,’ she joked.

Ava blew a raspberry. ‘I’m serious. I worry about you.’

Cat shook her head and laughed. ‘Why would you worry about me?’

Ava counted on her fingers. ‘One: you work too hard, two: you’re never off that phone, three: when was the last time you had sex?’

Cat nearly choked on her mojito. ‘What’s sex got to do with anything?’

Ava fixed her with a knowing look. ‘Sex has got everything to do with everything.’

‘I have sex,’ insisted Cat.

‘When?’

‘Last month. With that comedian.’

‘The one with the awful hair and sweat-patches? Euw!’

‘He was very funny.’

‘A funny comedian? There’s a thing.’

Cat stuck out her tongue. ‘Well what about you and all the sex you’re having?’

‘I do pretty well and anyway I’ve got Sergio.’

‘Oh yeah, your “friend with benefits”,’ laughed Cat making speech marks in the air. ‘You’re so old school, Ava.’

Ava shrugged. ‘You may mock but it works. You should get one instead of rejecting every male because he’s not Jesse Hemingway.’

Cat folded her arms. She cursed the day she had told Ava about Jesse. They hadn’t known each other long; it had been after the launch party for Mwah! Cat remembered that tequila and Ava’s nose for an excellent story had been to blame.

‘So he’s the man of your dreams and yet you’ve never slept with him?’ Ava had slurred, reaching over to top up their shot glasses with expensive golden tequila.

‘We had a moment,’ Cat had said wistfully.

‘A moment? Oh well, that’s almost as legally binding as a marriage.’

Cat wished she’d never mentioned it but Ava had the memory of an elephant and was fond of bringing up the subject whenever their talk turned to affairs of the heart. Fortunately this didn’t happen very often; the celebrity world kept them more than occupied and Cat had no desire to air her innermost feelings to herself, let alone the editor of the country’s favourite gossip magazine.

Still, Ava was right in that there was no-one who ever came close to Jesse and, as the years went by, this never changed. Cat enjoyed the odd flirtation and night of passion but nothing ever lasted and it suited her fine. Jesse was now married to an ex-model but it was still Cat who got to spend the majority of time with him. He even called her his ‘PR wife’. This suited her fine as well.

‘I am not rejecting anyone. I’m just not looking because I’m happy as I am.’

‘Really?’ said Ava with narrowed disbelieving eyes.

‘Really,’ declared Cat. ‘This single life works for me. I think I might be the one.’

Ava gave a hollow laugh. ‘If you say so, honey. And for the record, it works for me too. I don’t know what I’d do if you got hitched and popped out a couple of kids.’

Cat shook her head. ‘You know me. That’s never going to happen. Let other people repopulate the world. Between you and me, I’ve got a woman working for me who was the best in the business but since she’s had a baby, I’ve had no end of trouble.’

Ava nodded. ‘Tell me about it. The kid’s sick and suddenly it’s your problem. Am I right?’

‘Pretty much. I mean it’s the twenty-first century so women should be able to go out to work but you’ve got to be responsible for your own life and get organised, for heaven’s sake. The number of times I’ve had to let Nancy have time off because of childcare issues. It’s not on. You’ve got to take control and if you can’t, then find another job.’

‘I’ll drink to that,’ said Ava draining her glass. ‘Want another?’

Cat nodded. ‘Please.’ Her phone buzzed with a call and she glanced down to see her brother’s number. ‘I need to take this,’ she said, excusing herself from the table and making her way out into the lobby away from Ava’s gaze.

‘Andrew? Are you okay?’

‘Hey, Cat. That’s not like you to answer your phone to me first time.’

‘Ha ha. What’s up?’

‘Just calling to catch up with my favourite sister. I expect you’re somewhere posh and up itself.’

She smiled. ‘Always. How are Melissa and the kids?’

‘Well actually Mel’s got to go to Australia. Her dad’s not well.’

‘Oh shit. Is it serious?’

‘Cancer. They’re giving him weeks to live.’

‘Oh God, I’m so sorry. Poor Melissa.’

‘I know. She’s leaving first thing tomorrow so we’re just trying to sort out the childcare.’

‘Let me know if there’s anything I can do to help.’

‘Ah thanks, Nanny McPhee. Could my children come and stay with you?’

‘Well er – ’

‘Cat? I’m kidding. You’re so easy to wind up. Much as I relish the thought of you dragging my six- and ten-year-old to the Ivy and the management looking on in horror as Ellie and Charlie ask for ketchup with their caviar, we should be fine.’

‘They don’t have caviar at the Ivy so ha! Anyway, I would help you out if you needed me to. You know that.’

‘Thank you but luckily Mel’s sorting it so you’re off the hook. I’ll call you at the weekend, okay?’

Cat gave a shiver of relief as she ended the call. It wasn’t that she didn’t like her nephew and niece; it was more that she’d hardly spent any time with children. She recalled how Andrew had recently guilt-tripped her into attending Ellie’s sixth birthday party. Cat had turned up with the biggest teddy bear she could carry ready to play at being the world’s best auntie. She rang the doorbell and could hear small feet stampeding down the hall before the door was flung open and a small voice squeaked, ‘Eeeee!’

Cat peered around the bear into the chocolate-smeared face of her niece. Ellie was wearing a white and blue princess dress. She was flanked by two girls in similar outfits with a small boy dressed as a slightly lopsided snowman trailing behind. Cat was good at dealing with most situations but being faced with these sugar-crazed miniature humans immediately caught her off guard. She was relieved when she heard her brother’s voice.

‘Ellie, what have I told you about opening the door to strangers? Oh Cat, you made it! Come in.’ Andrew smiled. Cat’s heart surged with love and gratitude.

‘Is that for me?’ demanded Ellie, gesturing at the bear.

‘Ellie! Don’t be rude. Say hello to your Auntie Cat.’

‘You told me not to talk to strangers,’ said the six-year-old baldly. ‘Who is Auntie Cat?’

Andrew looked embarrassed but Cat dismissed his concerns with a small shake of her head. ‘You’re very clever to be careful and I’m sorry I haven’t seen you for a while but Daddy is right, I’m your auntie and this,’ she said, handing over the bear, ‘is for you. Happy birthday.’

Ellie took the bear, which was much bigger than her. ‘What do you say, Ellie?’ coaxed Andrew.

‘Thank yoo,’ said the small girl looking up at her aunt suspiciously.

‘Andy!’ shouted a voice from upstairs, which Cat recognised as Melissa’s. Andrew glanced up at the frowning face peering over the banisters. ‘Oh hey, Cat,’ said Melissa as she spotted her sister-in-law. Cat could tell that she was surprised and a little irritated by her presence.

‘Hey,’ said Cat. ‘I just popped in with a present for Ellie but I can see you’re busy.’

‘Oh no you don’t,’ said Andrew, grabbing her arm and pulling her over the threshold. ‘Are you okay, Mel?’

‘I need you to come and talk to your son,’ said Melissa with meaning. Cat could hear her ten-year-old nephew rampaging like a wild animal upstairs.

A shadow of embarrassment passed over Andrew’s face as he glanced at his sister. ‘I’ll be back in a sec. Ellie, take your aunt through to the other room and don’t let her leave, okay?’ He disappeared up the stairs leaving Cat standing in the hall with her four minders.

She smiled down at them cheerfully. Use your PR charm, Catherine, she told herself. ‘Which princesses are you?’ she asked the three girls. ‘I always used to like Sleeping Beauty.’

Ellie rolled her eyes. ‘Duh. I’m Elsa and they are Anna,’ she declared, gesturing at her friends. A look of confusion passed over Cat’s face. ‘From Frozen?’ continued Ellie as if she were addressing an idiot. ‘You know – Let it go, Let it go-ooo,’ she sang tunelessly, dancing the gigantic bear round and round. Her two friends joined in and they were soon spinning down the corridor with giggling glee. Cat and the snowman were left staring at one another. She recoiled in horror as a thick slug of snot seeped from his carrot-covered nose.

‘I’m Olaf,’ he declared before pushing his tongue up his lip and licking experimentally at the snot. Cat did her best not to gag and looked desperately up the stairs, praying that her brother would come back soon and rescue her. However, Ellie had not forgotten her father’s request. She plonked the huge bear on the floor and spun back down the hallway towards her aunt. Grabbing Cat with one hand and dragging the bear with the other, she pulled her towards the dining room. ‘Come on. You have to meet Finn,’ she said.

Cat followed reluctantly, expecting to be introduced to another grubby little boy with limited hygiene. She was surprised to find a man, sitting on the floor of the dining room, strumming experimentally on a guitar. The chairs had been cleared to the sides of the room and the table was pushed against one wall. It was covered with pieces of half-chewed pizza, curling sandwiches and what looked like strawberry jelly, all of which made Cat’s stomach flip. She was used to politely nibbled canapés and bento boxes containing neat parcels of sushi. This was cuisine carnage.

Ellie plonked herself very close to the man, whilst one little girl sat the other side of him and the other stood behind him, wrapping her arms around his neck. He obviously had some sort of magnetism for children. To be honest, Cat couldn’t quite see the attraction. He was heavily bearded with messy hair, a scruffy T-shirt bearing the words ‘I like Biscuits’, and an even scruffier pair of jeans paired with some ancient Converse trainers. He looked so at home on the floor with these pint-sized princesses, almost as if he were one of them. They clearly adored him.

Ellie put an arm round his neck and looked up at her aunt. ‘This is Finn,’ she said proudly as if she were introducing the Dalai Lama. Finn nodded up at Cat but didn’t seem to see her. He was intent on the chords he was playing, lost in a musical moment. Cat found this quite rude. ‘Come and sit down and we can sing,’ ordered Ellie. Cat looked around her. The floor was worse than the table. It was covered with crushed cheese puffs, squashed fondant fancies and pools of sticky juice. Cat glanced down at her Stella McCartney jeans and picked up what she hoped was a clean paper napkin. She placed it on the floor and sat down next to Ellie.

She glanced up to see Finn watching her with obvious amusement. For some reason this irritated Cat. How dare he laugh at her? She held out a manicured hand. She wouldn’t stoop to his ill-mannered level. ‘Good to meet you, Finn. I’m Andrew’s sister – Cat.’

Finn leant over his guitar and took her hand. She noticed how cool his touch was. ‘I didn’t know Andy had a sister. Pleased to meet you.’

‘It’s because she doesn’t come over very often,’ said Ellie, rolling her eyes conspiratorially at Finn.

Finn glanced over at Cat, suppressing a smile. ‘Is that because you’re a right royal pain in the bum, Ellie?’ he laughed.

Ellie glared up at him and then started to laugh. ‘Finn, you are so funny. I am lovely,’ she squeaked. ‘No, it’s because she doesn’t like children. That’s what Mummy says.’

Finn raised his eyebrows at Cat. ‘How does the guilty party plead?’ he asked.

Cat was incensed by his interrogation. ‘I really don’t think this is appropriate,’ she said, trying to keep her cool.

Finn regarded her for a moment. This man infuriated Cat. Who was he to judge her? She stared straight back at him with cool indifference. His face broke into a knowing grin as he turned back to the children. ‘And now, would Mr Bear like to sing a song?’ he added, gesturing at Ellie’s newest friend.

‘He would,’ said Ellie, handing him over.

Finn reached his arms around the gigantic toy and started to play the guitar, giving a rendition of ‘The Bear Necessities’ in a gruff, teddy bear type voice. The children giggled, hugging themselves with delight.

Cat was done. This man was a judgemental show-off and she was ready to leave. She had delivered Ellie’s present, put in an appearance. What more did she need to do? She didn’t have children, didn’t want children and going on today’s performance, this would never change. She was about to get up and leave when she felt someone standing next to her. She turned to see Olaf the snowman grinning at her, the plug of snot still very much in place on his top lip. Before she could move, he placed a hand on her knee and nestled down next to her. It was impossible to leave because he was now leaning on her lap and she watched in horror as he rested his head on her leg, leaving a slimy trail of mucous on her pristine jeans.

She could see that Finn had spotted what was happening, a wide grin of satisfaction spreading over his face. However, he didn’t realise that Cat was an expert at getting the best out of bad situations. She leant forward and whispered into the boy’s ear, ‘Why don’t you see if Ellie and the girls fancy a dance?’ she whispered. At these words, the little boy leapt up and started to bounce up and down with delight. He looked over at Cat who nodded with smiling encouragement. Before long the others had joined in and Cat found her moment to make an escape. She glanced at Finn imperiously but he merely smiled and nodded. She left the room feeling irritated and annoyed that she had allowed a stranger to wind her up so easily. She met her brother in the hall.

‘Sorry, Cat, that took a bit longer than expected. Charlie’s been a tad challenging of late. Are you going?’

Cat looked pained. ‘I have to. I’ve got somewhere I need to be but I’ll call you in the week, okay?’

Andrew did his best to mask his disappointment. ‘Okay. Thanks for coming.’

She had smiled and waved as she walked swiftly back to her car, before driving back to her real life without a backward glance.

Cat felt a similar sense of relief now after ending the call with Andrew. She did worry about her little brother and was sorry for Melissa. She resolved to get some flowers delivered to Melissa and her mum, send the kids an extravagant present and take Andrew out for lunch next week.

Family taken care of, Cat made her way back through the bar to Ava and another round of mojitos. She smiled and waved at the various people she knew. She felt at home here. It was full of like-minded individuals – vibrant and creative people, getting on with the important business of life. Cat loved this world and despite Ava’s reservations, she was as happy as it was possible to be. Work hard. Have fun. No drama. That was Cat Nightingale’s mantra and she followed it to the letter.


Chapter Two

Cat stood on the platform waiting for her train, phone in hand, flicking through the morning’s news. Checking Mail Online, Cat was relieved that there were no overnight pictures of Alvarro stumbling out of a nightclub or posing with another Page Three model. She took a sip of her coffee and glanced up as the packed Tube pulled in to the station. Tucking her phone in her bag ready for the imminent loss of signal, Cat boarded the train, making her way down to the middle of the carriage where there was always more space.

A woman struggled aboard behind her with a pushchair, trilling thanks as people stepped back for fear of bruised ankles. The carriage was silent but Cat could guess people’s thoughts as their bodies bristled with irritation at this unwelcome intrusion into their fast-moving, adult world. Who brings a baby onto the Tube at this time of the morning? The woman was breathless with exertion but managed to park her buggy by the opposite door and bundle the fretful baby into her arms.

A man in his early twenties, neatly bearded and obviously terrified of anything under the age of ten, leapt up from his seat right by where Cat was standing. The woman beamed at him with weary gratitude, flopped down into the vacated seat and planted a reassuring kiss on the baby’s ear. The baby was looking all around, wide-eyed and alarmed by the serious, unsmiling faces surrounding her. Cat did her best to ignore the baby but it started to make an insistent noise and stare at her as if she were the only one who could answer its highly complex gurgling question. Cat had little experience of babies but from the time she’d spent with her brother’s children, she knew that this sound was unlikely to decrease and therefore action was required.

She glanced down at the baby and gave it a warm smile, something akin to the look she might give a celebrity client who had come to her with an image problem: sympathetic, empathetic and wholly reassuring. It was a look that said: Everything is going to be okay.

The baby stared into her eyes as if trying to glean the truth, a frown hovering on its brow like a question mark. Cat held her breath. The baby raised its eyebrows and then lifted its mouth in a smile before issuing forth a small giggle.

The baby’s mother smiled. ‘Oh, have you made a new friend?’ she cooed. Cat assumed she was talking to the baby and hoped that her work was done. The baby giggled again, her eyes fixed on Cat, hungry for more interaction. ‘Aww she loves you,’ said the mother encouragingly, her face open and ready for Cat to say how much she loved her too. Cat looked at the baby. It reminded her of a miniature Winston Churchill but she was pretty sure you weren’t meant to say these things out loud. Besides, she was a PR professional, practised at diplomacy.

‘She’s gorgeous,’ she proclaimed with a sincere smile.

The mother was delighted. ‘How many do you have?’ she asked. And there it was. That presumption. It wasn’t the woman’s fault and Cat was used to it. Barely a week went by without her having to tell someone that she wasn’t married, didn’t have children and had no plans to. It had begun when she’d hit thirty. During her twenties, it was seen as a mistake to have children but as soon as she had reached thirty, opinion began to shift. People started to get married, have babies, and she was left having to justify herself. At first, she had been quite huffy about the whole thing but she soon realised that this was pointless. People had their opinions and you rarely changed their minds. She had various stock responses ready depending on the person she was talking to.

‘I’m terrified of childbirth.’ This one worked well on men as it usually nipped the conversation in the bud immediately because they were terrified too, particularly if they had experienced their other half going through the whole eye-popping process.

‘It’s fine. I’m going to work for Google and they’ll freeze my eggs for me,’ she would say to anyone who used the phrase ‘biological clock’.

If she encountered more persistent or belligerent questioning she sometimes used statistics about divorce or an overpopulated world. This was a last resort as it sounded preachy but it usually did the trick.

However, talking to mothers like the one questioning her now required a different strategy. This woman had assumed that Cat, who had bonded so convincingly with her own baby, had to be a mother. There was no other explanation and Cat couldn’t bear the disappointment and pity she would have to endure if she told the truth. Cat could see that this woman was a fully paid-up member of the motherhood club and she wanted Cat to swear her allegiance too – to pretend blithely that life was better with children, that sleepless nights were good for the soul or that having children completed you.

Cat didn’t believe this. She liked Hermès bags, not eye-bags and she didn’t think this made her a bad person. Of course, she rarely uttered this sentiment out loud. People who worked in Cat’s world or enjoyed the lifestyle she did were easily dismissed as shallow and superficial. Cat was neither of these things. She simply knew what she liked. She loved her job, the lifestyle it afforded her, her two-bedroom house in a cool but edgy corner of Shoreditch, the weekends away, five-star holidays to the best resorts, first-class travel. She had it all.

If Cat spoke of her long-held assertion that she needed neither a child nor a man to complete her existence or of the fact that she was happy without either, she knew how it would end. The woman would try to convince her otherwise or worse, she would go quiet and Cat would know that this silence merely shrouded a smug conviction that women in their mid-thirties who had chosen careers over families were missing out. Cat had more sense than to wander down that particular conversational cul-de-sac. She had argued in the past but there was no point. People projected their own lives onto other individuals. It was understandable. It was the only frame of reference that they had.

The woman was looking at her expectantly now, longing for them to bond over tales of traumatic C-sections and problems with breastfeeding. Cat smiled.

‘I have three children,’ she lied. ‘Jean, Paul and…’ don’t say Ringo ‘…Georgie. They’re adorable.’

‘Three! Wow, that must keep you busy,’ said the woman admiringly. ‘She’s my first and I’m exhausted. I can’t imagine how you manage with three.’

‘You just manage, don’t you?’ Cat smiled. She noted with some relief that they had reached her station. ‘This is my stop. It was lovely meeting you.’ She paused to place a hand on the baby’s big head as she turned to leave. ‘Well goodbye – ’ Winston, Winston, don’t say Winston.

‘Winnie,’ said the woman. ‘Named after my granny.’

Cat choked down a giggle as she reached the door. ‘Goodbye, Winnie,’ she said wearing her best PR smile. As soon as the train reached the station, she stepped off onto the platform and disappeared into the crowd, her mind already fixed on the day ahead.

She glided along with the flow of commuters out of the station and along the street towards the Hemingway Media offices. It was a short walk to the modern brick building, designed by an overexcited architect who had wanted to give it a minimalist, warehouse air. She recalled the day that she and Jesse had come to view the offices. They had expanded since the company was formed at the start of the noughties and Jesse wanted them to move somewhere more central and happening as opposed to the top floor of his Mews house, which he had inherited from his wealthy grandparents. She had remembered her feelings of frustration as the architect, fresh from college, droned on about conceptual space and creative oxygen.

‘It’s totally designed with the Creative in mind, yes? The space is huge, airy, light and filled with creative oxygen, yes? You can breathe it in and – ’

Fart out the ideas? Cat had thought. She glanced at Jesse who was lapping it all up like a newborn kitten. That was the problem with Jesse. He got so caught up in an idea that he just ran with it. She had to rein him in sometimes but he loved this. They were a good team.

‘And the glass is integral to the creative process, yes? It enables you to look in and out, yes?’

Yes, thought Cat. Windows tend to do that.

‘We’ll take it,’ said Jesse. ‘It’s perfect. Isn’t it perfect, Kit Kat? Don’t you just love it?’ he had cried, throwing out his arms and dancing her round the empty room.

She had looked into his clear green eyes, bright like a cat’s, and given in immediately. ‘I think it’s great,’ she said only telling a half-lie. For she always gave in to Jesse. She couldn’t help it. She loved him and would do anything for him. She sometimes wondered what would have happened if that ‘moment’ at university had become a reality; would they have stayed together and been happy? She couldn’t picture it somehow but that was just fine. It was academic and this set-up was perfect. They could enjoy harmless flirtation without the complication of a relationship. It was like a perpetual first date with the delicious air of hope and possibility still lingering, unlikely to be quashed by the inevitable reality of sex, feelings and all the drawbacks these threatened to bring. For a woman who kept her heart tucked far away from her sleeve and had stopped believing in romance a long time ago, it suited Cat perfectly.

She had been sorry to leave their snug little offices though. The new building was drafty and the goldfish bowl meeting rooms energy-inefficient, but it did give them a more professional air in a bid to become real players in the PR world.

‘Morning, Stan.’ Cat smiled as she strode with confidence through the revolving doors. ‘How’s Maud doing?’

‘Better thanks, Miss Nightingale. The new tablets seem to be working,’ said the septuagenarian security guard, grinning up at her from the front desk.

‘Glad to hear it. Give her my love, won’t you?’

‘I will. She said to thank you for the flowers. Said she’s going to send you in some of her jam once she’s back on her feet and up to making a pan.’

‘Tell her not to overdo it,’ said Cat with a kind smile.

‘I will. Have a good day, Miss Nightingale.’

‘Thank you.’ Despite her protestations, Stan always addressed her in this way. She rather liked it deep down. It made her feel as if they were on the set of Mad Men. She rode the lift to the second floor and rounded the corner into reception. Jenna, their vivacious receptionist, was already in full flow.

‘Hemingway Media. Good morning! Please hold, Mr Oliver; I’ll put you through. Mr Hemingway? Mr Oliver for you. You’re welcome. Hemingway Media. Good morning!’

Cat nodded hello and strode down towards her office, which was located next to Jesse’s. She could see him through the window, feet up on the desk, casual blue shirt unbuttoned at the neck, his hand running through his dark brown hair as he laughed at what the caller was saying. He grinned and waved as he spied her walking past. She smiled and made her way into her office. Despite her reservations about the building, she loved this office. It was a perfect space and she had made it her own. Her wide weathered oak desk and specially designed ergonomic chair sat in the centre of the room. Two Lissoni sofas faced each other with an Oka glass coffee table nestled in between. On one wall hung a huge photograph of Grace Kelly, which Jesse had bought for her when they moved here. Grace stared down at Cat with a look of cool indifference. She was the woman Cat admired most in the world. She’d really had it all and had even become a real-life princess. Not that Cat wanted to be a princess but she admired her style and the way she had glided through life with serenity and grace.

As Cat put down her handbag and placed her iPad into its docking station, her phone began to ring. She glanced at the caller ID before answering.

‘Andrew? Are you all right?’ Her brother rarely phoned her during the day.

‘Well actually I’ve got a bit of a problem.’

‘What is it?’

‘Work want me to fly to Brussels this afternoon.’

‘Oh?’

There was a pause. ‘And I’ve got no-one to look after the kids.’

‘Oh.’

Andrew’s words came thick and fast. ‘I wouldn’t normally ask but it’s the summer holidays and I can’t get hold of anyone. If I could drop the kids to you late afternoon, could they come and stay with you for just one night? I’m due back first thing tomorrow morning so I could pick them up from the office and then they’re going to a friend’s. I’m really sorry to ask but they can amuse themselves until you’ve finished for the day.’

Cat’s mind raced with thoughts of tonight’s dinner with Alvarro and tomorrow’s launch but she could also hear the desperation in her little brother’s voice. It was the same pleading voice he’d used as a little boy.

‘Please can Bear and me sleep in your bed with you?’ he’d asked, face forlorn, his knitted lopsided teddy tucked under his arm.

Her heart melted now as it had done then. ‘All right then. Just for tonight though.’

‘Thank you, Cat. You’re my favourite sister,’ he joked.

‘It would be more of a compliment if I weren’t your only sister but I’ll take it.’

‘I’ll drop them off around three, okay?’

‘Okay,’ said Cat with a rising sense of dread. ‘Do you think they’ll be okay with me?’

There was a pause before Andrew said, ‘They’ll love it. Staying with their Auntie Cat? They’ll be so excited.’

‘You never were a very good liar.’

‘I will give them strict instructions to be very excited then. Honestly, it’s only one night. They’ll be fine. You might even enjoy it.’

Cat doubted this very much. ‘I better get some work done. I’ll see you later.’

‘Okay and thanks again. You’ve saved my life.’

Cat picked up her office phone and dialled a number. ‘Lauren? Could you be an angel and get me a flat white with an extra shot, please. Something tells me I’m going to need it today. And could you ask Dan to pop in for a chat as soon as he’s able.’

As Cat opened the front door to her bijou terraced house later that evening, she felt uncharacteristically flustered. She had been in charge of her nephew and niece for approximately four hours and could honestly say that it had been the most stressful experience of her life.

When Andrew arrived, alarm bells started to ring. Charlie was trailing reluctantly behind whilst Ellie was pulling her father by the hand like an overexcited puppy. Andrew smiled sheepishly as he entered her office and looked apologetic as he tried to coax Charlie to speak. The boy wouldn’t even look at his aunt whilst Ellie flung her Frozen rucksack to one side and began to take in her surroundings with enthusiastic hunger. She bounced her way along Cat’s sofa as the verbal tidal wave began.

‘Ooh this is bouncy, I like it, who is that?’ she asked pointing at the picture of Grace Kelly. Cat opened her mouth to speak, failing to understand that six-year-olds don’t really have time for answers. ‘Is that your desk? It’s big isn’t it? Is that your computer? Can I touch it? Is this where you do your work?’ She had bounced her way to the end of the sofa and was now making herself comfortable on Cat’s swivel chair. ‘Whee!’ she cried whizzing round before pausing to pick up Cat’s office phone. ‘Hello? Can I have a milkshake, please?’ She giggled with delight. ‘This is fun.’

Cat felt her shoulders bristle with tension. ‘Is she always like this?’ Cat whispered to her brother. She noticed that Charlie had slumped down on the sofa, hood up, arms folded.

Andrew screwed up his face. ‘Pretty much but she’s a bit hyped-up today because of coming to see Auntie Cat, aren’t you, Ellie?’

‘Wheeee!’ cried Ellie in reply, whizzing round again on the chair.

‘Thank you so much for this,’ said Andrew. ‘Are you sure you’ll be okay?’

Cat gave her best PR smile. ‘We’ll be fine, won’t we, kids?’ Neither answered.

Andrew kissed his sister on the cheek. ‘I owe you big time. Right, kids, come and give your dad a hug.’ Ellie flew to her father whilst Charlie remained rigid with arms folded. Andrew gave him a nudge. ‘Now listen, you two, you be good for Auntie Cat and I’ll be back tomorrow, okay?’

‘Okay, Daddy,’ said Ellie with an angelic smile.

Charlie buried his head in his father’s chest. Andrew sat down on the sofa and put an arm around him. ‘Hey, fella, it’s going to be okay. Auntie Cat will take care of you, like she used to take care of me, okay?’ Charlie nodded his head but didn’t look up. Andrew glanced at his watch. ‘Right, Daddy’s got to go and get his flight. I’ll see you all tomorrow, all right?’ said Andrew taking his leave.

‘All right, Daddy. I love you,’ said Ellie giving him a gap-toothed grin.

‘Love you too, princess.’

He ruffled Charlie’s hair and gave a final wave before disappearing out of sight. Cat, Ellie and Charlie stared at one another for a moment as the stunned realisation finally hit Cat that she was in charge. ‘So,’ she said trying not to betray the panic in her voice, ‘why don’t you play with whatever toys you’ve brought while I do some work?’

Ellie looked disappointed but sat down and started rummaging in her bag anyway. Charlie seemed happy with this instruction, his face furrowed with concentration as he settled into a game on his iPad. Cat breathed a sigh of relief and took a seat at her desk ready to work. Maybe this wasn’t going to be as bad as she feared.

Of course, having never really dealt with a six-year-old, Cat had little or no experience of the concept of boredom thresholds. Seven minutes later, Ellie tossed her sticker book to one side and sidled up to her brother. ‘What you doing?’ she asked.

‘Playing Minecraft.’

‘Can I watch?’

‘No.’ Charlie was used to his sister and knew how to deal with her intrusions. Ellie harrumphed and folded her arms. Charlie ignored her so Ellie had to look elsewhere for entertainment. She peered over at Cat who was ensconced in the task at hand. Ellie looked around the room and began to make a dripping tap noise with her mouth.

‘Stop it, Ellie, you’re being annoying,’ snapped Charlie.

Cat glanced over at her. Ellie took this as an immediate invitation. She wandered up to Cat’s desk. ‘What you doing?’

‘I’m working,’ said Cat not looking up, hoping that Ellie would take the hint. She didn’t.

‘Can I help?’ asked Ellie moving closer, making it impossible for Cat to move her mouse or type.

Cat did her best to keep her voice level. ‘Not really. Why don’t you go back and play, like Charlie?’

‘I don’t want to,’ said Ellie plainly.

Cat was stumped. She had no frame of reference for this. ‘Well what do you want to do?’

‘Play with you,’ said Ellie.

Cat felt desperate. ‘I’m sorry but I’ve got to work.’

‘Can I have a biscuit?’

‘Erm, I’m not sure if I’ve got any.’

‘You don’t have any biscuits?’

‘I’ve got an apple.’

Ellie scowled. ‘Can’t eat apples ’cos of my wobbly teeth,’ she said, opening her mouth and probing at a particularly unstable-looking front tooth with her tongue.

Cat winced. She was a practised problem solver but she had no idea how to make this small person stop demanding her attention or sharing her dental freakiness. ‘I could try and find you a biscuit,’ she offered desperately.

‘Ooh yay biscuits!’ cried Ellie, skipping around the room. Cat sighed and got up. ‘Can I come with you?’ asked her niece, leaping up and down.

‘All right. Would you like a biscuit, Charlie?’ The boy shook his head without looking up. ‘Right. Good. Biscuits,’ said Cat, making her way towards the kitchen. Ellie smiled and gave everyone they met a cheery hello. Jesse was making himself a coffee in the kitchen as they entered.

‘Hey, Kit Kat, how are you doing?’ He glanced at Ellie. ‘Wow, the interns are getting younger and younger.’

Cat smiled. ‘This is my brother’s daughter, Ellie. He had a crisis and you know how I love a crisis.’

Jesse laughed. ‘Rather you than me. Hello, little lady.’

Ellie frowned at him. ‘Hello, big man.’

He smiled and turned back to Cat. ‘So what about tonight’s dinner?’

‘Dan’s going. I’ve briefed him fully and he’s going to call me if there are any problems.’

‘Are you sure he can handle it? I would go but it’s Alex’s birthday and we’ve got reservations at Nobu.’

‘Who’s Alex? Is she your daughter?’ asked Ellie nosily. ‘What kind of cake is she having? I had a Frozen one for my last birthday. I love Frozen.’

Cat ignored her niece. ‘It will be fine. Dan is our resident football expert and he speaks Spanish so he’s just the man to look after Alvarro.’

‘Are you sure?’

‘Trust me, the dinner is due to finish at ten and Alvarro will be tucked up in his hotel by eleven so that he’s all fresh and ready for the launch tomorrow.’ Unimpressed by being ignored, Ellie had decided to make her own fun and was currently experimenting with the water cooler. ‘Ellie, what are you doing?’ cried Cat as water seeped slowly across the kitchen floor.

Ellie took a step to one side and put down the cup. ‘Somebody spilt that,’ she said innocently.

‘I’ll leave you to it,’ said Jesse.

Cat grabbed handfuls of paper towels in a bid to soak up the mess. Ellie watched her with interest. ‘Can I have that biscuit now, please?’

Exasperated, Cat found the biscuit tin. ‘Just take it!’ she said.

Ellie eyed her suspiciously. ‘There’s no need to be so cross,’ she said, taking the tin and leaving the kitchen. ‘It was just an accident.’

Cat took a deep breath and did her best to clear up the mess. She made a strong pot of coffee and carried it back to her office. Charlie was exactly where she had left him, shoulders hunched, eyes glazed as he played his game. Ellie, on the other hand, had made herself comfortable at Cat’s desk and was talking to someone on the phone.

‘Ellie, give me the phone now!’ cried Cat in a panic.

Ellie looked up in surprise and passed the phone without a word. She skulked back to her seat and began unhappily shovelling biscuits into her mouth.

‘Hello?’ said Cat into the phone.

‘Cat? It’s Will. What the hell is going on? Was that a child answering your phone?’

Cat’s stomach sank. ‘Sorry, Will, it was just my niece and – ’

‘I don’t want to hear it, Cat. I was phoning to check we’re okay for tonight and tomorrow.’

‘Absolutely.’

‘Are you sure? Because I’m starting to get concerned.’

‘You don’t need to worry. Everything is under control.’

‘All right. See you tomorrow.’

Cat hung up before turning to Ellie. ‘Don’t ever touch my phone again,’ she snapped. Ellie’s lip began to wobble. Cat panicked. ‘Now don’t cry, Ellie. You don’t need to cry.’

But it was too late. Ellie’s body trembled and tears coursed down her face. Cat watched helplessly as Charlie put down his game and went over to comfort his sister. He glared at his aunt. ‘You don’t have to be such a mean cow. She’s just a little girl. She’s a bit naughty sometimes but only because she wants attention.’

Cat was stung by his words. ‘I’m sorry. It’s just that I have to work, you see?’ she said pathetically.

Charlie shrugged. ‘Whatever. Come on, Ellie, I’ll play a game with you,’ he said.

Cat felt wretched as she returned to her desk. The children were occupied now with a drawing game. She noticed that Charlie occasionally whispered comments to Ellie and they would glance up at Cat and giggle. It made her feel uncomfortable and even though they were quiet she found it increasingly difficult to concentrate.

‘How do you ever get anything done?’ she wailed to her brother when he phoned later that evening.

Andrew gave a wry chuckle. ‘Welcome to my world, dearest sister. Did you remember to feed them? They’re evil when they’re hungry.’

‘I ordered takeaway pizza,’ admitted Cat.

‘I bet that won you some brownie points.’

‘Hmmm.’ In fact, the children had been quiet and sullen. They seemed to retreat into their own little world after the incident at the office and it was clear that Cat wasn’t welcome.

‘Well obviously bedtime wasn’t a problem. Clearly you’re a natural,’ offered Andrew with cheerful encouragement.

Cat gave a hollow laugh. In fact Charlie had overseen the bedtime routine, making sure his sister cleaned her teeth properly and tucking her in after she insisted that he do it. He had played on his iPad for a short while before taking himself off to bed.

‘Night then,’ Cat had ventured, receiving a barely audible grunt in reply. She had poured herself a large glass of wine as a reward and carried it into the living room. Noticing the contents of Ellie’s rucksack strewn across her normally pristine lounge floor, she had reached down to repack them. She picked up one of Ellie’s drawings of a very tall lady with ears like a cat and the label ‘Cross Aunty Cat’, to which Charlie had added the words ‘smells of poo’. Her immediate reaction had been one of hurt and then she felt ridiculous. Her thoughts had been interrupted by Andrew’s phone call.

‘“Natural” isn’t exactly the word I would use,’ said Cat. ‘Just make sure you don’t have any more last-minute business trips while Melissa’s away.’

‘I’ll do my best,’ laughed Andrew.

‘Right well I need to go and do the work I couldn’t finish because of your children,’ she joked.

‘Yes, ma’am,’ replied Andrew. ‘And thanks again – you saved my life.’

Cat hung up and flicked her phone to her social media channels, noting several texts from Dan reporting that all was well at the dinner. As Cat spent the next hour catching up on everything that had happened in the last few hours, she became aware of a new and unusual sensation. It all felt like a bit of an effort and she realised that she was tired and distracted by the presence of the children. She felt disconcerted by her inability to focus on her job while they were around, as if her brain were in two places at the same time. She shook it off as something temporary and carried on working, knowing that she would be dissatisfied if she didn’t. In Cat’s mind, today’s episode only served to vindicate her decision to remain single and child-free. Her life was ordered and organised and even though she was happy to help her brother, she couldn’t wait for the moment when they’d be gone and she could return to normal.

Tiredness got the better of her and she fell asleep. She was woken at midnight by the sound of her phone ringing. It was Jesse. She immediately knew that something was wrong.

‘Cat, we’ve got a serious problem.’

‘What’s up?’

‘Alvarro’s gone AWOL. The pictures are all over the internet. I’ve just had the CEO of Daily Grind on the phone. They’re cancelling the launch.’

‘Shit. What’s he done?’

‘Apart from being photographed snorting cocaine with a prostitute and getting into a fight?’

‘Oh God. Where was Dan when this was going on?’

‘Oh he’s in the pictures too. So much for trusting him to take care of things. We’re finished, Cat. Completely finished.’


Chapter Three

Cat opened her eyes and as the reality of the last twenty-four hours hit her, she closed them again. She could hear her phone’s murmuring buzz from the drawer where she had tossed it last night. She never put her phone on silent and she never shut it away but she had broken both habits since the events of Wednesday. However, these particular changes were the least of her worries. She had effectively lost everything: her job, her reputation, her life as it had been up to that point.

The fallout had been immediate and severe. She hadn’t even gone into the office; Hemingway Media was under siege. There were members of the press at the front door trying to talk to anyone who entered and the phone was ringing off the hook. Every journalist loves a cock-up and this particular cock-up was gold dust because it contained the nation’s top-three scandal ingredients: an overpaid footballer, a prostitute and drugs.

Of course, in the social media arena of damning judgement, someone had to be blamed and, naturally, it wasn’t going to be the superstar footballer. True, he had lost his sponsorship deal with Daily Grind but his agent, Will, had already hired another PR firm to deal with damage limitation. Alvarro was sorry – he apologised to the fans, his club; he was stupid and young and didn’t know what he was doing; he was photographed looking contrite next to his stern-faced mother; she became an immediate internet star and he was in the clear. He was still a brilliant footballer with a bright future ahead of him. He promised to go into rehab and sort out his problems.

For Cat, the future was decidedly murky. Ironically, she had met with Jesse at the branch of Daily Grind round the corner from their office. He was grim-faced. Daily Grind were threatening to sue for loss of income and Alvarro’s agent, Will, had already put in a call to Hemingway Media’s American backers, demanding his pound of flesh. Cat had been in PR long enough to know how these things worked but she still nurtured a secret hope that Jesse might have a solution.

‘What did Donald say?’ asked Cat, trying to keep her voice calm. Donald Carter was the CEO of Greenwich Media who had a sixty per cent stake in Hemingway. Cat had only met him once and remembered his vice-like handshake and disturbingly hairy knuckles. He had a tough reputation and five ex-wives.

‘Well, he sort of bellowed and I sort of listened with the phone at quite a distance from my ear,’ admitted Jesse.

‘I’m sorry, Jesse,’ said Cat quietly. ‘This is all my fault.’

Jesse noticed her worried face and reached out his hand. ‘No no, Kit Kat. I don’t think you could have changed anything even if you’d been there.’

‘I could have taken Alvarro back to his hotel and chained him to the bed,’ asserted Cat.

‘To be honest, I think he would have enjoyed that,’ observed Jesse, raising one eyebrow suggestively.

Cat gave him a weak smile. ‘I’m guessing Donald wants a scalp,’ sighed Cat, staring at her hands. ‘I’ll step down.’

‘I can’t ask you to do that,’ said Jesse quietly.

Cat shrugged. ‘I know Dan being fired won’t be enough for Donald or Will and I should have been there.’ She felt tears prick her eyes and brushed them away angrily. Cat Nightingale did not cry.

‘Hey,’ said Jesse taking hold of her hands. ‘It’s okay, Kit Kat. What do we always say? Shit happens and we turn up with a shovel and chuck it over next door’s fence. This will be old news soon.’

She nodded and he took hold of her hands and looked into her eyes. ‘I’m going to tell Donald that you’ve stepped down but only temporarily. It will show him that we’re taking a stand but he knows how good you are. He’s no fool. He won’t want to lose someone with your reputation to the competition so we’ll call it a temporary suspension. On full pay, of course.’

Suspended on full pay. Cat felt sick at the thought. ‘Do you think he’ll agree to it?’

Jesse put a hand on his heart. ‘Trust me, I’ll make him agree.’ He was full of confidence. Cat had no choice but to believe him. He’d never let her down before.

As they said goodbye, he kissed her on the cheek and hugged her. It wasn’t a PR affectation but an affectionate embrace. She held on to him for a moment, taking comfort from his warmth. After he left, she looked around at the busy, buzzing coffee shop – the people moving with purpose through their lives. She felt the panic rise up. Cat was never idle; she was always busy. She quickly gathered her things and hurried to the Tube; got to keep moving, don’t stop to think about it.

For the rest of the day, she was glued to her iPad. Social media had underpinned her existence for so long, she didn’t know what else to do. Of course every newsfeed was taken over by Alvarro but only the PR insiders knew of her involvement in the debacle. She tried to skirt around it, to join in tweet-chats with her usual PR clique but it soon became clear that she had been frozen out as they either gave cursory replies or failed to respond. Only Ava sent her a Direct Message later that afternoon.

Ava Jackson @avamwah Just Now

Hey sweetie, tough deal. Drinks soon? Ax

This was typical Ava and Cat was grateful; it was a crumb of comfort in an otherwise shit day. Her phone rang continuously, mostly journalists wanting a comment. She ignored them, tiring quickly of its incessant buzzing. She knew she was in trouble when by eight o’clock that evening she had shut her phone in a drawer, was lying on her bed in her pyjamas, nursing her third glass of wine and watching reruns of America’s Next Top Model.

Her thoughts were interrupted by the sound of someone knocking loudly on her front door. She considered pulling the duvet over her head and hiding under the covers but the sight of the empty wine bottle on the bedside cabinet gave her a much-needed reality check. Cat was not about to fall apart. She had to pull herself together. The events of yesterday were a mere blip and she would not wallow in self-pity or drink herself into a stupor. The knocking grew louder and more persistent, so she threw on her dressing gown, smoothed her hair and prayed that her breath smelt better than it tasted. She was surprised but not disappointed to find Andrew peering through the glass in the front door, a worried frown on his face. She opened the door.

‘Don’t say a word about my appearance,’ she warned as she stood back to let him in.

‘I’m a bloke. We don’t notice stuff like that. Mind you, you do look like shit,’ he joked.

‘Thank you. Blame Alvarro Diaz.’

‘Want me to go and kick him in the ankles?’ asked Andrew, his eyes twinkling. ‘Because no-one messes with my big sis.’

Cat laughed in spite of herself. ‘Would it help?’

‘Probably not but the offer’s there and I do feel partly to blame.’

‘So you should,’ joked Cat. ‘Don’t worry about it. It was going to happen regardless. Anyway, where are your children? Have you sold them into slavery?’

‘Tempting but no. They’re at a friend’s.’

‘Oh well it’s nice that you came to check on your sister.’

‘Actually I have an ulterior motive,’ admitted Andrew.

‘Just as long as you don’t want me to look after your children during my “career break”,’ said Cat making air quotes.

Andrew bit his lip and tried not to make eye contact with his sister. Cat stared at him in horror. ‘Was that the real reason you came to see me?’

Andrew pretended to be offended. ‘No-o. I wanted to check you were okay but I’d be lying if I said the thought hadn’t occurred to me.’

‘Well you can banish that thought right now.’

‘Why?’

‘Do I need to spell it out? Your children don’t like me and I don’t have the first clue how to look after kids. Do you really want to risk leaving them with me?’

‘Yes.’ Cat shook her head in exasperation as Andrew continued. ‘I think it would be good for all of you. It’s about time my children got to know their aunt and I think it would be good for you too.’

‘What do you mean?’

Andrew was silent for a moment as if choosing his words carefully. ‘Well it’s not as if you’ve got a lot on at the moment and it would really help me out.’

‘Oh no, don’t start that tugging at my heartstrings. You’ll be dragging Bear out and asking me to sing you to sleep next.’

‘I’ve got him in the car actually.’ Andrew grinned. ‘Seriously, Cat, where’s the harm? You’ll be helping me out and you might even enjoy it.’

‘I wouldn’t say that our sleepover was a resounding success.’

‘But that was only one night and it was all very last-minute. You were stressed with work and the kids were wound-up and tired. This will be different.’

Cat stared at the ceiling. He’d got her. She was at a loose end and her brother needed her; there was nothing she could do.

‘Fine,’ she said, getting up from her chair. ‘I’ll go and dig out my body armour now.’

Andrew grinned. ‘Don’t forget your helmet and shield,’ he joked, receiving a punch on the arm as Cat walked past. ‘Ow and thank you,’ he added.

‘Whatever,’ said Cat, climbing the stairs. ‘On your head be it when it all goes pear-shaped.’

‘It won’t.’ Andrew smiled. ‘I have great faith in you.

‘I’m glad someone does,’ muttered Cat.

Three hours later Cat was feeling more positive about the world. Her brother was cooking dinner and the children were occupied with various electronic devices whilst she remained glued to her iPad. Jesse had been right; the Alvarro story was starting to slide away and her phone hadn’t rung in the past hour. One of Cat’s strongest qualities was her resourcefulness and she could feel a plan emerging in her mind. She would look after the children until Melissa came back and use that time to maintain her contacts and ease her way back into the PR world. It was a very immediate world with a short memory and Cat had enough credibility to ride this storm. Everything would be fine; she just needed to be patient.

Charlie and Ellie had taken the news that Cat was to be their new nanny with relative indifference. Cat also had a plan in that regard. She would show the children the best summer, take them to the most fabulous places, let them experience a little of what her world had to offer. It would be educational and fun. She counted her blessings that she didn’t need to deal with nappies or toddler tantrums too. The children were bright and Cat would work on them and make them see what a good aunt she was. After all, she had dealt with some of the trickiest divas and most demanding celebrities in the past. She just needed to channel what she knew and apply it to the world of the child. How difficult could it be?

At dinner time, her question was answered. Having been told to stop playing his game, Charlie sloped into the dining room, his face clouded with irritation. He frowned at his plate.

‘I don’t like salmon,’ he said.

‘Well it’s what we’re having,’ said Andrew cheerfully, ‘so you better eat up.’

‘I don’t like it,’ repeated Charlie, scowling at his father.

‘Charlie, you eat salmon all the time.’

‘I like it,’ said Ellie brightly.

‘Shut up, squirt,’ snapped Charlie.

‘Charlie, stop this,’ warned Andrew. ‘You’ll scare Auntie Cat away.’ He was trying to keep his voice light but Cat detected a tightness to his tone.

‘Good,’ said Charlie. ‘I don’t want her here. Why can’t you take time off?’

Andrew glanced at his sister, embarrassed. ‘I can’t and Cat doesn’t have to work at the moment so she’s offered to help.’

‘She lost her job because of that stupid footballer and you asked her. She didn’t offer.’

Andrew shifted in his seat. ‘She is doing us all a favour and you are being very rude. I want you to apologise.’

‘No,’ said Charlie, staring defiantly at his father.

‘Charlie, I’m warning you. Apologise or you’ll go to bed.’

Charlie jumped up from his seat and upended his plate, scattering fish, potato and sweetcorn all over the table and floor. ‘Fine!’ he shouted, storming from the room and stomping up the stairs before slamming his bedroom door with some force.

‘Awkward,’ said Ellie, forking sweetcorn into her mouth.

Cat stared at her brother. ‘He’ll be fine. He’s just having a moment,’ reassured Andrew. They could hear Charlie shouting and screaming and throwing things around his room.

‘That’s quite a moment,’ murmured Cat.

‘When’s Mummy coming home?’ asked Ellie, jiggling backwards and forwards on her chair, seemingly oblivious to her brother’s outburst.

Andrew, who was looking up towards the noise, glanced back at his daughter. ‘I don’t know, Ellie,’ he said.

‘I hope it’s soon,’ said Ellie, casting a meaningful look at Cat.

Andrew sighed. ‘I better go and talk to Charlie. Excuse me.’ He disappeared upstairs leaving Cat and Ellie alone.

‘Charlie does that a lot,’ observed Ellie.

‘Does what?’ asked Cat.

‘Shouts and screams.’ She leant forwards and whispered to her aunt, ‘I think he’s got anger issues. That’s what I heard Mummy and Daddy say anyway.’

‘Oh. Right,’ said Cat, unnerved.

‘I don’t really like you,’ observed Ellie.

Cat was almost impressed by her honesty. ‘Well I’m sorry to hear that. I suppose we’re stuck with each other at the moment though.’

Ellie sighed. ‘I suppose we are but hopefully it won’t be for too long.’

Wow, thought Cat, talk about telling it like it is.

Andrew reappeared a moment later. ‘Everything all right down here? My, Ellie, you’ve done well. Would you like some pudding?’

‘Yes please, Daddy,’ replied Ellie angelically. ‘Is Charlie okay?’

Cat could tell that Andrew was choosing his words carefully. ‘He’s very tired so he’s gone to bed. I’m sure he’ll be all right in the morning.’

After Ellie had gone to bed, Andrew poured two glasses of wine and they carried them out into the garden. It was a warm evening, the sun casting a beautiful pale pink colour over the sky. Cat looked at her brother in the fading light. He still looked like her little brother, eyes bright like a puppy, but his youthful exuberance had been replaced by the stresses of life. He looked worn down.

‘Tell me the truth about Charlie,’ she said.

He looked up at the sky and sighed. ‘The truth is I don’t know. We had a few problems with some boys at school but that was ages ago and it all got sorted.’

‘Have you tried talking to him?’ asked Cat.

‘Of course but have you tried talking to a ten-year-old? They’re not exactly chatty, nor are they in the habit of telling you what they’re feeling.’

Cat took a sip of her wine. ‘Ellie told me that she didn’t like me.’

Andrew gave a snorting laugh. ‘She tells it like it is, that one. Reminds me of someone else I know,’ he said, glancing at his sister.

Cat pulled a face. ‘It’s not funny. Basically you’re leaving me with two small people who hate me, one of whom has anger issues.’

‘I thought Cat Nightingale liked a challenge.’

Cat raised her eyebrows. ‘A challenge yes, not an impossible task.’

Andrew looked incredulous. ‘Surely my big sister isn’t giving up?’ he teased.

She narrowed her eyes at him. ‘I’m here, aren’t I?’

He raised his glass. ‘Well I would like to propose a toast to my sister’s inevitable success in the quest to get my children to like her.’

Cat shook her head and tapped her glass against his. ‘As I said, this was your idea and if it all goes pear-shaped, it’s down to you.’

Andrew looked satisfied. ‘It won’t,’ he declared. ‘In fact, I’d go as far as to say that it will be the making of you.’

Cat looked at him askance. ‘Who says I need to be “made”?’

Andrew shrugged. ‘Just that spending time with kids opens up your world a bit.’

‘Are you saying that my world is closed?’ She was irritated but doing her best not to betray it.

He nudged her playfully. ‘Oi, don’t get mardy. I’m merely pointing out that when everything is work, work, work, you can get a bit blinkered.’

‘And I suppose you’re a man of the world just because you have children?’

He laughed. ‘Hey, Lady PR, get down off your high horse. If I’m a man of the world then I’m a very tired one. All I’m saying is that kids make you re-evaluate your life. They force you to see things differently by dint of the fact that they need you.’

Cat sniffed. ‘So I am to be educated about the world by some small needy people.’

‘If you like,’ said Andrew with a grin. ‘We’ll see, won’t we?’

Cat frowned. She had forgotten how infuriating Andrew could be. He thought he knew better than her because he’d managed to reproduce smaller versions of himself. Like so many people with children, he thought he’d found the key to life but Cat knew which world suited her. This was a temporary arrangement – a mere blip in her life before she went back to what she loved best. ‘Yes,’ she said, taking another sip of her wine. ‘We will see.’


Chapter Four

Cat woke early the next morning with a renewed sense of purpose. She had a plan and the arrangement with her brother was only temporary. She could handle it. She was Cat Nightingale. She could handle anything. She showered and dressed in her favourite Malene Birger chinos and navy lace-detail T-shirt top from Zara. It was smart without being showy and she felt good in it; it was the perfect look for a wannabe fun auntie. She went downstairs. Ellie was watching cartoons and Charlie was playing on his iPad. So far so calm.

‘Morning!’ she said in a sing-song voice. ‘How are we today?’

‘Daddy’s gone,’ said Ellie sadly, without looking up. Charlie said nothing.

‘Well who’s for breakfast?’ she asked. ‘I’m starving and we’ve got a big day ahead.’ She sensed that she needed to keep them moving. Sitting still and moping was not an option. Fresh air and activity surely had to be the best idea.

‘I’m not hungry,’ said Charlie sullenly.

‘Me neither,’ declared Ellie, bouncing up and down on the sofa.

‘Oh that’s a shame because I think I spied some pancakes and bacon so I’ll just eat them all myself.’

‘Ooh I want pancakes,’ said Ellie. Charlie scowled at his sister with a look that said, ‘Traitor’.

Satisfied that she had one of them onside, Cat made her way to the kitchen. Ellie followed her, spouting a stream of questions. ‘Can I have maple syrup with mine, is there any juice, where are we going today, can I have a biscuit while I’m waiting, will it take long to get there, will there be toilets at the place we’re going to?’

Cat was used to needy clients but not needy six-year-olds and felt her brain start to fizz at this verbal onslaught. She flicked on the kettle, deciding that coffee would definitely help before turning to her niece. ‘Yes, don’t know, up to London, yes, not long and yes.’

Ellie seemed appeased and reached for the biscuit tin. Cat retrieved the bacon and pancakes and set about making breakfast. She felt disproportionately proud as she found the maple syrup and successfully prepared their breakfast without cremating it.

‘It’s ready,’ she called.

‘Ooh goody!’ cried Ellie, hopping into the dining room.

Charlie didn’t appear so Cat went into the lounge. He was still glued to his game. ‘Are you sure you don’t want anything? We’re going out so you should probably eat something.’

He scowled up at her. ‘I don’t want any breakfast and I don’t want to go out. Just leave me alone.’

Cat wasn’t used to being talked to like this and she also wasn’t used to people not doing as they were asked. ‘You need to have some breakfast and then we are going out,’ she said firmly.

They glared at one another for what felt like an age; Cat could see his defiance mirrored in her own. It’s a test, she thought, and I cannot lose. Not on day one. Charlie studied her expression as if trying to read her mind. She saw a hint of recognition flicker across his face – a realisation that he’d picked the wrong battle. It might have been this or a growling hunger that made him throw his iPad to one side and sigh, ‘Fine.’

Cat almost felt like doing a small victory dance as he joined her and Ellie for breakfast. A point to me, she thought. I can do this.

Ellie was tucking into a pancake, two rashers of bacon and a lake of maple syrup. ‘It’s mop as mice as Mummy’s,’ she said through a mouthful of food.

‘I wouldn’t expect it to be,’ said Cat taking a sip of coffee. ‘Now, would you like to know where we’re going today?’

‘Not really,’ muttered Charlie.

‘Is it Disneyland?’ asked Ellie hopefully.

‘No,’ replied Cat, deciding to ignore Charlie and plough on regardless. ‘We’re going on the London Eye.’

‘We’ve already done that with Mum and Dad,’ said Charlie smugly.

Cat had the trump card. ‘Yes but I’ve booked us a VIP capsule.’

‘What’s VIP?’ asked Ellie.

‘Very important person,’ said Charlie with authority. ‘It’s for posh people.’ Cat was good enough at reading humans to glean that he was secretly impressed.

‘Oh. Are we posh then?’ asked Ellie.

‘We can be for today if you like. And then if you’re good, I thought we could go to one of my very favourite restaurants.’

‘I like restaurants. Can I wear my party dress?’ asked Ellie, helping herself to another pancake and pooling more maple syrup on top.

‘If you want to,’ said Cat feeling pleased. Charlie said nothing and Cat took this as a positive sign. She sat back in her chair and reached for her phone. She had just enough time to flick through the day’s news before they needed to leave for the station.

‘We’re not allowed phones or iPads at the table,’ said Charlie, jutting out his chin in defiance.

‘Daddy says that mealtimes are family times,’ reported Ellie with a frown.

‘Sorry,’ said Cat feeling a little indignant. ‘I just need to check in for work.’

‘I thought you weren’t working at the moment,’ said Charlie, narrowing his eyes at her. Another challenge.

‘No, but I still need to keep up with what’s going on. It’s a very important part of my job,’ retorted Cat, irritated that she was allowing her ten-year-old nephew to rile her.

‘But you haven’t got a job,’ said Ellie, looking confused.

Thanks for reminding me, thought Cat.

‘Come on, Ells. Let’s get dressed,’ said Charlie, nudging his sister. He gave his aunt a superior glance as they left the room.

Left alone nursing her coffee, Cat felt a growing sense of dissatisfaction creep over her. Charlie was obviously determined to undermine her at every turn, which was going to make for a very stressful day. She tried to distract herself by reading the day’s news on her phone. Normally she would have found a discussion to join or at least added a sage comment to some big PR story but she felt almost paralysed. Cat had half-expected the world to grind to a halt without her. She knew it was a ridiculous notion but she couldn’t quite believe that Hemingway Media was still functioning in her absence. She flicked to its Twitter page. All was calm, normal and working perfectly well. She was about to tweet to Ava when a call came from upstairs.

‘Auntie Cat! We’ve run out of toothpaste and I can’t find any clean pants,’ cried Ellie.

Cat sighed. How quickly the world had changed from dynamic creativity to clean underwear. Still, she would not be defeated. Today’s project was all about giving the children a day they would never forget and perhaps even persuading them that she really was the perfect aunt.

As Andrew put a near-hysterical Ellie to bed that night and Charlie was confined to his room once again, Cat had to concede that the best-laid plans of mice and men are often prone to a visit from Mr and Mrs Cock-up. She had also realised that her limited knowledge of children’s needs was a bigger issue than she had originally anticipated.

Her first mistake had been not to monitor Ellie’s sugar intake. Apparently a spoonful of sugar may help the medicine go down but approximately two hundred and fifty of them make children hyper, then tearful and ultimately quite sick. The biscuit followed by maple syrup, raisins, candyfloss, a Coke and finally a fondant chocolate pudding accompanied by vanilla ice-cream turned out to be a very bad combination for a swiftly tiring small girl.

At first, Ellie had been the archetypal happy six-year-old, skipping along in the sunshine with her brother and aunt. Even Charlie seemed to brighten in the fresh air. When they boarded the train, he let Ellie sit by the window and even though he didn’t speak to his aunt, he talked to his sister, pointing out landmarks and making her laugh. They played word games; they didn’t invite Cat to join in but she didn’t care. She had successfully made it out of the house and onto the train with two small people. That had to be an achievement. Besides, it meant that she could check her e-mails uninterrupted. She smiled to herself as she spotted an e-mail from Jesse. He was just checking in with a question about the Paradise Rivers perfume launch but it restored her faith a little. He signed off with, ‘It’s not the same without you,’ and she felt immediate relief as she typed her reply. All would be well. The children were happy, the sun was shining, Jesse still needed her. Today would be a good day.

‘Do you have any sweets?’ asked Ellie.

Cat rummaged in the bag her brother had packed. ‘There are some raisins.’

‘Ooh yummy, thanks,’ said Ellie, accepting a box.

As they pulled in to Waterloo East, Cat stood up. ‘We’re getting off here,’ she said expecting them to follow. She made her way to the door and turned to see Ellie on her heels but Charlie trailing behind. ‘Come on, Charlie,’ said Cat stepping off the train.

‘Can you help me?’ asked Ellie staring nervously at the wide gap between the train and the platform. Cat reached up and lifted her down. ‘Wheeee!’ cried Ellie.

Cat looked for Charlie but more people had boarded the train and he was nowhere to be seen. As the train beeped, signalling that the doors were closing, she panicked and rushed along the carriage. Charlie was sitting in the seat nearest the doors calmly waving as the train pulled out of the station. ‘Little shit,’ muttered Cat feeling sick. It was a test; this was all a bloody endurance test.

‘Where’s Charlie?’ asked Ellie looking frightened.

Cat could see clearly what she needed to do. She had to get Charlie back and she had to reassure Ellie. She knew how to avert crises and hysteria; this was basically her day job. She knelt down and took Ellie’s hands. ‘Charlie is playing a game and we’re going to play too. It’s an adventure, so we need to dash up the stairs and run over the bridge and hop on another train. Okay?’

‘O-kay,’ said Ellie uncertainly.

‘Let’s go!’ cried Cat, grabbing her hand. They galloped up the stairs and Cat quickly checked for the next Charing Cross train. ‘Platform six!’ she trilled, trying to keep her voice as light as possible. As they hurtled down to the platform she could see that the train wasn’t due for five minutes. ‘Come on, train!’ she said, smiling at Ellie, her stomach churning with panic.

‘Yes come on, Mr Train!’ cried Ellie joining in.

Cat took out her phone and scanned her contacts. There were advantages to be ridiculously well connected. She dialled a number. The phone was answered immediately.

‘Savoy Hotel? How may I help you?’

‘George? This is Cat Nightingale.’

‘Miss Nightingale, what a lovely surprise. I was sorry to hear about the recent incident. A travesty in my opinion.’

‘Thank you, George. I was wondering if you could do me a favour.’

‘Of course. How may I be of service?’

Fifteen minutes later, Cat and Ellie were hurrying along the platform at Charing Cross station. She was relieved to see Charlie standing on the other side of the ticket barriers with a station official who was having a jovial conversation with an impeccably suited man wearing a top hat.

‘There he is, over there!’ cried Ellie, sprinting towards her brother. ‘Charlie, you didn’t tell me you were playing a game. I would have joined in.’

Charlie smiled sheepishly at his sister but wouldn’t look at Cat. She approached the barrier. ‘Thank you, George. You saved my life.’

George tapped his hat in reply. ‘My pleasure, Miss Nightingale, and no more games, young man. Do you hear?’ Charlie stared at the floor but gave a small nod. George seemed satisfied. ‘I hope it’s not too long before we see you again, Miss Nightingale.’

‘Me too,’ said Cat. ‘And thank you again.’

George gave a small bow and disappeared towards the exit. Ellie watched him go, wide-eyed. ‘Is that man a magician?’ she asked.

‘Of sorts.’ Cat smiled. She glanced at her watch. ‘Well we’ve missed our slot on the London Eye.’

‘Oh shame,’ muttered Charlie sarcastically.

Cat looked at him. This wasn’t going to be easy. ‘Oh-hhhh,’ said Ellie sadly. ‘I was looking forward to being a “very important person”.’

Cat spotted a hint of guilt in Charlie’s eyes. ‘Well,’ she said. ‘It can’t be helped, but we are quite near to Trafalgar Square. Shall we go there?’

‘Yesss!’ cried Ellie. ‘I love the lions and Nelson’s whatsit.’

‘Column?’ suggested Cat.

‘That’s it,’ agreed Ellie.

Trafalgar Square was teeming with tourists and the paved area between the square and the National Gallery was lined with street performers. Ellie was transfixed. She hopped and skipped her way between them. She was particularly taken by one Yoda figure who appeared to be levitating.

‘How is he doing that?’ she squealed, circling him like a puppy chasing its tail.

Cat noticed Charlie was keeping his distance. She knew she couldn’t let this morning’s drama go unmentioned. Cat might not be a child-rearing expert but she did know that every action had its consequences. Charlie had his back to her so she tapped him on the shoulder. He turned, a defiant frown clouding his face.

‘I have to talk to you,’ she said.

He shrugged as if to say, ‘Go on then.’

Cat sighed. ‘Look, I know you don’t like me and you’re not happy that I’m looking after you. Fine. If I’m honest, it wasn’t my choice.’ Charlie stared up at her. He wasn’t used to such candour from adults. Cat continued. ‘But the thing is, your dad needs me and I am happy to help because he’s my brother and I’d do anything for him.’ Charlie looked away but Cat knew he was listening. ‘I get the feeling you understand that, because I think you’d probably do anything for Ellie, wouldn’t you?’ Charlie gave a barely discernible nod. ‘So you may not like me but if you love your sister, don’t pull any more stunts like the one you pulled this morning. You scared her and you spoiled a really nice treat for her.’

Ellie bounced over to them. ‘Can I have some candyfloss and a drink, please?’

‘Okay,’ said Cat.

‘I’m sorry I spoiled your treat, Ellie,’ said Charlie.

Ellie shrugged. ‘It’s okay. Can I have some candyfloss then? And also, can I have my picture taken with Yoda? Have you seen him, Charlie? He’s really cool.’

Cat and Charlie exchanged glances before Charlie put an arm around his sister. ‘I have, Ells. Come on, let’s go and try to work out how he does it.’

Cat breathed a sigh of relief and followed them through the crowds. As they were right by the National Gallery, Cat suggested they go inside. Predictably, Charlie declared the idea to be ‘boring’ but as soon as Ellie said that she would like to see the pictures, he backed down.

Cat had always loved this place and, over the years, she had viewed it as some people might view a library – a place of calm and a refuge from the real world. She marvelled at the fact that you could be in London’s bustle one moment and then staring at Van Gogh’s Sunflowers the next. She led the children towards the modern paintings, thinking she might impress them with her favourites.

‘I like this one,’ cried Ellie, skipping over to a winter landscape scene. ‘It’s like Christmas. Why is that little man sitting in the snow though?’ she asked peering at the tiny figure.

‘Well – ’ said Cat moving next to her.

‘Can we go and see the sunflowers now?’ said Ellie moving away.

‘Okay,’ said Cat, longing to spend a minute to take in the other pictures. She noticed Charlie stayed by her side. This was a blessing as the gallery was now bustling with visitors. ‘I think you should hold my hand, Ellie,’ she said.

Ellie frowned at her. ‘I’m not a baby.’

‘I know. It’s just that there are a lot of people and how cross would your dad be if I lost you?’

‘Very cross,’ declared Ellie, placing her hand in Cat’s.

It felt odd to be holding a child’s hand and Ellie kept trying to wriggle free when she spotted something new she wanted to look at. Cat led them quickly to Sunflowers but it was impossible to get close due to the number of people gazing up in reverent awe. Cat remembered going to the Louvre and the enormous gallery where the Mona Lisa hung. She had been overwhelmed by the crowds and underwhelmed when she got close and saw how tiny the painting actually was. She looked round at the other paintings – bridesmaids at Van Gogh’s wedding. Ellie wriggled her way through and was frowning up at the painting. Charlie stood next to her. Cat excused her way through the crowd to stand alongside them.

‘What do you think?’ she asked.

‘I like them,’ said Ellie.

‘They’re dying,’ said Charlie. ‘Why did he paint dying flowers?’

Cat looked at the picture and realised that he was right. In her mind they had always been bright and alive and full of life. In actual fact at least half a dozen of the flowers were drooping. If they had been in her house, she would have thrown them out. She looked for a description, hoping that it might give her an answer for Charlie. ‘Well he painted them for his friend, another painter called Gauguin, and I think he wanted to impress him.’

‘By painting dying flowers?’

‘I think there are a few versions,’ said Cat, trying to scan through the text quickly.

‘I need a poo,’ declared Ellie.

‘Right, okay,’ said Cat, still trying to read the text.

‘Now,’ said Ellie, looking a little desperate.

A lady with a sleeping toddler in a buggy caught Cat’s eye. ‘Kids eh?’ She grinned.

Cat gave her a weak smile. She longed to shout, I am not one of you! These are not my children!

‘Come on then, you two,’ said Cat, leading them back to the entrance hall.

‘I’ll wait here,’ said Charlie.

Cat wavered. The gallery was very busy and she also wasn’t convinced that she could trust him to stay put, despite their earlier discussion. ‘I want you to come with us,’ said Ellie in a strained voice.

Charlie looked at his sister and rolled his eyes. ‘Okay, Ells,’ he said offering her his hand.

They followed the signs to the basement. ‘I’ve got a turtle!’ shouted Ellie as they sped along the marble corridor with Cat glancing back every now and then to check Charlie was still behind her. Cat’s heart sank when she saw the queue. It snaked out of the door. Could she push in declaring a faecal emergency? She could see quite a few parents ahead of her accompanied by squirming children. Probably not.

She turned to face Ellie and held her by the shoulders. ‘You’ve got to hold on, Ellie. Can you do that for me, please?’ Ellie’s face was screwed up in concentration and she looked as if she might cry.

‘Hey, Ellie,’ said Charlie. ‘What’s that song about the kookaburra that Mum always sings?’

Ellie was immediately distracted as she thought. She began a tuneless rendition and to Cat’s surprise Charlie joined in.

‘Kookaburra sits in the old gum tree-ee,

Merry, merry king of the bush is hee-ee,

Laugh kookaburra, laugh kookaburra,

Gay your life must be.’

Cat had to endure this assault on her eardrums for a further ten rounds but they reached the toilet without further drama.

‘In you go, Ellie,’ said Cat.

‘Can you come in with me?’

‘Really?’ asked Cat horrified.

‘These toilets are very dark and a bit scary.’ Cat and Charlie exchanged glances. ‘Please?’ implored the little girl.

‘O-kay but let’s be quick. I thought this was an emergency,’ said Cat feeling exasperated.

They crammed into the cubicle as Ellie sat down and began a running commentary on her bowel movement.

‘It’s coming out now and oooh, that’s much better.’

Cat stared at the ceiling and tried to pretend that she was having cocktails in Shoreditch House. Ellie went about her business and after she had wiped declared that ‘it came out clean so I didn’t really need to wipe.’

‘You stink,’ said Charlie with a grin.

‘I know.’ Ellie beamed.

‘Okay, go and wash your hands now,’ said Cat. As Ellie filled her hands with too much soap and proceeded to flood the floor beneath her basin, Cat turned to Charlie. ‘Thank you for distracting her,’ she said. He shrugged.

‘That was fun,’ said Ellie as they made their way out towards the door. ‘Can we go for lunch now, please?’

When she told Andrew later about their dining experience, he was a little too quick to point out that she should have saved herself the bother and taken the children to McDonald’s.

‘The treat aspect to eating out for kids is the fact that they’re not eating at home,’ he said plainly.

Cat did not know this and she also didn’t go to McDonald’s. Ever. Although she could remember enjoying it as a child, now she was an adult, she could afford to shun fast-food establishments and treat herself to something a little more edifying. So for Cat a meal at a Michelin-starred restaurant was something different and wonderful and she had felt sure that the children would quickly be impressed and won over. The trip to the National Gallery had been relatively successful and she decided that they all deserved a treat. Cat was no fool though. She had deliberately chosen a restaurant run by a female chef with children. She not only welcomed kids but had even designed a menu for them. It was where Cat sent all her celebrity mothers with their offspring.

‘Wow,’ was all Ellie would say as the maître d’ led them through the elegant dining room to their table.

‘Thank you, Philippe,’ said Cat with a smile as they took their places. The children looked bemused when he unfolded their napkins and placed them on their laps. Ellie beamed at Cat and she started to relax a little. Philippe brought the menus, a large one for Cat and two smaller ones for the children.

‘I sink you will be wanting ze brunch menu, Miss Nightingale?’ he asked.

‘That will be wonderful. Thank you.’ He retreated with a small bow and Cat turned to the children. ‘So they have macaroni cheese, burgers or fishcakes. What do you fancy?’

Ellie was looking around in wonder and awe. ‘I feel like a princess,’ she breathed. ‘I like the way that man talks too. Can I have macaroni cheese, please?’

Cat smiled. ‘Of course. Charlie? How about a burger?’

‘I want to go home,’ said Charlie, his face clouding over.

Cat took a deep breath. ‘Come on, let’s have some lunch eh? Ellie is looking forward to it,’ she said with meaning.

Charlie scowled at her but then caught sight of his sister’s hopeful face. ‘I’ll just have chips,’ he said.

‘All right,’ said Cat, deciding that it wasn’t worth a battle. ‘And what would you like to drink?’

‘Can I have a Coke, please?’ asked Ellie.

Charlie gave her a disapproving look and was about to open his mouth when he thought better of it. ‘Coke for me too, please,’ he said giving his aunt a rare smile.

Cat felt encouraged. She would win the children over in one single day and Andrew would have to eat his words. As she placed their order, she spotted Ava being led through the restaurant. She was with a companion whom Cat recognised as Caroline Henderson, a freelance PR consultant Cat had used for the odd campaign. Cat gave them a wave. Caroline looked embarrassed and whispered something to Ava before retreating towards the entrance. Ava made her way over to Cat’s table.

‘Darling,’ she said, kissing the air either side of Cat’s head. ‘How are you?’ She emphasised the question by glancing at the children and giving Cat a look of deep sympathy.

‘I’m fine. Really,’ said Cat with meaning. ‘What happened to Caroline?’

‘She had to pop to the little girl’s room. So!’ said Ava taking a step back.

‘I’m Ellie and this is Charlie,’ announced Ellie.

Ava raised her eyebrows at the little girl. ‘Pleased to meet you, sugar-cheeks. I’m Ava.’

‘There’s a girl in my class called Ava,’ said Ellie with authority.

‘Is that so?’ said Ava, her mouth twitching into a smile.

‘It is so,’ replied Ellie. ‘But she’s mean and I don’t like her. She once poured yoghurt on my skirt.’

‘Well that is mean,’ said Ava. ‘You should do it back to her.’

‘Should I?’ asked Ellie with intense interest. ‘Won’t I get into trouble?’

Ava leaned in to the little girl. ‘Not if no-one sees,’ she whispered.

‘Ava!’ called Caroline from the other side of the room. Cat looked towards her, ready to smile, but Caroline looked away.

Ava saw the hurt on Cat’s face. She put a hand on her friend’s shoulder. ‘Don’t give it a thought, sweetie. Caroline’s a bitch,’ she said. ‘I’ll call you, okay?’ she added before going to join her companion.

‘I like her,’ said Ellie, watching Ava sashay through the restaurant.

Cat took scant consolation from Ava’s kindness. Her comments about Caroline were true but it made Cat feel miserable that someone who would have talked to her the week before her fall from grace barely acknowledged her now. Her status had been downgraded from PR hotshot to child-caring rookie. It was not a post she relished and she felt distracted and ruffled as their food arrived. She picked at her salad and felt a growing sense of irritation as Charlie gave off an air of someone who didn’t want to be there or make any effort to enjoy her incredibly generous treat. He barely touched his triple-cooked chips. They were still there when Ellie’s chocolate fondant pudding arrived. She attacked it with gusto.

‘Eat up, Charlie,’ said Cat.

‘You eat up,’ he replied.

‘That’s a bit rude.’ Cat frowned. How dare he?

Charlie scowled. ‘Erm, I don’t care?’

‘Charlie, don’t,’ said Ellie looking worried.

Charlie stood up. ‘I’m going to the toilet,’ he said.

‘You can’t go on your own,’ said Cat.

‘Why not?’

‘Because you’re a child and – ’

‘Because I might run off again? What do you care?’ cried Charlie angrily. A couple of diners looked round. Cat noticed Caroline glance over and shake her head.

‘Stop it, Charlie, you’re embarrassing me,’ said Cat quietly.

This was the wrong thing to say. Charlie jumped up on his chair. ‘Oh, I’m embarrassing you, am I? Well I’m so sorry that I’m embarrassing Auntie Cat in front of her stupid posh friends.’

‘Get down, Charlie,’ she snapped.

‘Make me,’ said Charlie. He put a foot up on the table. Cat could see Philippe approaching. She closed her eyes for a second. This could not be happening.

‘I feel sick,’ said Ellie.

Cat opened her eyes and the first thing she saw was Ellie’s face, which had turned a peculiar shade of bluey green. The next thing she noticed was Philippe standing between her and Ellie as the small girl turned and vomited all over his pristine maître d’s jacket.

The rest of the afternoon was a blur – a miserable blur. Philippe was kind and understanding as it was his job to be. They were politely ushered to his office so they could clean up.

No, Miss Nightingale must think nothing of it. It happens all the time. I have a spare jacket just for occasions like this. Do not give it a second thought.

But Cat knew. She saw the looks and stares as they trooped out of the restaurant, the disgusted faces and judging glances. She also noticed Ava and Caroline and the way they completely ignored the whole drama. She felt numb as she led the children back to the train station. No-one spoke as they travelled home. She let them into the house and was greeted by Andrew’s cheery face.

‘I managed to finish early so I thought I would come home and see how you all were.’ His smile faded as he spotted their faces. ‘What happened?’

Andrew took immediate charge as the story unfolded. Cat marvelled at how efficiently he herded Ellie into the bath and then tucked her up in bed. He sent Charlie to his room, gave him a severe telling-off, and Cat didn’t see him for the rest of the day. She made herself a cup of tea and went into the living room feeling shaken and drained. When Andrew appeared a while later, he brought in the biscuit tin. He offered it to her.

‘Custard cream for your troubles?’

‘It’s not bloody funny,’ she said.

He gave a small smirk. ‘I know and I am sorry. I know you tried your best.’

‘But?’

He sighed. ‘You don’t have to be super-auntie and give them a million treats. Sometimes all they want to do is go to the park and feed the ducks.’

‘I thought they would enjoy it.’

‘They did. Sort of.’ She frowned at him and he put his arm around her. ‘Ellie really enjoyed the National Gallery. She said you showed them a Christmas picture and a painting of some dead flowers.’

Cat gave a reluctant laugh. ‘And what about Charlie?’

Andrew shrugged. ‘He is sorry. I think he’s struggling with Mel being away. I will get him to apologise.’

‘Hmm,’ replied Cat.

‘He admitted that he should have told you not to let Ellie have a Coke.’

Cat sighed. ‘I thought he was being too nice to me at that point.’

‘I’m sorry. That was partly my fault. You sort of assume people know this stuff but why would you?’

‘Well when you say it like that,’ said Cat a little hurt.

‘Sorry,’ said Andrew. ‘I don’t mean to preach. You’re doing me a huge favour and I really appreciate it. It’s just that kids aren’t really bothered about grand gestures. The best thing you can give a child is your time.’

‘Not an Xbox then?’

Andrew laughed. ‘Not even that.’ He stared at his sister for a moment as if he were choosing his words carefully. ‘Don’t take this the wrong way but I’ve sorted out an activity for you for tomorrow.’

‘Oh yes?’

‘Ye-es. You’re meeting up with some people at the park.’

‘Oh right,’ said Cat, not used to having her life organised for her.

‘Honestly, it will be fine. I promise. You’ll have a good time. It’s just a picnic in the park but it will mean that you don’t have to do all the running. I know it can get a bit intense if you’re on your own with the kids. Even I find that and I’m their father.’

Cat shrugged. ‘Fine,’ she said taking a biscuit. ‘But you’re making the picnic.’ That night, despite her exhaustion, Cat couldn’t sleep. She lay in bed feeling irritated by the day’s events; it wasn’t so much Charlie’s behaviour and Ellie’s vomiting drama that was bothering her, it was the looks she’d received from Caroline Henderson and the feeling that she had been shut out of the world she loved. She felt in limbo at the moment – her life hovering just beyond her control – but she told herself that as soon as Melissa was back, she would skip back to her old world without a backward glance. She was certain of this. It was another hour before she fell asleep.


Chapter Five

It was a perfect summer’s day; the temperature warm without being too hot, the sky a pleasing shade of blue with the odd wisp of cloud floating by. It was glorious. They were due at the park at eleven and, true to his word, Andrew had packed a picnic, read Charlie the riot act and left Cat directions so that there could be no hiccups.

Cat tried to ignore the way Ellie clung on to her father’s leg as he made his way to the door.

‘Have fun!’ he cried with only the merest hint of irony. Cat’s heart sank as she heard the door shut behind him. She poured herself another coffee and padded into the living room. Ellie was sitting on a beanbag, chewing a piece of dry toast and watching Tom and Jerry. She still looked a little pale but had thankfully lost the greenish hue of yesterday. She glanced up at her aunt and then back at the screen.

‘Do you want to watch with me?’ she asked.

Cat remembered Andrew’s comment about giving children time. ‘Okay,’ she said, sitting on the sofa, wondering how much she would need to contribute. Ellie’s eyes didn’t leave the screen so Cat took out her phone, longing for a moment’s connection with the outside world. She didn’t get very far.

‘You have to watch,’ said Ellie. ‘This one is really funny.’

Sighing, Cat put down her phone and glanced at the screen. Tom was wearing a concert pianist’s outfit, his face composed and serious as he played a sombre piece of music. It wasn’t long before Jerry made an appearance.

‘Look!’ cried Ellie. ‘He’s sleeping in the piano.’

As Cat watched, she began to feel a disconcerting sense of déjà vu. Her mind was transported back to when she was around eight and Andrew was four. They were sitting on a battered velvet sofa, two beakers of orange squash and a plate of digestives in front of them. A beautiful woman was perched on the arm of the sofa holding a cup and saucer containing her afternoon tea. Cat wanted to shake off the memory but she couldn’t take her eyes from the screen.

‘I love this one,’ said Ellie happily.

‘Me too,’ whispered Cat.

Ellie looked over at her, oblivious to the emotion it had stirred up in her aunt. ‘Are we going for a picnic with Daisy today then?’

Cat suddenly realised that, despite her brother’s preparations, he hadn’t actually told her who they were meeting. ‘Er yes, I think so.’ Grateful for the distraction from her memories, she hurriedly texted Andrew. The reply came straight back.

‘Claire, Izzy, James, Finn and Daisy. Said you’d meet by the café at eleven.’

Heavens, thought Cat. If anyone’s going to know how to deal with kids, it will be a woman with four children. She carried her coffee mug to the kitchen and went upstairs to get dressed. Charlie’s bedroom door was half open so Cat took a deep breath and tapped gently before going in. They hadn’t spoken since yesterday’s events. Charlie was hunched over his desk and as Cat approached she noticed that he was drawing a picture of the Sunflowers they had seen yesterday.

‘That’s really good, Charlie,’ she said, moving forwards to stand beside him. As he jumped in shock, she realised that he had been listening to music and hadn’t heard her come in. He scowled at her and tried to cover his work.

She held up her hands in apology. ‘Sorry. I didn’t mean to creep up on you like that. I just wanted to say that we’re leaving in half an hour.’

His scowl loosened but only a little. ‘Are we meeting up with James and that lot?’

Cat nodded. ‘I like your picture, by the way,’ she said. He regarded her for a moment as if trying to work out if she meant it. She smiled. ‘Really,’ she said.

‘Thank you,’ he muttered. She turned towards the door. ‘Sorry about yesterday,’ he said quietly.

She looked back at him. The troublesome child of yesterday had been replaced by a little boy who looked much younger and more vulnerable than his ten years. ‘It’s okay. Let’s put it behind us and enjoy today, okay?’ He nodded. ‘Half an hour,’ she repeated as she walked out of the room.

The park was a teeming mass of overexcited small children and harassed adults. Cat could vaguely remember coming to this park on one awkward weekend trip to see Andrew and Melissa shortly after Charlie was born. She had come out of duty and recalled her brother being so tired he could barely speak and Melissa fussing around the overdressed, fractious baby. Cat had made the mistake of suggesting that he was perhaps upset because he was too hot and had received a withering glance from her sister-in-law in reply. Heaven only knew what Mel thought of this current arrangement.

They made their way along the path towards the café, a dark wooden building with a playground attached. Cat could smell the toilets before she reached them and prayed that neither child would need to go, although given Ellie’s recent record, she knew this was probably unlikely. Cat let the children lead her into the café area. There were around half a dozen picnic benches set out with brightly coloured umbrellas offering some shade against the already fierce sun.

‘There’s James,’ said Charlie, leading them to the bench nearest the playground gate where a woman was basking in the sun whilst a blond boy of around Charlie’s age sat with a football at his feet. He immediately brightened when he saw his friend.

‘Hey, Charlie. Hey, Ellie,’ he said.

The woman opened her eyes and lifted her sunglasses to peer up at them. She jumped up when she saw Cat. ‘Oh hi! You must be Cat. Lovely to meet you,’ she said holding out her hand. ‘I’m Claire.’

Cat smiled and shook her hand. The woman was small and casually dressed in cut-off jeans and a slouchy T-shirt bearing the words ‘I love happy endings’. She wore her brown hair in a loose bun and her skin was freckled from time spent in the sun. She had a friendly warmth about her that Cat liked immediately. ‘Where’s Izzy?’ asked Ellie, standing close to Claire.

‘Oh hey, Ellie-wellie.’ Claire smiled, wrapping an arm around the small girl and tickling her. Cat noticed the easy affection between them and was surprised to feel a little envious. ‘She’s over on the climbing frame. Do you want to go and find her?’ Ellie nodded and ran off. ‘But stay where we can see you,’ called Claire. She turned back to Cat. ‘Can I get you a coffee? It’s actually okay despite being made by a machine.’

Cat was more used to single-estate freshly roasted coffee but felt she should be sociable. ‘That would be lovely, thank you.’ She smiled.

‘Will you stay here with the bags while I go and get them?’

‘Sure.’ Cat felt the sun on her face and had to admit that today could turn out fine. Claire seemed lovely and the children were happy with their friends. She took out her phone to check her e-mails. She had sent a message to Jesse earlier about meeting up to discuss their plans. No reply as yet but if she knew Jesse, he probably wouldn’t get to his e-mails before lunchtime. She was just checking Twitter when Claire returned with their drinks.

‘Here you go. Oh are you on Twitter?’

‘Thanks,’ said Cat taking her coffee. ‘Yes, I use it a lot for work. It’s great.’

Claire smiled. ‘I’ve never really go into all that. Don’t have the time with the kids to be honest.’

‘I can imagine,’ said Cat. ‘Four kids must keep you busy.’

Claire looked surprised. ‘No, I’ve only got Izzy and James. That’s quite enough for me!’

‘But what about…’ Cat wracked her brains for the names ‘…Daisy and Finn?’

Claire laughed. ‘They’re not kids, well Daisy is but Finn’s her uncle. He looks after her. They’re coming along today but Finn’s always late.’

‘Oh I see,’ said Cat, feeling wrong-footed.

Claire grinned at her. ‘Don’t worry, you’ll love Finn. All the mums do. To be honest, if I wasn’t married I’d be very tempted.’ She gave Cat a sly look. ‘Are you single by any chance?’

Cat gave a little cough. ‘Yes but – ’

‘Ladies? Sorry I’m late. What have I missed?’

Claire gave Cat a nudge as they both looked up into the grinning face of a scruffy man with a mess of hair and an unkempt beard. ‘This,’ she said with grin, ‘is Finn.’

For the second time that day, Cat experienced an acute sense of déjà vu as she shook Finn’s hand and was struck by how cool his touch was. ‘Hey,’ he said, regarding her with a smile. ‘I think we may have met before. Did you ever get that snot off your jeans?’

Cat looked into his pale blue eyes, which were glittering with amusement, and an unwelcome recollection came to mind. He was the show-off who had appeared to sit in judgement of her at Ellie’s birthday party – the one who was happy to sit on the filthy floor with a group of small children and expected everyone else to want to join in. He had that all-knowing air of someone who thought that everyone else had missed the point. Cat found it highly irritating now as she had done then.

Claire laughed. ‘Oh you two already know each other, do you? Well then, that’s a good start.’ She winked at Cat.

‘We only met briefly at Ellie’s birthday party,’ said Cat with a cursory smile.

Finn clutched his heart as if he’d been shot. ‘Oh wow. Talk about dashing a guy’s hopes. And there was me thinking we had something.’ He gave Claire a mischievous grin. She giggled like a schoolgirl and Cat bristled with annoyance. She could see how this man would provide a pleasant diversion in the life of a stay-at-home mother – a little bit of banter and low-level flirting – but really, she found his smug confidence plain annoying. He was like the cock in a farmyard full of hens and for Cat the emphasis really was on the word ‘cock’.

‘I need a wee,’ said Ellie, wriggling her way over to Cat.

‘Me too,’ said Izzy brightly.

‘And me,’ said Daisy.

Cat was almost grateful to be given the opportunity to leave Finn’s company but it was Claire who leapt up. ‘I’ll go,’ she said. ‘You two stay and chat.’ She emphasised the last word with a nod and a raised eyebrow.

Cat kept her eyes fixed forwards to where Charlie and James were playing football. She noticed Finn glance over at her but didn’t feel the need to make eye contact. She would be having words with Andrew. Cat knew how his mind worked and she could bet he’d had an idea to do a little casual matchmaking whilst she looked after his kids. Why did the world have to pair all the single people off? Why couldn’t it mind its own bloody business? She felt her phone buzz with a call and gratefully extracted it from her handbag. She smiled as she saw the caller ID. She made an ‘excuse me’ face to Finn, who gave her a casual nod in reply.

‘Hi, Jesse,’ she answered.

‘Hey, Kit Kat. How are you?’

‘Itching to get back to work to be honest.’

‘Yeah, of course. I understand and we miss you a lot. Listen, I don’t really want to talk about it over the phone. Can you come to dinner tomorrow night?’

‘I’d love to.’ Cat smiled. Tomorrow was Friday night and she would officially be off duty. She longed to see Jesse too. She missed seeing him every day.

‘Great. Can you come to the house say around eight-ish? I think Alex is going out so we’ll be able to talk properly.’

‘Absolutely.’

‘Cool. Can’t wait to see you, Kit Kat.’

‘Me too,’ she said. ‘Bye.’ She finished the call and turned back to Finn. ‘Sorry about that. I had to speak to my boss.’

‘That was your boss?’ said Finn surprised. ‘I thought it was your boyfriend.’

‘No-o,’ said Cat quickly. ‘He’s not my boyfriend.’

Finn raised one eyebrow. ‘But you’d like him to be?’

Cat regarded him with a frown. ‘I’m sorry, I wasn’t aware that I’d ordered a psychologist.’

Finn grinned. ‘Apologies. I do that sometimes. If you don’t want to talk about it, that’s cool.’

Cat folded her arms and studied her phone. ‘I do not want to talk about it.’ She flicked to her Twitter feed and started to read.

‘So Andrew told me you work in PR but that you’re taking a little break,’ said Finn.

Cat looked at him, expecting more judgement, but the question appeared to be genuine. ‘I made a mistake.’

‘We all make mistakes,’ said Finn. ‘What did you do?’

‘I was involved in the Diaz launch,’ she said, glancing up at him ready for a reaction. Finn looked blank. ‘You know, Alvarro Diaz? The footballer?’

‘Of course,’ said Finn. ‘He’s one of the best attacking midfielders in the world.’

‘If you say so. Well you know that coffee company launch that went spectacularly wrong?’

Finn was squinting at her now. ‘No.’

Cat was amazed. ‘How could you not know about that?’

Finn shrugged. ‘I like football but I don’t really care what the footballers get up to. Was it bad?’

‘It was very bad,’ said Cat. ‘And I had to step down from my job but hopefully not for long.’

‘I’m sorry to hear that,’ said Finn.

Cat could tell that he meant it and decided to be civil. ‘So you look after your niece, do you?’ She couldn’t hide the surprise in her voice.

‘Do you find that hard to believe?’

‘Well I suppose it’s unusual.’

‘I love it,’ he replied. ‘It helps out my sister, Ronnie, while she’s at work and I get to have all the fun.’

‘Good for you,’ said Cat. ‘I love my job too.’

‘And what about this temporary arrangement?’

Cat gave a little cough. ‘It’s proving to be an education.’

Finn laughed. ‘You’ve just got to relax and go with it.’

Cat was irritated by the insinuation that she wasn’t able to do this but their conversation was interrupted by the return of Claire and the girls.

‘Turned out to be a bit more of a lengthy visit than I’d hoped,’ she said cheerfully. ‘How about we find somewhere for a picnic, maybe on the patch of green outside the playground?’

‘Yay, picnic!’ cried Ellie.

Cat went to grab the picnic bag but Finn got there first. ‘Allow me,’ he said with a smile, walking towards the gate. ‘Boys! Food time!’ he cried. Cat noticed with secret envy how Charlie and James nodded and followed without argument.

Claire nudged Cat as they walked behind. ‘So-o, what do you think? He’s gorgeous, isn’t he?’

Cat didn’t want to get into a debate about the relative merits of this man. ‘Absolutely,’ she said flashing her best PR smile.

They spread two large picnic blankets under a large oak tree and the adults started to unpack the food. Cat opened the bag Andrew had prepared and peered at the sandwich fillings.

‘I think there’s tuna or cheese,’ she said to the children.

‘Isn’t there any ham?’ asked Charlie.

Cat could see this was another test and she wasn’t really in the mood. ‘No. There’s cheese or tuna,’ she said firmly.

‘Swap you,’ said Finn, holding out his sandwich to Charlie and smiling at Cat.

‘It’s okay, Finn,’ said Charlie, his neck flushing pink.

‘Seriously, mate. I’d rather have cheese.’

‘Are you sure?’ asked Charlie.

‘Yep. Here you go.’

‘Thanks,’ said Charlie.

Cat should have probably been grateful for this intervention but in truth she found it annoying. She ate her own sandwich in silence whilst Claire and Finn chatted. Ellie and her friends munched happily on their sandwiches. When she had finished, Ellie came and sat very close to Finn.

‘Hey, Miss Ellie. I haven’t had a chance to talk to you today. How’s tricks?’

‘Tricks are fine, thank you, Finn. Do you like my Auntie Cat?’

Finn glanced up at Cat, his eyes sparkling with amusement. ‘Well I don’t know. What do you think?’

Ellie thought for a moment. ‘She’s actually okay. She took us to a really nice restaurant yesterday but I was sick.’

‘Oh that’s a shame.’

‘Yes it was. Do you think you might want to marry my Auntie Cat?’

Cat nearly choked on the remainder of her sandwich and Finn laughed. ‘I think it’s too soon to say but probably.’

Claire grinned at Cat. ‘Good for you, girl.’

‘I’m glad my future is all sorted then,’ said Cat shaking her head.

‘You should be. I’m quite a catch,’ joked Finn.

After lunch, Cat went to buy more coffee and ice-creams for the children. When she returned, she noticed that Finn had joined the boys in a game of football. He had also picked up her beloved Kelly bag to mark the goals. ‘We needed some goalposts,’ he said with a grin. ‘You don’t mind, do you?’

It was said as a challenge. Charlie was watching her with scowling expectation. She couldn’t refuse. ‘Okay,’ she said. Never mind about marrying him, she was starting to hate this man.

They ate their ice-creams quickly and went back to the game. The girls had picked handfuls of daisies and were attempting to make daisy-chain bracelets. It made Cat falter for a second as she remembered making them as a child; why did every innocent activity she undertook with the kids bring back a forgotten memory? She sat a little distance away and watched as Claire showed them how to thread one stem through another. Cat closed her eyes and let the sun wash over her for a moment. She felt someone standing quite close to her and opened her eyes to see Ellie’s friend Daisy holding out a neat little bracelet of flowers. Cat hesitated for a second, so the little girl shoved it under her nose.

‘I made it for you,’ she said seriously. ‘You looked sad and I thought you would like it.’

Cat was amazed and touched. ‘Thank you, Daisy. That’s very sweet of you.’

‘I made you one too,’ said Ellie, pushing her way forwards.

‘And me,’ squeaked Izzy.

Claire laughed. ‘Nice to be popular, eh?’

‘Yes,’ said Cat, her voice wavering a little. ‘Yes it is. Thank you, girls.’

‘S’okay. Come on!’ cried Ellie as they skipped back to Claire.

Cat felt flustered by her reaction and decided to distract herself by checking her phone.

‘You’re a slave to social media, aren’t you?’ said Finn jogging over, picking up a water bottle and taking a deep gulp.

‘I’ll have you know that social media is the thing that makes the world go round,’ she said.

‘Is it indeed? Isn’t it just for needy people with low self-esteem constantly searching for some meaning in their lives?’

The comment was teasing but it made Cat bristle. ‘Actually, it’s very useful and necessary. It has helped people start revolutions and change the world.’

‘Oh right.’ Finn grinned. ‘How many revolutions have you started then?’ he quipped before jogging off to join the boys again.

Cat was furious. She could honestly say that she’d never met such an irritating man in her life before. She stared back at her phone. Today was the day of the Paradise Rivers perfume launch and her feed was awash with comments from supporters and trolls. The reality TV star was trending and if she had been at work, Cat would have been delighted with this result. Today, however, she felt dissatisfied. She threw her phone to one side and turned her attention to the boys’ football game. Charlie had just scored a goal, shooting the ball past James. Finn cheered and gave him a jubilant high five. Cat found his exhibitionist chumminess with the kids beyond annoying. She couldn’t believe the magnetism he seemed to have over people. She liked Claire but she could honestly say that she wouldn’t be in a hurry to meet up with Finn again.

At that moment she noticed a small dog running towards them. She watched in horror as it made a beeline for her handbag. The world seemed to move in slow motion and Cat couldn’t act in time to prevent the horror of the dog firstly sniffing and then lifting one of its tiny back legs before neatly peeing all over her prized possession.

Charlie and James fell about laughing. To his credit, Finn did shout at the dog and shoo it away but even he was suppressing a snigger as he carried the offending article back to Cat.

‘You might want to wipe this,’ he chuckled.

‘Oh no!’ cried Claire, rushing over with a packet of wipes. ‘That looks like a nice bag. Was it expensive?’

‘Yes, yes it was,’ said Cat weakly as she observed the urine-soaked green leather.

‘First rule of looking after kids,’ said Finn cheerfully, ‘never bring or wear anything that you aren’t prepared to take home covered in urine, poo, vomit or a combination of all three.’

‘I’ll bear that in mind,’ said Cat through gritted teeth.

On the way home Ellie declared it to be ‘the best day ever’, and even Charlie seemed cheerful.

Later that evening, Cat sat in the garden with her brother, nursing a glass of wine. ‘So,’ he said innocently, ‘what did you make of Finn?’

‘Smug, irritating and a know-it-all,’ declared Cat.

‘Right,’ said Andrew. ‘So you quite liked him then.’ Cat stuck out her tongue. ‘Still. The kids enjoyed it and at least you didn’t have to deal with any vomit today.’

‘No just dog’s urine,’ she observed. ‘Anyway, things are improving. Ellie told me I was “okay”.’

‘Praise indeed.’ Andrew smiled. ‘Well I think you’re doing a great job, sis,’ he added, knocking his glass against hers.

‘I’m learning to go with the flow,’ said Cat.

‘Sounds like something Finn might say,’ observed Andrew.

Cat frowned. ‘Don’t be ridiculous.’


Chapter Six

Cat paid the cab driver, adding a generous tip in recognition of the terrible Friday night traffic, and stepped onto the pavement, tucking the wine bottle under her arm. She looked up at the three-storey Notting Hill townhouse. The west London location had been the choice of Jesse’s wife, Alexandra, after she saw the movie of the same name and decided that if it was good enough for Hugh Grant and Julia Roberts then it was definitely good enough for Alexandra Lorenzo. Jesse had been desperate to make his supermodel wife happy and gave in quickly, despite the property’s impractical positioning for Hemingway Media’s east London offices.

Even though she travelled the globe, Alexandra had a strong sense of home and had wanted to settle somewhere not too far from her family back in Barcelona. She also found the British reserve to be at odds with her passionate Spanish nature but Notting Hill had its own cosmopolitan identity where you could be who you were, particularly if you were rich. The house had been her project, not that she had broken a nail over it, but she had enjoyed working with the best architects, project managers and interior designers money could buy.

Cat climbed the steps, rapped the heavy lion-faced knocker and took a step back. Warm light pooled out from the wide oak-floored hall as an attractive young girl dressed all in black greeted her with a smile.

‘Good evening. May I take your coat?’ she asked. Cat felt her insides sink. She’d thought this was going to be a relaxed Friday evening with her old friend but was starting to smell a rat.

‘Thank you,’ she said, stepping inside, putting down the bottle on the ornate hall table and slipping off her coat. She was glad now that she had decided to wear a dress.

Huge photographs from shoots Alexandra had done for Vogue, Harper’s and Tatler lined the walls, along with the pictures of Jesse and Alexandra, which Mario Testino had taken as an engagement present. Cat looked at herself in the hall mirror, smoothing a stray strand of hair and checking her teeth for lipstick.

‘Cat, I am so glad you are here,’ cried Alexandra, emerging from a door to the left of the hall. ‘Is that a Diane von Furstenberg? I think I have it in green,’ she added, reaching out a hand to stroke the sleeve of Cat’s purple tunic dress as she casually kissed Cat on both cheeks and then once again for good measure.

‘It is. It’s good to see you, Alex. Jesse said you had to go out so this is a lovely surprise. I didn’t realise it was a dinner party though. I would have made more effort,’ said Cat, smoothing her dress self-consciously and glancing at the waitress.

‘Nonsense, Catereen, you look as stunning as ever,’ said Alexandra, who really did look stunning. She was wearing a low-cut figure-hugging catsuit made of red silk. Her mane of dark hair caressed her shoulders and her face was perfect: dark eyes, a delicate nose and plump kissable lips. Her feet were bare but her toenails were painted gold and her olive skin seem to glow with deep radiance. It was no wonder she featured every year in any poll listing the world’s sexiest women, usually in the top ten.

Cat smiled. When she first met Alexandra five years ago, she had made a conscious decision not to be intimidated by her beauty. There was no point in Cat’s line of work. You were the facilitator and guide; these people walked a different path. Besides, she liked Alexandra. She wasn’t like some supermodels she’d met; she had a genuine side and always looked after those who mattered to her. She had bought homes for all her family and some friends as well. The fact that she was married to the man whom Cat loved was not her fault and, anyway, Cat knew that it was more the idea of Jesse that she loved. He was her archetypal ideal man and everyone knew that ideals rarely existed in real life. She was also genuinely happy for Jesse and Alex. They were her friends and she wanted them to be happy. ‘I’m afraid I only brought this,’ said Cat, holding out a cheap bottle of wine. It had been a joke for Jesse’s benefit – a reference to cheap plonk being the only thing they could afford as students.

Alexandra smiled graciously. ‘I’m sure it will be delicious. Thank you,’ she purred. She handed the bottle over to the girl who had let Cat in. ‘And now, pleeease don’t be cross with Jesse and me. We have invited a leee-tel surprise guest for you.’

Cat felt her stomach drop. She knew what was coming. She wasn’t a fan of surprises at the best of times, particularly when they came in the form of mystery men. She also found it endlessly irritating that Jesse, her brother and the rest of the world seemed to be intent on setting her up with members of the opposite sex. Mind you, today’s offering had to be better than the smug, annoying Finn. A date with Genghis Khan would be preferable to an evening with Finn.

The waitress returned with a tray of champagne and Alexandra plucked up a glass and handed it to Cat, a playful pout on her face. ‘Forgive us but he is completely gorgeous, one of Jesse’s old friends – you might even know him – Rob?’

Cat knew Rob. It was true, he was gorgeous but the last time Cat had met him, he had been about to get married. She took a gulp of champagne and followed Alexandra into the lounge.

‘Here she is!’ cried Jesse, jumping up to meet her and kissing her on the cheek. ‘Do you forgive me, Kit Kat?’ he whispered into her ear.

Cat was momentarily transported back to their first term at university. She and Jesse had both been studying English and as they also lived in the same hall of residence and shared a love of Crowded House’s music, they had quickly become friends. She had been attracted to him from the second they met, but for Jesse it had been clear that Cat was the sister he had always longed for. She had wondered if this might change as they stayed up until two playing cards, drinking cheap gin and sharing their youthful ideals. One night, they were singing ‘It’s Only Natural’, after drinking a copious amount of gin, when Jesse turned to Cat and said out of the blue, ‘I love you, Cat Nightingale.’ She had stared at him for a moment before she burst out laughing but he had grabbed her hands. ‘No, don’t laugh. It’s true. I really, really love you.’

She had stopped laughing at that moment and looked him directly in the eye. ‘I really, really love you too.’ There was a split second – a moment’s recognition before their lips met. He took her head in his hands and they were kissing, hungry and slightly clumsy as their teeth knocked together, but they kept going. They were kneeling in front of one another, lips locked, fumbling at each other’s clothes. They undressed each another awkwardly, drunkenness and the sheer number of clothes due to sub-arctic student rooms making it impossible to be sensual.

Jesse lay back on the floor and pulled Cat, now in her underwear, on top of him. He smiled up at her, stroking her arms and breasts with tender care. ‘You’re so beautiful,’ he said. Cat grinned down at him and bent over to kiss his neck and ears. He murmured approval and she continued to work her way down his body, kissing his chest and stroking his arms. This was the moment – the moment when she would fall in love for ever. For so long, she had told herself that it didn’t exist, but with Jesse she was starting to believe again. She glanced up at his face. His eyes were closed and his chest was moving up and down peacefully.

It was at that moment she realised he was asleep. She sat back on her haunches and admired his perfect face for a while before she started to feel cold. She fetched him a blanket and a cushion before curling up in her single bed. The next morning she had expected that they would laugh about it and pick up where they had left off but Jesse had been sheepish and apologetic. He thought too much of her and didn’t want to spoil their friendship. Cat was no romantic fool and she could see the sense of this but she was human too and the hurt niggled her like a splinter. Jesse knew she was upset; he bought Cat her favourite chocolate bar and hugged her tightly, whispering in her ear, ‘I’m a bloody fool and you deserve so much better than me. Do you forgive me?’

Cat shivered at the memory now and pulled away quickly as she had all those years ago. ‘I haven’t decided yet,’ she said eyeing Rob who was sitting on the sofa, spearing an olive from a tray in front of him.

‘Rob, you remember Cat, don’t you?’ cried Jesse with smiling encouragement.

Rob looked up. Cat could tell he was nervous. He looked unsure of what to do with the dangling olive so he thrust it into his mouth and sprung to his feet, wiping his right hand on his trousers before holding it out to Cat. ‘Of courth,’ he sputtered through a mouthful of antipasto. ‘How are you?’

Cat accepted his oily handshake with reluctance. ‘I’m very well. It’s good to see you,’ she said, noticing that he wasn’t wearing a wedding ring.

‘Yes, it’s been a while, hasn’t it? I think I was about to tie the knot when we last met,’ he said cheerfully. Then his face changed like a child remembering that it was no longer happy. ‘We divorced earlier this year.’

‘More champagne?’ cried Alexandra, gesturing for the waitress to top up their glasses. Cat noticed Rob drain his half-full glass and hold it out for more.

‘I would like to propose a toast,’ said Jesse holding up his glass. ‘To friends, old and new.’

They echoed his words. ‘So Cat, Jesse has been telling me how well you guys are doing,’ said Rob. ‘You have a seriously impressive list of clients.’

Cat nodded. ‘We’ve done very well.’ Jesse smiled encouragingly. He obviously hadn’t mentioned the Diaz incident. Cat took this as a good sign.

‘And what about you? Anyone special in your life?’

Cat took a sip of her champagne and shook her head. ‘Nope. I’m single and carefree.’

‘Good for you,’ said Rob. ‘Although, all work and no play makes Cat a dull girl, no?’

Cat shrugged. ‘I’ve never had any complaints and as half of all marriages end in divorce, you couldn’t say it’s got that much going for it, could you?’

‘Ooh touché, she’s got you there, Rob!’ laughed Jesse trying to jolly them along.

A flicker of irritation passed over Rob’s face but he laughed along with everyone else. He drained his glass and looked around. ‘Excuse me, I need to go to the little boy’s room,’ he said, making for the door.

‘It’s past the staircase on the right.’ Alexandra smiled.

Jesse was looking at Cat with eyebrows raised. ‘What?’ she said.

‘Go easy on Rob. He’s had a tough time, you know.’

Cat shrugged. ‘He started it. Anyway, am I not allowed to defend myself?’

‘Of course, darling,’ murmured Alexandra. ‘It’s just that he is single and you are single.’

‘So therefore we have to get it together?’

‘No, darling, but you have to be realistic when you get to your mid-thirties. The men are no longer queuing up,’ said Alexandra with a flick of her hair. ‘And divorced men are grateful for the attention.’

Cat was used to Alexandra’s directness but even so she nearly choked on her champagne. ‘I’ll bear that in mind.’

Alexandra squeezed her arm. ‘We just want you to be happy, Catereen.’

‘I am happy,’ said Cat with a little too much force. ‘And I hate to disappoint you but I don’t think Rob “Charm Offensive” Waters and I are going to be available for double dates any time soon.’

Alexandra gave her a rueful look. ‘Just give him a chance, please?’

Cat laughed. ‘Well I’m here now and I want my dinner. Will that do?’

‘Where is Rob anyway?’ asked Jesse.

‘Dinner is served,’ said the waitress appearing behind them. They made their way into the dining room. It was a beautiful space and the designers had done a fantastic job merging the original features of the room with a more contemporary feel. The dining table was decorated with flowers and candles and a delicious smell was coming from the kitchen. They took their places as Rob rejoined them.

‘I’m starving,’ he declared winking at the waitress, who blushed.

The food was delicious. There were crab doughnuts to start followed by a lobster and black truffle risotto. Dessert was a berry Pavlova, as light as a cloud.

‘My compliments to the chef,’ said Rob as they finished, ‘whoever he or she is.’

‘She was a finalist on MasterChef three years ago.’ Jesse smiled. ‘She’s launching a new restaurant soon and wants us to do her PR.’

‘Is she single? Because she knows the way to my heart, I can tell you,’ declared Rob. He had been knocking back the very acceptable Riesling that was served with the main course and was becoming more loquacious with every sip. ‘Do you do much cooking, Cat?’

Cat wiped her mouth on a napkin. ‘Not if I can help it. I get to eat out a lot and we’re rather spoilt for choice in London these days.’

Rob looked at her through glassy eyes. ‘Good for you. My wife, I mean ex-wife, liked to eat out too. Not with me, of course. No, it was her yoga instructor, I think, who made a really good dinner companion,’ he said bitterly.

‘Coffee anyone?’ asked Jesse, trying to break Rob’s downward spiral.

‘Please,’ said Cat.

‘Not that they did much eating or indeed yoga,’ continued Rob. ‘But obviously they found a lot of time for shagging. In our bedroom as it turns out.’ Cat and Alexandra exchanged glances. Rob looked up at them with misty eyes. ‘I mean is it too much to ask for people to remain faithful once they’re married? Whatever happened to “’til death us do part”?’

Jesse got up from his chair and patted his friend on the shoulder. ‘Come on, mate. It’s done. You’ve got to try and move on.’

Rob looked up at him for a moment before burying his head in Jesse’s chest. ‘I really loved her, Jesse, you know?’ he sobbed.

Jesse grimaced at Cat as he patted Rob on the back. ‘I know, mate, I know.’

‘We’ll go through to the living room,’ said Alexandra, gesturing for Cat to follow her. Jesse nodded and did his best to comfort his inconsolable friend.

Once in the lounge, Alexandra sat down on the pink velvet chaise longue and stretched out her beautiful long legs. She gave Cat a sheepish look. ‘I am so sorree, Cat. Jesse thought it was a good idea.’

Cat shrugged. ‘Don’t worry. He’s obviously having a tough time. No harm done.’

Alexandra touched her on the arm. ‘I am also very sorree about this business at work. I am sure Jesse will sort everything very soon for you. I know he misses you.’

Cat was touched. This evening was making her realise how much she missed him too. Coming to Jesse’s house and being back in child-free luxury felt very familiar and comforting.

‘But you are doing a good thing for your brother, I think?’

‘I think so,’ said Cat.

‘You are lucky to have this time with the children.’ Lucky isn’t exactly the word I would use, thought Cat. ‘How old are they?’

‘Charlie is ten and Ellie is six.’

Alexandra looked wistful. ‘I would love to have a six-year-old girl – a little princess.’ She smiled. ‘I bet she’s adorable.’

‘She’s…’ Cat searched for the word ‘…very spirited.’

‘Ahhh, you are lucky.’ Alexandra seemed lost in her thoughts for a moment. ‘Did Jesse tell you that Maybelline have offered me a contract?’

‘That’s wonderful!’ cried Cat. Her companion sighed. ‘Isn’t it?’

Alexandra fixed her beautiful brown eyes on Cat. ‘I want a baby,’ she said.

Cat kept her smile fixed. She knew that Jesse, like Cat, didn’t want children. ‘Have you talked to Jesse?’ she asked.

‘Have you talked to Jesse about what?’ asked Jesse, joining them from the other room. Alexandra pursed her lips and stared up at her husband. ‘Oh Alex, not the baby thing. I thought we’d decided. You were so excited about getting back into modelling. This could be huge.’

Alexandra’s eyes flashed with anger. ‘You decided. I did not.’

Jesse ran a hand through his dark hair. ‘Let’s not do this now.’

Alexandra jumped up. ‘Why? Why can we not talk about this? Cat is our friend. I do not care if she hears.’

Jesse shook his head. ‘This was supposed to be a nice, relaxing evening.’

‘Well your friend Rob has put an end to that, no?’ cried Alexandra. ‘And I cannot change how I feel. We have this life and this great big house but it feels empty to me.’

‘You’re just bored,’ said Jesse unwisely.

Alexandra turned on him. ‘You do not understand how it is for a woman. It is part of us to want children.’

‘Not for Cat,’ said Jesse.

Whoa there, fella, thought Cat, don’t drag me into this.

Alexandra looked at Cat. ‘She just has not found the right person, have you?’

Cat cleared her throat. ‘It isn’t for me to comment,’ she said. ‘Every woman is different.’

‘So you do not want to have a child. Not ever?’ asked Alexandra, clearly crestfallen.

‘Is that so hard to believe?’ replied Cat desperately.

Alexandra stared at her for a moment before turning to Jesse. He had a slight air of superiority about him now and Cat felt sorry for Alexandra. She needn’t have worried though. Alexandra approached her husband and jabbed him in the chest. ‘Thees does not change a thing. You need to decide what you want. I know what I want. Do you?’ she hissed before turning on her heel and storming from the room, slamming the door behind her.

There was a moment’s pause before Jesse turned to Cat and started to laugh, rolling his eyes as he did. ‘Sorry about that. I didn’t actually intend for you to get caught up in the middle of that particular domestic.’

Cat eyed her friend. ‘She seems pretty determined, Jesse.’

Jesse dismissed her concerns with a wave of his hand. ‘Last year she wanted a chihuahua and the year before it was a home cinema. It’ll probably be a handbag next week.’

Cat loved Jesse dearly but she felt this was harsh. ‘I’m not so sure.’

‘Don’t give it a second thought, Kit Kat.’ He grinned. In all the years Cat had known him, she could count on one hand the number of times she had seen him angry or ruffled. He had an innate ability to brush things off and carry on regardless. Nothing ever bothered Jesse. It was one of the things she liked most about him.

‘Well if you’re sure,’ she said.

‘I am,’ he said, sitting down next to her and patting her knee. ‘And can I apologise for Rob. It was all my idea to invite him and all my fault that it didn’t go to plan. I think it was too soon for him to start dating again. Poor guy, he’s very fragile.’

Cat shrugged. ‘You know me. Even if you’d brought in Ryan Gosling, I probably would have found something wrong with him.’

‘Too good-looking?’ Jesse grinned again.

‘Absolutely.’ Cat smiled. ‘And that effortless charm – euw!’ She shuddered and they both laughed.

Jesse nudged her. ‘I miss you, Kit Kat.’

‘I miss you too,’ she said quietly.

Jesse put an arm around her. ‘You know I want you back, don’t you?’

Cat relaxed and let herself bask in the moment. It sounded so intimate. ‘I know.’

Jesse sighed and looked up at the ceiling. ‘It’s just Donald Carter. He’s proving to be a tough nut to crack.’

Cat looked straight ahead. She would not get upset. She knew how tough the American could be and he had every right. He had a majority stake in their business. And that’s all he cared about. Business. It was just business. ‘I understand.’

He squeezed her to him. ‘But don’t worry. I’m on it. I’m having lunch with Donald next week. I know I can talk him round, okay?’

‘Okay,’ said Cat. She felt as if she were floating above her life, out of control. It was as if someone else was pulling all the strings.

‘Hey, don’t worry. You trust me, don’t you?’ he asked, sitting back and touching her on the shoulder.

Cat felt the warmth of his touch and knew she had no choice. ‘Of course.’

He kissed her on the top of the head. ‘That’s my girl. I can’t manage without my Kit Kat and I’m going to do everything I can to get her back.’

Cat smiled and pulled away. She knew Jesse was doing his best but she still hated the feeling that there was nothing she could do to change things.

The living room door flew open and Alexandra stood there, wide-eyed with renewed fury. ‘Ding-ding, round two,’ murmured Jesse to Cat. He turned to his wife with a look of smiling innocence. ‘What is it, my darling?’

‘Let me just say that we will not be using that catering firm again,’ she said, gesturing with her head towards the hall. Jesse and Cat got up and followed her out of the room.

They could clearly hear the sounds of frantic sexual activity coming from the downstairs bathroom. Rob’s urgent cries of, ‘Oh yeah, yeah, that’s it, yeah, yeah,’ were increasing in frequency and volume before a prolonged, ‘yeeeeeeaaaaaaaaaaaaaah,’ brought an end to proceedings. Cat and Jesse looked at one another and started to giggle like snooping teenagers. Alexandra stared at them both before throwing up her hands and flouncing up the stairs, uttering a stream of colourful Spanish expletives.

Jesse nudged Cat. ‘Sometimes it’s a blessing that I don’t know what those mean,’ he giggled.

Cat laughed. She loved moments like these; this was what she missed. She felt closer to Jesse than she ever had to any man she had been romantically involved with; they knew each other so well.

Moments later the lock on the bathroom door clicked open and Rob appeared, his face pink with exertion. He seemed surprised at the welcoming committee waiting for him but as soon as he saw their amused faces, he laughed. The waitress appeared behind him, doing her best to straighten her uniform. She was mortified to see her employer standing before her. This made Jesse and Cat laugh even harder.

‘I don’t remember telling you it was going to be that sort of party,’ chuckled Jesse.

Rob held up his hands. ‘Sorry. I couldn’t help myself. It’s been a while,’ he said.

The waitress blushed and darted back to the safety of the kitchen. Cat turned to Jesse. ‘Well thank you for a most entertaining evening,’ she laughed, kissing him on the cheek. ‘Rob, I would say it was a pleasure but I think the pleasure was all yours.’ She grinned. Rob looked sheepish.

‘I’ll call you next week and let you know how it goes with Donald,’ said Jesse, escorting her down the steps of the house and into a waiting taxi. ‘Have a good weekend.’

‘You too.’ She smiled. She climbed into the taxi and watched Jesse until he became a waving dot in the distance. She turned back and looked out of the window, watching as the houses sped by taking her closer to home. The weekend loomed large; normally she would have been working on a campaign or attending an event. In her newfound role as weekday nanny, Cat realised with rising anxiety that for the first time in her life, she had two days ahead of her with absolutely nothing to do.


Chapter Seven

‘Earth to Cat. Are you receiving me?’

Cat glanced up from her egg-white omelette to see Ava waving a forkful of cubed watermelon at her. ‘Sorry, did you say something?’

Ava shook her head in disbelief. ‘Sweet potato, I’m worried about you. You don’t seem yourself today. I mean I know you’ve got all this crap with work but still, there’s something different about you. I can’t quite put my finger on it.’ She sat back and regarded her friend with a practised eye.

‘Sorry,’ repeated Cat. ‘I’m just a bit distracted.’ She took a bite of her omelette and looked around the room. ‘I might order some chips,’ she added.

Ava looked astonished. ‘Whatever happened to carb-free Cat?’

Cat laughed. ‘I’m hungry.’

Ava chuckled. ‘Well good for you, honey. I feel as if I’ve been on a diet since 1978.’ She looked down sadly at her fruit salad. ‘Hang it, get a bowl and I’ll share them with you.’

Twenty minutes later, the friends were staring at an empty bowl of chips. Ava grinned at Cat. ‘That felt good. So, tell me, how’s life with the rug rats?’

‘Honestly?’

Ava put her hand on her heart as if preparing for an awful truth. ‘I can take it.’

‘Unpredictable, noisy, infuriating, trying, cheeky, rude, funny with occasional moments of sweetness.’

‘Sounds pretty much like your client list.’

Cat laughed. ‘Yes, I suppose there are similarities except that I don’t get paid.’

‘That’ll be motherhood then.’

‘Except that I’m not their mother. Mothers want to be there. They choose to have children and they love them unconditionally.’

‘So don’t you love these little urchins then?’

It was a simple question and Cat realised that she hadn’t considered it until this moment. What did it mean to love someone? She loved her brother. That was easy. But did she love his children by default? Or maybe it was that thing that happens in families where you loved them but didn’t necessarily like them? That wasn’t right either. She didn’t dislike the children; they were just there. ‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘I care for them and they’re my brother’s children so maybe it comes with the territory. You love your family, don’t you?’

Ava shrugged. ‘Couldn’t stand mine. That’s partly why I left New York and never went back.’

‘Never?’

‘I went back to see friends but never my folks.’

‘I’m sorry,’ said Cat.

‘Don’t be,’ declared Ava. ‘I’m not.’

Cat thought about the kids for a moment. ‘Charlie can be a little shit. Did I tell you about him running off on that trip to London?’

Ava nodded. ‘Sounds as if he was putting you through your paces.’

‘Trying to give me a heart attack more likely,’ said Cat. ‘But there’s more going on than he lets on. I think there’s some unhappiness inside him. He lashes out from time to time and doesn’t really know how to deal with it. Whereas Ellie is very straightforward. She tells it like it is.’

‘A girl after my own heart.’ Ava smiled.

Cat nodded. ‘And mine. She told me that she didn’t like me but the other day she made me a daisy-chain bracelet. She’s quite funny too. I guess they’re both missing their mum.’

Ava regarded her friend for a moment. ‘Cat?’

‘Hmm?’

‘It sounds to me as if you’re getting into this new role and dare I say even enjoying it a little?’

Cat frowned. ‘Well you know me. I don’t do things by halves. I wouldn’t say I was enjoying it but you know I like a challenge. Anyway, it’s only a temporary thing, until Jesse sorts things out with the Americans. He’s meeting up with Donald Carter next week.’

Ava looked confused. ‘I don’t think so, honey.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘I would know if Donald Carter was coming to town. We go way back.’

‘Oh well he probably meant that they have a conference call scheduled,’ said Cat quickly, knowing that this was unlikely.

‘Yeah, that’s probably it,’ said Ava, but the look on her face told Cat she didn’t believe it either. ‘Anyway, apart from taking vomiting children to Michelin-starred restaurants, what have you been up to?’ she asked, changing the subject.

Cat considered her weekend so far. She had woken early on Saturday as usual, got her digital hit as usual over a coffee at home and, knowing that she had no work commitments or indeed work to do, had decided to head into the West End for a spot of shopping. Usually, this would have been a rare treat for Cat – a chance to browse, select and purchase; to indulge in a little bit of time for herself. She had headed straight for Selfridges and made a beeline for the handbag department. She had her mind on a replacement for her Kelly bag following what she was now calling ‘wee-gate’. She had disinfected the bag thoroughly but she wasn’t sure she would ever see it in the same light again.

The handbag department was Cat’s sweetshop; she loved to take in everything at once and then hone in on anything special that caught her eye. Today it was a Givenchy purse in a shade of dark cherry, made from soft Italian leather. To Cat’s mind, its three hundred and fifty pound price tag was entirely reasonable and she was considering buying one of each colour when she heard a small child’s fractious cry.

She looked up to see a woman of her age or a little younger trying to manoeuvre her way around the handbag displays. At first Cat couldn’t believe that her precious child-free weekend was being intruded upon, and then she noticed that the woman was doing her best to ignore her son as she browsed the shelves. The boy, who looked around two years old, was flailing around, getting increasingly frustrated at his mother’s lack of attention.

‘Oh do be quiet, Caspar,’ hissed the woman. ‘Can’t you let Mummy have one second to herself?’

Cat looked over and noticed the dark shadows under the woman’s eyes and air of exhausted impatience. The child looked similarly worn out and was squirming in his pushchair, turning round to look back to where they had come from. Cat followed his line of vision and spotted a forlorn toy monkey over by the escalator. Without thinking she hurried over, scooped up the toy and carried it back to the now inconsolable child.

‘Did you lose this?’ she asked, holding it out to him.

The little boy was stunned into silence, his face awash with snot and tears. He gazed up at Cat and reached out his pudgy hands. ‘Bobo!’ he cried with a gummy smile, clutching the toy to his chest.

The woman turned with a suspicious frown, which soon dissolved into a look of grateful relief when she realised what Cat had done. ‘Oh thank you so much,’ she said, hurrying over. ‘I had no idea he’d dropped it.’ She glanced at the handbag she was holding and then back at Cat. ‘You must think I’m a terrible mother.’

‘Not at all,’ said Cat. ‘Everyone needs a treat sometimes,’ she added, gesturing at the bag. ‘That one’s gorgeous.’

The woman’s face broke into a relieved smile. ‘Yes, we do, don’t we? Is that what you’re doing? Treating yourself while someone looks after your kids?’

Cat looked down at the purse she was still holding. ‘Er yes. The kids are with their dad.’ It was only a half-lie. ‘Have a lovely day,’ she said turning to leave. ‘Bye, Caspar,’ she added, smiling at the little boy.

‘Bobo!’ He grinned, holding up his beloved tatty toy.

‘And Bobo.’ Cat smiled. She carried the purse to the till and was about to reach for her Gold Amex when she had a change of heart. ‘I’m going to go away and think about it,’ she said to the shop assistant.

‘Very good, madam.’ The woman nodded.

Cat spent the rest of the day wandering around London, letting its bustling commotion wash over her but feeling disconnected from it. She phoned Ava to arrange breakfast the next day; she had wanted to re-engage with her old world. She felt as if a door had closed and she wasn’t sure if she would find the key to open it again.

‘I went shopping yesterday,’ Cat said finally.

Ava looked relieved. ‘Retail therapy never fails eh?’

‘Absolutely.’ Cat nodded.

A few hours later, Cat found herself standing outside her brother’s house, her hand poised ready to ring the bell. She had made the decision to come here but she couldn’t quite work out why. After she left Ava, it seemed like the right thing to do. It wasn’t that Cat wanted to see the kids – quite the contrary – but she knew that she didn’t want to go home either. Without her job to underpin her existence, the prospect of going back to an empty flat and spending an afternoon on social media seemed like a mistake.

Cat couldn’t quite believe that she was seeing it in these terms; social media had long been the backbone of her existence – a daily habit as natural as brushing her teeth – but somehow it didn’t fit with the new order of things. It also reminded her of what she was missing. Easy banter was fine if you had someone to share it with, and the thing about social media and the PR world was that it worked in cliques. You were either in or you were out. Unfortunately for Cat, she was out at this moment and wouldn’t be back in until the cliques said so. It was harsh but that was how it was.

Cat also knew that she wouldn’t have a hope in hell of rejoining this world until Jesse had persuaded Donald to let her back and after her conversation with Ava, she was doing her best to dismiss the nagging feeling that Jesse might be lying to her. Their relationship had always been built on a combination of good humour, straight-talking and trust, but Cat was starting to wonder if he was merely telling her what she wanted to hear. Still, Jesse was her only hope so she had to keep believing in him, if only for her own sanity.

She pressed the bell firmly and there was a pause before Ellie squawked, ‘I’ll get it!’

This was shortly followed by a male voice, which Cat didn’t recognise immediately, calling, ‘I think you better let me answer it, in case it’s a mad axe murderer.’

The door opened and Cat nearly turned on her heels as Finn stood before her with a wide grin on his face. ‘Oh yes, it is a mad axe murderer, see?’ He stepped back to let Ellie and Daisy get a better look.

Ellie giggled as if Finn had made the best joke ever. ‘That’s not an axe murderer. It’s just Cat.’

Finn peered at her for a second. ‘Oh yes, so it is. You never can tell though,’ he added, winking at the girls.

Cat rolled her eyes. ‘Is there any chance I could come in, please?’

Finn and Ellie exchanged glances. ‘She did say please,’ observed Daisy.

Finn patted his niece on the head. ‘Very true. In that case, you may,’ said Finn giving a swooping bow and taking a step back so that Cat could enter.

‘Please don’t feel you have to put on a show for my benefit,’ said Cat, walking into the hall. ‘I wanted to see Andrew really.’

‘Sorry to disappoint you but I’m afraid he’s out,’ replied Finn, his smile dissolving.

‘Oh, right,’ said Cat peering into the living room and noticing a tea party set up on the floor. ‘Well I don’t want to intrude.’

‘Come and have some tea,’ said Ellie.

Cat looked at her niece and saw something imploring in her eyes. This was new. ‘All right,’ she heard herself say. She let the small girls lead her into the living room and took a seat on the sofa.

‘No, you have to come and sit on the blanket,’ said Daisy sternly.

Cat glanced at Finn. ‘I’m game if you are.’ He grinned.

Of course you are, thought Cat irritably. She would never have come if she’d thought that this was how her afternoon was going to pan out.

‘Tea?’ asked Ellie.

‘Yes please,’ said Cat. Ellie poured some liquid from the teapot into a tiny china cup and handed it to Cat.

‘What do you say?’ demanded Ellie.

‘Thank you,’ said Cat, trying to ignore Finn’s idiotic grin.

Ellie nodded and did the same for everyone else. She picked up her own cup and saucer, her pinkie raised delicately in the air. ‘And now we drink,’ she commanded.

Cat watched as Finn took a sip and did the same. She winced as she tasted orange squash that had been diluted with the merest dribble of water. ‘Delicious,’ croaked Cat.

Ellie seemed satisfied and picked up a plate. ‘Biscuit?’ she asked and then leant over to whisper. ‘But don’t eat them because they’re made of plasticine.’

Cat was grateful for the heads-up. She took one and pretended to eat it. ‘Nom, nom, nom – lovely!’ she declared.

Ellie beamed with pleasure. Cat noticed that Finn was watching her with a smile – judgemental so and so. ‘Now, girls, why don’t you go out into the garden for a bit and I’ll make Cat a real cup of tea.’ The girls leapt up and ran happily towards the back door.

Finn turned to Cat. ‘You’re a natural at parties,’ he said.

She stared at him assuming that this was another jibe. ‘Is that a dig about the world I come from?’ she asked defensively.

He sighed. ‘No, it was actually meant as a compliment.’

‘Oh.’

He turned to her, his face serious for once. ‘Look, Cat, I think we might have got off on the wrong foot.’

‘I don’t know what you mean.’

He raised his eyebrows. ‘Oh I think you do. You think I’m a know-it-all because I’m good at dealing with kids and you think I’ve got a downer on the world you come from.’

‘Haven’t you then?’

Finn held up his hands. ‘Only as much as you’ve got a downer on my world.’

‘That’s not true.’

‘Listen, we’re quite different people but I’m here to tell you that I think you’re doing a good job with the kids. It’s not easy.’

‘Thank you, Supernanny.’

Finn frowned. ‘Jeez, you can’t take a compliment, can you?’

‘Not when it’s delivered with a healthy dose of patronising condescension.’

‘Fine. Pardon me for trying to give you a bit of encouragement.’

Cat turned to face him. ‘I don’t need life tips from Peter flipping Pan,’ she snapped. ‘I mean, what is your problem? Can’t you relate to adults or something?’

‘Well I admit, I’m having problems at the moment,’ said Finn staring into her eyes.

Cat could tell that he was doing his best to suppress a smile and it infuriated her even more. ‘And what’s so bloody funny all the time? Can’t you take life seriously for once?’

‘Can’t you find life funny for once?’ he retorted.

Cat scowled at him. ‘You’ve got an answer for everything, haven’t you?’

‘And you haven’t?’

They heard the front door slam following by Charlie storming upstairs. ‘And stay in your room until I tell you!’ shouted Andrew. Moments later he appeared in the doorway to the living room and seemed surprised and then amused to see Cat and Finn sitting cross-legged on the floor. ‘Having a nice time?’ he teased.

Embarrassed, Cat leapt to her feet. ‘Is Charlie okay?’ she asked, changing the subject.

Andrew sighed. ‘Let’s just say that the father-son bonding didn’t go quite to plan,’ he said, reaching over to kiss her. ‘Anyway, this is nice surprise. I didn’t expect to see you on your day off. Everything okay?’ he added, glancing at Finn and then back at his sister.

Cat held his gaze. ‘Everything’s fine,’ she lied. ‘I was just passing so – ’

Andrew leant forwards and murmured, ‘You are allowed to come and see your family without an excuse, you know, and I’m glad you did.’

Cat knew that if she stayed she might cry so she took a deep breath and said, ‘Look I should be going. I’ve got a busy day tomorrow looking after these really annoying children.’

As she walked into the hall, she was almost bowled over by Ellie, dashing in from the back garden. ‘Oh are you going?’

‘I have to,’ lied Cat. ‘But I’ll see you tomorrow.’

‘Oh goody because me and Daisy want to go to the park again. Not the usual park – the big one with all the cool stuff.’

Cat’s heart sank. Another day with Daisy meant another day with Finn and she couldn’t bear the thought of it. ‘Actually I was thinking that we might go somewhere, just the three of us,’ said Cat, wracking her brains.

‘Where?’ asked Ellie.

‘The cinema?’

Ellie thought for a moment. ‘Can Daisy come?’

‘I think you might be fighting a losing battle,’ murmured Andrew.

Cat glanced at Finn who was staring at the ceiling. ‘Fine. The park it is then.’

She made her way to the door without a backward glance. Andrew walked her to her car. ‘Are you sure you’re okay, sis?’

She smiled brightly at him and climbed into the car. ‘Of course. I’m always okay. I’ll see you tomorrow.’

He nodded. ‘And Cat?’

She looked up at him. ‘Mmhmm?’

‘Give Finn a chance. He’s actually one of the good guys.’

Cat fixed him with a look. ‘I will look after your children but I cannot promise anything beyond that.’

He smiled and tapped the roof of her car. ‘See you tomorrow, Nanny McPhee.’


Chapter Eight

Monday morning did not start well. This was new for Cat. She was one of those people who had never been bothered by Mondays; she had always thought the Monday thing was a state of mind put about by people who hated their jobs. Cat’s job was the main reason she got out of bed in the morning so it had never been an issue.

On this particular Monday though, she slept through her alarm. This was also new. She had gone to bed at the usual time but lay awake for hours and when she did sleep, it was a fitful, troubled sleep. She dreamt that she had lost her job for good and Donald Carter had come to tell her, except that instead of Donald it had been Finn and he had found the whole thing incredibly amusing. In the dream Cat had tried to run away but was pursued by Charlie and Ellie, who were riding a unicorn. They were calling, ‘You will have to look after us for evahhhhh!’ She had woken up sweating, her heart pounding. It was some time after three before she drifted off again and when the alarm sounded she had turned over, switched it off and fallen back into a gentle slumber. She was woken again by the sound of her phone buzzing with a call. As soon as she noticed who it was and the time, she shot out of bed, answering in a panic.

‘Shit, Andrew, I don’t know what happened. I must have missed the alarm!’

Andrew could barely conceal his stress. ‘Okay. How quickly can you get here?’

Forty minutes later, Cat arrived with hair unbrushed, an unpleasantly furry sensation in her mouth due to swiftly brushed teeth and no make-up.

‘You look sick,’ sniffed Ellie as Cat walked through the door.

‘Good morning to you too,’ said Cat.

‘Got to run. Late for a meeting. See you later,’ cried Andrew dashing out of the door.

‘Okay. Sorry. I’ll cook dinner tonight to make up for it,’ she shouted after him. He replied with a hurried wave before running off towards the station. Cat glanced at her appearance in the hall mirror and reeled in shock. For a woman who took great pride in flawless timing and sharp dressing, this was bad. This was very bad.

‘Do you think Mummy would mind if I borrowed some of her make-up?’ asked Cat.

Ellie shrugged. ‘Will you do mine for me?’

‘Deal. Where’s Charlie?’

‘In his room. He had another meltdown last night. And this morning,’ reported Ellie.

‘Oh right.’

‘And then I cried because Daddy shouted. It’s been very stressful all because you were late,’ said Ellie, pointing the finger of blame.

Cat couldn’t believe she was being told off by a six-year-old. ‘I’m sorry,’ she found herself saying.

‘Say it like you meant it.’

Cat almost laughed as she knelt down in front of Ellie. ‘I’m very sorry and you are very bossy.’

‘Thanks.’ Ellie grinned and danced up the stairs.

Charlie’s door was shut and Cat didn’t feel the inclination to disturb him any earlier than necessary. She followed Ellie into her parents’ room. It felt strange being in here, as if Cat were prying on her brother’s marriage. She spotted the hallmarks of a man left to his own devices for too long. The dirty laundry was reaching window height on the floor; the bed was unmade with the duvet strewn to one side. Empty mugs and glasses were dotted on every available space and the room bore the smell of unkempt man. Cat drew the curtains and opened a window. She sat down in front of Melissa’s dressing table and quickly found her make-up. She applied some foundation and blusher, starting to feel human again.

Ellie plonked herself down next to her aunt. ‘You’re actually quite pretty,’ she observed, studying her face in the mirror.

‘Thank you.’

‘Am I pretty?’ asked Ellie, turning to appraise her own reflection.

‘Of course,’ answered Cat without hesitation. ‘You’re part of the Nightingale family and they’re all stunners.’

‘I see,’ said Ellie, her face serious. ‘Can you do mine now, please?’

Cat turned to her niece and gave her a light dusting of powder and blusher. She picked up a lipstick. ‘Now purse your lips like you’re going to kiss someone.’ Ellie did as she was told. ‘There. All done.’

Ellie turned to look at herself in the mirror. She seemed satisfied. ‘Thank you,’ she said.

‘You’re welcome,’ said Cat. She stood up and looked over at the unmade bed. ‘Isn’t your daddy messy? Shall we make his bed for him?’

‘Okay,’ agreed Ellie. They approached the bed, grabbed the duvet and gave it a good shake. Ellie laughed and Cat grinned, feeling an odd satisfaction as she shared this task with her niece. As Cat smoothed the covers and plumped up the pillows, she glanced at her brother’s bedside table. In amongst the empty cups and discarded paperbacks was a photograph. It was tiny but Cat recognised it immediately. It was like being shot through the heart seeing this picture after so many years. Cat had an identical one tucked away in her purse. She didn’t want Ellie to see her looking but it was too late.

‘That’s your mum and dad, isn’t it?’

‘It is,’ said Cat quietly.

‘And they died, didn’t they?’

‘They did, yes.’ Ellie was about to open her mouth with more questions but Cat didn’t want to hear them. ‘Isn’t it time we went to the park to meet Daisy?’ she asked.

Ellie was immediately distracted. ‘Oh yay park!’ she cried. ‘I’m bringing my swimming costume because there’s water stuff to play in.’

‘Okay,’ said Cat. She left the room, glancing back briefly at the picture again. It was a colour photograph of her parents at a friend’s wedding; her mother was laughing at something her father had said, her face tilted towards him, and they looked so happy and alive. The sight of it tore at Cat’s heart so that she had to stand on the landing and take a moment before she tapped on Charlie’s door. There was no answer. She opened the door. He was hunched over his desk drawing, his earphones clamped firmly around his head. She walked alongside him and waved a hand in front of his face. He scowled up at her but did remove the earphones.

‘What?’ he said.

Cat could see that Charlie’s mood had surrounded him like a dense fog. It was unlikely that she would be able to break through, given their past history. She decided that a firm approach was needed. ‘We’re going to the park in ten minutes to meet Finn and Daisy.’

‘You can. I’m not,’ he said and went to pull his headphones back onto his ears.

Cat wasn’t in the mood for this today. ‘Do you think I want to go to some bloody water park?’ Charlie stared up at her in astonishment. ‘I mean, it’s not exactly my idea of fun, particularly having to spend the day with that know-it-all, Finn.’

‘You don’t like Finn?’ asked Charlie in surprise. Adults never admitted to not liking other adults.

‘He’s incredibly annoying and full of himself. Does that answer your question?’

‘Er, I guess.’

‘So fine, we can stay here if you like and you can tell Ellie we’re not going. I can spend the day on Twitter and you can carry on doing whatever it is you’re doing. It’s all the same to me. Just let me know what you decide.’ Cat plonked herself down on Charlie’s bed, folded her arms and stared at him.

Charlie looked astounded. He was used to being told what to do, not having to make the decisions.

Half an hour later, they arrived at the park. If the last park they’d visited had been Cat’s idea of torture, then this particular place was her own special hell. All she could hear was screaming; some people may have defined it as happy screaming but for Cat there was no such thing. There was a huge play area filled with all manner of slides, swings and climbing frames and to one side there was something called a ‘splash park’. It was to this area that Ellie made a beeline and promptly stripped down to her fifties film star type swimming costume with pink bow accessories. Cat found a bench in the shade and sat down. Charlie plonked himself alongside her, arms folded, looking miserable.

‘Why don’t you go and play?’ she asked.

‘Don’t feel like it,’ came the monosyllabic response.

Cat glanced at her watch. She was pleased to see that her time-keeping prowess had been restored. It was a little after eleven, which was the time Andrew had arranged with Finn. Predictably he was late and Cat was delighted. She didn’t want to make small talk with him any longer than was strictly necessary. Ellie seemed happy enough, splashing about in the shallow waters and experimenting with the various sprays and fountains that dotted its path. Thankfully, she was far enough away so that Cat wasn’t in the firing line. Cat took out her phone and started to look at Twitter. In the excitement of that morning she realised that she hadn’t caught up with the day’s news.

‘Saving the world one tweet at a time, are you?’ said a voice next to her. She knew who it was immediately.

‘Working on your time-keeping so that you’re only ten minutes late, are you?’ she retorted, looking up at Finn.

‘Touché.’ He grinned.

‘Hello, Cat,’ said Daisy.

‘Hello, Daisy. Ellie’s over there. Have you brought your costume?’

Daisy slipped out of the dress she was wearing, revealing a very cute polka dot swimsuit. ‘Ta-da!’ Cat couldn’t help but smile.

‘Right, Daisy-doos, let’s put some sun cream on you before you go. It’s hot, hot, hot today,’ said Finn, pulling out a bottle.

Shit, thought Cat, rummaging in the bag, hoping that Andrew had packed some. She was out of luck. She looked over at Finn. Double shit. Now she would have to be nice to him.

‘Er, Finn?’

‘Yup?’

‘Could I borrow some of that sun cream please?’ she asked in as friendly a tone as she could manage.

‘Sure,’ he said, handing it over.

Cat waited for a smart remark but none came. ‘Thanks,’ she said. She found Ellie and applied a thick layer of cream despite the small girl’s protestations. When she came back, Charlie had disappeared. Finn was sitting on the bench, looking at his phone.

‘Where’s Charlie?’

‘Over there. He met some boys from school and they’re hanging out.’

Cat nodded. Finn seemed immersed in what he was doing so Cat took out her phone. After a while her phone signalled a text. It was from a number she didn’t recognise.

‘Would you like an ice-cream?’ it said.

She looked up confused and spotted Finn smirking at her. ‘Is this you?’ she asked, holding up her phone.

Finn nodded. ‘Andrew gave me your number and I thought it might be the best way to communicate. Less misunderstanding perhaps.’

Cat couldn’t help laughing. ‘You’re a fool.’

‘Thank you.’ He grinned. ‘So would you?’

‘I’ll have a 99 Flake, please,’ she replied.

Finn nodded and went to ask the children what they wanted before disappearing to the ice-cream van. Cat looked over to where Charlie was standing with a group of three boys. One of them – a spiky-haired boy smaller in height than the others, was talking. He seemed to be giving instructions to Charlie who was listening wide-eyed and nodding. After he’d finished talking, he shouted, ‘Go!’ and Charlie dropped onto his front and started doing press-ups.

Cat frowned as the smaller boy nudged his companions and laughed. Charlie could only manage half a dozen press-ups before he collapsed onto his knees. The smaller boy knelt down beside Charlie and whispered something into his ear before looking up at the other boys and laughing again. Then he ruffled Charlie’s hair with some force and hauled him up to his feet. Cat didn’t know much about children but she understand human behaviour and didn’t like what she saw. She strode over to the group and tapped Charlie on the shoulder.

‘Everything all right, Charlie?’

‘Mee-mee-mee-mee-mee-mee-mee, Charlie?’ mimicked one of the other boys, grinning at his friends for his clever retort.

The smaller boy punched him on the arm. ‘Shut up, Ben.’ He turned to Cat, his face smiling and innocent. ‘Everything’s fine, isn’t it, Charlie? We were having a game, weren’t we? Football training and I was being the coach. I’m Tom by the way.’

Cat was astounded when he held out his hand. She didn’t take it. ‘Well I’m his aunt and it didn’t look like a game to me.’

‘Leave it, Cat. Please,’ said Charlie.

Cat looked over at him. His face was pleading and she could see something else behind his eyes that troubled her; it was fear. She turned back to the group of boys. ‘I’m watching you,’ she said before walking away.

Finn was back with the ice-creams and looked expectantly at Cat as she returned to the bench. He held out a dripping 99 Flake. ‘I had to lick it a couple of times,’ he said cheerfully. Cat stared at the ice-cream as if it were a poo on a stick. ‘That was a joke,’ he said.

‘Thank you,’ she replied taking it from him. ‘Let me give you some money.’

‘Don’t worry.’

‘I always pay my way.’

‘It’s just an ice-cream, Cat. You can get them next time.’

Next time, thought Cat. Sounds ominous.

‘Was everything okay with Charlie?’ he asked.

Cat shrugged. ‘I’m not sure. I didn’t like the way those boys were behaving towards him.’

‘Did you say anything?’

‘Of course,’ she replied. Finn winced. Cat threw up her hands. ‘What have I done wrong now?’

‘Possibly made life more difficult for Charlie.’

‘Why?’

‘Because you’re his auntie and you stuck up for him.’

Cat turned to face him. ‘So, childcare guru, what should I have done?’

Finn held up his hands. ‘Listen, I’m not judging. I probably would have done the same.’

‘Really?’

‘Of course. You want to protect the ones you love. It’s natural.’

Cat was caught off guard for a moment. Was this what she was doing? Protecting her nephew out of love? She wouldn’t exactly call Charlie loveable but she certainly felt more of a connection with him than she had a week ago. It probably just came with the territory; she was in loco parentis after all. Her thoughts were interrupted by the appearance of a tall thin woman with bony elbows, and an angular face.

‘Did you threaten my son?’ she barked.

The woman was towering over her, so Cat stood up and looked her in the eye. ‘Is your son called Tom?’ she asked.

‘Yes. Did you threaten him?’ she repeated.

‘No I did not,’ said Cat feeling her hackles rise. ‘But if your son continues to bully my nephew, I will speak to my brother and get him to take it up with their school.’

‘How dare you? My son is not a bully!’ said the woman, taking a step forwards and jabbing Cat in the chest.

Cat looked at the spot where the woman had poked her and then back into her eyes. ‘If you do that again, I will call the police,’ she said, holding her gaze.

The woman hesitated. She could tell that Cat meant business but she wasn’t prepared to leave without having her say. ‘Threaten my son again and I’ll be the one calling the police,’ she said before storming off.

Cat’s body shook as she returned to her seat. Finn was watching her in amazement. ‘Wow,’ he said. ‘Remind me never to get on the wrong side of you. You were awesome.’

Cat remained furious. ‘Did you hear her? She’s deluded, absolutely deluded, and her son is a little shit.’

Finn grinned. ‘Like I say, it’s just people protecting the ones they love as best they know how.’

Charlie appeared before them. It was clear that he thought Cat was anything but awesome. ‘Thanks a bunch,’ he shouted. ‘Why did you have to do that?’

‘I don’t like bullies,’ said Cat defiantly.

‘They’re not bullies. They’re my friends.’

‘Really? Were you really enjoying what was happening there? Honestly?’

Angry tears of frustration sprung into Charlie’s eyes. ‘You don’t understand!’ he cried before storming off across the playground.

Cat looked at Finn helplessly. He rose to his feet. ‘Don’t worry. He’s angry and doesn’t want to talk to you at the moment. I’ll go and check he’s all right. You watch the girls, okay?’

‘Okay,’ said Cat miserably. She felt irritated with Finn for taking over but grateful too. Most of all she felt annoyed with herself for not being able to sort out this problem for Charlie. After all, she was supposed to be good at this: problem solving, crisis management, smoothing all those troubles away with an expert wave of her PR wand. She obviously wasn’t as good at reading situations as she thought. She glanced over to where Ellie and Daisy were playing. They were splashing around happily, squealing and giggling with delight. Cat’s phone buzzed signalling a call and she fished it out of her pocket, pleased to see that it was Jesse calling. She hoped for some good news as she answered.

‘Oh hey Jesse, what’s up?’

‘Kit Kat! Have you recovered from Friday night?’

Cat laughed. ‘I have. Is everything all right?’ she asked hopefully.

‘Fine, apart from the fact that we can’t manage without you.’

‘Oh yes?’ This was it. He was phoning with good news.

‘Yes. The thing is, we can’t find the Saffy Bridges – Sam Taylor engagement pics plan file anywhere. Did you put it on the public drive?’ Cat’s heart sank. ‘Kit Kat? Did you hear me?’

‘Yes. It was in the notes I left for you. It’s on the secure drive. You need a password. ‘It’s “GracehyphenKelly”,’ said Cat quietly.

‘Oh yeah, of course! I should have checked the notes. Thank you. You’re a diamond. How are you anyway?’

Cat’s thoughts were interrupted by a scream – not like the constant excited screams that had pervaded the air since they arrived. This was an urgent scream of pain followed by silence. Cat looked up and saw a woman carrying Daisy towards her with Ellie in tears running alongside.

‘Kit Kat?’ said Jesse.

‘I have to go,’ said Cat, throwing her phone to one side and dashing towards the woman. ‘Oh my goodness! What happened?’ she cried.

‘We were jumping off the side,’ sobbed Ellie. ‘And Daisy slipped.’

‘They shouldn’t have been doing it,’ said the woman rather obviously. ‘Someone should have told them to stop.’ The accusation was made with such force that it was almost as if the woman had slapped Cat.

Daisy was clutching her arm and screaming in pain. ‘Well thank you for your help,’ said Cat, wishing that the woman would leave. ‘Daisy, can you hear me?’ Daisy continued to wail at a considerable volume.

‘I think she might have broken her arm,’ said the woman, placing Daisy gently on the bench.

‘Is she going to die?’ cried Ellie, fresh tears springing to her eyes. She clutched her friend’s foot dramatically.

‘No, no, she’s not going to die, Ellie,’ said Cat.

‘What happened?’ cried Finn, rushing over to join them.

‘We were jumping and Cat should have told us to stop,’ reported Ellie.

‘She was on her phone,’ said the woman, nodding her head towards Cat.

Cat suppressed murderous thoughts. ‘I’m so sorry, Finn. It happened so quickly.’

Finn wasn’t listening. He knelt next to Daisy, stroked her hair and talked to her very gently. ‘Now listen, Daisy Doo, I know it hurts but you have to be brave, okay? We’re going to go to hospital and the doctors are going to make you better, all right?’

Daisy’s frightened screaming had lessened, becoming more of a squeaking sob. Finn kissed her gently and she gave a little shiver. ‘Your beard is tickly, Uncle Finn.’ He kissed her again and she gave a little giggle. Cat had to concede that she was watching a master in action.

‘Come on, Daisy Doo,’ he said, lifting her carefully from the bench.

‘Shall we come?’ asked Cat. ‘I could drive you so that you can sit in the back with Daisy?’

She could tell that Finn wanted to decline her offer. Cat could see that he was furious with her and she couldn’t blame him. But he could see the sense of what she was suggesting too. ‘Okay,’ he said. They didn’t speak on the way to the hospital, except in relation to Daisy’s comfort. The poor girl was being very brave and had to endure Ellie singing in order to ‘soothe’ her. Cat would have preferred a strong dose of morphine to Ellie’s Frozen songbook but was grateful for the distraction. Charlie sat in the front, scowling and staring straight ahead.

They didn’t have to wait long to see a doctor in A&E. Daisy was given some painkillers and a splint and her X-ray confirmed that it was a fracture to her wrist. Luckily it was a simple fracture and two hours later she was happily showing off her plaster cast, seeming much happier with the world. Finn still hadn’t really spoken to Cat, who sat miserably in the waiting room with a surly Charlie and a tearful Ellie.

When Daisy reappeared with Finn, they made a huge fuss over her and Ellie promised to decorate her arm with stickers and flower designs.

‘Shall I take you home?’ asked Cat.

‘I need to pick up my car from the park so you can drop us back there, thanks,’ said Finn. It was said in such a cursory, unfriendly way. Cat knew he was still angry but couldn’t say anything in front of the children. They drove back to the park. She got out to help Finn and Daisy from the car. Once they were on the pavement, she knelt in front of Daisy.

‘I’m so sorry, Daisy.’

Daisy looked at her with wide eyes. ‘Okay,’ she said.

Finn took her hand. ‘Come on, you,’ he said, turning to go.

‘Finn?’ called Cat. He turned to face her, his expression blank and serious. ‘I’m very sorry,’ she said, looking into his eyes.

Finn’s face was deadly serious. His blue eyes were devoid of any of the humour and warmth from earlier. ‘If you say so,’ he said. ‘Come on, Dais,’ he added, placing a protective arm around his niece’s shoulder.

The little girl glanced back towards her. ‘Bye, Cat!’ she cried with a toothy smile.

‘Bye,’ said Cat, watching them go. They were all quiet on the journey home, Charlie frowning out of the window, his anger simmering just below the surface, Ellie forlorn and worried about her friend. Cat felt completely out of her depth; she was used to solving problems, not creating them. She was starting to realise how much of her life was out of her control now and wondering if she would ever get it back.


Chapter Nine

The next day, Cat returned to her brother’s house with a fresh sense of purpose. If there was one thing that she was good at, it was putting a positive spin on the world. She had refused Andrew’s offer of a bed for the night. He was sympathetic and understanding about the incident with Daisy, but she still felt the blame and guilt like a stone in the pit of her stomach.

She had returned home, taken the shower that she had missed that morning and put on a clean pair of White Company pyjamas. One of the things that disturbed Cat most about the change to her circumstances was the ease with which she had transformed from social butterfly to a stay-at-home, pyjama-wearing caterpillar, covering her body in a sleepwear cocoon. She had found that there was something about looking after children during the day that made you want to spoil yourself with comforts in the evening. It was a worry but she told herself that as long as they were Egyptian cotton with a thread count of at least four hundred, she was not letting her standards slip.

Cat poured herself a glass of wine and reached for her phone. She had realised, since her enforced sabbatical, that this need to connect with the world via the medium of a perfectly designed gadget was an automatic, almost reflex action. She’d taken it for granted as a vital part of her working life but without work to justify the hours spent reading, sharing and liking, she was starting to question its necessity. Cat recognised a hunger in herself, a need to be part of something, and the urge to connect was all-consuming. It was an odd, itchy feeling as if she were missing out on something by not participating. She could only imagine what Finn would make of that.

Immediately her mind was distracted as she recalled the look he had given her before they parted and she felt a renewed sense of guilt. Then Cat remembered Finn’s ice-cream text from earlier that day. She had his number - perhaps she should call him? He might have calmed down and be ready to accept her apology. Cat searched her phone and retrieved the text, staring at it for a while before highlighting his number and creating a contact, then immediately wondering why she had done this.

She took a sip of wine. Her finger hovered over his number. He would probably ignore her call and it would go to voicemail. If so, should she leave a message? What would she say? Oh, hi, this is Cat, you know the one who caused your niece to break her wrist. Just phoning to say soz and megalolz. No, leaving a message was not a good idea. Then there was the chance that he might answer and still be angry. Cat felt bad enough as it was. She didn’t need another dose of judgement from Finn. The whole thing frustrated her intensely.

Cat wasn’t a woman to hesitate when it came to decision-making. She always knew what to do; she thought clearly and acted accordingly. Eventually she cast her phone to one side and tried to distract herself with back-to-back episodes of Sex and the City. Images of Daisy’s forlorn face kept popping into her mind, followed by Ellie’s sobbing form and finally Charlie’s dark mood. She had tried to talk to Andrew about Charlie earlier that evening, but he had been distracted by Ellie, who finally lost the plot when told that she couldn’t have another biscuit.

Andrew had seen her to the door and as she turned to kiss him goodbye, Cat noticed how weary he looked. At least she could go home. He had to stay and deal with that day’s fallout.

Cat arrived early at the house the next day with a plan. She handed her brother a takeout coffee.

‘I stopped off at this fab coffee place I know. Thought you could do with a little treat,’ she said with a smile, noticing the dark shadows under his eyes.

Andrew yawned. ‘Thanks, sis. That’s very thoughtful.’

Predictably, Charlie was in his room and Ellie was watching cartoons. After Andrew left, Cat called them down to the lounge and switched off the television. Ellie stared up at her whilst Charlie looked at the floor. Cat stood in front of them.

‘Okay,’ she said, feeling strangely nervous. ‘I think it’s time that I was honest with you.’ Charlie raised his eyes slightly. ‘The truth is,’ she began, ‘I don’t have the first clue about kids. I’ve never wanted any because – ’

‘You don’t like them,’ said Charlie.

‘Actually, no.’ Charlie looked up at her. Cat could tell that she had his full attention. ‘I just like being on my own. I like doing what I want to do.’ She could tell from Charlie’s face that he understood this. ‘And to tell you the truth, when your dad asked me to look after you, I was scared.’

‘Scared? Of us?’ giggled Ellie.

‘A bit,’ said Cat. ‘But more scared because I don’t know how to look after kids and as you can see, I’m pretty crap at it.’

Ellie guffawed. ‘You said “crap”!’

Cat nodded. ‘Anyway, what I’m saying is that I don’t have all the answers or know all the right things to do. It was my fault Daisy fell yesterday and I shouldn’t have got involved in that stuff in the park with those boys, Charlie. I’m sorry.’ Charlie gave a small nod of acknowledgement. ‘So you have to understand that I might not have a clue what I’m doing but I’ll do my best if you’ll help me.’

‘We will!’ cried Ellie, bouncing up and down like an overexcited spaniel. ‘Won’t we, Charlie?’

Charlie shrugged. ‘I guess.’

Cat smiled. She knew it was a risk being this honest with them. Ellie was easier to predict but there was always a chance that Charlie might turn it to his advantage and start to play up. So far so good though. ‘And I also thought that we should try and help your dad as Mum’s away at the moment. How about we start by sorting out the house?’

The children looked unsure. ‘Is this where you turn into Mary Poppins and do that magical cleaning thing?’ asked Ellie.

Cat laughed. ‘Not exactly but I thought that maybe if we all helped and did a good job, we could go for a treat – whatever you two fancy.’

Charlie and Ellie exchanged glances before they chorused. ‘Can we go to the funfair up at the park?’

Cat’s heart sank but a deal was a deal. ‘If it’s what you want to do then yes.’

Charlie and Ellie fist-pumped the air. ‘Yessss!’

The laptop on the coffee table started to buzz. ‘It’s Mummy!’ cried Ellie, opening and expertly flicking it into life.

Melissa’s cheery face beamed at her daughter. ‘Hey, cupcake,’ she said.

‘Hey, Mummy,’ cried Ellie. ‘I miss you!’

‘I miss you too,’ said her mother. ‘What are you up to?’

‘We’re here with Auntie Cat,’ said Ellie, holding up the laptop so that her mother could see.

‘Hi, Melissa,’ said Cat, giving a small wave.

‘Oh hey, Cat, how are you doing? Thanks for helping out with the kids and sorry about your job.’

‘Oh no worries. How’s your dad?’ she asked and then wished she hadn’t. She wasn’t sure how much the children knew.

‘Not great,’ sighed Melissa.

‘Sorry to hear that,’ said Cat. She wished she hadn’t started this topic of conversation. ‘Do you want to speak to Charlie?’ she added, guiding Ellie towards her brother with the laptop.

‘Hey, Charlie,’ said Melissa.

‘Hi, Mum.’ Charlie’s voice was dull and flat. Cat decided that she would let Melissa deal with this one. ‘I’ll say bye for now, Melissa, and let you talk to the kids,’ she added, extricating herself from the room. ‘Take care.’

Cat had always had a faltering relationship with her sister-in-law. They got along fine but she always sensed that Melissa judged her for rejecting motherhood in favour of a career. It was never said but Cat sensed it. She left the lounge and went upstairs to fetch some washing. As she heaved the mountain of laundry downstairs, she couldn’t quite believe that she was washing her brother’s pants, let alone his children’s as well. She felt disproportionately proud as the reassuring sound of water filling the machine told her she had been successful. She was retrieving the hoover from the cupboard under the stairs when Ellie appeared, her face teary and sad.

‘I miss Mummy,’ she said.

Cat looked down at the little girl. She wasn’t a great hugger but some hidden instinct took over now. Nervously, Cat knelt down and opened up her arms. She was almost surprised when Ellie walked into them and felt a strange calm descend as her niece cuddled into her. ‘And she misses you too but she’ll be back soon.’

‘When Grandpa dies?’

It was a simple question – heartbreakingly simple. ‘I think so.’

‘That’s sad,’ declared Ellie. Cat couldn’t deny this. Ellie spotted the hoover. ‘Can I help with that?’ she said. One thing Cat was learning about Ellie was that she was easily distracted.

An hour later, the house was looking almost tidy and clean. Ellie approached every task with boundless enthusiasm, which unfortunately resulted in a full bucket of soapy water being upended when she tried to mop the kitchen floor with a little more gusto than required. Charlie had to be coaxed but turned out to be something of an expert when it came to dusting. Cat opened every window and managed to hang out two loads of washing to dry. She cleaned the bathrooms and changed the bedding too. When she was satisfied that their work was done, she turned to the children.

‘Let’s hit the funfair, shall we?’

Going to a funfair was pretty high up on Cat’s top ten list of things she never wanted to do. Other items on this list included having all her teeth extracted without an anaesthetic and walking down the street naked. Still, a promise was a promise and there was something about the look on Ellie’s face when she spotted the merry-go-round that made Cat sure she was doing the right thing. She also felt a little more prepared than she had on their outing into London. Having taken advice from her brother, she had packed a healthy picnic, water and sun cream, and would allow the kids one sweet treat later.

Cat was starting to realise that every child-friendly venue during the summer would include at least one or possibly all three of the following: screaming children, crying children, irritable children. She felt as if they had hit the jackpot today as the combination of adrenaline-fuelling rides, sugar and hot weather was delivering all three. She watched as one particularly overwrought child threw herself onto the ground and began a textbook tantrum; her watching mother looked as if she felt like doing the same. However, Charlie and Ellie were displaying none of these symptoms as yet. Cat prayed that she could keep things this way.

The first ride the children wanted to go on was the dodgems. Cat was relieved to see there was a relatively short queue. She paid the man, who was heavy on tattoos and attitude, and stood back to let the children through. He glanced at Ellie before turning his steely gaze to Cat.

‘You’ll ’ave to go on wiv ’er. She’s too small,’ he said.

‘But – ’ Cat began.

‘Nah buts, eeva you git orn or she don’ go. Simples.’

‘Come on, Auntie Cat,’ squeaked Ellie, grabbing her arm. ‘I’ll drive.’

Reluctantly, Cat climbed into the tiny car alongside her niece and wondered where she was supposed to put her knees. The next five minutes were some of the most terrifying of Cat’s life. To describe Ellie’s driving as devil-may-care was an understatement. She kept the accelerator to the floor at all times and steered with an alarming gung-ho attitude. She crashed into anyone who got in her way and if someone crashed into her, she pursued them until she had exacted revenge, like a tiny, ruthless assassin. As Ellie careered into car after car, Cat noticed, with shuddering fear, that she would close her eyes and utter an ‘Eeee!’ of pure delight. When the whole heart-stopping episode was over, Cat climbed gratefully from the bumper car, her legs numb and her pulse racing.

‘Ow was that fer you, Duchess?’ laughed the dodgem operator. ‘You can ’ave anuvva go fer free, if yer like.’ He winked conspiratorially at Ellie.

‘Ooh can we?’ cried her niece.

‘Maybe later,’ said Cat.

‘That was cool,’ said Charlie. ‘Can we go on the waltzer now?’

‘Okay,’ said Cat uncertainly. Really she wanted to have a lie-down and then perhaps a strong gin and tonic. The waltzer was followed by the House of Horrors and a vomit-inducing ride called Orbit, which was basically a pole with chairs fitted around it that repeatedly shot the riders into the air before plummeting them towards the ground and potential death. Charlie and Ellie declared it to be ‘awesome’. Cat struggled to keep her breakfast down.

After lunch, she suggested they try some of the games. They were eye-wateringly expensive but Cat didn’t care so long as she got to keep her feet on terra firma.

They tried their hand at knocking down cans, kicking footballs and shooting ducks. Charlie won a football but Ellie became increasingly frustrated when she couldn’t manage to win anything.

‘Can you help me, please, Cat?’ she asked.

There was nothing Cat loved more than a challenge but it had been a long time since she had tried to win anything at a fair. ‘Okay,’ she said. ‘I’ll have a go at the shooting but I can’t promise.’ Cat shouldered the fixed rifle and looked through the lens. She took a deep breath and fired. Missed. Damn it. Stay calm; it’s just a flipping duck. She fired again. A direct hit. Buoyed, she fired again. Missed. Bugger. You had to get two out of three to win. She looked up at the stallholder. He was about to go on a break and was being replaced by the man from the dodgems. Brilliant, thought Cat, all my Christmases have come at once.

He grinned when he saw her. ‘Aw bad luck, Duchess. Better luck next time.’

Cat looked down at Ellie who was trying but failing to conceal her disappointment. ‘Sorry, Ellie.’

‘S’okay,’ said Ellie sadly. ‘I just wanted to win that big teddy for Daisy.’

Cat glanced up at the gigantic bear and back at Charlie, who shrugged. She reached into her purse and pulled out a crisp twenty. Cat handed it to the smug man. ‘I’ll have another go, thanks,’ she said.

The man looked unimpressed as he handed over her change. ‘You ’ave to git all free to win that big one,’ he said, nodding up towards Ellie’s dream toy.

‘Fine,’ said Cat.

‘Go on, Auntie Cat,’ said Ellie.

‘Yeah, go on,’ said Charlie.

As Cat stepped up to take her first shot she glanced at Ellie. The little girl’s face was so full of belief and encouragement. Cat felt a hit of adrenaline and something new; she wasn’t only doing this for herself; it might have just been a fairground game but she had to do it for Ellie. She told herself to breathe and stay calm as she leant over the rifle. Come on, Cat. Ting! She hit the first duck on the tail and he fell.

‘Woo hoo!’ cried Ellie.

‘Yess,’ said Charlie punching the air.

Cat took a deep breath and readied herself for the next shot. Ting! This one was a direct hit. Charlie and Ellie hugged each other. Cat smiled. Come on, come on, you can do this. Cat Nightingale never gives up and always wins. She squeezed the trigger and held her breath. Missed. Oh crap.

Cat hung her head in defeat but Ellie was soon by her side tugging at her sleeve. ‘It’s okay, the man gave us this one,’ she cried holding up a smaller purple bunny. ‘Daisy will love it.’

Cat looked at the man. ‘Thanks,’ she said.

‘S’all right, Duchess. You’re not a bad shot for a bird.’ He laughed.

Cat forced a smile before turning to the children. ‘What do you want to do now?’

‘Could we go and visit Daisy?’ asked Ellie. Charlie nodded.

Cat wavered for a moment. ‘I don’t know where she lives.’ She wasn’t ready to face Finn.

‘I do,’ said Charlie cheerfully. ‘Come on.’

Once again, Cat found herself out of her comfort zone and feeling a little sick as they pulled up outside an apartment block located five minutes round the corner from her brother’s house.

‘I’ll ring the buzzer,’ cried Ellie, leaping from the car, the purple bunny tucked securely under her arm. She danced up the steps closely followed by Charlie with Cat trailing behind. Ellie pressed the button and seconds later a squeaky voice answered.

‘Hello-o?’

‘Daisy. It’s me,’ cried Ellie.

‘Who?’

‘Me! Ellie! Your best friend, duh!’ Ellie glanced back at her brother and aunt, shaking her head with exasperation.

‘Oh, Ellie!’ giggled Daisy. ‘Uncle Finn! It’s Ellie.’

‘Hey, Ellie,’ said Finn. ‘I’ll buzz you up.’

‘Thank you, Finn,’ replied Ellie breathily. They pushed the door as it buzzed open and made their way up the stairs to a small flat. Ellie could barely wait to deliver the purple bunny to Daisy, who was predictably delighted.

‘Cat won it for you,’ beamed Ellie, glancing back at her aunt.

‘Thank you, Cat,’ gushed Daisy. ‘Look, Finn,’ she added, holding up the toy for him to see.

‘Very nice,’ said Finn, nodding briefly at Cat. ‘That was kind of you.’

‘It was nothing,’ said Cat with a smile, pretending to be modest. He didn’t respond to her humour. She wasn’t quite forgiven yet.

‘Would you guys like a drink?’ he asked. The children replied that they would. ‘Go on in to the lounge and I’ll bring them through. Charlie, you can go and find Muffin if you like. I think he’s hiding under the bed.’

‘Who’s Muffin?’ asked Cat, following Finn into the kitchen. She decided that casual conversation might break the ice.

‘He’s the cat. Charlie loves him.’

Cat nodded. ‘This is a nice place,’ she said, taking in her surroundings. ‘Your sister has great taste. I like the old movie posters in the hall.’ Cat had spotted a poster for Vertigo and other Alfred Hitchcock films.

‘Mmm,’ said Finn, flicking on the kettle.

‘Thanks, I’d love a cup of tea by the way,’ she said with a smile. ‘Although after this morning at the fair, I could also do with a shot of vodka.’ Finn didn’t answer. He wasn’t going to make this easy for her. ‘Look, Finn, I am really sorry about yesterday. I made a mistake and if I could change what happened, I would.’

Finn turned to face her. ‘You’re lucky Daisy broke her left wrist, you know?’ Cat was silent. ‘If it had been the other one, she wouldn’t have been able to write for a long time, which isn’t exactly ideal for a six-year-old who’s just learning, you know?’

Cat was shocked. He was still furious. ‘I’m really sorry. I don’t know what else to say.’

‘Well if you weren’t married to your bloody phone, we wouldn’t be having this conversation, would we?’ His eyes flashed with renewed anger.

‘I guess not,’ said Cat. ‘But yelling at me isn’t going to change what happened. I have apologised and tried to make amends but if you won’t let me, then there’s not much I can do, is there?’

‘Not really.’ He folded his arms to show that the conversation was over.

It was Cat’s turn to feel annoyed now. ‘Well fine. I suppose we better not waste any more of your time. Come on, kids,’ she called. ‘We’ve got to go.’

‘Aww why?’ cried Daisy and Ellie in unison, appearing in the doorway.

‘Ask Finn,’ said Cat giving him a pointed look before ushering the children out of the door.

Three hours later, Andrew walked through the door to a clean house and freshly made spaghetti bolognese. Cat was pleased with the way it had turned out and even more delighted when Charlie asked for an extra helping declaring it to be ‘almost as good as Mum’s’. That night she accepted Andrew’s invitation to stay. Cat was just reaching for her phone as Andrew put the children to bed, when the doorbell rang.

‘I’ll get it,’ she called as she opened the door. She was more than a little surprised to see Finn standing on the doorstep.

He looked sheepish. ‘Hey,’ he said. ‘I’m not interrupting, am I?’

Cat glanced at her phone before tucking it in her back pocket. ‘Not at all. Come in.’

He followed her into the living room. ‘My turn to apologise now,’ he said, holding up his hands.

Cat was surprised. ‘Oh. Right.’

He sighed. ‘The thing is, Ronnie and Daisy are my only family and I’m a bit overprotective of my girls.’ Cat nodded, momentarily touched by the shared confidence. ‘So, I might have overreacted a tad to what happened at the park.’

‘You didn’t,’ said Cat. ‘But go on.’

‘Well anyway, I want to make amends so I’ve got this gig at the weekend and I was wondering if you fancied coming along?’ Cat didn’t answer immediately. Finn obviously read her thoughts. ‘Don’t worry, it’s not a date. It’s at a festival so you can bring Andrew and the kids if they’re up for it. Ronnie and Daisy are going. Should be a good vibe.’

Cat gave a small cough of embarrassment at her mistaken presumption. ‘Oh, right. Well that would be marvellous.’ Marvellous? Who used that word? ‘I’ll talk to Andrew.’

Finn gave a thumbs up. ‘Aces,’ he said.

‘Actually, I was just going to have a beer if you fancied one?’ asked Cat, surprising herself.

Finn made a face. ‘Sorry, I’m actually on my way to a gig, otherwise that would have been – marvellous.’

Cat laughed. ‘Okay, thank you. I probably deserved that.’ She walked him to the door. ‘So I’ll see you at the weekend.’

‘Cool,’ he said. ‘I’m glad we’re straight again.’ He held out his hand.

She looked at him for a moment before taking it. It was reassuringly cool, like a much-needed breeze on a hot day. ‘Me too,’ she said with a nod. After he’d gone, she fetched herself a beer and carried it into the garden. She sat back and stared up at the sky. It wasn’t until Andrew came down a while later that she realised she’d completely forgotten about checking her phone. She went to fetch it as Andrew appeared with a beer of his own.

‘Want another or are you going to commune with the Twitterati for the rest of the night?’

She looked at him and smiled. ‘All right. You win,’ she said, leaving the phone on the side in the kitchen and following him back into the summer evening.


Chapter Ten

Cat had been to lots of music events and festivals in the past and was used to wearing a lanyard bearing the words ‘Access All Areas’ and being ushered straight through to the VIP area. Therefore it felt rather odd as Andrew was directed by a fluorescent-jacketed steward to park in the corner of a muddy field and the four of them struggled their way towards the public entrance of the beautiful gardens, which were the venue for today’s concert. They were laden with a picnic and everything the children could possibly need during four hours away from home and as they joined the end of a long queue, Cat looked longingly towards the Lanson-sponsored champagne tent, praying that she didn’t see anyone she knew.

She was surprised at the scale of the event. Before today, she’d had Finn down as a pub gigs type of musician. Andrew had told her his band was part of the warm-up but even support acts had to have a certain standing to get gigs like these. It had been raining all day but the sun had just appeared and there was a pleasant atmosphere of middle-class families enjoying an outdoor event with the promise of going home afterwards to a comfortable bed; no mud baths or chilly tents for these concertgoers. Happily, the queue moved quickly and the efficient-looking steward at the front of the queue smiled as she read their tickets.

‘You’re in the area towards the front of the stage,’ she said. ‘There’s complimentary Pimm’s for the adults and ice-cream for the kids.’

‘Thank you.’ Andrew grinned. ‘Don’t mind if we do, eh Cat?’

Cat smiled. She was impressed that Finn had sorted them such good tickets. She knew there was another VIP area for the really important guests but it was a kind gesture. They made their way towards the stage. There was already quite a crowd of people enjoying picnics and Ellie soon spotted Daisy sitting on a rug with a woman, who Cat assumed to be Finn’s sister. She stood up as they approached.

‘Hey, guys,’ she said with a smile. ‘Good to see you.’ Cat could see a similarity to Finn in her eyes. She was tall like him as well. She had a slim figure and a neat black bob as well as multiple piercings in her ears and one in her nose. ‘You must be Cat,’ she said. ‘I’m Ronnie.’

‘Hi, Ronnie,’ said Cat suddenly aware that she had caused this woman’s daughter to break her wrist only a few days ago. Ronnie didn’t look as if she bore a grudge but Cat felt she had to say something. ‘I’m so sorry about Daisy’s wrist. I should have been watching her more closely.’

Ronnie gave her a kind smile. ‘I suppose Finn gave you the third degree, did he?’

Cat grimaced. ‘I think I deserved it.’

Ronnie shook her head. ‘It probably would have happened if you’d been watching or not. Kids are kids. They take risks – they learn.’

Cat smiled. ‘That’s a very refreshing attitude.’

Ronnie shrugged. ‘Can’t stand this helicopter-parenting. You protect your kids but you can’t wrap them in cotton wool. It does them no favours. Shall we get a Pimm’s?’

Cat had already decided that she liked this woman. ‘Sounds like a great idea. Andrew, do you want one?’

Andrew shook his head. ‘Just a softie thanks, sis.’

Cat followed Ronnie to the Pimm’s tent and they joined the end of the queue. ‘So what do you make of my little brother?’ asked Ronnie with a knowing smile.

‘He’s very good with the kids,’ replied Cat diplomatically.

‘Ha! He needs a girlfriend.’ Cat stared at her in surprise and Ronnie laughed. ‘Don’t worry, I’m not angling. I was merely wondering what you thought. He spends too much time worrying about Daisy and me or with a lot of needy muso types. I just want him to be happy, you know?’

Cat felt an immediate affinity with Ronnie. She clearly knew her brother well and had his best interests at heart; it reminded her of her own relationship with Andrew. ‘You’re obviously very close,’ she observed.

Ronnie chuckled. ‘A bit too close sometimes. People often think we’re married, which is frankly vomit-inducing. Although obviously no-one will ever be good enough for my little brother and he is the best uncle Daisy could ever have.’

‘I take it your parents aren’t around any more then?’ asked Cat. ‘Sorry, that’s a bit nosy of me. We’ve only just met.’ Cat knew she was digging but for some reason she was keen to know about Ronnie and Finn’s history.

Ronnie waved away her concerns. ‘No worries – it’s cool. Yeah well, you could say that we were a tad unlucky with our parents – an alcoholic mother and a drug-addict father.’

Cat was visibly shocked. ‘Wow. That must have been tough.’

Ronnie shrugged. ‘Not for us Thomas kids. Luckily, we had a good social worker and ended up in the same home. It meant that we could look out for one another. We were luckier than some of the poor buggers in there.’

Cat nodded. ‘And you’ve stuck together ever since?’

‘Sort of. I made a spectacularly bad choice when it came to Daisy’s father but luckily Finn was there to save me.’ Cat didn’t like to pry any further but she was starting to get a refreshed picture of Finn. She was beginning to understand why people thought so highly of him. He could still be a know-it-all though. ‘Mind you, he annoys the shit out of me sometimes,’ admitted Ronnie with a grin, echoing Cat’s thoughts. ‘Thinks he knows everything about Daisy’s needs – drives me potty to be honest but I wouldn’t be without him. He’s everything to Daisy and the feeling is mutual.’ Ronnie smiled at the thought. As they reached the front of the queue, she nudged Cat. ‘Shall we take two? Seems a shame to have to come back and queue up again?’

Cat laughed. ‘Why not?’ They made their way back towards the others. Andrew had set up the picnic and the kids were happily munching on scotch eggs and other treats.

‘Well cheers,’ said Ronnie, tapping one of her plastic cups against Cat’s. ‘Good to meet you at last.’

‘Likewise.’ Cat grinned.

‘Making the most of the free booze I see?’ said a voice. Ellie and Daisy squealed with delight at the sight of Finn’s smiling face.

‘This is my uncle. He’s in the band,’ cried Daisy to anyone who would listen.

‘Do you want some food?’ asked Ronnie. It was said in a sisterly way, caring and insistent.

‘I’m okay thanks. We’re on in twenty minutes but I just wanted to check that everything was okay.’ He glanced round at the assembled party and his eyes came to rest on Cat. She realised he was seeking her approval.

‘It’s wonderful. Thank you for inviting us,’ she smiled.

Finn looked relieved. ‘Cool. Well, I hope you enjoy the gig. I’ll come and find you after.’ Daisy and Ellie clung onto a leg each as he made to leave. ‘Am I taking you two with me?’ He laughed.

‘Yes! Take us with you. We could be backing singers,’ squealed Daisy.

‘Yay,’ cried Ellie jumping up and down.

‘Come on, you two. Put Finn down. He’s got work to do,’ said Andrew. ‘Break a leg, mate,’ he added. Finn gave them a wave before heading off towards backstage.

‘Your uncle is soooo cool,’ declared Ellie.

‘I know,’ said Daisy proudly watching him go. ‘I love him.’ Cat was touched by the simple honesty of the statement. She noticed Finn turn back and look in their direction before he disappeared. She wasn’t sure but it seemed as if he was looking directly at her. He gave a friendly nod before disappearing backstage. Cat was surprised how much she was enjoying herself. It was a warm sunny afternoon and there was a convivial atmosphere spreading through the park. Ronnie was good company, Andrew seemed relaxed and even Charlie was less morose than usual. The girls danced happily and Cat felt happy and warm due to the twin magic ingredients of alcohol and sunshine. When they had finished their picnic she turned to the children. ‘Who would like an ice-cream?’

‘Mee!’ chorused the girls.

Charlie gave a small nod. ‘Please.’

‘Okay, let’s go then.’ Cat led them over to the ice-cream stand and the children made their choices. They were about to head back when she heard someone call her name. She turned towards the VIP area and was surprised to see Jesse waving and gesturing for her to come over. She glanced at the children.

‘Who is that man?’ asked Ellie. ‘And why is he shouting your name?’

‘He’s a friend of mine,’ said Cat, feeling her heart lift at the sight of him. ‘Come and say hello.’ They made their way over but a rope fence blocked their path. A sign stated simply, ‘VIPs only’. It was like a slap round the face to Cat – a reminder of a life that was currently out of her reach. She leant across the fence to kiss Jesse just as Alexandra appeared behind him, wearing a slouchy festival-style outfit that made it look as if she wasn’t trying but which only served to emphasise her beauty all the more.

‘Wow,’ breathed Ellie. ‘Is she a princess?’ She and Daisy stared up at Alex in complete awe.

‘Oh you are adorable,’ cried Alex, smiling down at the children. Jesse rolled his eyes at Cat, who gave him an awkward smile. ‘Which one of you is Catereen’s lovely niece?’

‘Me!’ cried Ellie, rushing forwards. ‘I’m Ellie and this is my best friend, Daisy.’

‘Aww, it is so lovely to meet such beautiful ladies.’ Ellie and Daisy beamed with delight. ‘And you must be Charlie,’ said Alex turning to the boy.

Charlie, who had previously been staring at the ground, looked up in astonishment at the fact that this goddess knew his name. ‘That’s right,’ he stuttered.

Alex smiled at him, like an angel offering benediction. ‘Catereen, he is such a handsome boy. Don’t you think, Jesse?’

Jesse looked unsure. ‘Erm yes, very handsome.’

Charlie flushed bright red and Cat felt a jolt of sympathy for him. Just at that moment a security guard approached. He put a hand up to Cat. ‘I’m sorry, madam, but you’ll have to move away from the VIP area.’

Cat took a step back, not wanting a scene or to compound her shame any more. ‘Of course. Sorry. See you later, Jesse.’

‘No, no, no!’ cried Alex. ‘This is not acceptable. Thees are our friends and I will not have them treated in this way.’

The security guard seemed unfazed; he was used to dealing with famous people. ‘I am sorry, Ms Lorenzo. I’m just doing my job.’

‘Alex, you’re making a scene,’ warned Jesse, taking his wife’s arm and glancing round at the people who were beginning to stare.

‘Get your hands off me,’ hissed Alex. ‘Well if you cannot come to us, we will come to you,’ she declared, unhooking the rope and striding through.’ She knelt down in front of the two small girls. ‘Would it be okay if we came and watched the show with you?’

Ellie and Daisy looked as if they might burst with joy and nodded enthusiastically. Alex beamed and held out her hands. The girls grasped hold and skipped along happily beside their new best friend. Charlie followed behind, still puce with embarrassment. Cat and a dumbfounded Jesse brought up the rear as people stopped and stared at the supermodel in their midst.

‘She’s quite a woman, your wife,’ commented Cat to Jesse.

‘Isn’t she just?’ said Jesse with a not altogether complimentary edge to his voice. Introductions were made as they rejoined the others. Cat had to tell Andrew to ‘close your mouth or I’ll tell Melissa’, as he took in Alex’s effortless beauty. Ronnie chatted away to the supermodel as if they were old friends.

‘Is everything okay?’ asked Cat, turning back to Jesse. She noticed that he seemed tired and uncharacteristically tense.

Jesse ran a hand through his dark hair and glanced up at the sky. He gave Cat a rueful smile and was about to open his mouth when the band struck up with the first intro. ‘Tell you later,’ he said.

Cat felt her mouth go dry but was quickly distracted by Ellie jumping up and down in front of her, tugging at her sleeve. ‘It’s Finn, it’s Finn, it’s Finn!’ It was indeed Finn and Cat couldn’t believe how he commanded the stage. He looked completely at home, interacting with the crowd and his other bandmates. They opened with ‘Weather With You’ by Crowded House. It was one of Cat’s favourite songs and she happily joined in as Finn encouraged the crowd to sing the chorus. The second song was ‘Fall At Your Feet’, also by Crowded House and it was at that moment that Cat spotted the name of the band on the drums. They were called ‘The Beautiful Lie’, a reference to a lyric from one of the band’s songs.

‘You didn’t tell me Finn played in a Crowded House tribute band,’ shouted Cat, tapping Andrew on the shoulder.

‘You didn’t ask,’ Andrew shouted back. ‘They’re great, aren’t they?’

‘Yes, they really are,’ said Cat, watching Finn with interest. Ellie, Daisy, Alex and Ronnie were dancing happily. Charlie stood next to his dad, who had a protective arm draped round his son as they watched, impressed.

‘Remember this one, Kit Kat?’ said Jesse, putting an arm around her shoulder.

Cat leaned against him and nodded. She remembered it for different reasons than Jesse did. He was probably recalling nights at university, sat on her bedroom floor, playing cards, drinking and singing along to the hits of the day. She was remembering that one night when they nearly slept together – a distant memory, best forgotten. Cat wasn’t sure if it was the alcohol or Jesse’s arm around her shoulder but all of sudden she felt a tear roll down her cheek. She tried to brush it away without Jesse noticing but he felt her body tense and pulled away to look at her. ‘What is it?’ he said. ‘What’s the matter?’

Cat Nightingale felt like a foolish teenager. Andrew glanced round at her, a quizzical frown on his face. Cat shook her head to reassure him and turned away. She felt Jesse take her hand. ‘Come on, let’s get a drink,’ he said.

‘What about the others?’

Jesse glanced back to where his wife was dancing with Ellie in her arms. ‘They’re fine. Come on.’

The champagne tent was empty apart from a few stragglers. The security guard waved them through without a word once Jesse held up his pass. He probably assumed they were a couple and Cat felt her heart surge a little at the idea. Jesse led her to the bar and retrieved two glasses of champagne. Cat didn’t really need another drink and she couldn’t see what they could be celebrating but she sipped it politely. Jesse knocked his back in two swift gulps and picked up another. He looked at Cat’s surprised face and grinned; she saw a glimpse of her old friend once again.

‘How much would we have loved this when we were students?’

‘We would have cleaned them out in seconds.’ She smiled. Jesse was staring at her now. She couldn’t hold his gaze. ‘So, you were going to tell me something,’ she ventured. ‘Are you all right?’

Jesse laughed, reaching out to touch her arm. ‘Dear Kit Kat, always worrying about other people, always worrying about me. Why do you bother?’

She looked up at him. He was still staring into her eyes as if trying to work her out. ‘You’re my friend – my best friend. I care about you,’ she said simply.

Jesse stroked her hair and kissed the top of her head. ‘I’m not sure I deserve you.’

Cat shook her head dismissively. ‘Of course you do. Now tell me, what’s going on? How are things with Alex?’ She felt more in control when she was asking the questions, and heaven knew Cat needed to exert a little control over her life right now.

Jesse shrugged. ‘Not great. We haven’t resolved the baby issue.’

‘So Alex still wants a baby?’

‘Oh yes. I thought it would pass but she seems pretty determined. She’s even turned down the modelling contract.’

‘Wow, she must be serious.’

Jesse shrugged. ‘I might get her another chihuahua – see if it takes her mind off the whole thing.’

‘I think you might be barking up the wrong tree there, my friend,’ joked Cat.

Jesse grinned. ‘Ho, ho, ho, very funny.’

‘But seriously, I really don’t think a small dog is going to replace Alex’s urge for a baby. She sounds very determined,’ said Cat.

Jesse gave Cat a searching look. ‘You’re not suggesting that we go ahead with it, are you?’

Cat held up her hands as if searching for the right answer. ‘I don’t know but would it be such a terrible thing? Really?’

Jesse peered at Cat, his mouth open in utter shock. ‘Er hello? I’m looking for my friend Cat Nightingale? I think she may have been kidnapped and replaced by Mother Earth.’

Cat shook her head. ‘I’m just saying. It’s a very personal choice. If Alex is determined, you might not have a choice.’

Jesse frowned. ‘Well we haven’t had sex for a month so it’s unlikely. Anyway, why don’t men have a say? I don’t want children, never have done and she always knew that. You can’t move the goalposts in life.’

Cat gave him a reproachful look. ‘People move the goalposts all the time. If you love someone, you have to learn to compromise.’

‘For the next twenty-five years of my life?’

‘I think the phrase is “’til death us do part”.’

Jesse pulled a face. ‘I can’t believe what’s happened to you, Kit Kat. The next thing you’ll be telling me is that you’re up the duff and planning to repopulate Surrey.’

Cat gave a hollow laugh. ‘No way. Motherhood is not for me.’

‘And what about looking after your brother’s children?’

Cat considered this. ‘I’m learning a lot about life,’ she said honestly.

Jesse raised his eyebrows. ‘Well good for you.’

‘Anyway,’ ventured Cat. ‘It’s not going to be for ever. I’ll be back at work before too long, which reminds me, did you catch up with Donald in the end?’

Jesse looked sheepish and Cat knew what was coming before he opened his mouth. ‘I’m sorry, Kit Kat. The Americans are still very twitchy.’ He saw Cat’s face fall and put a hand on her shoulder. ‘But don’t worry. I’ve got a plan. Trust me, this isn’t over.’

Cat looked into his eyes. She wanted to believe him, she really did. He was smiling ruefully, his face full of that boyish hope that she’d always loved. She swallowed and took a deep breath. ‘We should be getting back to the others,’ she said.

Jesse took hold of her hands. ‘I’ll sort this, Cat, I promise.’ She nodded.

By the time they had reached the others, Finn had rejoined them. There was another woman standing by his side. She was tiny, like a bird. She wore a thinly braided headband in her long blonde hair and her features were petite and pretty. She looked as if she’d just arrived from 1970s California.

‘Hey,’ said Finn in greeting.

‘Hey,’ replied Cat. ‘You were fantastic.’

‘Thanks,’ he grinned. ‘By the way, this is Angelica,’ he added, gesturing at the woman by his side.

Angelica only had eyes for Finn but she managed to drag her gaze up to Cat and mutter, ‘Hi.’

‘Hi,’ said Cat. ‘I loved the set by the way. I’m a big fan of Crowded House.’

Angelica seemed infuriated that Cat was continuing her conversation with Finn and wrapped her arms possessively over his shoulder. ‘Hey, baby,’ she whispered in his ear. ‘We should probably get going.’

Finn glanced at her and then back at Cat. ‘Yeah okay. Sorry, Cat, I’ve got to go but thanks for coming along.’ Cat nodded. ‘See you guys,’ he said to the others.

‘Bye, Uncle Finn,’ cried Daisy, flinging her arms around his middle. Angelica took a step back as if she’d been stung by a wasp. Ellie wrapped her arms around Daisy.

Finn laughed and patted them both on the head. ‘Bye, girls.’

As they turned to leave, Angelica glanced at Cat. ‘Nice meeting you,’ she said without much conviction as she linked her arm through Finn’s in a gesture that said, ‘he’s mine’.

Ronnie moved alongside Cat. ‘Can’t stand that little cow,’ she muttered.

‘I take it she’s his girlfriend,’ said Cat.

‘Of sorts,’ scoffed Ronnie. ‘Finn just goes along with it. That’s what I mean about the weirdo musicians he hangs out with. He deserves someone better than her.’

Cat nodded but was secretly relieved. She knew that both her brother and Ronnie would love her to solve the girlfriend problem for Finn but this was not on the agenda for Cat. He was redeeming himself slightly in her eyes but there was something about his casual attitude to life that got on her nerves; it was so completely different to her own world view. Besides, she had enough problems trying to get her life back on track. She looked over at Jesse and Alex who were standing together but not talking. Their body language spoke volumes. All of a sudden, Cat wanted to go home, to get away from Jesse and his problems. She turned to Andrew.

‘Can we go?’

Andrew stared at her. ‘Of course. The kids won’t want to stay now that Finn’s finished. Shall I drop you at home?’

Cat bit her lip. ‘Can I stay at yours tonight, please?’ He put a hand on her arm, sensing her distress. Cat pulled away gently. ‘Don’t be nice to me. Please.’

He smiled kindly. ‘Come on, kids. Home time!’

Cat kissed Ronnie goodbye and they vowed to meet up again soon. They walked back to the car park in silence. Once in the car, Ellie promptly fell asleep and Charlie put on his headphones.

Andrew glanced at Cat. ‘Do you want to talk about it?’

Cat looked out of the window. ‘Not really.’

‘Is it about your job?’

She glanced at her brother. Maybe it was time to talk. Cat took a deep breath. ‘I don’t know if I’m going to be able to go back, Andrew. Jesse can’t convince the Americans. I think my career is over.’ She gasped as she spoke the words out loud and couldn’t stop as a torrent of tears followed.

In the manner of men the world over, Andrew let her cry for a while, paralysed with fear over what to say to his weeping sister. However, he was a father so he always carried tissues. After a time, he fished one from his pocket and handed it to her. This small gesture of kindness brought renewed tears. Cat felt ridiculous as she sniffed and sobbed into the silence of the car.

‘Sorry,’ she said after a while.

‘Don’t be daft,’ he answered kindly.

‘I don’t know what I’m going to do.’

Andrew stole a glance at her. ‘It will work itself out.’

‘How can you be so sure?’

‘Because I can see the future and yours is positively brilliant,’ he said in a silly voice.

Cat laughed. ‘Did I scare you back then?’

‘A bit,’ admitted Andrew, grimacing comically. ‘For one, I’ve only seen you cry once before and secondly, Cat Nightingale always knows what to do.’

Cat sighed. ‘Well it’s an evening of firsts.’ She sat in contemplative silence for a while before turning to Andrew. ‘What am I going to do?’

‘Well,’ he said. ‘Firstly, you’re going to come home with us and after I’ve settled the kids we’re going to open that bottle of whisky I’ve been saving and drink to your future.’

‘I admire your optimism.’

‘Thank you,’ said Andrew cheerfully. ‘In my limited experience, the world always seems better after a good drink, a good sleep – ’

‘And a good hangover?’

‘Precisely. Everything seems better after a good hangover.’

Cat laughed. ‘Thank you.’

‘For what?’

‘For being there.’

Andrew gave a small nod. ‘Always here for you, sis. Always have been, always will be.’

Cat smiled and stared out into the night, watching the world flash by, hoping that Andrew was right. Her future seemed anything but bright at the moment and she wasn’t sure how much longer she could nurture the belief that all would be well.


Chapter Eleven

Cat woke the next morning to a gentle tapping at the door, which mirrored the thudding sensation at her temples. For a moment she couldn’t recall where she was but as she took in the battered chest of drawers and faded pink polka dot curtains, she remembered with a shiver last night’s emotional outburst and consequent heart-to-heart with her brother, fuelled by too much whisky. She hauled herself to a sitting position, hugging her knees to her chest.

‘Come in,’ she croaked.

The door opened and Andrew appeared, a cheerful grin on his round face. ‘Morning!’ he cried. ‘I thought you might like some tea. Wow, you look like shit.’

Cat sighed. ‘Thank you. On both counts. How come you’re so chipper? Oh I forgot – you never get bloody hangovers, do you?’ she said, rubbing her head.

Andrew patted his chest. ‘Rock-iron constitution, me. I’ll get you some paracetamol, shall I?’

Cat nodded weakly. ‘Please. Sorry about my weeping and wailing last night.’

Andrew perched on the side of the bed. ‘I’m your brother. You should be able to talk to me.’

‘You know me. I don’t do that stuff.’

‘Well you obviously do now so seriously, don’t worry about it. Anyway, I’ve got a surprise for you.’ He looked pleased with himself – worryingly pleased.

‘Oh yes?’ said Cat suspiciously. ‘Is it a bacon sandwich-type surprise or the type of surprise that is going to make me hate you for the rest of your life?’

‘Hmmm, in light of your question, I have two surprises and you have guessed one of them correctly. I cannot vouch for the other one.’

‘Oh Gawd, what are you up to?’ cried Cat. ‘You know I hate surprises.’

‘You’ll like this one eventually,’ said Andrew with a grin. He stood up. ‘I’ll put the paracetamol out in the bathroom. Come down in about fifteen minutes. I’ll have your first surprise ready for you and then I’ll tell you what’s going on.’

‘Do I have a choice?’

‘Not really but remember, I’ve always got your best interests at heart.’

‘I seem to remember you saying that when you sent me on a blind date with your friend Stevo.’

Andrew smiled at the memory. ‘He was a great guy.’

‘He set fire to his own farts,’ Cat pointed out.

‘More considerate than setting fire to other people’s.’ Andrew grinned.

‘He gave me his toenail clippings in a box as a present on our first date.’

‘Some people might find that romantic.’

Cat shook her head. ‘You are weird and so was he.’

‘I still see him around. He’s a moderately successful comedy writer,’ observed Andrew.

‘That figures. I presume he’s still single?’

‘Yeah,’ admitted Andrew. He walked to the door. ‘Fifteen minutes, okay?’

As he disappeared, Cat flopped back onto the pillow. She loved her brother dearly but was worried. He was full of good intentions but Cat was used to being in charge of her own destiny. However, she was also having to face the fact that more and more of her life was slipping beyond her control. It might have been the hangover or yesterday’s events but she decided that for once she would let other people look after her for a change. The tempting smell of bacon wafted up the stairs. Cat slipped out of bed and went to the bathroom, quickly swallowing the painkillers that Andrew had left out for her. She carried her mug downstairs and into the dining room. Charlie and Ellie were already sitting quietly at the table. Ellie grinned up at her as she entered and even Charlie managed a half-smile. Something was very wrong.

‘Here we go,’ cried Andrew cheerfully as he brought in sandwiches for the children. ‘I’ll just fetch ours. There’s coffee on the go.’

‘Thank you,’ said Cat. She was immediately suspicious. Everything seemed too perfect somehow.

He returned shortly afterwards and placed the plates on the table. ‘Sit, sit,’ he said. Cat did as she was told. The children were already tucking in, making appreciative noises.

‘Could you pass the ketchup, please, Cat?’ asked Charlie. Cat couldn’t remember him ever addressing her with such politeness. She handed over the bottle. ‘Thank you,’ he said. She noticed Ellie was bouncing up and down in her chair, darting glances at Cat and Andrew as she ate. She also noticed Andrew give his daughter a raised-eyebrow look in a bid to calm the excited six-year-old.

‘Are you all right, Ellie?’ asked Cat. Ellie had already finished her sandwich and she glanced at her father before clamping her lips together tightly. Cat looked at Andrew who was smiling at her, a look of innocence on his face. Cat knew this look only too well. ‘What’s going on?’ she said.

Ellie couldn’t hold back any longer. ‘We’re going on holiday to the cottage Daddy booked before Mummy went away and Daddy told us to be good so that you’ll agree to take us and Finn and Daisy are coming too!’ cried Ellie, her words hitting Cat’s ears in rapid succession so that it took her a moment to register exactly what her niece had just said.

Cat turned to Andrew, who was staring down at his plate not daring to meet his sister’s gaze, like a small boy who had been found out. ‘I need a coffee,’ she said, rising to her feet and heading into the kitchen.

Andrew followed closely on her heels, his hands held out in front of him defensively. ‘Now, Cat, don’t get mad. Let me explain.’

She plonked the mug she was holding onto the work surface and spun round to face him. ‘What do you think you’re playing at, Andrew? I said I would look after your children. Isn’t that enough for you? What possessed you to cook up this little scheme?’

‘Okay, okay,’ said Andrew, ‘I’m sorry. I’ve been a bit hasty. I should have talked to you first, before I told the kids.’

‘Do you think?’ cried Cat, turning back to fill her mug with coffee. Andrew reached into the fridge and handed her the milk. ‘Thank you,’ she said, sploshing it into the mug before handing it back to him and taking a gulp. ‘You’ve put me in an impossible position, haven’t you? And as for asking Finn – ’

‘Actually, I haven’t asked him yet. That was Ellie’s idea but to be honest I think it’s a good one.’

‘Oh really,’ said Cat. ‘How is sending me to – ’

‘Suffolk,’ finished Andrew.

‘Right yes, how is sending me to bloody Suffolk with know-it-all Finn going to help?’

‘Well I thought it would be an extra pair of hands and he’s really good with the kids.’

‘Oh you don’t have to tell me how good Finn “uncle of the year” Thomas is with the kids.’

‘Are you jealous?’ asked Andrew amused.

‘Pfff, don’t be ridiculous. I’m not jealous of him,’ replied Cat a little too quickly. Andrew raised his eyebrows quizzically. Cat hit him on the arm. ‘We’re getting off the point here. You should have talked to me first.’

Andrew nodded and cleared his throat to show that he was taking his sister seriously. ‘I know. You’re right. I’m sorry. But listen, I thought it would be good for you to get away and we booked it before Mel’s dad got sick so we’d lose the deposit and it would be a shame for it to go to waste.’ He gave her that small-boy-lost look, which made her hate him even more because she couldn’t resist it. ‘It’s a very nice cottage, you know, in a great location – beautiful beach and there’s even a brewery in the town.’ Cat rolled her eyes in exasperation. ‘I’ll show you the pictures online and then it’s entirely up to you. No pressure.’

Cat glanced at the doorway. Ellie was doing a very bad job of trying to hide behind the doorframe as she eavesdropped. ‘Come in, Ellie,’ said Cat. Ellie took a step back out of sight. ‘I know you’re there,’ she continued.

There was a five-second pause before Ellie stepped into the room, a picture of innocence. ‘Oh hi, Daddy, Auntie Cat. I was just bringing out my plate – to be helpful.’ She beamed with saintly pride.

‘She’s learnt that from you,’ observed Cat.

‘What?’ chorused Andrew and Ellie, wide-eyed with feigned ignorance.

Cat shook her head and refilled her coffee mug. ‘I am going to have a shower. And then you can show me this cottage.’ She ignored Andrew and Ellie’s high five. ‘But I haven’t agreed to anything yet,’ she called over her shoulder as she made her way upstairs. Cat could hear her mobile ringing in the spare room. She darted through the door and felt her stomach drop as she spotted the caller ID.

‘Ava. I am so sorry,’ she cried as she answered.

‘I’m hoping that you’re waking up alongside Ryan Gosling,’ purred her friend. ‘Otherwise I can’t imagine why you would be breaking our brunch date.’

‘Well I did have an eventful Saturday evening but not in the way you’re thinking.’

‘Care to spill?’

Cat took a deep breath. ‘I bumped into Jesse at a concert. Let’s just say I think my PR career may have fallen off the tracks.’

She could hear Ava exhale in a way that suggested she already knew this to be the case. ‘I’m sorry, honey. Donald plays hardball sometimes but he usually comes round in the end.’

‘Thanks and sorry again for missing our date.’

‘Hey, don’t sweat it. How about next Sunday? Your treat.’

‘I would love to and I definitely owe you but actually, I think I’m going away.’

‘Oh? You don’t sound very sure. That’s not like the Cat Nightingale I know and love.’

‘Believe me, it was a big surprise for me too. My brother has organised a little impromptu holiday.’

‘Sounds like a great idea. What’s the catch?’

‘I’m not going alone.’

‘Sheesh, are you off to build sandcastles with the ankle-biters?’

Cat laughed. ‘I’m afraid so.’

‘Well, you know, you might enjoy it,’ said Ava in a consoling voice.

‘Really?’

‘I only said “might”. I take it your brother isn’t going.’

‘No, but he’s suggesting that we ask this guy Finn and his niece Daisy along.’

‘A guy? Sounds promising.’

‘Trust me, it’s never going to happen.’

‘Oh sweetie, never say never.’

‘This is the exception to that particular rule.’

‘Whatever you say, sugar. Well I wish you all the luck in the world.’

‘Thanks,’ said Cat weakly. ‘I’ll call you with a progress report.’

‘You do that,’ said Ava.

After she had hung up, Cat wandered onto the landing just as Charlie darted from his room looking upset. He had his back to her as he ran to the bathroom and shut the door swiftly behind him before she had a chance to call his name. His bedroom door was open and Cat hesitated before sneaking in. She could see his iPad open on the desk. She glanced behind her before making her way over and peering at the screen. Cat could see that Charlie had been sending and receiving messages from Tom, the boy from the park. The exchange had begun with a shy ‘Hi Tom’ from Charlie, which had been met with, ‘’sup Loser?’ from the boy. Ben had joined in a little later and the conversation had quickly degenerated.

Tom

‘Been practising football? cos u need 2.’

Charlie

‘A bit.’

Ben

‘Do u still like Liverpool?’

Charlie

‘Yeah.’

Tom

‘You sad muppet. Every1 knows they r shit.’

Ben

‘Sterling is a baby.’

Tom

‘So is Charlie. And they’ve both got crap hair.’

Ben

‘And no friends.’

Tom

‘LOL. Charlie and Raheem are gay.’

Ben

‘LOL.’

Charlie has left the conversation.

Cat heard the toilet flush and quickly exited the room. She met Charlie on the landing. He was frowning and she could tell from his eyes that he had been crying. Cat wanted to ask him about what she’d read but knew he’d be furious if he found out she’d been prying.

‘Everything okay?’ she asked.

He mumbled something incomprehensible and disappeared back into his room, closing the door firmly behind him. Cat felt a pang of sympathy before something clicked in her brain – a moment of recognition confirming what she needed to do. She went downstairs to find Andrew. He was sitting at the dining room table, nursing a mug of coffee. His laptop was open and Cat could see images of a very pretty cottage. Ellie sat opposite him, staring up at her aunt, her face filled with expectation and hope. Cat folded her arms and cleared her throat. ‘Ellie, can I give you a piece of advice?’

Ellie looked uncertain. ‘O-kay.’

Cat’s face was serious. ‘If your brother ever tells you that he’s doing something for your own good…’

Ellie was hanging on her every word, ‘Yes?’

Cat stared at Andrew. ‘Punch him on the nose and run in the opposite direction as quickly as you can.’

Ellie giggled. ‘What does that mean?’

‘It means we’re going on holiday to Suffolk,’ said Cat with a sigh.

‘Yay!’ cried Ellie, leaping to her feet. ‘With Finn and Daisy?’

Cat shrugged. ‘Why not?’ She could think of lots of reasons why not but they seemed irrelevant now.

Ellie rushed to her aunt and flung her arms around her middle. ‘Thank you, Auntie Cat. You’re the best,’ she declared before rushing upstairs. ‘I have to pack! Daddy, you call Finn,’ she called over her shoulder.

Andrew stood up and put an arm around his sister. ‘Thanks, sis. You won’t regret it,’ he said.

‘I better not,’ warned Cat with a rueful smile.

‘Don’t worry. I’ll come and stay at the weekend and I’ll see if Ronnie wants to as well. It’ll be fun.’

‘Hmm,’ said Cat. Fun wasn’t a word she associated with a family holiday in Britain; rain and wasps and sand in your picnic were more appropriate but like many things in her life now, Cat had no choice. It was a case of going with the flow and praying that she didn’t drown or murder Finn Thomas in the process.


Chapter Twelve

‘Are we there yet?’

‘Ellie, we’ve just turned out of your road.’

‘I know. I was only joking,’ said Ellie with a mischievous grin. Cat glanced at her in the rear-view mirror. Her face was a picture of bubbling excitement. It made Cat think of holidays as a child. Her parents had loved Cornwall and she recalled endless sunny days peppered with the odd rain-washed moment. Life seemed to go on for ever back then; everything was filled with light and fun: cricket on the beach, fishing in rock-pools, melting ice-creams and the occasional greedy seagull. She couldn’t remember ever feeling sad. It was funny how life turned so quickly, how the innocence of youth could be replaced by the experience of adulthood. Cat could barely connect that happy-go-lucky child with her grown-up self.

‘Would you like me to sing to you? Or should we play I Spy?’ asked Ellie, interrupting her thoughts.

The options were given as two very clear choices. Cat glanced at Charlie and could see that he had wisely plugged in his earphones and was listening to music whilst drawing. She had never been on a long car journey with a child before. She took a gulp of the coffee Andrew had made her before she left. He had squeezed her arm in a way that was supposed to reassure. ‘Good luck. Call me when you get there.’ It was ridiculous given everything that Cat had achieved in her life but as she pulled away in the car she had felt the burden of responsibility like a weight around her neck. It was all very well looking after the children in the day to day; keeping them alive in the relative safety of their own home was one thing but taking them out of this world to a completely new and unfamiliar environment was different.

Cat told herself to relax; she could do this. All she had to do was ensure that they arrived before Finn so that she could collect the keys and suss out the place before he started undermining her with his ‘fun uncle’ act. She would show him how fun she could be; she would out-fun him by the end of this holiday. Finn Thomas was in for a shock.

‘Let’s play I Spy,’ she said to Ellie with a smile.

‘Okay. I’ll start,’ replied her niece. ‘I spy with my incredibly tiny eye, something beginning with – R.’

‘Road,’ guessed Cat.

‘Nope.’

‘Road signs.’

‘Nope.’

‘Red light,’ said Cat, pulling up at a junction.

‘No.’

Cat wracked her brains and tried to think like her niece might. ‘Rocks?’ she asked hopelessly.

‘No-oh,’ said Ellie with increasing impatience. ‘Do you give up?’

‘Yes,’ said Cat gratefully.

‘Rhinoceros!’ cried Ellie victoriously. Cat was flummoxed. ‘In my sticker book,’ she added, holding up a book from the back of the car.

‘Ellie, you have to choose things that I can actually see,’ Cat pointed out.

‘Oh. That’s not how we usually play it,’ said Ellie perturbed.

According to her satnav, their journey time was around two and a half hours. Cat estimated that this was an ideal amount of time for her niece to occupy herself on the iPad. ‘Why don’t you watch one of your films?’ she suggested.

‘I’d rather talk to you,’ replied Ellie. ‘Anyway, we haven’t finished the game. It’s your turn.’

Cat took another large gulp of coffee. ‘I spy with my little eye, something beginning with – C.’

‘Cars,’ said Ellie flatly.

‘Yes!’

‘That was too easy. You have to make it more difficult next time. My turn.’

After a further half an hour, Cat decided that ‘I Spy’ could happily win the award for ‘game most likely to make you want to drive into a speeding truck’, and this was despite the fact that Ellie tried to spice it up by choosing words that it was not possible for her to have spied at all.

‘But I did see Father Christmas,’ she declared at one point. ‘He’s magic and you can only see him if you believe in him,’ she added with an accusatory tone.

‘Oh well then,’ said Cat.

‘You don’t believe in Father Christmas?’ cried Ellie horrified.

Cat realised this was a test and she must not fail. ‘Of course I believe in him. I love Father Christmas.’

‘So do I,’ said Ellie happily. ‘What did he bring you last year?’

‘Erm, an iPad and a new handbag,’ replied Cat, winging it.

‘Wow – you must have been really good.’

As they joined the queue for the Dartford Tunnel, the traffic ground to halt. Cat checked the satnav. There was an accident up ahead and an alternative route was offered. ‘Shall we listen to some music?’ asked Cat longing to bring ‘I Spy’ to an end.

‘Can we listen to Frozen?’ asked Ellie.

‘Erm, okay.’ Within seconds a CD was thrust into her hands. Ellie knew all the words but unfortunately, the tunes had passed her by so that after the first few songs, Cat was seriously contemplating suggesting another game of ‘I Spy’. The traffic wasn’t moving and she was starting to feel a little desperate. Her phone began to ring, interrupting the music. She noted with irritation that it was Finn. Probably phoning for directions. She couldn’t imagine him being satnav-savvy.

‘Hello?’ she answered.

‘Cat? It’s Finn. Listen, which side of the tunnel are you?’

‘We’re just waiting to go through it. Why?’

‘Oh we’re the other side.’

Of course you bloody are, thought Cat. Probably already at the cottage putting on the kettle.

‘Yeah just to say, don’t follow your satnav. The accident’s nearly cleared so you’ll be fine if you stick to the original route. Those things take a while to update sometimes.’

Cat was irked. She knew that. She was the queen of technology. She didn’t need him to tell her. ‘Thanks for letting me know. We’ll see you there,’ she replied curtly.

‘Cool. Want me to collect the keys seeing as we’ll probably be there before you?’

Cat definitely did not want that but it seemed churlish to refuse. ‘Fine. We’ll come straight to the house then.’

‘Great, I’ll make up the beds and get everything organised.’

‘Thanks,’ she said through gritted teeth.

‘Bye for now then.’

‘Bye, Finn!’ cried Ellie from the back. ‘I love Finn,’ breathed Ellie as Cat pressed the ‘end call’ button. ‘I wish he was my uncle.’ Cat’s knuckles whitened as she gripped the steering wheel and concentrated on the traffic. She could clearly see the matrix board reporting the accident and her satnav was echoing this and offering the alternative route. Finn had only said that the accident was nearly cleared; surely it was more sensible to take the other road. After all, the Highways Agency probably knew what they were doing better than Finn Thomas and if she was lucky she might even get there before him. She decided to risk it.

Four hours later, Cat pulled up outside the cottage. Not only had the diversion taken them a lot longer, Cat had misinterpreted the instructions resulting in them driving down a narrowing track and having to reverse when confronted with a tractor driven by an irritable farmer.

‘That was fun!’ declared Ellie after Cat had whizzed the car back towards the road. As she pulled off back to the main road, Cat had to admit that this hadn’t been the ‘fun aunt’ experience she’d been aiming for.

They piled out of the car, Ellie darting on ahead declaring that she needed a wee. Cat and Charlie followed behind, taking in their surroundings. ‘Shell Cottage’ was a lovely red-brick, period cottage overlooking a large playing field with a playground attached. A beautiful fifteenth-century church with a rectangular bell tower and blue copper roof rose up behind the field. The clock signalled that it was two o’clock.

‘Hello?’ she called following Charlie through the front door. There was no answer. How could there be no answer? She had pulled over and texted Finn half an hour ago so he knew they were coming. Ellie returned from her toilet trip and initial inspection of the cottage.

‘It’s so awesome!’ she cried, bouncing up and down. Cat noticed that Finn’s and Daisy’s bags were still in a corner of the spacious lounge, which led to the kitchen diner. She heard the front door open.

‘Hello?’ said Finn. Ellie squealed with delight and ran out to greet Daisy. Finn’s face soon appeared at the living room door. He was carrying two bulging plastic bags, which he placed on the table. ‘You made it then,’ he said with a wry smile.

Cat ignored his amusement. ‘Yes and we’re here now.’

‘I didn’t know if you’d had lunch,’ said Finn, gesturing at the bags. ‘So Daisy and I thought we’d treat you all to fish and chips to say thank you for inviting us.’

It was a kind gesture and Cat knew she should be gracious. Andrew had packed some snacks for the children but she hadn’t eaten since breakfast. Cat also hadn’t eaten chip-shop food for a good ten years and the thought of greasy batter and slimy chips made her stomach flip. ‘Thank you,’ she said politely. ‘I’ll pass but I’m sure the kids would like some.’

Finn shrugged. ‘Suit yourself. Give me a hand will you please, Charlie?’

Cat noticed how Charlie followed Finn’s instructions without protest. Charlie had been almost silent on the car journey but now he chatted away happily to Finn. Damn that man, thought Cat. ‘I’ll take our bags upstairs,’ she said.

Finn nodded. ‘The beds are made. I didn’t want to be presumptuous but I thought maybe Charlie and I could share one twin room with the girls in the other and then you could have the king.’

‘Thank you,’ said Cat, turning away quickly. He was trying hard but for some reason Finn’s genial efficiency was getting on her nerves. She carried the kids’ bags upstairs and soon found the room Finn had suggested for her. It was light and airy with an impressive view over the green. Cat had to admit that it was lovely. She deposited Charlie’s and Ellie’s bags in the other rooms and went downstairs. Finn had dished up the fish and chips and the children were already tucking in hungrily. Cat’s stomach groaned with hunger as the delicious smell hit her nostrils.

‘There’s plenty left if you’ve changed your mind,’ said Finn, spearing a forkful of chips into his mouth.

‘I’m fine,’ said Cat. ‘I should probably call Andrew,’ she added, retrieving her phone.

‘You won’t get a signal here,’ said Finn. ‘You’ll have to use the payphone on the corner.’

Cat looked at him as if he’d suggested that she feast on a dog turd. ‘No signal?’

Finn shook his head cheerfully. ‘’Fraid not. It’s a bit sporadic round here. Still, we’re on holiday so it’s a good time for a break, eh?’

Cat stared at him for a moment. Two weeks stuck in the back of beyond with this man and no easy access to the outside world. It was beyond belief.

‘Worried you’re going to miss some Z-list celeb’s wardrobe malfunction?’ teased Finn. His humour was ill-advised.

Cat narrowed her eyes. ‘I am going to call Andrew,’ she said, heading out of the house and down the street. Unlike the payphones of old, this one looked pristine. Cat picked up the handset and stared at it; she’d almost forgotten how to use one of these. She fished into her bag for some change and fed it into the slot.

‘Where have you sent me?’ she wailed to Andrew as he answered. ‘I’m calling you from a payphone.’

‘Give me the number; I’ll call you back,’ he replied. ‘Are you okay?’ he asked when they were reconnected.

‘Not really. The journey was bloody awful and there’s no signal in this godforsaken town.’

‘That might be a good thing,’ said Andrew unwisely. ‘It will help you unwind.’

‘I do not need to bloody unwind. Particularly not in the company of everyone’s favourite uncle.’

Andrew laughed. ‘Well you’re there now, sis, so you might as well try and enjoy it.’

Cat sighed. ‘Fine. The cottage is lovely by the way.’

‘Good. Just give it time, okay?’

As Cat hung up and walked slowly back to the cottage, she had to admit that time was definitely something she had in droves at the moment. She just wouldn’t have necessarily chosen to spend it like this.


Chapter Thirteen

The first day of the holiday looked promising weather-wise. The sky was the kind of blue that artists try for years to perfect and the clouds were so plump and fluffy, they looked as if they might have been drawn by a three-year-old. Cat gazed out of her bedroom window towards the church and took a deep breath. She could see Finn and Charlie kicking a football around on the green whilst the girls swung back and forth on a gigantic rope see-saw.

She glanced at the clock – it was barely eight-thirty. Cat was used to early starts and had usually been at Andrew’s by eight but she hadn’t embarked on games or much conversation with the kids at that hour; it wasn’t natural. Finn had even brought her a mug of tea with the words, ‘Lovely morning. I’m taking the kids over to the playground for half an hour before breakfast, okay?’ It was more than okay. If ‘fun Finn’ wanted to occupy the children during their stay, Cat might actually get a holiday. She took a sip of tea. Still, she didn’t want to be thought of as a grumpy aunt. She might need to take a more tactical approach.

Following their disastrous journey the day before, the rest of the afternoon had been taken up with exploring the beach and town. Cat had to admit that it was a beautiful place; the promenade was dotted with brightly coloured beach huts all watched over by the gleaming white lighthouse. The town was filled with the kind of boutiques and shops Cat loved. She gazed longingly as they trooped past another shop window filled with of-the-moment handbags and shoes en route to the sweetshop. Actually, Cat rather liked the sweetshop too and was lost for a moment as she stared at the small white paper bags hung on a string, the silver scoops and flip-open tubs filled with white mice, pink shrimps and strawberry shoelaces. She and Andrew had been taken to a similar sweetshop every Friday after school throughout their primary school years. She could still recall that delicious fizzy tang of the first sweet – always a cola bottle – on their stroll home, walking next to her brother, their mother smiling down at them.

‘Treat you to a quarter of pear drops?’ asked Finn, rousing Cat from her daydream.

She stared up at him before muttering, ‘No thanks. I’m going to wait outside if that’s okay.’ He nodded and Cat could tell he was trying to read her thoughts but she turned away before he could press her further. Their communication since then had been scarce. This was partly because the needs of the children took up so much of their time but largely because Cat wanted to keep it like that. Finn was a perfectly fine human being; she didn’t dislike him, she could just see that he was one of those people who would try to make her open up and that wasn’t going to happen on this particular holiday, or indeed ever. The arrangement with the children was temporary and eventually Cat would go back to whichever version of her life remained and very likely never see Finn Thomas again.

She had wondered how they would spend their evenings after the children were in bed but Cat didn’t realise that children weren’t keen on bedtimes, particularly when a) their parents were absent and b) the bedroom arrangements were different. By the time they had settled the girls, it was gone nine o’clock and Charlie was downstairs playing on his iPad. Cat was secretly glad that he was still up.

‘I think you should go to bed soon, Charlie,’ said Finn. Cat expected a protest but Charlie merely nodded and finished his game before heading towards the door.

‘Night, Finn. Night, Cat,’ he said.

‘Night,’ they chorused.

Cat finished her glass of wine and glanced at her watch. ‘Actually, I’m really done-in. I think I might get an early night with my book,’ she said avoiding Finn’s gaze.

There was a pause before he answered. ‘Sure, good idea. Sleep well.’

Cat had gone upstairs and read for half an hour before lying awake for the next two. She couldn’t work out why she felt so agitated. This wasn’t an emotion she experienced very often, if at all. She had eventually fallen into a dreamless sleep and this morning she felt refreshed but there was a nagging sense of what lay ahead.

She heard Finn and the children traipse noisily back through the door and start to prepare breakfast. This was another process Cat was happy to avoid; the seemingly endless task of putting out all the cereals, jams, juice and so on before a plague of locusts feasted their way through whatever they fancied leaving a trail of sticky crumbs and washing-up in their wake. Still, she couldn’t stay upstairs all day. She opened the large mahogany wardrobe and considered her options. She decided to go for casual glamour, picking out one of her favourite outfits: a chiffon cover-up dress with a marble-weave design – perfect beachwear. She made her way downstairs to find everyone seated at the table tucking into cereal.

‘Morning,’ she said with a smile, receiving various grunts and squeaks in return.

‘I like your dress,’ said Daisy.

‘Thank you, Daisy.’ Cat smiled, smoothing the fabric.

Finn looked up from his cereal. ‘Very nice. Although you might need an extra layer. It gets pretty breezy on the beach.’

‘I’ll be fine, thanks,’ she replied feeling miffed. Cat looked around the kitchen and put a slice of bread in the toaster. ‘Shall I make some coffee?’ she asked Finn, retrieving a cafetière from one of the cupboards.

‘I don’t drink coffee,’ he replied.

‘Really?’ said Cat surprised. ‘I couldn’t live without it.’

‘Each to their own.’ Finn smiled, carrying his bowl to the sink. ‘Mind if I jump in the shower? I thought I might make a picnic for us to take to the beach if that’s what everyone fancies?’

‘Yay beach!’ cried Ellie.

‘Can I take my kite?’ asked Daisy.

‘Of course, sweet pea.’ Finn smiled and kissed the top of her head. ‘Beach sound good to you?’ he said, turning to Cat.

‘Absolutely. I’m happy to make the picnic if you like,’ she offered, determined to wrest some control from his grasp.

‘Great. Thanks,’ he said before heading upstairs.

As they made their way down to the beach armed with more stuff than you could possibly need for a month, let alone a day, Cat had to admit that it was good to feel the sun on her face. Of course she was more used to someone carrying her luggage and sunbeds by the pool than having to lug the worldly belongings of three children but still, there was a pleasantly cheerful atmosphere in the air as they ambled towards the seafront. People smiled when they saw Cat, Finn and the children, particularly as Ellie and Daisy were dressed rather adorably in sunhats, mini shades and shorts. They looked to Cat as if they’d stepped out of a Boden catalogue and she made them pose for a photograph once they reached the beach. It was at this moment that Cat realised with a certain amount of delight that her phone had two bars of precious signal. The day was looking up already.

The beach was busy but not overcrowded and they soon found a spot on a pleasingly wide stretch of soft yellow sand. Cat had gazed with barely concealed envy as they passed the blessed and fortunate in their beach huts. Each hut had a name and the girls delighted in reading them out loud whilst Cat peered in at the bunting-festooned luxury with comfy wicker chairs and well-loved cushions. She would have hired one in a heartbeat if she’d been on her own.

Once on the beach, they unfolded blankets and beach towels and set about making a camp. The girls squealed with joy and ran immediately down to the sea, whilst Charlie sat on a corner of the blanket, took out a sketchbook and began to draw. Cat sat down next to him, trying to arrange her dress and adopt a ladylike pose. Finn was standing at the water’s edge swinging the girls in and out of the sea, laughing at their delight.

Cat decided to seize the opportunity and took out her phone. She told herself that she was merely going to send the photo of the girls to Andrew but before long, she found herself scrolling through her Twitter feed, catching up on everything she’d missed in the past twenty-four hours. She glanced up towards Finn and the girls but he was chasing them down the beach armed with a long, stringy piece of seaweed and they were screaming with pure, unmitigated delight. A handful of other children were also joining in and soon a line of small people were pursuing him up and down the shore. He actually is the flipping Pied Piper, thought Cat. She looked over at Charlie who was sketching a shell he’d found.

‘That’s really good, Charlie.’ She smiled.

‘Thanks,’ he replied without looking up.

Interest shown, children checked, Cat gave herself permission to indulge in a little social media interaction.

Cat Nightingale @BlackCat Just Now

@avamwah Only place with signal in this town. Good view tho. #holiday

She attached a picture of the wide blue sky and beach-hut-speckled promenade. Moments later Ava replied.

Ava Jackson@avamwah Just Now

@blackcat Can’t see the #mojitos. Must be hell. Where’s the guy?

Cat smiled to herself. Good old Ava. Cat could always rely on her for some casual Twitter banter.

Cat Nightingale @BlackCat Just Now

@avamwah Rippling his muscles on the beach.

Ava Jackson@avamwah Just Now

@blackcat Picture please

Cat hesitated but decided it couldn’t hurt. No-one knew Finn but she would make sure the children weren’t in the picture. She held up her phone and zoomed in on his face and upper body. He was wearing a V-neck T-shirt and Cat had to concede that he did have a pleasingly muscular appearance – not too much, just the air of a man who looked after himself. If it weren’t for all that hair, he’d be worth a second look. She clicked and posted the picture to Ava.

Ava Jackson@avamwah Just Now

@blackcat Honey, if you don’t, I will.

Cat laughed and sent a reply:

Cat Nightingale @BlackCat Just Now

@avamwah All yours.

She smiled to herself and was about to indulge in a little pre-lunch sunbathing when she noticed another message arrive from Caroline Henderson, fellow PR professional and the woman who had snubbed her during her ill-advised lunch out with the children.

TheCarolineHenderson@PRGuru 3m

@BlackCat @avamwah So glad you’re taking a break, darling – wish I could! #ladyofleisure

Cat threw her phone into her bag as if she’d been burnt by it. It was a mean, bitchy world sometimes; if you were on top of it, you could brush this kind of thing off like a lion swatting a fly but Cat was starting to experience an entirely new feeling of vulnerability. The worst thing was that she didn’t know how to handle it. A shadow appeared over the sun and she glanced up, expecting it to be Finn with a jibe about her social-media slavedom. She was surprised to be looking up into Daisy’s round and eager face.

‘Will you help me with this, please?’ she asked sweetly, holding up a kite attached to a very tangled string.

‘Sure,’ said Cat, grateful for the distraction. It wasn’t as if she had anything else to do.

Daisy grinned and handed it over before sitting down, her knee resting against Cat’s. Cat wasn’t used to her personal space being invaded in this way but somehow it didn’t feel odd. Daisy was a sweet little girl, who spoke in a very deliberate, sibilant way; it was rather endearing. ‘How is your arm?’ asked Cat.

‘It’s much better, thank you.’ Daisy nodded. ‘I’m having the cast off before I go back to school,’ she added, gesturing at her left arm. ‘Do you want to sign it?’

‘I’d love to,’ said Cat. ‘Daisy, there are about a million knots in this.’

‘I know. Finn put it away like that,’ whispered Daisy confidentially.

Cat laughed. ‘Are you telling tales?’

Daisy grinned. ‘Not really. He is a bit lazy though. That’s what Mum says anyway. She tells him off, says it’s our job to keep him in line.’

‘Well he’s lucky to have you both.’ Cat smiled. With some effort, she managed to untangle the string. ‘There – all done,’ she added, handing it back to Daisy.

‘Thanks! Can we go and fly it now?’

Cat hadn’t flown a kite for years. ‘All right then,’ she said, feeling a little jump of excitement in her stomach. She followed Daisy to the water’s edge. There was a brisk breeze that whipped at Cat’s short hemline and she had to pin her dress down with one hand as she held up the kite in the other for Daisy.

‘Ready?’

‘Ready!’ cried Daisy and Cat let go. The kite shot up into the air like a greyhound out of a trap. It whipped around the sky as if it were alive, flitting manically left and right. Daisy squealed with delight.

‘Let out the string a bit,’ said Cat, suddenly remembering something her dad used to say. ‘See how high it can go.’

Daisy did as she was told and they watched the kite reach a level where it could flap happily in the breeze. ‘That is cool,’ declared Ellie joining them. ‘Can I have a go?’

Daisy passed the string to her friend without protest. ‘Thank you,’ said Ellie. ‘I’ll give it back in a minute.’

‘You got it untangled then, Dais,’ said Finn, appearing by their side.

‘Cat did it,’ said Daisy, smiling up at her.

Finn nodded at Cat as if offering his approval; it made her want to punch him but she resisted. ‘How about some lunch?’ he asked.

‘Why not?’ she replied, following him back to the blanket, hoping that her picnic would pass muster. For the most part it was a success; she forgot the cheese strings but did remember the crisps. She even included fruit. When everyone had eaten their fill, Cat lay back in the sun contemplating a post-lunch snooze.

‘How about a game of French cricket?’ asked Finn.

‘Do you have to be fun-time Frankie all the time?’ said Cat exasperated.

‘Better than being boring,’ replied Finn with a raised eyebrow.

It was a challenge and there was nothing Cat Nightingale liked more than a challenge. She stood up and looked him in the eye. ‘Bring it on,’ she said. ‘But I’m batting first.’

Finn grinned and clapped his hands together. ‘Come on, kids. This is going to be good.’

They made their way onto a patch of wet sand at the water’s edge. Cat took hold of the bat and adopted a defensive position. ‘Are you sure you want to stand like that?’ asked Finn, flipping the tennis ball into the air and catching it deftly in his right hand.

‘Quite sure,’ said Cat. The ball hit her left ankle before she knew what was happening.

‘Out!’ cried Charlie.

‘How is that out?’ protested Cat. ‘And where are my stumps?’

‘It’s French cricket, duh,’ said Ellie.

‘You have to protect your legs,’ said Daisy kindly. ‘Anyone can bowl and you can’t move. You have to spin round to stop it hitting you.’

‘Yeah, duh,’ laughed Finn.

At that moment Cat could have happily batted Finn’s head into the sea but she remained defiant. ‘Well I haven’t played for ages, so how about I get another go?’

Finn tapped a finger against his lips with teasing uncertainty. ‘Oh I don’t know. What do you think, guys?’ he said to the children.

‘I think we should let her have another go,’ said Daisy with customary sweetness.

‘Thank you, Daisy.’ Cat smiled.

‘Ohhh o-kay,’ said Ellie with emphasis. ‘But this is your last chance.’

Charlie had the ball. He threw it smartly through the air but this time Cat was ready. She swung back and smacked it squarely into the sea. ‘Finn’s ball,’ she cried with a smug grin. The children giggled and Finn was forced to wade into the sea to fetch it. He emerged with slightly damp shorts and a ruthless look on his face. He bounced lightly on his toes before delivering the sodden ball with some force. Cat managed to hit it but received a face full of wet sand for her troubles. She glared at Finn. This was war.

‘Out!’ cried Charlie holding up the ball he’d just caught.

‘Well done, mate,’ said Finn, grinning victoriously at Cat. She stuck out her tongue.

‘Auntie Cat!’ cried Ellie scandalised.

‘Told off by a six-year-old.’ Finn tutted as she walked past him to a fielding position.

‘Whevs,’ she muttered, realising how juvenile she sounded.

‘Actually, Cat, could you field on the shoreline please?’ asked Finn looking innocent. ‘Obviously the girls can’t,’ he added reasonably.

‘Fine,’ said Cat, kicking off her sandals and making her way down onto the soggy sand. Even though the sun was warm, the water was decidedly chilly and there was a brisk breeze whipping around her legs. She jogged on the spot to keep warm.

‘By the way, I can see your pants,’ declared Finn much to the amusement of the children and everyone else in earshot.

Cat pulled down her dress. I actually hate that man, she thought. ‘Are we playing or not?’ she retorted.

It was Ellie’s turn to bowl, which she did swiftly, missing her target by quite a distance. Daisy picked up the ball and threw it straight past Charlie to Finn. Cat could see the concentration on her nephew’s face. He kept his eye on the ball and as Finn bowled, he caught it with perfect timing. The ball lifted high into the air straight towards Cat. Adrenaline-fuelled determination coursed through her body. She would wipe that smug grin off Finn’s face; she would show him. She took a step back into the lapping waves and lost her footing. There was no way you could fall with style; catwalk models and red-carpet actresses had tried over the years but the truth was, falling on your arse was a great leveller.

As Cat felt the icy water seep into her very bones, she was hit with the realisation that this was a new low. She gasped with shock and scrambled to regain her composure as Finn ran over to help her up. She could see that he was doing his best not to laugh and failing miserably at the task. The children and several onlookers were helpless with mirth. Finn hauled Cat to her feet and wrapped a towel around her shoulders.

‘Are you okay?’ he asked between guffaws.

She looked at him and then at the children. She had no choice but to join in. ‘Yes, I’m fine but my dignity is in tatters,’ she laughed.

‘Come on,’ he said, putting an arm around her shoulder. It felt strange but not unpleasant. ‘You’ll soon dry out.’ She let him lead her to the towel where the children gathered around.

‘That was very funny, Auntie Cat,’ said Ellie honestly. ‘Are you all right?’

‘Sort of,’ admitted Cat.

‘Poor Cat,’ said Daisy, giving her a hug.

‘Sorry, Cat. It was my fault. I hit the ball,’ said Charlie looking sheepish.

‘Don’t be silly.’ Cat smiled. ‘It was a brilliant hit. I just slipped.’ Charlie nodded gratefully and sat down on the blanket. Daisy linked her arm through Cat’s and Ellie sat on the other side, resting against her aunt. Cat was shivery but felt oddly content sitting quietly in the sun with the kids.

A few minutes later Finn appeared. ‘I took the liberty,’ he said, handing out ice-creams to the children and a lidded paper cup to Cat.

‘Thank you,’ she said lifting the lid. The smell of hot chocolate wafted into her nostrils. It was topped with whipped cream, marshmallows and chocolate shavings.

‘Woah!’ cried Ellie impressed. ‘That’s a luxury hot chocolate. You are so lucky.’

Cat would never normally drink something so calorific and decadent but she didn’t want to appear rude. She took a tentative sip for the sake of appearances. She would nurse the drink for a while and bin it later. She wasn’t prepared for the sensation that spread through her body at the taste. She took another sip. And another. She couldn’t explain it but, somehow, she was being transported back to a different time when her world was simpler and less cluttered. ‘It’s delicious,’ she answered truthfully.

Finn held her gaze for a moment. ‘I’m glad,’ he said.

She smiled. ‘Actually, could I borrow your jumper, please? I’m a bit chilly.’

‘Sure.’ He grinned and handed it over. ‘No problem.’


Chapter Fourteen

In the best tradition of British holiday weather, the next day was a washout. Cat drew back her curtains to reveal a wind-whipped sky, the washed-out clouds moving across it like drifting smoke. Fat drops of rain landed with some force on the windowpane. Even Finn the adventurer had to concede that this wasn’t a day for going out.

‘We can have a movie day. We’ve got popcorn.’ The kids agreed enthusiastically. The problem came when they tried to decide what to watch.

‘Frozen!’ chorused Daisy and Ellie.

‘No way,’ said Charlie, folding his arms.

‘How about,’ suggested Finn, ‘Charlie chooses three films and you girls pick one of them.’

‘O-kay,’ said Ellie suspiciously.

‘Skyfall,’ began Charlie.

‘They need to be age-appropriate, mate,’ said Finn.

Charlie rolled his eyes. ‘I’m not watching a baby film.’

Ellie frowned. ‘We are not babies.’

‘You like babies’ films,’ declared Charlie.

‘Shut up, Charlie,’ shouted Ellie.

‘You shut up, squirt.’

‘Don’t call me that!’

‘Why, squirt?’ replied Charlie with a smirk. Ellie launched herself forward, pummelling her brother with her fists.

‘Okay, that’s enough,’ said Cat, taking hold of Ellie’s shoulders.

Charlie scowled at her. ‘What’s it got to do with you? You’re not our mum.’

‘True. But I am in charge while you’re with me.’

Charlie gave a derisory snort. ‘You’re not in charge of me.’

‘For the record, young man, I am in charge and I can leave Ellie here and take you home if I need to.’

‘You wouldn’t do that,’ said Charlie but there was something about his tone that suggested he wasn’t sure.

‘Try me,’ said Cat. ‘Carry on with this attitude and rudeness and I’ll have you in that car before you can say “99 Flake”.’

‘Ooh yes please,’ said Daisy dreamily.

Charlie was staring at Cat now. She could see hurt behind his eyes and knew he was troubled. ‘Look, I know you miss your mum,’ she ventured.

‘You don’t know anything!’ cried Charlie. ‘About me or her or any of us! You’re just here while Mum’s away and then you’ll leave. You don’t care what happens to us.’

‘That’s not true,’ said Cat, gently touching him on the arm. ‘I do care. Is this about the boys in the park? Are they bullying you?’

Charlie looked up at her, his face betraying anger and fear. ‘Stop trying to interfere. You don’t know anything about my life. You’re a bloody bitch and I hate you.’

‘Charlie, that’s enough. Stop it now.’ Finn’s voice was direct and fierce. It made them all stop in their tracks.

Charlie flushed red with embarrassed anger; it was one thing to argue with his aunt but to be the subject of Finn’s disappointment was a different matter. Seconds later, he rushed from the room without looking back. They heard him stomp up the stairs and slam his door.

‘Well that went well,’ said Cat after a pause. She felt as if she’d been hit in the gut. Cat had been under the misapprehension that she and Charlie had an understanding but obviously they hadn’t even made it out of the starting blocks. Ellie began to cry and then Daisy started in solidarity. Cat looked desperately at Finn. He gave a reassuring smile before bundling the girls into his arms.

‘Now come on, you two. No tears. Charlie’s just missing his mum.’

‘I miss my mum too,’ said Ellie, fearing exclusion from their sympathy.

‘So do I!’ wailed Daisy.

‘I know you do but you will see them again soon and we’re on holiday so let’s try and have some fun eh?’ They stared at him wide-eyed and awed before nodding bravely. ‘Good girls. How about we put on Frozen and make some popcorn?’

‘But what about Charlie?’ sniffed Ellie with more loyalty than he probably deserved.

‘He’ll be fine,’ reassured Finn. ‘I’ll go and make sure he’s okay. You girls watch your film, all right?’

‘Can we dress up?’ asked Daisy.

‘Of course. You can both be Elsa.’

‘I’m usually Elsa and she’s Anna,’ said Ellie, ever in charge. Daisy nodded shyly. The girls went upstairs to find their costumes while Cat joined Finn in the kitchen. He set about making some popcorn in the microwave. Soon the space was filled with the satisfying sound and smell of popping kernels.

‘Thanks for that,’ she said after a pause.

‘For what?’ he asked.

‘For intervening with Charlie.’

He smiled. ‘No need to thank me. You were handling it perfectly. I just didn’t appreciate his choice of language.’

‘No – not ideal in front of six-year-olds.’

‘True but I didn’t like the way he spoke to you either. You don’t deserve it.’ He turned to face her, his expression serious.

She looked past him towards the window. ‘Well thank you.’

‘Cat, can I say something?’

‘Sure,’ she replied, although she felt a rising dread. She had wanted to avoid these ‘cards on the table’ type exchanges with Finn.

‘I get the feeling that you don’t really like me,’ he began.

‘That’s not true,’ protested Cat. ‘It’s just that you – ’

‘What?’ asked Finn, holding his palms open. ‘Help me out, Cat. What am I doing wrong?’

She stared at him. He actually gave a damn about what she thought. She took a deep breath. ‘You know how to do all this,’ she replied, gesturing round the kitchen.

‘If you mean washing up, then that’s not true. You should see how I leave an egg pan. Ask Ronnie,’ he joked.

She rolled her eyes. ‘You know what I mean. This! This world of kids and their extra-terrestrial behaviours.’

‘Can we have some Maltesers in with the popcorn, please?’ called Ellie from the living room.

Cat shivered. ‘See what I mean? Who has Maltesers in their popcorn? They are aliens living among us.’

Finn laughed. ‘Well that particular concoction is actually surprisingly delicious. You should try it.’ He turned to face her. ‘To be honest, that’s kind of what I’m talking about.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘I mean,’ he said, taking the bowl of popcorn out of the microwave and emptying a packet of Maltesers into it, ‘give in to it. I don’t have all the answers about kids, I’ve just had more experience of it. But I do know you’ve got to stop resisting it to be able to enjoy it.’

‘Am I resisting it?’ she asked with genuine curiosity.

‘You’re clinging onto your old world like a life raft. My advice, if you want to hear it, is to jump in and swim with us for a bit. You might surprise yourself.’ Cat held his gaze for a moment. It was a perfectly reasonable suggestion and she could see that he meant it in an entirely friendly, non-preachy way. ‘And I’m sorry if you think I’m a know-it-all. Ronnie tells me the same so I’ll try not to laud my brilliance over you,’ he joked. ‘But I will tease you if you fall into the sea again.’

Cat laughed. ‘Okay then.’

He held out the bowl. ‘Dive in,’ he said. She regarded him for a second before sighing and helping herself to a clump of popcorn mixed with melting Malteser. She closed her eyes as she put it into her mouth, anticipating complete revulsion. It was weirdly delicious, like something Heston Blumenthal might serve up, although probably only after he’d vacuum-packed it in a balloon.

‘And?’ asked Finn amused.

‘Not bad,’ she declared, claiming the bowl.

He grinned. ‘I thought I might go and check on Charlie, unless you want to?’

Cat was grateful for the offer. ‘Be my guest. I think I’ll just annoy him if I go.’

‘You’re always irritated by the people you care most about,’ said Finn taking a handful of popcorn as he passed. ‘If you didn’t give a damn about them, they wouldn’t annoy you as much.’

A thought flickered across Cat’s brain like a candle in the breeze but she snuffed it out before it could take hold. ‘Thanks,’ she called after him, carrying the bowl over to where the girls were watching trailers before the main event.

‘Ooh, popcorn!’ cried Ellie. The two girls picked up a handful each and crammed it into their mouths. Cat was always amazed at how messy children actually were.

‘Mind your lovely dresses,’ she told them.

‘Chill, Auntie Cat,’ said Ellie. ‘There’s nothing you can spill that can’t be cleaned with a baby wipe.’

‘It’s true.’ Daisy nodded sagely.

‘Well still, go easy eh?’ she said, reaching forwards and picking up some scattered popcorn pieces from the floor. Ellie took another handful, dropping more onto the floor in the process. Cat realised that it was pointless trying to clear around children – like shovelling snow whilst it was still snowing. Finn appeared on the stairs.

‘Is he okay?’ asked Cat, glancing up at him.

‘He’s fine. Embarrassed but fine. He’s listening to music and drawing. He seems pretty happy. I think you might get an apology later.’

‘Thanks,’ sighed Cat. ‘I just wish I could download a manual so that I knew how a child’s mind worked.’ She glanced over at Ellie who was balancing a Malteser on her nose. ‘Or maybe I don’t.’ Ellie flipped the sweet expertly into her mouth, receiving an impressed round of applause from her friend.

‘Every parent wishes they had that manual too if it’s any consolation. It just doesn’t exist. You can’t control every aspect of your life.’

‘I used to be able to,’ said Cat ruefully.

‘But was that a good thing?’

‘I liked it,’ said Cat looking at him.

‘You might grow to like this version of life too.’

Cat wasn’t so sure. ‘Maybe.’

‘You don’t have to run the world, Cat. Sometimes you just have to exist and see what happens.’

‘Is that what you do?’

‘Mostly. Obviously I have my job and looking after Daisy but I’m not a big planner.’

Cat laughed. ‘You and I couldn’t be more different if we tried.’

Finn shrugged. ‘Different strokes for different folks. Doesn’t mean we can’t be friends.’

‘I guess not.’ Cat smiled.

‘Shhhhh!’ hissed Ellie. ‘The grown-ups have to stop talking now. The film is about to start.’ Cat and Finn exchanged amused glances. Daisy clambered next to Finn and put one arm around his neck. Not wanting to miss out, Ellie sat the other side. Cat felt like a bit of a gooseberry and had half a mind to fetch her book but she decided to watch with them for a moment or two. A while later she found herself joining in with Daisy and Ellie’s enthusiastic rendition of ‘Let It Go’, and by the end of the film she was wiping a surreptitious tear from her cheek.

‘Something in your eye?’ teased Finn.

‘That’s right,’ she replied with a smile.

As the credits rolled, Cat glanced out of the window. The pelting rain had slowed to a thin drizzle. Cat turned to Finn. ‘What do you fancy for dinner?’

He shrugged. ‘Not sure. Why?’

‘I thought I might cook.’

‘That would be cool. What’s your signature dish?’

Cat looked unsure. ‘Erm, ordering someone else’s signature dish? But I thought, you know, dive in and give it a go.’

‘Sounds good.’ He smiled.

‘What sounds good?’ asked Ellie nosily.

‘I’m going to cook dinner for us all,’ replied Cat.

‘Ooh can I help? I love cooking.’

‘Me too,’ cried Daisy with great enthusiasm. ‘Especially jelly. I’m really good at jelly.’

Cat hesitated. This hadn’t been part of the plan. It was going to be stressful enough as it was without ‘helpful assistants’. She glanced over at Finn, who shrugged. ‘I think you should go for it. I’m happy to risk whatever you put in front of us.’

Cat realised she had no choice. ‘Okay then. Girls, get your coats on. We’re going shopping!’

‘Oh yay!’ they chorused.

Cat’s initial mistake was to allow the girls to choose what they would eat. Daisy was adamant that sausages dipped in Marmite would be delicious, whereas Cat was pretty sure that this was the devil’s own food. She managed to persuade Daisy that the sausages would be happiest served au naturel and they opted for a classic supper of bangers, mash and carrots. There was something very pleasing about visiting the butcher and then the greengrocer; Cat felt an unusual sense of satisfaction as they trooped from one shop to the next. The shopkeepers were polite and particularly friendly with the girls. Cat gave them the money so that they could pay for the groceries themselves. She noticed how Daisy and Ellie grinned at one another with brimming pride as they carried their goods out of the shop and proudly held them up for Cat’s inspection.

‘What lovely girls you have,’ observed a passing old lady with a tiny boggle-eyed dog. ‘An absolute credit to you.’

Cat was about to correct her when she remembered Finn’s advice. ‘Thank you,’ she beamed. ‘Okay, what next?’ she enquired, turning back to the girls.

Daisy peered at the list that Ellie had written. ‘We need “jolly”,’ she said with a frown.

‘Jelly! Duh,’ retorted Ellie.

‘Well I can’t read your writing,’ declared Daisy. Ellie frowned at her.

‘You two are like an old married couple,’ laughed Cat.

‘Thank you,’ said Daisy. ‘Because we probably will get married, won’t we, Ellie? Girls are allowed to get married now.’

‘Yes, but only if they are het-er-ro-sec-shual,’ said Ellie carefully.

‘No, that’s not right. It’s civil ceremony,’ replied Daisy knowledgeably.

‘It’s not. It’s heterosecshual.’

‘No! It’s civil ceremony.’

‘Heterosecshual!’

‘Civil ceremony!’

The lady who had complimented Cat moments earlier looked up in alarm from the basket of beetroot she was browsing. Cat gave her a gracious smile before ushering the girls towards the local supermarket. As they were searching the shelves for jelly, Cat spotted the packets of Angel Delight.

‘I haven’t had this since I was little,’ she murmured, plucking a sachet from the shelves and holding it up for the girls to see. ‘I had no idea they still made it.’

‘What is it?’ asked Daisy.

‘It’s a sort of pudding you make with milk. It’s like a mousse,’ said Cat. ‘My mum…’ and then she stopped.

‘What?’ asked Ellie.

The girls were staring at Cat now and she knew she had to answer. ‘She used to put raspberries on the top,’ she said, feeling her heart quicken at the memory.

‘Let’s do that!’ cried Daisy.

‘But I thought you wanted jelly?’

‘No. We should get that,’ said Ellie. ‘It sounds nice.’

Cat smiled at them both. ‘Thank you. I hope you like it. I saw some raspberries in the greengrocer’s so we’ll stop and get some on the way home.’

They finished their shopping and walked back through the town, turning down the echoing alleyway that led to the churchyard and home. Ellie and Daisy skipped alongside Cat.

‘That was fun,’ said Ellie. ‘Much better than going to the big old boring supermarket. Mum never lets me pay or choose stuff.’ Cat felt her chest swell with pride.

‘Me neither,’ agreed Daisy.

‘Well your mums are probably very busy trying to fit it all in. You always have more time on holiday,’ said Cat reasonably.

‘Well I love holidays,’ declared Ellie.

‘Me too,’ agreed Daisy.

Ellie tapped her friend on the arm. ‘It!’ she cried before darting off happily along the path. Daisy squealed with joy and ran after her.

Cat watched them go and smiled to herself. The late afternoon sun was leaking through the clouds, bringing the promise of brighter skies. Cat felt her body lift as if carried along by something new and rather wonderful.

Returning to the cottage, she was secretly relieved to find Finn and Charlie had gone out. There was a note on the table. ‘Gone to beach for a kick-around. See you for dinner.’ She put the sausages in the fridge and turned around to find Ellie and Daisy standing right behind her like eager puppies waiting to be fed.

‘Shall we make the dinner now?’ asked Daisy.

‘I’m hungry. Can I have a biscuit?’ said Ellie.

‘How about a piece of fruit?’ suggested Cat. Ellie frowned.

‘Banana, please,’ said Daisy, receiving a scowl from her friend for the betrayal.

‘Fine, I’ll have a banana too then.’

‘What do you say?’ asked Cat.

‘Please,’ huffed Ellie.

Cat passed over two bananas and rummaged in the cupboard for a teabag. Finn had brought along all manner of weird teas. She spotted a box of rooibos and opted for that; she recalled being mildly addicted to it a year or two ago when the Huffington Post declared it to be the next big thing. She sniffed the mug; it smelt like hay but it wasn’t unpleasant. She turned back to the girls, who had already finished their fruit.

‘Let’s make the pudding then.’ Apart from a minor incident with a balloon whisk (Daisy felt that Ellie had been taking too long with her mixing and clocked her friend over the head with said implement) and the tiny cut that Ellie sustained (and about which she complained bitterly) whilst peeling potatoes, everything else ran smoothly. By the time Finn and Charlie returned, dinner was well underway and Cat felt rather proud of herself.

‘This looks great, girls,’ declared Finn approaching the dinner table, which Ellie and Daisy were in the process of setting.

‘You put the knives, forks and spoons in order of how you are going to eat your courses,’ Daisy told him earnestly. ‘But we’re only having two courses so we’ve got a knife and fork and then a little spoon for pudding,’ she added, pointing at the cutlery.

‘Don’t tell him!’ warned Ellie. ‘Remember, we are the waitresses.’

‘Oh yeah, sorry,’ replied Daisy, an excited glint in her eye.

‘Well it looks very professional.’ Finn smiled, reaching out to ruffle his niece’s hair.

‘Cat taught us,’ said Daisy with pride, gazing over at her teacher in awe.

‘I think you might have a fan there,’ whispered Finn, stealing a carrot from Cat’s chopping board.

‘Oi! Hands off,’ scolded Cat. ‘You should never get in the way of a woman with a knife,’ she added, waggling it at him. She turned to see Charlie standing in the doorway between the living room and kitchen diner. ‘Hey, Charlie. How was the beach?’

‘Good,’ said Charlie, taking courage from her greeting and sidling over.

Finn took a step back and ushered for him to move nearer. ‘Don’t be shy, Charlie. Cat’s got a knife but I’ll protect you,’ he joked.

Charlie gave a small smile and came to stand close by Cat. She looked down at him; the anger was gone, replaced by a deep desire to be forgiven. ‘I’m sorry,’ he whispered.

‘It’s okay,’ she said, giving him a nudge with her arm. ‘Really.’

‘I picked this up on the beach. I thought you might like it.’ He placed a shell on the work surface. It was almost perfect – smoothly rounded with a pink pearlescent shine and a tiny chip in one edge.

‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘I shall treasure it.’ Charlie nodded shyly. Finn ruffled his hair as he walked past. ‘Did you talk to him about this morning?’ she asked when Charlie was gone.

‘A bit. There is something bothering him but he doesn’t want to talk about it at the moment. We just played footie and chucked stones into the sea. You know what boys are like. He wanted to bring you that shell though – it was all his own idea.’

Cat was touched by the gesture. ‘Fancy a glass of wine?’ she suggested.

‘Why not?’ said Finn. ‘Red or white?’

Cat would have usually insisted on white but something about the course of events today made her say, ‘You choose.’

‘Are you sure?’ he teased.

‘Ye-es.’ She smiled.

‘Well I reckon this will go well with the sausages,’ he said holding up a bottle of red wine.

‘Perfect,’ said Cat without hesitation. ‘Girls? It will be ready in about five minutes. Do you want to seat our guests?’

Daisy and Ellie jumped to attention. ‘You look after Charlie. I’ll look after Finn,’ said Ellie.

‘But I want to look after Finn. He’s my uncle,’ replied Daisy possessively.

‘O-kay,’ conceded Ellie.

The girls approached their designated guests. ‘Would you follow me, please, sir,’ said Daisy before glancing over at her friend and falling into helpless laughter.

‘Yes, this way, please,’ giggled Ellie, taking her brother by the arm.

Charlie and Finn took their places obediently at the table and were presented with specially designed menus decorated with prodigious quantities of glitter. Finn immediately took on the role of co-operative paying customer with aplomb. He peered at the menu with pursed lips before turning to Daisy.

‘Thank you, waitress. I shall have the sausages, mash and carrots, please, followed by Angel Delight topped with raspberries.’

‘Very good,’ squeaked Daisy. ‘And to drink?’

‘Red wine, please,’ said Finn.

‘Not too much,’ warned Daisy. ‘Otherwise you’ll get a hangover.’

‘Very well,’ said Finn, glancing at Cat who was watching with amusement. ‘I like a waitress who encourages moderation.’

‘And for you, sir?’ said Ellie to her brother.

‘Do you have any chips?’ teased Charlie.

‘No, just mash. Take it or leave it,’ declared Ellie.

‘Okay, I’ll take it.’

‘And to drink?’

‘Red wine, please.’ Charlie grinned.

Ellie snatched the menu from his hands on her way to the kitchen area. ‘You can have water,’ she announced.

‘It’s so refreshing to have your decisions made for you.’ Finn smiled. Cat laughed. She dished up the food and the girls carried the plates with great care to the table.

The sausages were a little burnt and the carrots were a little raw but once smothered in gravy, it all tasted sublime.

‘Best meal ever,’ declared Finn, standing up to clear the plates from the table once they’d finished.

‘No, no, no! We are the waitresses. We will do that,’ said Ellie, nudging her friend. They managed it with only one fork dropped.

‘Well done, girls,’ said Cat. ‘Shall we have dessert now?’

Ellie and Daisy grinned with pride as they carried the glass bowls of Angel Delight to the table. Finn stared at his raspberry-topped dish. ‘This is so professional. I would pay at least eight pounds for this in a restaurant. What do you think, Charlie?’

‘Belifous,’ declared Charlie through a mouthful of pudding.

Cat nursed her wine and watched them all with a growing sense of satisfaction. When they had finished, Finn turned to Charlie. ‘Want to help me with the washing-up?’

‘Okay,’ agreed Charlie.

After the clearing up was done, they sat in the living room and Finn picked up his guitar. He played a few experimental chords before launching into ‘Four Seasons In One Day.’ He had a beautiful melodic voice and Cat felt the music and a sense of calm wash over her. When he had finished, Ellie leapt up.

‘Can you play something we can dance to?’

Finn smiled and started to strum the chords to ‘Wanna Be Starting Something’ by Michael Jackson. Soon the girls were pogo-ing along in time to the music. Even Charlie smiled and clapped along.

‘Come on, Cat,’ cried Daisy, catching hold of her hand.

It might have been the wine or the music but soon Cat was dancing and singing along. She held hands with the girls and they grinned at each other as they bopped in time to the beat. Something in Cat’s heart surged as she threw back her head and sang. She closed her eyes and gave in to it. When the song finished she opened them to find Finn smiling up at her.

‘You have a great voice,’ he said.

‘Do I have a great voice, Finn?’ asked Ellie.

‘You do, Ellie,’ said Finn but he kept his gaze fixed on Cat.

Cat turned away, grabbing Ellie and tickling her under the armpits. She giggled in delight, making Cat’s heart lift with joy. ‘I think it might be time for bed, ladies,’ she said with a grin as Daisy flung her arms around Cat’s shoulders.

‘Awwww!’ chorused the girls.

‘It’s really late,’ reasoned Cat. ‘And being tired on holiday is not fun, so come on.’ She coaxed them towards the stairs.

‘Do you want me to tuck you in, Dais?’ asked Finn.

Daisy ran over and kissed him on the cheek. ‘Can Cat do it tonight?’ she said shyly, stealing a glance at her new best friend.

‘Is that okay?’ asked Finn, looking up at her.

‘Of course.’ Cat smiled.

‘I had fun today,’ yawned Ellie as Cat tucked them into bed.

‘Me too,’ murmured Daisy dreamily snuggling down.

‘Yes,’ agreed Cat. ‘It was lovely. You two are great helpers. Well, night-night.’

‘Can I have a hug, please?’ asked Daisy.

‘Me too,’ said Ellie.

Cat couldn’t refuse. She hugged Ellie first; it was a tight fierce hug, intense and passionate. Daisy’s was more gentle, warm and sweet. It was still a novelty to be hugged by a child and Cat felt that sense of reassuring calm descend again. ‘Night-night.’ She smiled, pulling the door closed behind her.

As she reached the top of the stairs she could hear Finn playing softly. She recognised it immediately as another Crowded House song called ‘She Goes On’. It was a beautiful song that Cat hadn’t heard for years; she’d always assumed that it was about grief and the death of the songwriter’s mother. She listened for a moment and as the words reached her ears, she felt her body stiffen. It was a lament and a song of hope for lost love. Cat grasped the banister at the top of the stairs as her legs sank beneath her.

She sat down and hugged her knees to her body. She had forgotten how much she loved this song and it made her realise how deeply she had buried certain other feelings too. Cat had thought she would be relieved when Finn had finished but something inside – a newly unlocked box of long-ignored sadness – was now open. It was up to her if she wanted to slam it shut again or allow herself to take a peek inside. As she sat at the top of the stairs, she could feel her heart thudding in her chest because for almost the first time in her life, Cat Nightingale had no idea what to do.


Chapter Fifteen

The next day the sun burst through the sky again like a long-lost friend. It was clear and warm with the whisper of a breeze. Cat was boiling the kettle for her first caffeine hit of the day when Finn and the children returned from their now daily early morning trip out. He was carrying a brown paper bag, from which wafted an aroma of freshly baked goodness.

‘We bought chocolate croissants!’ cried Ellie unable to contain herself.

‘Unless you’d rather have a bowl of toasted cardboard,’ teased Finn, gesturing at the cereal box Cat was holding.

‘I would love a croissant, thank you,’ said Cat, sticking out her tongue at Finn. ‘I’ll fetch some plates.’

They discussed the day’s plans over breakfast. ‘How about hiring bikes?’ suggested Finn. ‘I saw a shop near the common. We could pack a picnic and head towards the harbour.’ The children made enthusiastic noises of agreement.

‘I haven’t ridden a bike for twenty years,’ admitted Cat with a worried frown.

‘You’ll soon pick it up again,’ said Finn encouragingly. ‘It’s easy, just like – ’

‘Falling off a bike?’ offered Cat.

Finn grinned. ‘Exactly.’

The man in the bike shop did not suffer fools gladly, unhappily or any other way. When Finn asked if he had a bike with stabilisers for Cat, the man gave him a look of such withering disdain, Cat was surprised he wasn’t immediately turned to stone. He had obviously seen, done and had enough of it all.

‘Bikes need to be back by four-thirty sharp otherwise I’ll have to charge you for another day,’ he grunted.

‘Thank you!’ cried Daisy with a cheery smile, which the man did not return.

Finn led the way across the common towards the harbour. The sky was a shimmering blue, the air clear and warm, but unfortunately Cat couldn’t fully appreciate it as she was concentrating all her efforts on staying upright. Charlie rode ahead with Finn, whilst the girls were sandwiched between them and Cat. Predictably, Ellie was a manic cyclist with an alarming, chaotic style, whilst Daisy rode with genteel care. Cat wobbled along behind them, desperately wondering what had happened to her balance.

Fortunately, there were few cars on this first piece of road so all she had to do was to try to remember how to cycle in a vaguely dignified fashion. The unmade road came to an end by a gate, which was where Finn and Charlie stopped to wait for them. Cat was now painfully aware of her audience and told herself to look ahead and focus. Unfortunately Ellie chose this moment to veer in front of her aunt, which resulted in Cat having to swerve violently to avoid her. Cat anticipated another unseemly fall and was as surprised as anyone when she managed not only to stay upright but to come to a smart and efficient halt as well. She felt breathless, her heart beating in her ears but she was alive.

‘How’s the bike?’ asked Finn.

‘Okay,’ replied Cat, doing her best to stop her legs from trembling.

Charlie was reading a sign on the fence. ‘Beware – Adders on the Common.’

‘What are adders?’ asked Ellie.

‘They’re just snakes,’ said Finn.

‘Snakes!’ squeaked Daisy. ‘Where?’

Charlie grinned with malicious glee. ‘On the common,’ he said. ‘And they’re poisonous – the only poisonous snakes in Britain.’

‘Charlie!’ scolded Cat.

‘I’m not going through that gate,’ said Ellie, grasping hold of Daisy’s arm and looking terrified.

Cat glanced at Finn. She wasn’t particularly fond of snakes herself. ‘It’s fine,’ he said. ‘They’re far more scared of you than you are of them. They won’t come out in the day.’

‘Are you sure?’ asked Cat worried. Ellie was looking up at her aunt with alarm now. Finn gave Cat a meaningful nod in Ellie’s direction. Cat looked at her niece, swallowing her fear. ‘Finn’s right. It will be fine.’

They wheeled their bikes through the gate. The track became narrow, flanked on either side by brambles and gorse bushes. Cat looked warily left and right and noticed that Ellie stayed very close to her as they walked.

‘What was that?’ cried Ellie as something moved in the hedgerow. ‘I don’t like it!’

Moved by her friend’s distress, Daisy began to cry. ‘I want to go home.’

‘Probably a king cobra,’ chuckled Charlie.

‘That’s not helpful,’ said Cat, doing her best to usher the near-hysterical girls forward whilst trying to remain calm herself. ‘Hey, girls, I think there are some blackberries up ahead.’

‘Where?’ cried Ellie moving rapidly along the path, closely followed by Daisy.

‘Nice distraction technique,’ remarked Finn as they reached the end of the winding path and came out onto a crossroads where several footpaths converged.

Cat grinned. ‘Maybe my PR skills are coming in handy after all.’

‘That was the old railway track,’ said Finn, pointing back along a grassy path flanked on either side by sloping verges. ‘Until it was closed in the twenties.’ He leant forwards and plucked a handful of blackberries from the bushes, holding them out for everyone to try. They were delicious and bursting with flavour.

‘I feel as if I’m in the Famous Five.’ Cat grinned.

‘Which one are you?’ asked Finn.

‘George, of course. No-one ever wanted to be Anne.’

‘True,’ he laughed. ‘Right, ready to go on?’ The path to the harbour was relatively flat and wide, enabling them to ride in a slightly unruly line whilst allowing people coming the other way to pass. However, one couple did have to jump onto the grassy embankment when Ellie veered wildly into their path.

‘Sorry!’ cried Cat cheerfully as she passed. ‘She’s a bit erratic.’

After her initial struggle, Cat felt more confident riding at the back of their group. Finn was hurtling ahead, closely followed by Charlie. Cat and the girls kept a steady pace, gliding along in the warm sun. The landscape opened up on both sides and Cat was able to admire the soft green fields dotted with cows and the lighthouse and town in the background. The breeze shushed through the reeds and Cat’s mind and body was filled with a sense of freedom she hadn’t experienced for a long time. She had nowhere to be except here. Before, this would have filled her with fear but today, it was oddly liberating.

She was disappointed when they reached the metal bridge, which stretched across the harbour, and had to dismount. However, once they had walked across to the other side, they continued their bike ride along a similar country path crossing marshy fields flanked by reeds. A little way along the path, there was a large red-bricked house. Finn stopped there for everyone to catch up. A fat marmalade cat was basking on the garden path outside the glass-fronted porch. Cat noticed beehives at the end of the garden and jars of honey for sale. She surprised herself by reaching into her purse and giving Ellie and Daisy the money to buy one. Charlie and the girls paused to make a huge fuss of the cat, who graciously rolled onto his back so that they could tickle his belly.

‘This was a great idea,’ admitted Cat as she and Finn watched them. ‘I don’t usually slow down to this sort of pace.’

‘You don’t say,’ teased Finn.

Cat pulled a face at him. ‘Having said that, I am starving. Shall we find somewhere to have the picnic?’

‘Come on, kids,’ called Finn. The track became a road up ahead with a scattering of houses and a handful of cars. They wheeled their bikes into the village, which contained some of the most charming cottages Cat had ever seen. They soon came to a road lined with gift shops and tea rooms leading to a smartly maintained village green surrounded by more pretty cottages. It was situated on a slight slope and had a small play area in one corner. They found a spot to put down the blanket and it wasn’t long before they were tucking into their picnic. After she had finished her sandwiches, Ellie plucked a shiny red apple from the bag and stood up.

‘Charlie, will you push Daisy and me on the swings, pleeeease?’

Charlie sighed but he was in a good mood. ‘Come on then,’ he said, taking an apple of his own.

Cat watched them go. ‘He seems happier today,’ she remarked.

Finn nodded. ‘He’s probably relaxed into his holiday. It takes a while sometimes.’

‘Tell me about it.’

‘Speaking of which, I take it there’s no signal out here,’ he joked.

‘To be honest, I have no idea,’ said Cat surprised at herself. She reached into her pocket before withdrawing her hand as she changed her mind. ‘Actually, why do I need to look? It’s not as if anyone needs me.’

‘They do,’ said Finn, pointing towards the children.

‘Yes,’ murmured Cat. ‘I suppose they do. I am still a bit worried about Charlie.’

‘Because of the boys at the park?’

She nodded. ‘Also, I saw some messages on his iPad when we were back home.’

‘What sort of messages?’

‘Unpleasant ones. I think he’s being bullied or at least getting into something he doesn’t know how to handle.’

Finn shook his head in sympathy. ‘Poor kid. Have you talked to Andrew about it?’

‘I didn’t really have a chance and Charlie seems so closed about it. I was hoping the holiday might help him to open up a bit.’

Finn sighed. ‘That is a tough one. Boys aren’t exactly known for sharing their feelings with the world.’

‘What about you?’

‘I’m an open book.’ He grinned.

‘Really?’

‘Sure. Ask me anything.’

Cat gave a sly smile. ‘Favourite film?’

‘Cinema Paradiso.’

Cat nodded her approval. ‘Favourite singer?’

Finn screwed up his face in concentration. ‘Ella Fitzgerald,’ he said after a pause. ‘Complete perfection and makes it sound easy, which it isn’t.’

Cat smiled. ‘Ever been in love?’

‘Yes. It was 1986. I was five. She kissed another boy called Martin. Broke my heart. Still haven’t recovered.’

Cat laughed. ‘Poor you. Ever broken someone’s heart?’

Finn winced. ‘Yes, but I was very young and foolish and she was far too good for me. I would have made her unhappy.’

‘Self-awareness is half the battle. On behalf of the sisterhood, you are forgiven.’

‘Thank you,’ said Finn with an amused nod. ‘And what about you? Ever been in love? Or is there a secret man you’re hiding in a cellar?’

‘Actually there is. His name is Brian and we’re blissfully happy, thank you,’ joked Cat. ‘Anyway, what about Angelica?’

Finn eyed her knowingly. ‘That was a very neat deflection.’

Cat pretended to be clueless. ‘What? I thought we were still on you.’

‘You’ve got a story haven’t you, Cat Nightingale?’

‘I don’t know what you mean,’ replied Cat, feeling her cheeks grow hot. ‘There’s no story.’

‘Everyone has a story,’ said Finn. ‘Some people just choose not to tell it.’

‘Well there you go then.’

‘So there’s no-one? No unrequited love or handsome dude on the horizon?’

Cat peered out towards the sea, which could be spied over the tops of the cottages. ‘Can’t see one and as George Clooney’s now taken, all bets are off.’

‘Do you always do that?’

‘What?’

‘Fend off a serious question with humour?’

‘I seem to remember you telling me that I didn’t have much of a sense of humour once.’

‘Well maybe being with the kids has helped you develop one.’

‘You certainly need one around kids,’ admitted Cat.

‘Seriously though, are you saying you’ve never been in love?’

Curse this man, thought Cat, why couldn’t he let it go?

‘Can we have an ice-cream now, please?’ asked Ellie appearing at Cat’s side.

‘What a brilliant idea!’ she cried. Cat could have kissed her niece for impeccable timing.

After they had finished their ice-creams, they packed up the picnic rug and loaded the bikes. Finn turned to Cat with a wry grin. ‘This isn’t over, Nightingale. Not by a long shot.’

She frowned. She knew he was joking but for Cat this was serious; like teenage acne and the music of Take That, she had given up heart-to-hearts a long time ago. She could see that she would have to keep avoiding Finn’s bald questioning for the rest of the holiday.

The cycle ride back to the town took them along the towpath by the side of the harbour and back over the metal bridge. It was a narrow path and Cat prayed she would avoid toppling down into the thick estuary mud. Happily she managed it and once again she found herself exhilarated by the simple joy of cycling through beautiful scenery. There were all types of fishing boats and yachts in the harbour and as the ropes hit the masts they made a pleasant tinny sound accompanied by the insistent peep-peep-peep of the marsh birds. It was harder going on the way back for the children and by the time they reached the town and returned the bikes, the girls were crotchety and Charlie’s face was pink and sweaty.

‘How about we go for a drink?’ suggested Finn.

‘Good idea,’ agreed Cat. ‘Shall we find a café?’

‘I was actually thinking more of a pub,’ said Finn. ‘There’s a nice family-friendly one near the seafront.’

Cat didn’t normally frequent pubs but even she had to admit this was rather lovely. It had three separate rooms including the splendidly named ‘snug’, which led off the bar and where children were allowed. Finn led them to this area where there was a large table and the shelf around the top of the wall was lined with beer bottles. There was a fire at the far end, which Cat imagined would be blissful on a winter’s day.

‘What will you have?’ asked Finn. ‘Fancy trying the local beer?’

Cat usually drank wine but there was something about having just completed her first cycle ride in twenty years that made her answer. ‘Why not?’

Finn returned a short while later with two pints of beer, three glasses of lemonade and assorted packets of crisps, which the children pounced upon.

‘Cheers,’ he said holding up his glass to Cat.

‘Cheers,’ she replied taking a sip. Maybe it was the effect of the sun, the bike ride or being on holiday but the beer seemed to Cat at that moment to be the most delicious drink she had ever tasted. ‘Now that is good,’ she declared, putting her glass down.

Finn smiled. ‘First of the day always tastes the best.’ He glanced around the room before spying a pile of games on a corner shelf. ‘Now then,’ he said standing up and perusing them, ‘who fancies a game of Happy Families?’

‘Ooh me!’ chorused the girls.

‘Okay,’ said Charlie with a shrug.

‘I’ve never played it,’ admitted Cat. She wasn’t a great one for games but couldn’t say this in front of the kids.

‘You’ve never played Happy Families?’ cried Finn scandalised. ‘Next thing you’ll be telling me is that you’ve never played Old Maid either.’

‘Guilty as charged,’ said Cat, taking another sip of her drink.

‘Right then. Let’s play.’

Cat couldn’t remember the last time she’d laughed so much. The children loved playing games and she was pleased to see how much Charlie was enjoying himself, happy and joking with Finn. Ellie was the sneaky one and Daisy was delightfully honest. They played Old Maid using the Happy Families cards and Finn took great delight when Cat was given the title of Old Maid. She folded her arms and stuck out her tongue at him. An elderly man with sparkling eyes paused in the doorway, grinning at them.

‘How wonderful,’ he declared, ‘to see parents actually enjoying time with their children for a change.’

Finn and Cat exchanged glances before dissolving into renewed giggles. ‘Your round,’ said Finn as he finished his pint.

‘Can we have dinner here, please?’ asked Daisy.

‘I don’t know,’ said Finn.

‘Yes let’s,’ said Cat. ‘My treat.’

‘You don’t have to do that,’ protested Finn.

‘I want to. Please,’ she replied. ‘Another pint?’

‘Thank you,’ he smiled. ‘That would be great.’

Cat felt a surge of happiness as she watched Ellie squirt a family-sized dollop of ketchup onto her chips whilst Daisy neatly tucked her napkin into her T-shirt and Charlie looked up from his burger and thanked her for treating them. She remembered eating out as a child – at the ticklish joy of being able to choose your dinner and the promise of dessert afterwards. She noticed that Finn glanced at her from time to time, a smile never far from his lips. Thankfully, the girls offered the perfect distraction with their excited chatter or occasional need for the toilet.

It was beginning to get dark as they left the pub with the tired but happy children.

‘Wow look at the stars!’ cried Charlie. They gazed up at the sky in awe.

‘They’re so pretty,’ murmured Daisy.

Living in light-polluted London, Cat had almost forgotten what stars looked like. As she stared deeper into the sky, more became apparent and the ones she thought she’d seen seemed to wink at her or disappear altogether.

‘This has been the best day ever,’ sighed Ellie.

‘You said that about your birthday,’ observed Charlie.

‘This is better.’

‘And Christmas.’

‘This is still better.’

‘Why?’ asked Cat with genuine interest.

‘No-one got cross all day,’ said Ellie.

‘Huh. Well that’s definitely a good thing,’ agreed Cat.

Back at the cottage, the weary girls were quickly despatched to bed and Charlie took himself off to his room to listen to music before lights out. Cat went in to say goodnight to the girls after Finn had tucked them in.

‘Night-night,’ she called softly. ‘Sleep tight.’ There was no answer. She turned to leave.

‘Night-night, Mummy,’ sighed Ellie sleepily. ‘Love you.’

Cat paused at the door for a second. ‘Love you too,’ she whispered, smiling to herself before heading downstairs.

Finn was sitting at the kitchen table with his guitar. There was a bottle of dark red liquid in front of him and two small glasses. He smiled as she entered the kitchen. ‘I took the liberty,’ he said gesturing at the drinks.

‘What is it?’ she asked picking up the bottle.

‘Morello cherry liqueur. I bought it from the brewery shop. Not only do they make their own beer but they also distil their own spirits and import wine.’

‘Fancy,’ smiled Cat. ‘Who knew they’d built heaven in this wind-whipped corner of Suffolk?’ She poured herself a glass of water and sat down opposite him at the table. ‘Can I say that if you’re thinking of getting me drunk and picking up the conversation where we left off earlier then you’re out of luck.’

‘Damn,’ laughed Finn, setting his guitar to one side. ‘You’ve seen right through me.’

‘You’re very easy to read,’ she replied with one eyebrow raised.

‘Whereas you, Cat Nightingale, are a complete mystery.’

‘That’s how I like it.’

‘Why?’ He picked up his glass and gestured for her to do the same. ‘Skol.’

‘Skol,’ she replied, knocking her glass against his and taking a sip. It was nothing like liqueurs Cat had tried in the past. There was no acid hit of alcohol; it was warming and pleasantly sweet but not cloying. ‘Delicious.’

‘So, you were saying?’

Cat shrugged. ‘I just don’t feel the need to analyse my life endlessly. It’s really not that interesting and the past is best left where it is.’

‘Oh, so you do have a past then?’

‘Doesn’t everyone? I just choose to leave it there and live in the here and now.’

‘But the past feeds the here and now so you have to acknowledge it.’

‘That’s very deep.’

‘Thank you.’ Finn smiled. ‘I surprise myself sometimes. Seriously though, and I hope I’m not speaking out of turn, but I would say that your past is actually having a big effect on you at the moment.’

Cat sighed. ‘I know but it can be sorted. These things move quickly and I trust Jesse.’

‘Yeah, what is it with that guy?’ They had finished their first drink, so Finn refilled their glasses. ‘Prost.’

‘Prost,’ replied Cat, knocking her glass against his. ‘Jesse is my oldest friend. I met him at uni and we’ve been friends ever since.’

‘And that’s it?’

Cat fixed him with a narrow gaze. ‘You don’t give up, do you?’

‘It’s one of my best and worst qualities.’ Finn grinned.

Cat took a deep breath. ‘Okay, I had a tiny crush on Jesse at uni – we shared a moment but it came to nothing.’

‘And now?’

‘Now he’s married and I work for him. That’s it.’

‘Are you sure?’

‘Absolutely. We are really good friends. Is that so hard to believe?’

‘I believe you. I’m just not sure I get why he’d pass up the chance to be with you.’

Cat was secretly flattered. ‘You know that he’s married to Alexandra Lorenzo?’

‘The model? She’s fine but I’d rather be with a woman who eats chocolate croissants for breakfast.’

Cat winced. ‘I only do that on holiday.’

‘Well I like holiday-Cat,’ declared Finn. ‘And I would like to propose a toast to her.’ He topped up their glasses again. ‘To holiday-Cat.’

‘To holiday-me.’ Cat grinned. ‘And what about you? What about Angelica?’

‘Yeah, she’s cool. Ronnie can’t stand her but she sort of fits into my world so we rock along pretty well.’

‘Do you love her?’

Finn shrugged. ‘We’re not an item. She’s just always there, you know?’

‘Wow, Finn, that’s really romantic,’ teased Cat.

‘Thank you,’ he laughed. ‘I’m better if I say it with music to be honest.’

‘Well thank you for the music,’ giggled Cat who was feeling quite merry. ‘Right, that’s enough drink for one night. I am going to bed.’ She stood up and stumbled to the sink. ‘Oops! Thanks for today by the way,’ she said turning to face him. ‘I had a really good time.’

Finn gave a gallant nod. ‘Sorry for my nosiness this evening but I enjoyed our chat.’

Cat smiled. ‘Me too. You’re actually quite good company despite being a stickybeak know-it-all.’

Finn put his hand on his chest and bowed. ‘That’s the nicest thing anyone’s ever said to me.’

She laughed. ‘Goodnight. I need to get some rest as you’ll no doubt have us paragliding off the end of the pier tomorrow.’

‘Yes, that’s after the jet-skiing in the harbour.’ He grinned. ‘Sleep well.’

Whilst Cat got ready for bed she could hear Finn downstairs gently strumming on the guitar. She slid into bed and as her brain began to relax, she remembered that she hadn’t checked her phone all day. It was the first time in her working life that this had happened but instead of sending her into a panicked flurry of activity, she burrowed further down under the covers and closed her eyes, letting the music lull her into a deep and dreamless sleep.


Chapter Sixteen

‘You look different,’ said Andrew, as Cat and the girls met him from the train on Friday evening. It was a tiny unmanned railway station, miles from where they were staying. The hanging baskets and troughs of summer flowers gave it a pleasant air of days gone by.

‘Do I?’ said Cat, smoothing her hair self-consciously. ‘How different?’

Andrew did his best to appraise his sister’s appearance despite the fact that Ellie was hanging off one arm whilst Daisy skipped right in front of where he was trying to walk. ‘Just different. You’ve got colour in your cheeks. Natural colour. It suits you.’

‘Why thank you, little brother.’ She smiled and led him to the car.

Once inside the girls insisted on listening to the Frozen CD again. Cat was pleased that she’d paid extra to have separate speaker controls for front and back. This didn’t muffle Ellie’s tuneless singing but it made conversation with Andrew a little easier.

‘How’s Melissa’s dad?’ asked Cat.

‘It could be any day now,’ reported Andrew grim-faced.

‘Poor things.’

‘I know. Mel’s really torn. She wants to be there for her mum and dad but she’s missing the kids a lot. I promised to try and find somewhere to Skype her over the weekend.’ He glanced out of the window and stretched back his shoulders. ‘It’s good to get out of London. Work has been a nightmare lately.’

‘Well I think you’ll find it very easy to relax. You can have my bed and I’ll take the sofa if you like.’

‘Thank you but I wouldn’t dream of it.’ Andrew fixed his gaze on Cat. ‘So? How’s it been?’ he asked with meaning.

‘Actually, much better than I thought.’

‘How’s Charlie?’

‘Apart from one small outburst, he’s been okay.’

‘Good.’

Cat glanced over at her brother. ‘Does he ever talk to you about school?’

‘What about it?’

‘About the other boys?’

Andrew pursed his lips. ‘There was an incident in Year Two with a boy.’

‘Was he called Tom?’

‘That’s the one. His mother’s a governor. The school said they’d dealt with it.’

‘Well I get the feeling it’s kicking off again.’

Andrew ran a hand through his hair. ‘Oh great. That’s all we need.’

Cat was surprised that Andrew’s first reaction wasn’t one of sympathy towards his son but she said nothing. ‘Anyway, I think the holiday’s doing him good. He gets on well with Finn and we had a brilliant time in the pub yesterday.’

‘Finn’s not the smug know-it-all you thought he was then?’ teased Andrew.

Cat raised her eyebrows. ‘Let’s just say we’ve come to an understanding.’

‘Anything I should know?’

‘Yes actually. You should know that if you continue to try to match me up with every man who falls into my path, I will have to push you off the pier.’

Andrew laughed. ‘Fair enough. I’m glad you’re having a good time though.’

‘I always have a good time,’ she said, although she knew what he meant. The drive back to the cottage took them through picturesque villages, over marshland and a river that Cat hadn’t even noticed on her stressful journey earlier in the week. She was pleased Andrew had noticed a difference in her. Cat felt it too. She hadn’t realised how much she’d needed a break and was also surprised how little she missed her social media fix. She’d barely given the situation with her job a thought and apart from the brief exchange earlier in the week, Cat hadn’t felt the urge to check Twitter. It was strange to be without something that had underpinned her life for so long now but she had to admit that she was rather enjoying the alternative. She was beginning to step back a little and realise that it was a habit like any other and that existing without it definitely had its advantages. Cat hadn’t felt so relaxed in years.

She took in the broad expanse of shimmering sky, which opened up in front of them as they turned onto the winding road leading to the town. Pulling up outside the cottage, she spotted Charlie playing football in the park with Finn. She had asked Charlie if he wanted to come and meet his dad but her enquiry was met with an uncertain frown.

‘Or you can stay here with me if you like?’ Finn suggested. Charlie looked relieved and Cat hadn’t questioned him further.

She waved over at Finn as they climbed out of the car. They crossed the road and met them by the hedge.

‘Hey, Charlie. You okay?’ said Andrew. ‘All right, Finn?’ he added, shaking hands.

‘Hi, Dad,’ said Charlie. He seemed almost shy.

‘Having a good game?’ asked Andrew, gesturing at the ball that Charlie was palming from hand to hand.

‘Yeah. Great. Do you want to come and play?’ asked Charlie, his eyes lighting up with hope.

Andrew screwed up his face. ‘I would, mate, but I’m knackered. Can we do it tomorrow?’

‘Sure,’ replied Charlie. He turned away and dropped the ball to the ground, but not before Cat saw how his face fell. She exchanged glances with Finn.

‘How about we take a walk along the seafront, end up at the pub and get fish and chips on the way home?’ she suggested.

‘Sounds perfect.’ Andrew smiled. ‘I’m gasping for a pint.’

‘Daddy?’ said Ellie sweetly.

‘Yes, pumpkin?’

‘Can I have a piggy-back, pleeease?’

Andrew hesitated but couldn’t resist. ‘Okay, come here, you,’ he said turning and bending down so that she could hop aboard.

‘Uncle Finn? Can I have one too, please?’ asked Daisy.

Cat walked alongside Charlie as they made their way down towards the seafront. She noticed that he was quiet so she nudged him. ‘All right, Charlie?’

‘Mhmm,’ he murmured.

‘Bet it’s nice to see your dad again.’

‘I guess.’

‘Everything okay?’

He looked at her and she noticed that the cloud had descended again; she was getting used to that cloud. It was an indicator that Charlie was not in the mood for idle chat. ‘Everything’s fine,’ he muttered.

Ellie was pointing out the sights to her father. ‘That’s the lighthouse and that’s the pier, although we haven’t been there yet, and this is the beach.’

‘It’s lovely,’ said Andrew with a smile. ‘And you’re heavy,’ he added, heaving Ellie down from his shoulders and plonking her on the pavement.

‘Rude,’ said Ellie. ‘Come down now, Daisy,’ she commanded gesturing up at her friend who was still perched on Finn’s shoulders.

‘I like it up here,’ said Daisy patting the top of Finn’s head. ‘You can see a lot more.’

‘Come on, Ellie, I’ll run with you,’ offered Charlie with a kind smile.

Ellie frowned. ‘I want to walk with Daddy,’ she said, catching hold of Andrew’s hand. Cat noticed Charlie’s face flush red with wounded pride. Her heart went out to him but she also knew that he would hate it if she made a fuss so she let him be.

They entered the pub and as it was a lovely evening, they found a table outside in the walled garden.

‘Are you drinking beer now?’ said Andrew to Cat, as Finn set down three pints and glasses of lemonade for the children.

‘I’m afraid to tell you that your sister has been replaced,’ reported Finn.

‘Oh yes?’ said Andrew amused. ‘With someone less bossy I hope.’

‘Shut up,’ laughed Cat.

‘She’s now known as “holiday-Cat”,’ declared Finn. ‘She eats unhealthy food, goes for picnics, drinks in pubs and has forgotten how to use Twitter.’

Andrew stared at his sister in amazement. ‘I like the sound of this new woman.’

‘She’s pretty amazing,’ said Finn, his eyes lingering on Cat.

‘I’ll have you know that I was pretty amazing before,’ she joked, looking away.

‘Well here’s to you, sis, and your holiday self,’ said Andrew winking at her. ‘May your picnics be wasp-free and your pint glass always be full.’

‘Amen to that,’ agreed Finn.

‘Can we play a game now?’ asked Ellie.

‘All right then,’ said Finn. He nipped back into the pub and returned with a pack of Happy Families. Cat watched with amusement as Ellie stuck out her tongue in concentration as she ordered her cards. When they were all ready, Finn turned to Daisy. ‘Do you want to start, Dais?’ Daisy was out with her first question and it was Ellie’s turn.

‘Charlie,’ she began.

‘No,’ he said.

‘You don’t know what I’m going to ask.’

‘Go on then, squirt.’

‘Don’t call me that,’ said Ellie crossly.

‘Charlie,’ warned Andrew.

‘Fine,’ said Charlie. ‘Go on.’

‘Charlie,’ repeated Ellie.

‘Ye-es,’ he replied impatiently.

‘Do you have Mr Bacon?’

‘How could you know that?’ he retorted, flicking the card at her.

‘Charlie, calm down,’ said Andrew.

Ellie took the card. ‘I’m just very good at guessing,’ she said in a superior voice. She was on a roll now and oblivious to her brother’s worsening mood. ‘Charlie? Do you have Mrs Bacon?’

Charlie scowled at her. ‘You cheated! You looked! You always bloody do that,’ he cried.

Ellie’s lip began to tremble. She gazed up at her father, her face a picture of innocence. ‘I didn’t, Daddy. I promise. I’m just really good at guessing.’

‘I didn’t, Daddy, I pwomis, I’m just weeally good at guessing,’ mimicked Charlie in a baby voice, causing Ellie’s eyes to mist with the promise of tears.

Andrew put a consoling hand on her knee before turning on his son. ‘You! Outside! Now!’ he barked angrily.

Charlie stared at him for a second, his face set in a thunderous scowl. Suddenly he leapt to his feet sending his drink flying. He threw down his cards and stormed out towards the front door, closely followed by his father.

Cat ignored the stares of fellow drinkers and fetched some paper towels. She gave Finn a wincing look as they mopped up the spilt lemonade. Ellie began to sob. ‘It’s always like this with Daddy and Charlie. They make each other so cross and I hate it when people get cross. And I didn’t cheat, honestly, Cat. I promise.’ Cat put a comforting arm around her shoulder as Daisy clung onto her friend’s arm on the other side.

‘Not quite as much fun as yesterday,’ she said. Finn sighed and nodded. Andrew and Charlie were gone for a long time. Cat kept glancing towards the doorway expecting to see them return. The girls were upset and despite Finn’s best efforts to entertain them with a word game, the mood had changed. Eventually Andrew returned alone.

‘I’m going to take Charlie home,’ said Andrew. ‘You stay here and play.’

‘I want to go home too,’ said Ellie, her voice trembling.

‘And me,’ agreed Daisy.

‘Well how about I take the girls to get the fish and chips and we meet back at the house?’ offered Finn.

Andrew looked relieved. ‘Thanks, Finn.’

‘I’ll come with you,’ said Cat.

They walked through the pub and back onto the narrow street outside. ‘Where’s Charlie?’ asked Ellie, worried.

Andrew was looking left and right. ‘I told him to wait here,’ he said, panic rising in his voice. ‘Charlie! Charlie!’

‘He can’t have gone far,’ said Cat, trying to keep her voice calm.

‘Where is he?’ wailed Ellie, tears springing quickly into her eyes.

‘Listen, why don’t I take the girls through the town and look for him on the way?’ suggested Finn. ‘You two head towards the seafront and call me if you find him, okay?’

Andrew’s face was white with fear as he nodded. He knelt down in front of Ellie. ‘It’s okay, Ellie. You go with Finn and Daisy. Charlie is playing one of his silly games. I’ll find him and bring him home for tea, all right?’

‘All right, Daddy,’ sniffed Ellie.

Andrew and Cat walked smartly towards the seafront. ‘This is all my fault,’ muttered Andrew.

Cat touched him on the arm. ‘Don’t worry about that now. Let’s just find him, okay?’ As they reached the path, which snaked along the top of the beach, they stopped. ‘Right, you go left towards the pier and I’ll go right towards the harbour and call me if you spot him,’ said Cat. She had gone into crisis-management mode. Andrew nodded and they parted company. Cat walked briskly along the path. There were benches along one side filled with holidaymakers but Charlie wasn’t among them. The path wound down the hill towards the sand dunes and it was this route that Cat took, scanning every inch for her nephew.

At the bottom of the slope the promenade was covered with a light dusting of sand blown up from the beach. She paused, looking left and right, deciding to walk as far to the right as possible first before retracing her steps in the other direction. The beach was sweeping and sandy here and there were lots of families playing ball games or picnicking in the warm sun. The beach huts were set back and elevated on this stretch of sand and the hut owners were making the most of their own little piece of heaven, stretching out in deckchairs on the promenade or lazily drinking wine on the veranda. Cat was starting to despair and then she saw him. The sand was flat and soft on this part of the beach but after a while it gave way to a built-up ridge of pebbles leading down to the shore. Charlie was perched on this shingle bank staring out to sea. She reached for her phone and dialled Andrew’s number. He answered immediately.

‘I’ve found him,’ she said.

‘Thank God. Where? I’ll come to you.’

‘You don’t need to. I’ll meet you at home. Go and tell the others the good news.’

‘Are you sure?’

‘Of course.’ She hung up and made her way across the dense sand. She didn’t call his name. As she reached his side, she sat down next to him and looked out to sea. He glanced over, registering her presence, but he didn’t move. Cat could tell that he was trying to register her level of anger. She knew enough about human beings to understand that getting cross rarely helped in these situations. It only made both parties feel wretched. She carried on staring out to sea as she spoke. ‘When your dad was little, he ran away from home.’ Charlie didn’t speak but Cat knew he was listening so she continued. ‘We looked for him everywhere: in the shed, under the bed, in the linen cupboard.’ Cat smiled at the memory. ‘Do you know where we found him?’ Charlie looked at her expectantly. ‘At the bus stop.’ She laughed. ‘He told us that he was going to London to become a pop star. He was eight. My mum told him to let her know next time so that she could pack him some sandwiches.’

‘She wasn’t cross?’ asked Charlie.

Cat looked at him. ‘No, she was very wise and kind.’ Her voice broke a little.

‘Dad’s going to be cross. He’s always cross with me.’ He glanced up at her and she saw a little boy who was a bit frightened and sad. Preparing for him to shrink away she offered her arm and was pleased when he leant into her.

‘He worries about you,’ she offered.

‘Why does he end up cross with me then?’

It was a fair question. ‘Sometimes adults don’t get things right,’ admitted Cat. ‘Their worry turns into fear and they often get angry because of it. It’s crap but it’s how it is.’

‘Dad’s always cross with me. Ellie gets all the attention because she’s the baby and Dad doesn’t have any time for me.’

Cat could see the truth in this. ‘Well maybe we need to talk to Dad about it.’ She felt Charlie’s body relax a little at the suggestion.

‘Will you talk to him?’ asked Charlie.

Cat looked down at him. ‘I will and then you need to, okay? Things never get resolved unless you talk about them. Remember that.’

‘I will.’ Charlie nodded. They stayed for a while longer watching the waves lap the shore and a gaggle of excited five-year-olds shriek with delight as they splashed around in the shallow water. ‘Cat?’

‘Mhmm?’

‘Could we go now, please? My bum’s getting really numb.’ Charlie grinned.

They walked back along the beach in companionable silence, pausing to skim the odd stone into the sea. Charlie declared Cat’s efforts to be ‘rubbish’, but she didn’t care. It felt good to be just the two of them and Cat was starting to believe that they had an understanding. It was important to her; she realised this now. As they neared the cottage, she was aware that Charlie was walking close to her as if seeking protection. ‘It’s okay,’ she said. ‘I’ll go in first.’

The best plans, of course, are often prone to a kick in the gut. As soon as they walked through the door, Andrew appeared in the hallway. ‘Get up to your bedroom and don’t come down until I tell you!’ he said as soon as he caught sight of his son.

Charlie gave Cat a desperate look. ‘Andrew, hang on a minute,’ began Cat.

‘Sorry, Cat,’ said Andrew holding up his hands. ‘But you don’t understand. Charlie knows that his actions have consequences and the consequence of behaving like a spoilt brat and then running off is to go to your room until I say otherwise.’

‘I’m not a spoilt brat!’ cried Charlie, angry tears brimming his eyes. ‘You’re a shit dad and I hate you!’

‘Room! Now!’ shouted Andrew. Cat felt helpless as Charlie stomped up the stairs. She turned to her brother but he was ready for her. ‘Don’t,’ he said. ‘Just don’t.’

‘Don’t what?’ she replied. ‘Tell you the truth?’

He looked at her incredulously. ‘The truth about what? Parenting? Pardon me if I don’t take advice from the woman who can’t stand kids.’

Cat was angry now. ‘You know that’s not true. Just because I’ve chosen not to have kids doesn’t mean that a) I don’t like them and b) I can’t see what’s going on right in front of me.’

‘Oh and what’s that?’

‘This,’ replied Cat gesturing at him. ‘This anger. Have you tried actually talking to your son and finding out what’s bothering him?’

‘Spare me the lecture.’

‘Seriously though. He thinks you don’t give a damn about him, that you don’t spend any time with him and that Ellie gets all the attention.’

‘That’s ridiculous. He’s my son. I love him.’

‘You didn’t go and play football when he asked.’

‘Is that what it’s about? Football?’

‘No, but you immediately gave Ellie all the attention and he felt left out.’

‘Thank you, Professor Freud.’

‘I’m just telling you what I saw, and then in the pub you immediately sided with Ellie and didn’t listen to Charlie.’

‘He was being vile.’

‘He’s sad and angry and you getting mad doesn’t help.’

‘So what do you suggest?’

‘Talk to him. Listen to him.’

‘He still has to learn about actions and consequences,’ said Andrew.

‘I know. You’re right, of course, but you need to listen too.’

Andrew sighed. ‘Okay. You may have a point but it’s hard being a parent, Cat. Even when Mel’s around, we’re always working and then we’re always knackered. Trying to do the right thing all the time is exhausting.’

‘I know,’ said Cat reaching out to touch him on the arm. ‘And don’t think I’m preaching. God knows, I have no idea about parenting but I think you need to give yourself a break, give everyone a break sometimes.’

Andrew nodded wearily. ‘I know. I’ll go and talk to him,’ he said heading upstairs.

Cat turned to see Finn and the girls walking through the door. ‘He’s fine. Everything’s fine,’ she said with a smile. ‘Why don’t you girls lay the table?’ Daisy and Ellie darted through to the kitchen, leaving Cat and Finn in the hall.

He held up the bags. ‘Dinner is served. I thought about getting you a battered sausage but decided you were more of a saveloy girl.’

She laughed. ‘I hope you’re joking.’

Finn smiled down at her. She looked up at him and for a second their eyes met. ‘Cat Nightingale saves the day eh?’ he said. ‘See? I said you were amazing.’

Cat gave an embarrassed laugh. ‘Better get those served up before they go cold,’ she said, turning away and hurrying towards the kitchen.


Chapter Seventeen

The next day was hot and heavy. As soon as Cat woke she threw back the curtains and pulled up the sash window in an attempt to cool the airless room. She could see Andrew and Charlie playing football in the field opposite and was relieved. She hoped they would reach an understanding. She got the sense that their relationship was key to Charlie resolving his issues at school. Before she’d looked after Ellie and Charlie, Cat had been oblivious to the complexities of bringing up children but now she could see that there was a lot more at stake. She couldn’t remember her own childhood being quite so fraught with angst and worry but it had been a different time.

She watched as Andrew tried to tackle Charlie and got an accidental kick in the shins from his son. Andrew was furious and deaf to Charlie’s pleas. Frustrated that his father wouldn’t listen, Charlie threw down the ball and stormed off with Andrew shouting after him. Cat sighed. It was going to be a long day. A car drew up outside the cottage and the driver beeped the horn twice to signal their arrival. Seconds later, the front door was flung open as Daisy flew out to greet Ronnie. Cat smiled. It might be good to have a female ally around today.

‘Mummy! Mummy! Mummy!’ cried the little girl, flinging herself into her mother’s arms.

‘Hello, my little sweet potato,’ said Ronnie, scooping her up and kissing the top of her head. She held her at arm’s length. ‘Look at you! You’re brown as a button,’ she added, squeezing her daughter to her. ‘I’ve missed you so so much!’

‘Me too,’ said Daisy. ‘But it’s been fun as well.’

‘Hi, guys,’ said Ronnie, as Charlie skulked back towards the house closely followed by Andrew.

Charlie didn’t speak. ‘Say “hello” Charlie!’ growled Andrew. Charlie muttered something inaudible before disappearing inside. ‘Sorry,’ said Andrew. ‘You’d think the teenage years were already upon us. How are you, Ronnie?’ He leant forwards to kiss her on the cheek.

‘Great, thanks. It’s good to be here.’ She smiled, gazing down at Daisy. ‘Thanks for inviting me.’

‘The more the merrier,’ said Andrew.

‘Good morning!’ cried Cat from the hall. ‘Did you have a good drive?’

‘It was almost too easy.’ Ronnie smiled, entering the house and hugging Cat. She took in her surroundings with nodding approval. ‘Well this is gorgeous. And where’s Ellie and that troublesome brother of mine?’

‘Hello!’ called a voice from behind them. Ellie and Finn appeared seconds later carrying breakfast provisions. He hugged his sister and placed the bag on the table. ‘And how are we all this fine morning?’ He was grinning as if hiding a great secret.

‘What are you so happy about?’ asked Ronnie.

‘I’m on holiday with my favourite people. That makes me happy.’

‘You’re up to something,’ said Ronnie, narrowing her eyes. ‘I know that look.’

Finn laughed. ‘Well I have got a surprise for everyone, especially Cat.’ Cat felt her cheeks flush.

‘You’re pregnant,’ laughed Ronnie. Daisy and Ellie giggled. Finn gave his sister a playful shove. He turned to Cat, reached into his pocket and held out a key. ‘It’s the key to his heart; don’t take it,’ whispered Ronnie loud enough for everyone to hear.

‘When are you going home again?’ joked Finn. He looked back at Cat. ‘Can you guess what it’s for?’

Cat looked at the key fob. It bore the words ‘North Sea Haven’. ‘It’s a beach hut!’ she cried.

Finn nodded with delight. ‘I know you really love them so I called into an agency and they’d had a cancellation on this one. We’ve got it for the week.’

Cat stared at the key and then at Finn. It was one of the most thoughtful things that anyone had ever done for her. ‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘Really.’ She reached forwards and kissed him on the cheek.

‘Euw,’ said Ellie.

Ronnie nudged her brother. ‘Awww, you are a good guy after all.’

‘Nice one, mate,’ declared Andrew, patting Finn on the back. ‘Why don’t we have some breakfast and head straight down?’

The hut was perfect. It was situated at the far end of the beach where the promenade ended and the dunes began. It was opposite the spot where Cat had discovered Charlie the night before. Cat noticed that neither Charlie nor Andrew were particularly communicative but Ronnie’s teasing banter chivvied them along. Most of the other huts were occupied and people had already placed deckchairs and picnic tables along the promenade.

Their hut was painted in a rich dark blue, the doors and window frames finished in bright white. There were wooden steps leading up to a veranda, which Finn climbed now. As he unlocked the door, Cat inhaled the pleasing scent of holidays: musty, salt-infused promise. The hut contained four small wicker chairs, a fold-down table attached to the wall and a small kitchen area with a gas stove and cupboards containing assorted crockery and cutlery. Red, white and blue curtains with a beach-themed design were hung at one end of the hut with matching bunting adorning the ceiling.

‘It’s like something from the 1950s.’ Ronnie grinned.

Cat loved it. She stood on the veranda and stared out to sea. ‘What do you think?’ asked Finn, carrying a deckchair out onto the promenade.

‘It’s perfect.’ She smiled. ‘Thank you.’

‘My pleasure,’ he replied, holding her gaze for a second before going back inside to fetch more chairs.

‘This is the life,’ declared Andrew, walking down the steps and stretching out his arms. ‘Who fancies coming down to see the sea?’ Cat noticed his passing glance in Charlie’s direction.

‘Me!’ cried Ellie.

‘I want to too,’ said Daisy.

‘And me!’ cried Ronnie, pretending to be a little girl. Daisy and Ellie giggled, catching hold of her hands and skipping off across the sand.

‘Charlie?’ asked Andrew. ‘Want to come down and skim some stones?’

‘No thanks,’ said Charlie, sitting in a deckchair and folding his arms.

‘Suit yourself,’ sighed Andrew, turning on his heels and heading towards the sea.

Finn and Cat exchanged a glance. ‘I’m just going to get some water from the tap up there,’ said Finn, holding up a plastic container.

‘Okay,’ said Cat. She took a seat in the deckchair opposite Charlie. ‘You okay?’ Charlie picked at the fabric of his chair and shrugged. ‘You know what I think?’ Charlie didn’t answer but he turned his head towards her to show that he was listening. ‘I think you and your dad are as bad as one another. You’re both so stubborn!’ Charlie frowned. ‘You’ve got to listen to each other and you’ve got to forgive him sometimes. He doesn’t always get things right but he is on your side. Do you believe that?’

Another shrug. ‘I guess.’

‘So don’t sit here being miserable. Go down there and have some fun.’

‘Will you come with me?’

There was something different in the way Charlie looked at her now; he needed her. She stood up. ‘Come on then.’ She smiled. ‘Just heading down to the beach,’ said Cat to Finn as he returned with the water.

‘No worries. I’m going to soak up some rays for a bit and then sort lunch.’

Cat and Charlie made their way to the water’s edge. Andrew and Ronnie were whirling the girls around in the shallow water, making them shriek with glee. Cat approached Andrew and touched him on the arm. ‘Give her to me and go and talk to your son,’ she said, gesturing over at where Charlie was standing back from the crowd.

‘Has he stopped sulking?’ asked Andrew uncharitably.

‘Have you?’ retorted Cat.

Andrew frowned at her for a second and then laughed. ‘All right. Fair point.’

‘Where’s Daddy going?’ asked Ellie.

‘He’s going to play with Charlie for a bit and I,’ said Cat, picking Ellie up like a baby, ‘am going to dunk you in the sea, like a biscuit in a cup of tea!’ She tipped Ellie up and plunged her head towards the water and back up again several times, so that the little girl’s hair tickled the water. ‘Dunk, dunk, dunk,’ she cried, delighting in Ellie’s giggling shrieks. She turned her back on her feet.

‘Again, Auntie Cat, again!’ squeaked Ellie jumping up and down.

‘Mummy, do me!’ cried Daisy.

They played the game for a while until Cat and Ronnie decided that they’d had enough. Ronnie drew the outline of a mermaid in the wet sand and suggested that the girls find some shells and pebbles to decorate it. They watched as the girls darted off, buckets in hand, pausing every now and then to pick up a precious seashore treasure.

‘So you’ve settled into your new role then?’ asked Ronnie. ‘You seemed to be having a whale of a time with Ellie back there.’

Cat smiled. ‘I wouldn’t say I always know what I’m doing but I’m enjoying it a whole lot more than I thought I would.’

‘My sister is a regular Mary Poppins,’ teased Andrew, wandering over to join them whilst Charlie helped the girls decorate their mermaid.

‘Let’s just say I have a whole new respect for you parents. I don’t know how you do it.’

‘Well we are awesome,’ observed Andrew, winking at Ronnie.

‘I know I couldn’t do it,’ said Cat shaking her head.

‘I didn’t really have a choice,’ admitted Ronnie. ‘I never wanted kids and then one day I found out I was pregnant. I thought about having an abortion because I knew Daisy’s dad wouldn’t stick by me but Finn convinced me I could do it. I honestly couldn’t have managed it without him. It’s not been easy though and sometimes I think how much simpler my life would have been if things had been different…’ Ronnie was gazing at her daughter, dancing in the sand ‘…but I wouldn’t change it for a second. You get the life you’re given and mine is blessed.’ She smiled up at them. ‘Sorry, that was a bit intense, wasn’t it?’

‘No, it’s lovely. Really.’ Cat beamed.

‘Ta-da!’ cried Ellie, as they finished the sand picture. The adults made their way over to admire the results of their efforts. Charlie was putting the finishing touches to the intricate fish-scale decoration, carefully placing white pebbles on the mermaid’s tail. Ronnie had drawn the outline beautifully; the figure looked as if she’d drifted onto the beach. Her arms were outstretched and the girls had used seaweed for her hair, which billowed in the breeze, giving her a wistfully magical appearance.

‘She’s wonderful.’ Cat smiled. ‘I love what you’ve done with the tail, Charlie.’

‘Thank you,’ he said with a shy grin. He seemed more relaxed to Cat and she took this as the sign of a truce with Andrew. She decided not to question him; she understood now that he would clam up if cornered.

‘We covered her boobies with shells!’ giggled Daisy, pointing to the mermaid’s fulsome bosom, tastefully decorated so as to protect her modesty.

‘And she’s got earrings and a necklace,’ added Ellie, not wanting them to miss any detail.

‘Well I think she’s gorgeous,’ declared Ronnie. ‘Just like you two.’ The girls grinned with pride.

After lunch, Andrew took the children off to speak to Melissa whilst Finn built sandcastles on the beach with Daisy. Cat and Ronnie stayed in the hut and tidied up. When they had finished, Cat made mugs of tea and they sat outside with them in the sun. The day was still hot but a gentle breeze was now drifting in from the sea, making the air pleasantly warm rather than scorching.

‘I could get used to this,’ sighed Ronnie, flopping back into her deckchair.

‘It is magical,’ murmured Cat, closing her eyes and feeling the sun wash over her.

‘Of course you know that my brother is falling for you, don’t you?’

Cat was amused but not surprised by Ronnie’s candour. ‘I don’t think so,’ she replied.

‘Trust me, I know that boy. I’ve seen it before. He really likes you.’

‘Well I really like him. Just not in that way.’

Ronnie sighed. ‘That’s a shame because I think you and I could really rock it as sisters-in-law, you know?’ Cat laughed. ‘Seriously, Cat, I mean I know he’s my brother so I can’t see it myself but I get the feeling that Finn’s a good-looking guy and he’s got his own teeth. Some might say he’s quite a catch. Plus, and don’t ever tell him I said this, he’s actually quite a nice bloke too.’

‘I know,’ smiled Cat. ‘He is. Really lovely. I’m just not looking for a relationship.’

‘But you’re single?’

‘Ye-es.’

‘Are you a lesbian?’

Cat chuckled. ‘Not as far as I know.’

‘Is it the hair? He’s very hairy, isn’t he? And beards can be quite off-putting.’

‘No,’ laughed Cat. ‘He’s a lovely guy. I just don’t want a relationship. With anyone.’

‘What? Ever?’

‘I’m happy on my own.’

‘Hmmm. Well that is a great pity. You are a loss to men everywhere.’

‘Thanks.’ Cat smiled. She was keen to move the conversation on before Ronnie dug any deeper. ‘What about you?’

Ronnie shrugged. ‘There’s a guy I like at work. He’s a bit younger than me but we get on really well.’

‘You should go for it.’

‘Says the woman who refuses to go for it.’

‘I’m just a weirdo,’ replied Cat dismissively.

‘No I think you’re more of an enigma, Cat Nightingale.’ Ronnie stared at her with narrowed eyes before laughing. ‘Forgive me, I’m a nosy cow. I just think – oh, what’s going on?’ She sat up in her chair, distracted by something further along the promenade. Cat followed her gaze and spotted Andrew walking towards them with the children. She could see that they were all upset.

‘What is it?’ cried Cat as they reached the hut.

‘My Grampy’s died,’ wailed Ellie, burying her head in Andrew’s side. Charlie was biting his lip, trying not to cry.

‘I’m so sorry,’ said Cat. ‘How’s Melissa?’

‘Not great,’ replied Andrew. ‘I think it all hit her when she saw the children. She was very tearful.’ He rested a hand on Charlie’s head.

‘Come and sit down,’ said Ronnie. ‘You poor things.’

Cat was surprised when Ellie made a beeline for her, taking Cat’s arm and wrapping it around her body as if showing her what to do. Charlie sat down on the chair next to her. She put a consoling hand on his back. Ellie started to cry and Cat pulled her close for a hug, feeling the little girl’s heartbeat quicken.

‘Is it okay if I leave the kids here while I go and call Mel again?’ asked Andrew. ‘I want to make sure she’s all right.’

‘Of course,’ replied Cat. ‘We’ll stay here, won’t we, kids?’

‘Thanks,’ said Andrew, turning back towards the town.

‘How about I get us some ice-cream?’ asked Ronnie. ‘My treat.’

‘I think I could manage a Fab, please,’ said Ellie mournfully.

‘I’m all right, thanks,’ said Charlie.

‘Okay. I’ll see if the others want one. Back in a sec.’

Cat and the children sat for a few minutes in silence, listening to the sound of happy holidaymakers and the constant crash of the waves. There was something calming about them sitting here together, just being. Cat experienced the same sensation as she had during their cycle ride. She had nowhere to be but here and nothing to do but exist in that moment. It was both reassuring and liberating.

‘Why do people have to die?’ asked Ellie looking up at her aunt.

It was inevitable that she would ask this question; Cat just wished that Andrew had been around to deal with it. She took a deep breath. ‘Well, people either get sick or they get old and their bodies don’t work properly any more.’

‘I don’t want to die,’ declared Ellie.

‘You don’t need to worry about that. It happens mostly to older people.’

‘But Grampy wasn’t that old.’

‘No but he was sick.’

‘I hate cancer,’ said Ellie. ‘Mummy said cancer is a bastard.’

‘Well that is true but you probably shouldn’t use that word.’

‘I don’t know what it means.’

‘Probably best to avoid words if you don’t know what they mean.’

‘Did your mum and dad die of cancer?’ asked Ellie.

Cat’s body stiffened. ‘No,’ she said quietly. ‘They didn’t.’

‘Oh. How did they die?’

‘Ellie,’ warned Charlie. ‘You’re not allowed to ask those questions. Dad said.’

‘Sorry,’ said Ellie looking contrite.

‘What do you mean?’ asked Cat, staring at her nephew.

Charlie wouldn’t meet her eye. ‘Dad said not to ask you. He said you don’t like to talk about it.’

Cat felt a surge of adrenaline. She didn’t like the idea that she’d been discussed in this way. It made her seem vulnerable and Cat Nightingale was never vulnerable. She didn’t need to be protected or mollycoddled. She could take care of herself. Her thoughts were interrupted as Ronnie returned with the ice-creams and Ellie’s grief was temporarily soothed with sugar. Afterwards, Finn tried to engage the children in a game of French cricket but the mood was heavy with sadness so they decided to cut their losses a while later and head back to the cottage.

They were all sitting in the living room when Andrew returned, his face pale with concern. Cat felt annoyed with him following Charlie’s revelation but she knew it was irrational. She also knew that he didn’t need any more hassle at the moment.

‘I think I might have to catch a train back this evening,’ he said. ‘Mel needs me to sort some stuff for her and it’s impossible to keep in touch properly without a decent signal.’

‘I can give you a lift back,’ offered Ronnie.

‘Thanks,’ said Andrew. ‘That will be great.’

‘I don’t want you to go, Daddy,’ sobbed Ellie, clinging on to her father’s arm.

‘I’m sorry, pumpkin, but Mummy needs me and Cat’s here,’ said Andrew looking at his sister. ‘She’ll look after you.’

‘But Cat gets sad if we talk about people dying because it reminds her of your mum and dad dying,’ said Ellie with frightening insight.

Cat felt all eyes on her. ‘It’s okay,’ she said embarrassed. ‘You don’t have to worry about me.’ She got up from the table and busied herself by filling the kettle. Andrew approached her.

‘I’m sorry, Cat. I just didn’t want the kids to upset you.’

She turned to look at him. ‘I know but I don’t need protecting.’

He put an arm around her. ‘I’m your brother. It’s what we do.’

She shrugged him off gently to show that she wasn’t cross. ‘Go on, go home and sort out Melissa’s stuff. She needs you.’

He kissed her on the cheek. ‘Thanks, sis.’

Ellie and Daisy were inconsolable after Ronnie and Andrew left. Ronnie gave Cat a tight hug and told her to call if she needed anything. The girls settled down to watch television whilst Cat sat at the kitchen table flicking idly through a magazine and Finn made pasta salad for dinner. Despite opening all the doors and windows, it was oppressively hot in the cottage. Cat found that she couldn’t concentrate on the articles in front of her. In days gone by she would have been fascinated to read about Alexa Chung’s new clothing collection but whether it was the heat or the mood in the house, she felt her mind wandering. Charlie was sitting opposite her, drawing. She enjoyed watching him at work – that small frown of concentration on his brow, the careful sketching and regular pauses to sit back and appraise his work.

She pushed her magazine to one side and looked over at him. ‘Am I allowed to see?’ she asked.

He frowned for a second before nodding and sliding it over to her. ‘It’s a card for Granny.’ She smiled at his work. There was a picture of two figures playing cricket. One of them had a speech bubble filled with the word ‘Howzat!’

‘Grampy taught me to play cricket when we visited them last year,’ explained Charlie. ‘That was before he got sick.’

‘Did you used to speak to them over the internet?’ asked Cat.

‘Every weekend, even when he got sick. His face sort of shrunk and looked sucked in but he was always funny and cracking jokes. I can’t believe I won’t see him again.’

It was a simple statement but something about the awful truth behind it touched Cat’s heart unexpectedly. She opened her mouth to speak and realised that she didn’t know what to say. She knew she should probably offer some words of consolation or comfort but it occurred to her that she had none. ‘It’s a beautiful card,’ she said after a moment. ‘I think your granny will really appreciate it.’

‘I wrote something inside but I’m not sure if it’s okay.’

Sensing that he was asking for her opinion, Cat opened the card and read:

‘To Granny,

I am sorry that Gramps has died. I feel very sad that I won’t see him again but I expect you feel even sadder. I loved playing cricket with him when we visited you last year. It was the best day of my life when he took me to the WACA. I hope we can see you soon.

Love,

Charlie’

‘It’s perfect,’ said Cat, swallowing down the sadness that was rising up inside her.

Charlie beamed with pride. ‘I need to colour in the front.’ Cat pushed it back towards him and watched as he continued his work. He glanced up at her after a time. ‘Can I ask you a question? You don’t have to answer if you don’t want to.’

Cat sensed what was coming. ‘Go on.’

‘Do you still miss your mum and dad?’

Cat knew that Finn was listening, his body angled in their direction as he chopped tomatoes by the sink. ‘Every single day,’ she answered.

‘Is that why you don’t want to talk about them? Because it upsets you too much?’

Cat swallowed. ‘I think so.’

Charlie paused and looked her in the eye. ‘Because you can talk to me if you want. I don’t mind if you cry.’

Cat’s chest tightened, not for the sadness of her loss but for the kindness of the gesture. ‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘Now why don’t you finish that and maybe we can catch the post tonight.’

‘Okay,’ he said, turning back to his work.

Cat glanced up at Finn who was staring at her now. ‘Do you need a hand with dinner?’ she asked, suppressing any trace of emotion. She could see that he wanted to reach out to her somehow but she was determined not to betray any vulnerability. This was someone else’s grief. It had nothing to do with her own. She did not need sympathy.

‘No I think I’m okay,’ he said, giving her a look that suggested he knew exactly what she was doing.

‘I’ll go and check on the girls then,’ she said, standing up and disappearing into the living room.

The rest of the day seemed to drag unbearably so that even the children appeared relieved when bedtime came. After the girls were tucked up, Cat came downstairs half-hoping that Charlie would stay up. He was gathering his belongings to take upstairs when she appeared in the doorway to the dining room.

‘You don’t have to go up yet,’ she said.

Charlie shook his head. ‘S’okay. I just want to chill and listen to some music. I’m quite tired,’ he yawned. ‘Night, Cat. Night, Finn.’

‘Night, mate,’ called Finn. Cat watched Charlie go with a nagging dread. She glanced through to the living room. Finn was sitting in a chair, quietly playing his guitar. He looked up and smiled as she walked in. ‘All tucked in?’ he asked.

‘Yep.’

‘Fancy a beer?’ he offered, putting his guitar to one side and walking through to the kitchen.

‘Actually, I’m wondering if I might have an early night too. It’s been a long day,’ she said, stifling a yawn.

He glanced up at the clock. ‘It’s eight-thirty,’ he said with one eyebrow raised.

‘I know but it’s been a tiring day,’ she replied, knowing that this sounded pathetic.

He stared at her for a moment in silence, the merest smile on his lips. He was wearing that vaguely all-knowing look that had made her want to punch him when they first met.

‘What?’ she said, holding his gaze.

‘Why do you do that?’

‘What?’

‘Shut people out.’

Cat felt her heartbeat quicken. Damn this man and his intuition. ‘I don’t. I’m just tired.’

‘Uh-huh.’ It wasn’t even a word but it infuriated Cat. Finn said it all with one sound: I know you’re lying and you do too.

‘Okay. Fine. You’re sure I’ve got a deep, dark secret from the past so let’s get this over with.’

‘Why are you getting cross?’

‘Because you think you know it all and you don’t.’ Her voice was trembling with anger but she was actually more furious with herself. She didn’t do emotional outpourings. She had never been a hysterical woman and she was determined not to start now. Of course, it was worse because Finn was so calm and reasonable. There was nothing more annoying to a furious person that the voice of reason.

He fetched two beers, opened them and held out one to Cat. ‘So tell me,’ he said. ‘And I promise not to judge, comment or counsel unless you want me to.’

Cat accepted the beer and sat down on the couch. Finn took one of the armchairs and kept his eyes on her as she spoke. ‘My parents died when I was sixteen and Andrew was twelve. They were going away for a night to celebrate their twentieth wedding anniversary. A lorry hit their car on the motorway and they were killed instantly.’ Cat did her best to keep her voice steady. She hadn’t told this story for a long time and tried to tell it as if it were just that – a story about someone else. She noticed that Finn didn’t say anything. He was as good as his word. He made no comment and offered no verbal sympathy but his gaze was constant and unexpectedly reassuring.

She continued. ‘They were a devoted couple and wonderful parents. We were very lucky and it was a huge shock. We went to live with our grandparents, who were kind and loving. I suppose that was lucky too. I went to university a couple of years later and Andrew stayed with our grandparents until it was his turn to go. Plenty of people are worse off. At least we were loved. I know you and Ronnie had a much tougher time. We were lucky.’ She looked over at Finn. He was sitting quietly, watching her. She almost wished he’d say something now; this silent observation was starting to unnerve her. ‘So now you know the story of me,’ she said with finality. ‘You can speak now if you want.’

‘I’m amazed at how together you are. Losing your parents at any age is traumatic enough but losing them as a teenager is terrible,’ he said.

Cat knew he was digging and kept her voice steady as she replied. ‘Like I say, there are plenty of people worse off. I think you and Ronnie had a much tougher time.’

‘Why do you do that?’

‘Do what?’

‘Deflect your own feelings by changing the subject.’

‘I don’t see the need to dwell on the past,’ said Cat.

Finn stared at her with an intensity that made Cat long to look away. ‘What are you afraid of?’

She flashed with anger. ‘I’m not afraid of anything. I just don’t need to hark back to the past. I’m happy in the present.’

‘Some might say that you can’t really be happy until you’ve been sad first,’ offered Finn.

‘And some might say that you get a smack in the chops if you carry on trying to counsel me. I don’t need it or want it, do you understand?’ Cat kept her voice light but Finn registered her exasperation.

‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I need to learn to keep my big mouth shut.’

‘Yes you do.’ Finn looked contrite and Cat softened. ‘Look, you’re a nice guy and I appreciate you caring.’

‘Do you?’ he asked. There was that gaze again – that intense gaze with a hint of longing.

Cat looked away this time. ‘I do but I really don’t need a counsellor or a protector or a boyfriend. I’m happy on my own in the here and now.’ She sat back satisfied that she was nipping any potential misunderstanding in the bud.

Finn got up from his chair and walked over to where she was sitting. She was taken aback but didn’t move away. He knelt down next to her and stared into her eyes for a moment. Very gently he leant forwards until his face was alongside hers. She swallowed as she felt his warm breath on her neck. ‘Don’t be afraid to let people in,’ he said softly before getting up and walking towards the door. He turned back and smiled. ‘I think I’m going to turn in. Night.’

‘Night,’ said Cat surprised and slightly flustered by his sudden exit. She stayed on the sofa for a good half hour more trying to work out what had just happened. When she eventually went to bed, she tossed and turned for another hour, getting more and more vexed by Finn Thomas and the relative ease with which he seemed able to get under her skin.


Chapter Eighteen

Over the next week, Cat did her best to keep Finn at arm’s length. She noticed him watching her from time to time, that half-smile never far from his lips, and she would turn away, feeling her cheeks grow hot. She was annoyed by her reaction. She wasn’t some simpering female longing to be swept off her feet. Cat Nightingale did all the sweeping in her life and she’d paid for the broom with her own money. She immersed herself in spending time with the children. She noticed that they stayed closer to her since the news about Melissa’s father. Ellie was like a little shadow with Daisy not far behind and on more than one occasion she would turn round to find that Charlie had settled into the chair next to her, like a cat longing for company. In the past she might have found this neediness suffocating but now she savoured it, not least because if she was occupied with the children, she didn’t need to think about Finn.

When she was alone, however, Cat found that he sidled into her brain with his customary nonchalance, unannounced and uninvited. On the second-to-last day of the holiday, she woke from a dream in which Finn had been kissing her. It had been a slow kiss, intense and filled with hunger, like something from a film. She woke with a breathless start and a hint of regretful longing, which she banished immediately by throwing back the covers and getting up. They had simply spent too much time together; that was all. It was natural to have weird dreams about people you saw all the time. She’d once had a filthy dream about the man who used to fix the air conditioning at work and he bore a passing resemblance to Jeremy Clarkson. The brain was a mysterious thing, occasionally throwing up warped and vaguely perverted thoughts to keep you on your toes.

Cat pulled on her dressing gown and padded downstairs in search of tea. Finn was teaching Charlie how to play chords on the guitar. He glanced up and smiled as she entered the room.

‘Morning!’ she chimed, turning away quickly. ‘Anyone for tea?’

‘Got one, thanks,’ replied Finn. She nodded and made her way to the kitchen. ‘Oh Cat?’

Cat turned. He was grinning at her and she was suddenly fearful that he’d heard her call out his name or worse found a way to infiltrate her thoughts; she wouldn’t put it past him. ‘Yes?’

‘You might want to sort out your dressing gown at the back. I can sort of see your underwear,’ he whispered.

Cat’s hand shot to the back of her dressing gown. Oh bugger! Very cool, very together, Cat, well done. She sorted out the wardrobe malfunction, tying the cord tightly round her middle.

Charlie giggled. ‘That’s funny,’ he declared.

‘Where are the girls?’ asked Cat, keen to move the conversation on.

‘Playing upstairs,’ said Finn. ‘What do you fancy doing today? I was wondering about going crabbing and maybe lunch in the beach hut?’

‘Sounds good,’ agreed Cat. ‘I just need to call a friend first. I might head down to the seafront for a walk before breakfast if that’s okay?’

‘Go for it,’ said Finn with a smile. That smile.

Cat left the cottage and walked briskly along the road towards the seafront. She felt the need to clear her head after her dream and the ‘dressing gown tucked in pants’ episode. She also wanted to speak to Ava. Even though she was enjoying a break from her life, she was missing their regular chats. She had come to realise since her break from Hemingway Media that the diminutive, mouthy New Yorker was probably her best friend. It was a warm day, the sky a promising blue, but there was a persistent breeze pushing the cotton-wool clouds overhead. Cat zipped up her hoody top and strolled down the steps towards the beach. She met an older couple on their way up; the woman was holding onto the man’s arm as he helped her climb. She paused to get her breath and, taking in the view, she turned to Cat.

‘Lucky, aren’t we?’ she said with a throaty chuckle.

‘Yes,’ smiled Cat. ‘Yes we are.’

‘Come on, you,’ said the man kindly. ‘Last one home has to make the breakfast and you know how I like to burn toast.’

The woman exchanged glances with Cat. ‘Men eh?’ she said with an indulgent laugh. ‘Wouldn’t be without him for a second, mind.’

Cat stood back to let them pass. ‘Have a lovely day, dear,’ called the woman over her shoulder.

‘Yes, mind how you go,’ echoed her husband.

‘You too,’ said Cat with a smile. Her parents would have been about the same age as them if they’d lived. She could imagine them being like that, looking after one another, teasing but loving. She felt a jolt of sadness in her heart and distracted herself by jogging down the steps and onto the sand. Apart from the odd seagull, she had the beach to herself and she stared out at the glistening sea for a moment before pulling out her phone and dialling Ava’s number.

‘Sweetie, how are you? I was worried you’d drowned or worse still, eloped.’

‘Morning, Ava. Thought I’d check in with the heady world of PR. How’s things?’

‘Good. Busy as ever but good. The Twitterati are missing you though and so am I. When are you coming back to us?’

‘I’m back on Saturday but I’ve got no idea about my job. I haven’t spoken to Jesse. It’s been good to have a break though.’

‘I’m glad but I take it that means you haven’t heard?’

‘Heard what?’

‘Okay, now don’t freak out but Caroline’s freelancing at Hemingway.’

‘What?’ Cat felt her body tingle with adrenaline. ‘You don’t mean Caroline Henderson?’

‘I’m afraid I do. I know she’s an über-bitch but if it’s any consolation everyone hates her. Apparently, Saffy Bridges has asked not to deal with her. Isn’t that the best?’

Cat sank down onto the pebbles. ‘I can’t believe it. Why would Jesse do something like that?’

‘Hey, sweetie, it’s okay. She probably wangled her way in and I bet it’s only a temporary thing.’

‘She’s after my bloody job!’

‘I know, I know and I’m sorry to be the one to tell you.’

‘Shit, Ava. What am I going to do?’

‘If I were you? I’d numb the pain with a cocktail and then sleep with that Finn guy.’

Cat didn’t laugh. ‘Thanks. That’s really helpful.’

‘Hey, honey, I’m sorry. But seriously, you know how these things go. Nothing lasts for ever. This business is brutal but none of it’s real. Not really. Seriously, you should forget about it. Enjoy the rest of your holiday and worry about it next week.’

Cat sighed. ‘I just don’t know what’s going on any more.’

‘Paradise Rivers got another boob job.’

Cat knew that Ava was trying to cheer her up and she appreciated it. ‘Another one?’

‘I know. They are gargantuan. I mean I know everyone needs a bosom for a pillow but sheesh.’ Cat gave a small low laugh. ‘That’s better. See? None of this is real, not least Miss Rivers’s breasts. Now I gotta go but don’t worry about any of it. Auntie Ava is always here for a cocktail or a reality check.’

‘Okay. I’ll call you next week.’

‘Sure. I’ll take you to lunch. There’s a new place opened up where the truffle ravioli is to die for.’

Cat rang off and held her phone against her forehead. She thought about calling Jesse but wasn’t sure if there was any point. Cat had been happy in a world where work was her life and where she had been too busy to dwell on affairs of the heart. She had loved being needed and valued. If that world was crumbling, what did she really have left? She knew the children needed her at the moment and she had grown to savour this but Melissa would be back soon and where would that leave Cat? Without work to distract her, the loss and the pain, which she had hidden so well, were now floating through her brain again, demanding attention. Cat had thought she could live her life ignoring certain truths but she was beginning to realise that the perfect storm of Charlie and Ellie and Finn Thomas were forcing her to face them.

Cat climbed up off the beach and made her way back to the cottage. She had decided not to mention Ava’s revelation. In truth she wanted to forgot it and enjoy the rest of her holiday. It wasn’t always wise to follow Ava Jackson’s advice but Cat could see that dwelling on something so beyond her control at the moment was pointless. Stuff Jesse and Hemingway. Maybe I’ll start up my own PR agency, she thought as she walked down the path to the cottage. She felt a little brighter at the idea and actually it was quite a good one. She was sure she could entice some clients to come with her and she certainly had the contacts to make it work. That would show Caroline Henderson. She was smiling as she entered the dining room. Ellie and Daisy were intent on their Coco Pops and Charlie was munching toast.

‘Hey, kids, where’s Finn?’

‘Here,’ he said, appearing in the kitchen doorway. ‘Look what I found in the back of one of the cupboards.’ He held up three fishing nets along with buckets and what looked like crab-lines. ‘We just need to get some bacon from the butcher’s on the way to the harbour.’

‘Can we eat the crabs?’ asked Daisy through a mouthful of cereal.

‘No, Dais, we just catch them, put them in a bucket and let them go,’ explained Finn.

‘What’s the point of that?’ quizzed Ellie looking confused.

‘She’s got a point,’ admitted Charlie.

‘The crabs enjoy it,’ said Cat, thinking on her feet. ‘It’s like a game for them.’

‘Oh, okay then,’ said Ellie. ‘Sounds fun.’

It was sort of fun. Cat almost gagged when she had to thread fatty bacon onto the sharp hook and she pricked her finger so many times, she found herself praying that her tetanus was up to date. Daisy was scared of the crabs at first and squealed every time someone caught one. This was not helped by the fact that Charlie took considerable glee in picking them up and waving them at her and only stopped when he received a nip from a particularly feisty crab. Ellie became incredibly competitive, counting the crabs in her bucket and giving them all names.

‘Bernard, will you stop fighting with Doris. She’s only little,’ she cried. ‘I will take away your bacon if you carry on. Cat, tell him.’

Cat had never been asked to scold a crab before but did her best. ‘Stop it, Bernard, you bad crabby.’ Ellie nodded with satisfaction.

‘Bad crabby?’ teased Finn.

‘Shut up or I’ll put one down your trousers,’ retorted Cat.

‘Oh will you?’ replied Finn, picking up a rather large and particularly nippy-looking crab. He waved it at her menacingly.

Cat squealed and took a step backwards. Unfortunately the rocks were slippery and she felt her shoes slide beneath her. Oh great, she thought, another ignominious fall. Then she felt a hand catch her arm and pull her back to standing, grabbing her round the waist at the same time. She looked into Finn’s eyes. He was smiling but not in a teasing way this time. It was kind and protective.

Cat swallowed and stepped away. ‘Thank you,’ she said.

‘Don’t thank me. Thank Derek,’ grinned Finn, holding up the crab who was still in his other hand. The crustacean seemed to wave its legs as if saluting Cat.

‘Thank you, Derek,’ laughed Cat.

Despite protestations from Ellie that she wanted to keep one as a pet, the crabs were eventually released back into their rightful habitat. They carried the buckets into the shallow water and watched with delight as the crabs scuttled sideways into to the water and relative safety of the rocks, ready to be caught by the next round of children.

‘What a life,’ declared Cat as they walked past the fishing huts set back from the harbour. ‘They must spend the whole time getting caught and then set free, caught and set free.’

‘Sounds like a relationship,’ laughed Finn.

Cat regarded him. ‘You’ve been doing it wrong.’

‘Have I?’ he asked staring at her. ‘I just thought I hadn’t met the right crab yet.’

Cat looked away. ‘Anyway, what are we going to do for lunch? All this fishing has made me hungry.’

‘It’s not fishing, Auntie Cat. It’s crabbing,’ said Ellie with a frown.

‘How about getting some prawns and bread from one of the huts and taking them to the beach? I might get some fish for dinner too,’ suggested Finn.

‘Sounds great,’ agreed Cat.

There was something very simple and wonderful about sitting outside the beach hut, unwrapping a paper parcel of shell-on prawns and eating them there and then. Cat and Finn showed the children how to peel them. Soon Charlie was holding up the beady-eyed heads and making them talk, much to the delight of Ellie and Daisy. Cat had eaten black cod and Wagyu beef before they were fashionable, she had experienced Heston’s culinary alchemy and Noma’s Scandinavian genius but these experiences were knocked into touch when compared with this moment, eating smoked prawns on a beach in Suffolk. They were quite simply the sweetest and most delicious thing she had ever tasted.

‘We live like kings,’ sighed Charlie, popping another pink morsel of delight into his mouth.

‘And queens,’ corrected Ellie.

‘I’m a princess,’ declared Daisy.

‘What does that make you and me then?’ said Finn to Cat.

‘Oh I think you’re definitely the court jester,’ joked Cat.

Finn gave a small bow. ‘I’ll take that, m’lady. Whereas I think you’re definitely some kind of warrior princess – always ready to do battle if needed but underneath it all – ’

‘I need a wee,’ said Daisy.

Finn grinned at Cat. ‘That’s the end of that conversation then. Come on, Trouble,’ he said offering Daisy his hand. She noticed how people smiled as they saw Finn and Daisy walking along together. It was an endearing sight – the way he made her laugh, their easy companionship and his protective kindness. Cat turned to find Ellie standing in front of her.

‘Can I have a cuddle, please?’

It was the first time Ellie had requested this from her aunt and Cat knew that something in her had changed when she answered without hesitation. ‘Of course.’ The little girl climbed up onto her lap and snuggled into her aunt’s body. Cat wrapped her arms around her niece and inhaled the scent of small child: sweet like the smell of hope. Ellie’s frame seemed to fit so perfectly next to Cat and her warm body was reassuring – confirmation that Cat was needed. She rested her chin on the little girl’s head.

‘This is nice,’ murmured Ellie dreamily.

Cat glanced over at Charlie, who was drawing in his sketch-pad. ‘Are you all right?’ she asked.

He looked up and nodded. ‘I don’t want to go home.’

‘Me neither,’ admitted Cat. ‘But we’ve still got another whole day after this one.’

‘I don’t want to go back to school,’ continued Charlie.

‘Why not?’ asked Cat, sensing that he was starting to open up.

‘You know.’

‘Tell me.’ He stared at her and she could see the conflict behind his eyes: the uncertainty, the fear. ‘You can talk to me and I won’t do anything unless you want me to.’

Charlie put down his drawing pad and stared past her as he spoke. ‘Ben was my best friend when I started in Reception. We used to do everything together. And then Tom started in Year Two. He was friendly to begin with; everyone liked him because he was fun, although he did get into trouble quite a bit. He used to hang out with Ben and me but after a while he decided that he wanted Ben to himself. He started being a bit mean, calling me names and stuff. At first Ben stuck up for me but after a while he started to laugh along and so Tom did it even more. Ben just went along with it and then he told me that Tom was his best friend.’

‘That must have been tough,’ said Cat gently. She felt Ellie’s body grow heavy against her and realised that the little girl had fallen asleep. She pulled her closer, relishing the comforting sensation of life resting in her arms.

‘I got really angry with everyone,’ admitted Charlie, ‘and I got into a lot of trouble. The school had to call Mum and Dad.’

‘Your dad mentioned it. So what happened?’

‘I sat down with Ben and Tom and the Family Worker. It was okay but I didn’t want to be friends with them any more so I made friends with some other boys.’

‘Sounds sensible,’ said Cat. ‘So what’s changed now?’

Charlie sighed. ‘Ben and Tom fell out and I started hanging out with Ben again. It was great to start with.’

‘And then?’

‘Tom found out. Ben and I used to message each other on our iPads and then Tom started to join in. He was friendly to begin with but only to get back in with Ben. Then when they were friends again, he started being mean.’

‘Conniving little shit,’ said Cat without thinking.

‘Cat!’ scolded Charlie but he smiled. Then his face grew serious. ‘I’m scared it’ll all start up again when I get back.’ Cat’s heart went out to him; he suddenly seemed so small and vulnerable.

‘Why haven’t you told your mum and dad about this?’ she asked.

Charlie shrugged. ‘They’re always so busy or tired. I sort of don’t want to bother them.’

‘But they love you, Charlie, and they would want to help you.’

‘I guess.’

‘Listen,’ she said, ‘how about I have a word when we get home? I could talk to your teacher if you like. I know a bit about social media.’

A wave of relief flooded over Charlie’s face. ‘Do you think it would help?’

‘We can only try. But listen, you have to promise not to clam up about all this stuff. People can’t help if you keep things hidden.’

Charlie nodded. ‘Okay. I promise.’

She spotted Finn and Daisy walking back towards them. ‘Did you get lost?’ she asked.

‘No, I bought some extra stuff for dinner plus a newspaper and these.’ He held up a packet of Club biscuits.

‘I haven’t had one of those for about twenty years,’ said Cat, realising that this was becoming the headline of the holiday. ‘Cat Nightingale relives her wasted youth.’

Ellie woke from her snooze, stretching out her arms. ‘Are those biscuits?’ she asked. ‘Can I have one, please?’

Cat laughed. ‘You’re a biscuit bloodhound,’ she said, tickling Ellie around the middle. Ellie giggled and wriggled out of her aunt’s grasp before claiming a biscuit from Finn. The afternoon was spent playing cricket, flying Daisy’s kite, running races – Cat and Finn’s was particularly competitive – and crossword-solving in the hut over tea and biscuits.

When Cat looked back on their Suffolk break, it was this day that she rested upon like a precious jewel of treasured memories. It reminded her of childhood holidays, when days seemed endless and the only task to be completed was fun and enjoyment.

A child had always been a great mystery to her – an alien being to be feared or ignored. Now, she understood a little of what it was to be a parent, she was beginning to comprehend the heart-surging joy that nestled amongst the exhaustion and worry. She was also amazed at what the children had taught her through the way they viewed life: Ellie with her hopeful enthusiasm and Charlie, dear Charlie, just a little boy behind the bravado, his anger masking the fear. Then there was the way in which children rewarded you when you gave them a little of your precious time – the excited giggles during a game on the beach, the jumping-up-and-down glee of flying a kite or the reassuring feel of a child’s hand in yours. Some might dismiss them as simple pleasures; Cat got the feeling that they were the essence of life.

In the early evening, Finn began to cook dinner. Cat sought him out in the hut and offered to help.

‘Do you know how to gut and clean a squid?’ He smiled, laying down a challenge.

Cat took it. ‘No, but I’ll give it a go.’

He showed her how to pull out the sharp inner bone and then peel away the grey mottled outer skin. ‘Surprisingly therapeutic,’ she observed. ‘What’s my reward?’

‘This,’ he replied placing a glass of crisp white wine in front of her. ‘And a plate of Arroz a la Banda.’

‘Very acceptable,’ she said taking a sip of the wine. ‘Where did you learn to cook like this?’

Finn shrugged. ‘I’ve always cooked for Ronnie and Daisy and got bored of tuna pasta bake so I made friends with Rick Stein and Jamie Oliver.’

Cat nodded her approval. ‘And excellent dinner companions they are too.’ She smiled. She finished cleaning the squid and carried it over to where he was topping up a pan of paella rice with stock. ‘Is this okay?’

‘Perfect,’ he said, fixing his eyes on her.

She turned away quickly. ‘I’m going to go and find the kids,’ she said.

‘Tell them dinner’s nearly ready.’

‘I will.’ She walked barefoot onto the beach, feeling the sand cool beneath her feet. Daisy, Ellie and Charlie had found a wooden post and were taking turns to climb up and jump off the top. ‘That looks like fun,’ she said as she approached.

‘You have a go, Cat,’ said Daisy sweetly. ‘You feel like you’re flying.’

‘Okay then,’ replied Cat. She climbed up and stood gingerly on the top. ‘It’s very high,’ she said nervously.

‘Go for it,’ encouraged Charlie.

‘Yeah, go on, Auntie Cat. If I can do it, so can you,’ said Ellie.

She nodded and took a deep breath. One – two – three. She jumped. ‘Geronimo!’ she cried, channelling her inner six-year-old and delighting as her body and soul lifted with happiness. She landed heavily but stood up, relieved to find no bones broken. She turned to see Finn smiling at her. He had found some tea lights and placed them in jam jars around the balcony and on the table outside the hut. It looked magical.

‘Come on, kids.’ She smiled. ‘It’s time for dinner.’

The meal was delicious. Ellie declared the squid to have a ‘funny’ texture but decided that it was ‘good funny’ and asked for more when she’d finished. The mood was light and happy after the sadness of earlier in the week. Cat noted how resilient children were when it came to grief. They could be wailing like banshees one minute and as happy as a bouncy ball the next; they didn’t seem to dwell on things. Cat found it rather refreshing. Deal with it. Move on. She clearly had more in common with children than she’d realised.

She sat back in her chair and picked up her wine glass. She gave a little cough. Everyone looked at her. ‘I would like to propose a toast,’ she said. ‘To the best holiday ever.’

‘To the best holiday ever!’ echoed the cry.

Cat glanced over at Finn. He was smiling as he raised his glass in her direction. ‘To holiday-Cat,’ he said.

‘I like holiday-Cat,’ declared Ellie, wrapping her arms around Cat’s neck.

‘Why thank you, Ellie.’ Cat smiled, patting on her arm.

‘You know I said that I didn’t like you?’ continued Ellie.

‘Yes?’

‘I’ve changed my mind,’ reported Ellie.

‘Oh yes?’

‘I actually love you, Cat.’

Cat looked into the little girl’s eyes. It was like a mirror to her younger self and caught Cat unawares. She pulled Ellie in for a hug. ‘I love you too, Ells,’ she said, taking comfort from the embrace.

Ellie looked up at her. ‘Can we have an ice-cream now, please?’

Everyone laughed. ‘Ellie, do you know what cupboard love is?’ asked Cat with a wry smile.

‘No,’ replied Ellie wide-eyed.

Cat laughed. ‘Never mind. Can you fetch my purse, please? It’s in that bag over there.’ Ellie trotted off obediently. As she pulled the purse out of Cat’s bag, it fell open, spilling some of the contents onto the floor.

‘Oops,’ said Ellie, scrabbling to pick them up.

Cat felt her stomach lurch as she saw a scattering of passport-size photographs. She jumped up. ‘I’ll get those, Ellie.’

‘No, it’s all right,’ said the little girl unawares. She picked up the items. ‘Oh, it’s a little photo. Daddy’s got this one by his bed. It’s your mum and dad, isn’t it?’

Cat’s chest tightened at the exposed secret, a hidden truth she usually kept to herself. ‘Yes, it is,’ she said.

‘Sorry, Cat. I didn’t mean to make you sad,’ said Ellie, handing back the picture.

Cat took the photograph and stared at it. She realised that all eyes were on her but instead of tucking it away again, she carried the photo back to her chair and sat down. She felt her niece’s hand on her arm. ‘This is your other granny and grandpa,’ she said quietly, holding up the picture for Ellie and Charlie to see.

‘What were their names?’ asked Ellie boldly.

‘Ellie,’ warned Charlie.

‘No, it’s okay, Charlie,’ said Cat. She was reminded of how brave he had been telling her his secrets earlier and it gave her courage. ‘Their names were Julia and William Nightingale.’ She hadn’t said these names out loud for so long, her utterance came out as a whisper, as if expressing something sacred.

‘Granny is very pretty,’ said Ellie.

There was something about Ellie’s matter-of-fact casting of Julia as Granny that lifted Cat’s heart whilst at the same time making her feel so very sad that they had never met. ‘She was beautiful.’ Cat nodded, blinking back the promise of tears. ‘She would have loved you,’ she added with a fond smile.

‘What were they like?’ asked Charlie.

It was as if she’d opened an old box of forgotten letters or childhood treasures and rather than wanting to shut the lid again, Cat felt an unexpected and overwhelming urge to share her memories.

‘Mum was…’ she searched for the words, struggling to define it like you would struggle to define love or anger ‘…she was everything a mum should be.’ She paused and smiled as thoughts flooded her mind like a breaking wave. ‘She was kind and funny, but strict too. She dressed beautifully, which is why I like clothes, I think. She never went out without make-up. She once told me that if I only had time for either breakfast or make-up, I should miss breakfast.’ Cat laughed. ‘She was clever too. She loved us. Very much.’ Cat’s voice trailed away.

‘And what about your dad?’ Finn’s voice was a surprise. Cat had almost forgotten he was there. She glanced at him, his eyes sparkling in the candlelight. Daisy had climbed onto his lap and was resting against his chest. His gaze was gentle and encouraging. Cat felt at that moment that she could tell him anything.

‘He was like Mum in lots of ways, apart from the thing about make-up.’ She gave a small chuckle. ‘He was very funny; we had lots of laughs together and he loved music too. I always remember our house being full of people and music and laughter. They liked to have parties, liked to be sociable and sometimes we got to stay up. I remember dancing with him; he would scoop me up and swing me round and round. He was the one who first called me Cat.’ She brushed away a tear and looked out to sea, trying to regain her composure.

‘They look cool,’ said Ellie, putting an arm around Cat’s shoulder, leaning in to look at the picture again.

Cat glanced down at the photo and smiled at her dear, much-missed parents. ‘They were very cool. This was taken at a friend’s wedding. They certainly knew how to dress. Look at Dad’s suit – those lapels! And Mum’s dress. She always looked so effortlessly glamorous, like a screen goddess.’

‘Like that lady on your wall at work?’

Cat was amazed that Ellie remembered. ‘Yes, like Grace Kelly,’ murmured Cat.

‘They look really happy,’ observed Charlie.

‘They were. Very happy,’ admitted Cat.

‘It’s so sad that they died,’ said Ellie simply. Cat bit her lip and stared out to sea. She could feel buried sadness welling up inside and knew that if she started to cry, she might not be able to stop.

‘Charlie?’ said Finn softly. ‘Could you take the girls to get an ice-cream, please?’

Charlie’s eyes shifted from Finn to Cat and he understood. ‘Come on, Ellie, Daisy. I think the kiosk might close soon. We don’t want to miss out, do we?’

‘Oh, okay,’ said Ellie, oblivious to what was going on. She planted a tiny kiss on Cat’s cheek before skipping off with her brother and friend.

Cat sat very still, her breathing shallow, her throat tight. Finn knelt down in front of her and tried to take her hands. ‘Don’t,’ she gasped, pulling away.

‘Let me in, Cat.’

The look she gave him was desperate. ‘I can’t.’

‘Why not?’

She exhaled. ‘I’m scared.’

He reached out a hand and smoothed a piece of stray hair away from her face. ‘Of what?’

She stared into his eyes, glimpsing hope, possibility and everything she had denied herself for the longest time. ‘Of being as happy as they were and losing everything like they did.’

He gazed at her, a look of such tenderness on his face. ‘You don’t need to be scared. Your parents’ death was a terrible tragedy but that doesn’t mean the same thing will happen to you. You can’t deny yourself the chance of happiness because of it.’

‘I thought I was happy,’ said Cat.

‘And now?’

‘I feel as if I’m falling and I don’t know what to do,’ she whispered.

Finn took hold of her hands and this time she let him, feeling her heartbeat quicken at the coolness of his touch. ‘So let yourself fall. I promise I’ll catch you.’

Cat looked into his eyes, those beautiful blue eyes, shining in the candlelight. She hesitated but only for a second before taking his face in her hands and kissing his lips, tasting the raw sweetness of him and wanting more. They kissed as if it were the first and last time and then he cupped her face in his hands and gazed at her. ‘Now that has to be the perfect ending to the perfect day.’

‘It’s not over yet,’ she smiled, before leaning forward and kissing him again.

By the time the children returned, they were sitting on the edge of the promenade, looking out to sea. Finn had his arm draped over Cat’s shoulder. Ellie and Daisy plonked themselves either side of the adults, apparently unaware that anything had happened between them. They were far more intent on demolishing their ice-creams. Charlie seemed to have guessed something and gave Cat a shy smile as he sat down next to his sister.

The light was fading and the sky was scattered with myriads of stars. They instinctively gazed up in awe. Cat nestled against Finn as they watched in contented silence. Something darted past her line of vision.

‘A shooting star!’ cried Daisy.

‘Make a wish,’ commanded Ellie, closing her eyes tightly.

Cat felt Finn pull her closer as he whispered in her ear. ‘What did you wish for?’

She smiled, planting a small secret kiss on his cheek. ‘Now that would be telling.’


Chapter Nineteen

Cat felt like a teenager during the last days of the holiday, as if they were sneaking around fearful that their parents, or in this case the children, might discover the truth. Cat had to confess that she rather enjoyed stealing secret kisses with Finn. It felt deliciously illicit but also gave her a chance to get used to the idea of a man in her life. She had time to sit back and get to know him better without the complication of sex. If she had met Finn in her usual social setting, without these pint-sized chaperones in tow, she would have very likely slept with him by now.

On the first night after they’d returned from the beach there was an immediate tacit understanding that anything beyond kissing and talking was out of the question for the moment. After the kids had gone to bed, they sat together on the sofa and talked properly for the first time. There was no skirting round the issues now. Cat knew that she could tell Finn anything and, more importantly, she wanted to.

‘Where were you when you found out about your parents?’ asked Finn. They were lying at opposites ends of the sofa. Every now and then he reached out a hand to stroke her feet. It felt very intimate but also unexpectedly natural.

‘We were staying with my grandparents. Mum and Dad thought I was still too young to look after Andrew on my own and we loved staying with Granny and Gramps,’ said Cat with a fond smile. ‘Granny was an even more elegant version of Mum.’ Finn’s gaze was steady and kind, giving her the courage to continue. ‘Mum and Dad left just after lunch. They were excited to be going away for a night. Mum was wearing this new dress she’d bought – it was peach-coloured silk and she wore a headscarf and shades. She looked – well, she just looked perfect.’

‘I remember my dad standing there, smiling at her as if he couldn’t believe how lucky he was, as if she were the only woman in the world. I can remember Mum cupping Andrew’s face in her hands and kissing him on the forehead and the way she embraced me. She looked me in the eye and said, “When did you get so tall?” Because we were almost the same height by then. Then she pressed her cheek to mine and whispered, “My beautiful girl,” and they were gone in a flurry of excitement.

‘That night, as I pulled my T-shirt over my head, I could smell the citrus scent of her perfume from that embrace. I never washed that T-shirt and I tried for years to find the perfume but I think they stopped making it.’ Cat’s voice trailed off as fresh grief washed over her. ‘It was too soon,’ she gasped. ‘It was too bloody soon. I needed them. Andrew needed them.’ Finn moved to a sitting position, wrapping his arms around her, enveloping her with love. ‘I still need them,’ she sobbed. Finn didn’t speak. There were no words he could offer and Cat was grateful that he didn’t try. It was enough that he was there, holding her, letting her cry.

She felt as if she had nearly twenty years of tears to shed, but what surprised her most was the relief. It was unexpectedly liberating to finally tell someone how she felt but, above all, she was glad it was Finn. She felt at ease with him. Cat recognised this as an entirely new sensation and she had to admit that it was rather wonderful too. Finn held her until she was calmer and then reached behind her head for a tissue. He wiped away her tears and kissed her tenderly.

‘I’m sorry. I must look a state,’ she sniffed.

‘Don’t ever be sorry for how you feel and as for your appearance…’ he paused to push her hair back from her face and plant a kiss on the corner of her mouth ‘…you have never looked more beautiful.’

‘Liar!’ laughed Cat, hitting him on the arm. He grinned. ‘I suppose you think I’m a fool for allowing my grief to hold me back,’ she said, studying his face for a response.

Finn kissed her again. ‘“Fool” is not a word I would use for you, Cat Nightingale.’ He smiled. ‘But I do know that you can’t live in the shadow of the past. And from what you’ve told me about them, that’s the last thing your parents would want for you.’

Cat nodded. ‘I know. It’s strange because I thought I was living in the present, when really I was being held back by ignoring the past. It just became easy to live life that way but now…’

‘Now?’ asked Finn, his eyes wide and hopeful.

Cat leant over to kiss him. ‘Now I am revising my official policy.’

He grinned. ‘I’m very glad to hear it.’

‘And what about you?’ asked Cat. ‘You’ve done a very good job of not letting the past hold you back.’

Finn nodded. ‘At first it made me angry at the world. I used to get into a lot of fights at the home. But Ronnie made me realise what a wasted emotion that is.’

‘She’s a wise one, your sister.’

‘She is,’ admitted Finn. ‘And then I discovered music. You can’t be angry when you’re playing music. Unless you’re into thrash metal.’ Cat laughed, reaching out a hand to stroke his cheek. Finn smiled. ‘I suppose it all clicked into place the day Daisy was born.’ Cat studied his face. It was a picture of warmth and joy as he recalled the memory. ‘Ronnie wanted me to be there but I was under strict instructions to stay away from the business end of things.’ Finn smirked at the memory, making Cat smile.

‘Ronnie was amazing. I mean, she’s pretty tough at the best of times, but it was as if she’d become this other being, sort of primal and fierce and completely determined. She knew exactly what to do and I was proud to be by her side. One minute she was squeezing my hand, eyes fixed forwards, steely and determined and suddenly, Daisy was there. She gave this little squawk like she was announcing her presence and then she seemed to turn her face to her mum and then me. I know babies can’t see at first but it was if she was sizing us up and saying, “You’ll do.” And that was that for me. The most important people in the world were in that room and beyond that, nothing else really mattered.’ Finn turned his gaze on Cat and smiled. ‘Until now.’ Cat stared into his eyes and leaned forward to kiss him. It was a long, lingering kiss, which became increasingly passionate.

Cat could feel Finn’s hands moving down her body and she gently pushed him away. ‘We have to stop. What if the kids wake up?’ Finn was kissing her neck, pretending not to hear as he worked his way along her collarbone. She shivered with delight but gave him another shove. ‘Finn?’ He glanced up at her and moved his body towards her, covering her mouth with his. Cat felt the heat rise up inside her, urgent with longing. It would be so easy to give in. She pushed at his shoulders and held his face in her hands. ‘Stop. We have to stop.’

Finn sighed and moved to a sitting position. ‘You’re right but it’s taking all my powers of restraint.’

Cat sat up and leant forwards, whispering in his ear. ‘You will get your chance soon,’ she purred. He turned and they kissed again, slowly and deeply.

‘I’m taking that kiss as a promise,’ he said as they pulled away.

The next couple of days were exquisite agony. Cat felt a surge of excitement every time they stole a secret kiss or she felt Finn’s touch. She couldn’t recall the last time she’d felt this way or wanted something more. She supposed she’d had similar feelings for Jesse once but in truth, this was very different.

They packed up the cars early on the final day. ‘Why are we in such a hurry?’ complained Ellie as Cat bundled them into the car.

‘Don’t you want to get back to see Daddy?’ asked Cat.

‘Ye-es, but I’m sad to leave our cottage. Can we come here again?’

‘I think we should.’ Cat smiled. ‘Okay, I’m going to check the house one more time and say goodbye to Finn.’ She waved at Daisy who was already sitting in Finn’s car and bounded back into the cottage. He caught her as they met in the hallway and pinned her against the wall with a kiss so intense Cat felt breathless.

‘And that’s my promise of things to come,’ he whispered into her ear. ‘Don’t be late.’

‘I’m never late,’ she murmured, gazing at him. Finn closed his eyes and rested his forehead against hers before pulling away. He held onto her hand as he walked away and gave it a chivalrous kiss before letting go.

Cat cursed every traffic jam and red light on her way home, willing the cars to move out of the way. She felt heady with excitement as she pulled up outside her brother’s house.

‘Here we are!’ she cried, leaping from the driver’s seat and running round to let the children out. She threw open the boot and pulled out two bags. Andrew had already spotted the car and was jogging down the steps to meet them.

‘Hello!’ he said, ruffling Charlie’s hair and accepting a leg hug from Ellie. ‘Good journey?’

‘Yes. Great,’ replied Cat, pulling the remaining luggage out of the boot and following Andrew up to the house.

‘Fancy a tea?’ he asked as they entered the hall.

‘No I’m fine, thanks. I should probably get off,’ she said with a brisk smile.

‘Where are you off to in such a hurry?’

‘Nowhere,’ replied Cat a little too quickly.

‘She’s going round to kiss Finn,’ reported Ellie. Cat stared down at her niece, open-mouthed. ‘Daisy and me saw you kissing. It was a bit yucky to be honest.’

Andrew stared at his sister with eyebrows raised. ‘Oh yes?’

Cat gave a small cough. ‘And on that bombshell, I should really get going. Bye, kids. Thanks for a brilliant holiday. See you on Monday.’

‘Bye, Auntie Cat. Love you,’ said Ellie, wrapping her arms around her aunt.

‘Yeah, bye, Cat,’ added Charlie shyly. ‘And thanks.’

‘Bye.’ Cat smiled.

Andrew followed her to the car. ‘So,’ he said with a wry grin. ‘Finn not the know-it-all irritant you dismissed him as?’

‘Okay,’ replied Cat, giving him a playful shove. ‘Don’t gloat. You were right. He’s one of the good guys.’

Andrew wrapped his sister in a tight hug. ‘I’m really happy for you, sis, and thank you. For everything.’

‘Thank you,’ she replied with emphasis.

‘For what?’

Cat pursed her lips. ‘For broadening my horizons.’

He gave a gracious bow before opening the car door and ushering her inside. ‘Right, off you go. Have fun, actually, I don’t want to think about what you’re going to have,’ he said with a comical grimace. ‘I’ll see you on Monday.’

She smiled as she drove off, her mind overflowing with thoughts of Finn. She pulled up outside his flat and practically skipped up the steps.

He answered the intercom with the words ‘Cat Nightingale’. Even the way he said her name made the hairs on her arms stand on end. She flew up the stairs and met him at the door, grabbing his face in her hands as they kissed. He pushed her up against the door to close it and covered her face and neck with kisses. She tilted her head back and wrapped her legs around his body. All their movements were urgent and impatient as he carried her to the bedroom. They were pulling at one another’s clothes, hungry and filled with longing. They laughed when he couldn’t get his T-shirt over his head and he gazed down at her with longing as she peeled off her underwear. He pushed her gently back onto the bed and Cat gasped with pleasure as he kissed his way down her body.

She was in a hurry though and pulled him back on top of her. He understood, staring into her eyes as he moved inside her. The surge of pleasure was exquisite for Cat and she arched her back as ripples of intense delight coursed their way through her body. It felt so wonderful, so inevitable. She held Finn’s face in her hands as they moved together, relishing the connection, deliciously intimate as the rest of the world faded into the background. Afterwards, they lay facing one another. Finn stroked her face and body, admiring every inch of her.

‘You are so beautiful,’ he murmured, kissing the corner of her mouth.

‘You’re not so bad yourself.’ Cat smiled, framing his face in her hands and kissing him on the mouth.

He pulled her closer to him. ‘Just so you know, we’re going to do that again in a minute.’ He grinned.

‘Oh really?’ she said, raising one eyebrow suggestively.

Finn stroked her arm and breast, causing Cat to shiver. ‘Really,’ he replied. ‘In fact, we’re not going to get out bed for the rest of the weekend.’

Cat stretched her arms above her head and closed her eyes as Finn started to kiss his way down her body. ‘Oh dear. What a shame. Never mind,’ she sighed. As they made love again, she felt as if a lost part of her was restored and the strange thing for Cat was that until this moment, she hadn’t even realised that it had been missing.

Finn was true to his word. They hardly left the bed that weekend. On Sunday evening, Cat went back to her flat to drop off her holiday bags and get some clean clothes but she took Finn with her. The activities that had taken place in his bed were transferred to her bed that night. On Monday morning they drove round to collect Daisy on their way to Andrew’s house.

Ronnie came skipping out of the flat with Daisy in tow as they pulled up outside. ‘Hey, Cat,’ she cried. She nudged her brother meaningfully as he climbed out of the passenger seat ready to help Daisy into the car.

‘Hi.’ Cat smiled.

She was amazed when Ronnie danced round to her side of the car, reached in through the open window and hugged her. ‘Just let me know when I need to buy a hat,’ she whispered.

‘Ronnie,’ said Finn, shooting his sister a warning glance.

‘What?’ replied Ronnie, stepping back from Cat with feigned innocence. Cat laughed.

‘See you later, sis,’ said Finn, shaking his head.

‘Bye, Mummy,’ called Daisy from the back seat. Ronnie waved them off, a huge grin on her face.

‘Well we’ve made someone’s day,’ laughed Cat.

Finn put a hand on her leg. ‘You’ve certainly made mine.’

As they arrived at Andrew’s house, Cat noticed that her brother was doing his best not to ask them about their weekend. ‘Good morning!’ he cried a little too loudly. ‘Come in, come in. Hello, Finn, Daisy. Did you enjoy the holiday?’

‘It was great thanks, Andrew,’ replied Finn, shaking his hand in greeting. Daisy disappeared down the corridor in search of her friend.

‘Good, that’s really good,’ said Andrew, turning away quickly and gathering up his work bag and coat. ‘Well I should probably get going. Ellie and Charlie are just finishing breakfast. See you later!’ He hurried out of the door, leaving Finn and Cat standing in the hallway staring at one another.

‘Maybe he doesn’t like the thought of me defiling his sister,’ joked Finn. Cat laughed.

Ellie and Daisy appeared in the hallway. ‘Come on, we’ve got a game we want you to play.’

Cat and Finn grinned at one another before following the girls into the dining room. Charlie smiled up from his toast as they entered. Ellie and Daisy were standing at the far end of the room. Rows and rows of dolls and bears had been carefully placed on either side with a passageway down the middle.

Ellie cleared her throat. ‘Dearly beloved, we are gathered here today for the wedding of Cat Nightingale and Finn Thomas.’ Cat and Finn laughed.

Ellie frowned at Daisy and gestured for her to move but Daisy was staring back at Cat and Finn, a dreamy smile on her face. ‘Daisy!’ hissed Ellie. ‘You’re the bridesmaid. Go and get the happy couple!’

‘Oh, okay,’ sighed Daisy. She skipped back down the room and stood behind Finn and Cat before giving them a shove. ‘You have to walk to the front,’ she whispered loudly.

Charlie watched amused as Finn and Cat made their way towards Ellie. The small girl pursed her lips seriously. ‘Do you, Cat Nightingale, take this man to be your awful wedded husband?’ She and Daisy dissolved into giggles.

Cat laughed and glanced at Finn. ‘I do,’ she said.

‘And do you, Finn Thomas, take this woman to be your awful wedded wife?’ More giggling.

‘Absolutely,’ replied Finn.

Ellie scowled at him. ‘You have to say “I do”!’

‘Oh. Sorry. I do,’ declared Finn.

‘Yay!’ squealed Daisy.

Ellie silenced her with a fierce stare. She turned back to the soft-toy congregation. ‘By the power of Jedi knights and sweet Jesus, I now pronounce you husband and wife.’

‘You can kiss the bride,’ whispered Daisy, shoving her uncle in the back.

‘That’s my line,’ said Ellie sternly. ‘You may now kiss the bride,’ she cried.

Finn smiled at Cat and planted a chaste kiss on her cheek.

‘Euw,’ said Charlie.

‘It’s so romantic,’ breathed Daisy.

Cat grinned at Finn and shook her head. ‘Kids eh?’

He shrugged. ‘They see things as they’re meant to be.’ He smiled.

Cat felt a little unnerved by the inference but quickly dismissed it with a smile. She was determined to enjoy this new shot at happiness and take life as it came for a change.

The children had two more days of holiday left and their mood started to shift from one of post-holiday euphoria to impending school-day doom. Finn and Cat did their best to make the activities as fun and distracting as possible but soon Tuesday evening was upon them. Finn took Daisy home, kissing Cat goodbye. She had promised to stay at Andrew’s that night and take the children to school the next morning.

‘I’m going to miss you, wife,’ joked Finn as he kissed her goodbye.

Cat smiled but there was something about this comment that made Cat’s shoulders tighten. ‘See you tomorrow,’ she replied.

Cat went upstairs and helped Ellie with her shower whilst Andrew sorted out the uniforms and PE kits. Once Ellie was tucked up, she went say goodnight to Charlie. He was sitting up reading in bed.

‘Are you okay?’ she asked, perching next to him. He gave a small shrugging nod. Cat put a hand on his arm. ‘Do you want me to come and see your teacher tomorrow, like we talked about?’

‘Yes, please,’ said Charlie in a little boy voice that made Cat want to pull him into her arms. She resisted though, knowing he would hate it.

‘Okay. Well, sleep well,’ she said, standing up and reaching the door as Andrew entered.

She went downstairs and began to tidy the kitchen, loading the dishwasher and filling the sink with water.

‘Thanks for doing that,’ said Andrew appearing in the doorway.

‘No worries.’

‘So,’ he ventured.

‘Yes?’

‘Obviously I don’t want the details but I just need to know if you’re happy?’

Cat laughed. ‘I think I am,’ she said. ‘Very happy.’

‘I’m really glad,’ he replied. ‘Oh by the way, Melissa’s coming back on Thursday so you’ll be off the hook and able to return to the heady world of PR soon.’

‘Right,’ said Cat, feeling her insides sink. ‘That’s great.’

‘Well, we’ve kept you from your life for too long. It means you can sort out your job and get back to your old life.’ Andrew put an arm around her shoulder and planted a kiss on the top of her head. ‘For the record though, you’re a Grade A aunt and I couldn’t have managed the past few weeks without you.’

‘I’ve had a great time,’ she admitted. She could feel an ache in her chest at the realisation that she was going to miss the children.

‘See? I knew you’d grow to enjoy it. Maybe you and Finn could produce your own little band of monsters. Right, I need to send a quick e-mail.’ He disappeared out of the kitchen, leaving Cat feeling floored and slightly terrified. The thought of going back to whatever was left of her old life coupled with her family’s insistence that she marry and reproduce with Finn was making her head spin.

Her phone buzzed. She pulled off the washing-up gloves and swiped it into life. She had become lax about checking her phone lately and realised with a sense of dread that there were three missed calls from Jesse. She was about to listen to them when a text message appeared on the screen. It was Finn.

‘I miss you and think I might love you. I hope that doesn’t scare you.’

She felt a surge of adrenaline as she replied as diplomatically as she could. ‘Only a little. And I miss you too.’ Really, she wanted to reply. ‘Whoa there, boy! Slow it down! I need more time!’

She pressed a button to listen to her messages. It unnerved her hearing Jesse’s voice after so long. ‘Hey, Kit Kat. Hope you’re okay. Could you call me, please?’

The other messages were variations on a theme but she could tell that Jesse’s tone was becoming more jumpy. In the third message, he was doing his best to keep his tone light but Cat sensed he was getting desperate.

‘Kit Kat, I’m worried about you. I hope you’re all right. Call me. Please?’ The Cat of old would have phoned him straight away, full of concern, ready to help, but this new version was still licking her wounds after Ava’s revelation. She sent him a text instead.

‘Hi Jesse, I’ve been away. Will call you tomorrow. Cx’

She didn’t sign with her usual ‘KK’ and when he replied. ‘Can’t wait,’ she threw her phone to one side in annoyance and took herself off to bed.


Chapter Twenty

The next day Cat took the children to school with a heavy heart. She had underestimated how much she was going to miss them but seeing Ellie in a new skirt and school shoes that were a tad too big for her and watching as Charlie tugged nervously at his fringe, she was painfully aware that something significant was coming to an end. She always felt a little like this when the lazy heat of summer gave way to the crisp underlying chill of autumn. It was a sunny morning but the sky had a golden quality as though the brightness of the summer months were fading. She walked the children through the school gate and spotted Finn chatting to Claire. It felt like an age since she’d met her at the park, a different life really, when this baffling world of children had seemed, well baffling. She strode over feeling the reassuring warmth of Ellie’s hand in hers.

‘Hi!’ she said, joining them alongside a queue of shiny new Year Two children. Finn smiled when he saw her and Claire beamed with delight, reaching over to give her a hug.

‘Cat! I thought Mel might be back. It’s good to see you though,’ she said, giving her a nudge. ‘I hear you’ve had an eventful summer,’ she added with a raised eyebrow.

Cat felt ruffled and stole a glance in Finn’s direction. He shrugged in reply but she was perturbed that he was already broadcasting their business around the school playground. Ellie, Daisy and Izzy were chatting like a group of old women.

Cat felt Charlie tap her on the arm and turned to see him gazing up at her hopefully. ‘Right, let’s go and see your teacher, shall we?’

He gave an uncertain nod. ‘Do you think it will be okay?’

‘It will be fine,’ she reassured. ‘Finn, could you see Ellie in for me, please? Ellie, will you be okay?’

‘’Course,’ said Ellie with a dismissive wave. ‘See you later, Auntie Cat.’

Finn caught her arm as she walked past. ‘I’ll wait for you at the gates, okay?’ She nodded before following Charlie to where his class was lining up. She spotted Tom and Ben at the front of the queue and watched them nudge one another as they approached. Charlie ignored them and stayed close to his aunt.

A woman, who Cat recognised as Tom’s mother, was holding court over a gaggle of other parents. ‘So I said to Phil, if they don’t upgrade us immediately, I am going straight to the chief exec.’

‘I don’t blame you,’ clucked a beak-nosed woman.

Cat didn’t want to make eye contact with Tom’s mother in case she remembered her from the park and was relieved when a teacher who looked only slightly older than Ellie appeared. Cat needn’t have worried about this woman’s youth. ‘Okay, 6B, can we have a straight line? Ben, tuck in your shirt; Tansi, sort out your tie, please.’ The children followed her instructions without question.

Cat approached her. ‘Excuse me, could I have a quick word?’

The woman glanced at her watch. ‘I’m afraid I need to get them into school. Could we meet after pick-up?’

‘Erm yes, okay.’

‘Sorry. I’m not being dismissive. It’s just that the bell’s gone and we need to start the school day.’

‘Of course.’

‘Can I ask what it’s about?’

‘It’s about my nephew, Charlie, and some messages he’s been receiving on social media.’

The teacher nodded. ‘If you and Charlie could come and see me after school, we can discuss it then.’

‘Thank you,’ said Cat. ‘Okay, Charlie, I’ll see you later.’

Charlie nodded but remained silent. She watched them disappear into the school and part of her longed to run after him and make sure he was okay. She turned to see Finn waiting for her at the school gate. As she approached, he went to put his arm around her but she pulled away.

‘What’s wrong?’ he asked.

Cat looked around at the other adults. ‘I just don’t want everyone knowing our business.’

Finn looked perplexed. ‘You don’t know anyone here.’

She sighed. ‘I know Claire.’

‘But she’s a friend and she’s happy for us. What’s wrong with that?’

It was a reasonable question for which unfortunately Cat didn’t have a reasonable answer. They were walking out of the school gates now. Finn slowed down to greet some of the parents he knew so Cat continued without him. She kept her head down and walked quickly in the direction of Andrew’s house. She heard Finn jogging after her and felt his hand on her arm. ‘Cat, stop. Please.’ She turned to face him. She didn’t know what to say. ‘What is it? Please, tell me.’

‘I don’t want to do this here.’

‘Okay. Let’s go back to mine.’

‘I need to go back to Andrew’s. We left the kitchen in a state.’

‘Cat Nightingale, domestic slave,’ joked Finn. Cat didn’t laugh. He reached for her hand as they walked back to the house and she let him. She was annoyed but more with herself. She could tell that she was on the verge of sabotaging her newfound happiness but the worst thing was, she didn’t know how to stop.

Back at Andrew’s she set about making coffee and tidying the kitchen, refusing Finn’s offer of help. He stood and watched her.

‘Why are you angry?’ he asked after a while.

She turned to look at him, her face furrowed into a frown. ‘I don’t know,’ she answered truthfully.

‘Are you scared?’

She considered this for a moment. ‘It’s all happening so fast. It feels out of control.’

Finn approached her, took the coffee mug from her grasp and held her face in his hands. ‘You’ve got to stop trying to control the universe. You can’t prevent certain things from happening and you have to accept that, Cat.’

She nodded. ‘I’m trying.’

He stroked her hair and bent down to kiss her. ‘The thing is, I know that I love you. I’ve pretty much known that from the first moment I met you when that dog weed on your handbag.’ Cat smiled. ‘But I don’t mind if you can’t tell me that you love me or if you need time to get used to the idea. I’m cool with that. And I’m sorry that I told Claire but to be honest, you make me happy and I want to share that with the world.’ Cat stared at him. It was such a sweet and wonderful declaration; most women would fling their arms around this beautiful man and skip off into their happy ever after. Cat wished she could do that. She wished it with all her heart.

‘Thank you,’ was all she could think to say.

Her phone rang and they both glanced over to where it sat on the side. Cat could see that it was Jesse calling and she could tell from Finn’s pinched expression that he had too. She felt her heart sink. ‘I need to answer this,’ she said, picking up her phone. Finn nodded and walked out of the kitchen.

‘Hi, Jesse,’ she answered.

‘Kit Kat, how are you? I’ve missed you!’

‘Have you? Last thing I heard was that Caroline Henderson was doing my job.’ She surprised herself with the outburst. She never usually gave Jesse a hard time but she was angry and hurt. Jesse was surprised too.

‘Oh Kit Kat, I’m sorry. It was only ever a temporary thing and to be honest, she’s been a nightmare.’ He lowered his voice. ‘She drinks too much and is very indiscreet with clients. We parted company last week.’

‘Oh,’ said Cat. ‘Well anyway, did you need to speak to me about something specific?’ She wasn’t going to let him off the hook that easily.

‘Well actually I have good news.’

‘Oh really?’

‘Yes, really. How would you like your old job back?’

‘What?’

‘Ya-ha. I sorted it all with Donald. I basically laid it on the line. Told him that our clients are demanding to have you back and that he won’t have a company without you.’

‘Wow.’

‘I know. It was pretty intense – you would have been proud of me, Kit Kat. I was fed up with him dictating our business, you know.’

‘Well, that’s pretty big news,’ said Cat.

‘I know. It’s the best, isn’t it? So when can you come back? Today, tomorrow? Or are you still playing kindergarten cop?’

‘I’m…’ For the second time that day, Cat didn’t know what to say.

Jesse laughed. ‘I’ve stunned you into silence, haven’t I? Well listen, come back as soon as you can. I can’t wait to see you. I’ve really missed you, Cat.’ He rarely called her Cat and there was something about his tone that made her heart jump. ‘Text me when you know and I’ll lay out the red carpet.’

He rang off leaving Cat numb and confused. Surely this was what she had been working up to? It had to be the best solution. The kids were back at school and Melissa would be home soon. It had to be time to go back to her old life. She wandered through the house, searching for Finn. She spotted a note on the hall table.

‘Thought I’d give you some space. See you later. Finn x’ She picked up the note and, folding it carefully, she slipped it into her pocket.

She arrived early to collect the children, scooping up Ellie on her way to see Charlie’s teacher. Ellie was carrying a construction made of egg boxes, milk lids and a lot of glue.

‘Ooh, what’s that?’ asked Cat as Ellie held it up for inspection.

Ellie stared at her as if her aunt had just fallen out of the stupid tree. ‘It’s a McLaren racing car of course! We’re doing “transport” this term.’

‘Well it’s fantastic,’ declared Cat. She spotted Finn entering the playground, waving at Daisy, who ran towards him. Cat raised her hand in greeting and he gave a smiling salute in reply. She signalled that she would call him and he nodded before turning away with Daisy skipping alongside.

Mrs Randall, the headmistress, looked up from her immaculately tidy desk, gesturing for Cat and Charlie to take a seat on the two electric-blue fabric chairs in front of it. Cat spied a family photograph featuring two teenage daughters next to her computer. Charlie’s teacher, whose name was Miss Denby, appeared moments later. She spied Ellie and recognising that the meeting might run more smoothly if the little girl was otherwise occupied, the teacher spoke brightly to her.

‘Ellie, would you be able to help Mrs Bunce in the office, please? She’s got a very important job for you.’

‘Of course,’ replied Ellie, skipping happily from the room.

Miss Denby returned moments later and took a seat next to Mrs Randall, who smiled warmly at them both. ‘Miss Denby tells me that Charlie has been having some problems with other boys in his class?’

Cat glanced at Charlie who was looking very uncomfortable. She realised that she would need to do the talking. ‘Yes. Ben and Tom. I think it began in Year Two and stopped for a while but it’s all kicked off again.’

Mrs Randall’s smile remained fixed as she spoke. ‘And what is it that they are doing?’ She turned her gaze from Cat to Charlie. ‘Charlie?’

He was staring at his hands but looked up as soon as she addressed him. ‘Messaging,’ he said quietly.

Mrs Randall looked to Cat for further explanation. ‘It’s happening online mostly. They’ve been sending abusive messages, well at least Tom has. I think Ben goes along with it. I also witnessed some bullying behaviour when I was in the park with Charlie over the summer. Again, this is mainly from Tom.’

‘I see,’ said Mrs Randall, glancing at Miss Denby, who was wearing a pained expression. Mrs Randall leant forwards, clasping her hands together and nodding her words towards Cat and Charlie as she spoke. ‘The problem is that none of this is happening during school time. We can only be responsible for the child’s behaviour during the school day.’ Cat glanced at Miss Denby and noticed that she was staring straight ahead, her face expressionless. ‘Bullying is a very strong word and we cannot bandy it about willy-nilly. If these boys start to show consistently inappropriate behaviour towards Charlie at school then of course I shall take action but until then, my hands are tied.’

Cat could feel indignant anger boiling up inside her but knew she had to keep control of it for Charlie’s sake. She understood enough about people to see that Mrs Randall was not a woman to be contradicted and that Cat would inevitably need to find another way to solve her nephew’s issues. She rose to her feet and offered her hand. ‘Thank you for taking the time to listen. I’m sure we’ll be speaking again at some stage,’ she said poker-faced. ‘Come on, Charlie.’

Mrs Randall gave them both a warm smile as she accepted Cat’s hand. ‘We will do our best for Charlie,’ she said.

Cat ushered her nephew out of the office without a backward glanced. Once in the foyer, Charlie turned to his aunt, a look of desperation spreading across his face. ‘But you promised you’d sort it,’ he whispered.

‘And I will, just not now,’ replied Cat. ‘I’m sorry. I didn’t realise she’d be like that but I will find a way, I promise.’

Angry tears coursed down Charlie’s face. ‘You said you would sort it and it’s just going to get worse. I know it is. They started saying stuff today and other boys are joining in. They do it when no-one else can hear.’

Cat put an arm on his shoulder. ‘Oh Charlie, I’m sorry.’

He shrugged her off. ‘I trusted you,’ he shouted before bolting out of the door.

‘Shit,’ declared Cat, remembering that she needed to collect Ellie. She turned round and nearly walked into Miss Denby.

‘Could I have a word?’ she asked, ushering Cat towards her classroom. Cat glanced over her shoulder. Charlie had gone but she knew he was able to walk home on his own so she didn’t panic. She followed Miss Denby down the corridor. When they reached the classroom, the teacher closed the door behind her.

She turned to Cat and took a deep breath. ‘Okay, I shouldn’t be saying this but I’m going to. Mrs Randall is an absolute control freak and all she cares about is her Ofsted grading and keeping the governors happy.’ Cat stared at her in astonishment. ‘I know, get me, the twelve-year-old whistle-blower,’ joked Miss Denby. Cat decided that she liked this woman and gave her an encouraging smile. ‘Tom’s mother is one of the governors and a very vocal one at that. Added to that, Mrs Randall doesn’t want a hint of bullying to blot her copybook.’

‘So Charlie has to put up with it because of school politics?’

Miss Denby shook her head. ‘Absolutely not, but she is right in that stuff that happens away from school isn’t under our jurisdiction. However, I know about the history with Tom and I will do my best in PHSE and e-Safety lessons to talk about the issues. Plus I will keep an eye on Charlie. I can’t stop all the bad stuff being said but I can show that we have a zero tolerance to it.’

‘Thank you,’ said Cat. ‘I really appreciate it.’

‘You’re welcome. Tell Charlie to come to me if he’s got any worries, okay?’

‘I will. I’m glad Charlie’s got someone on his side.’

Miss Denby sighed. ‘Well it helps that I look about the same age as them.’

Cat laughed. ‘Thanks again.’

She collected Ellie and herded her towards the door. ‘Where’s Charlie?’

‘He walked home on his own.’

‘Did it not go well then?’ asked the little girl with her customary razor-sharp insight.

‘I think he’ll be okay once I speak to him.’

‘Cool. Can I have a biscuit when we get home?’

Cat smiled at her. ‘You might even get two.’

‘Yay! You’re the best auntie in the world.’

‘I bet you say that to all your aunties.’

‘I’ve only got one auntie, duh,’ said Ellie shaking her head.

Ellie skipped alongside her aunt, talking non-stop, sharing snippets of her day. Cat had got used to the way Ellie barely took a breath and knew she was going to miss her incessant chatter when she returned to her old life. They reached the house and Cat cursed as she fumbled for her keys. She wanted to get inside and speak to Charlie as soon as possible. She was completely wrong-footed when the door was opened and they were greeted by Melissa’s smiling face.

‘Mumeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee!’ cried Ellie, leaping into her mother’s arms.

Melissa planted kisses all over her head and squeezed her tightly. ‘I have missed you soooo much!’ she declared. ‘Hey, Cat,’ she added, giving her sister-in-law a brief smile.

‘Hey, Melissa, welcome home,’ said Cat leaning forwards to kiss her on the cheek. ‘This is a surprise – Andrew said that you weren’t back until Thursday.’

‘I caught an early flight,’ she replied. ‘Couldn’t wait to get back and see the kids,’ she added, kissing the top of Ellie’s head.

‘Of course,’ said Cat. ‘I’m so sorry about your dad. How is your mum?’

Melissa sighed. ‘Struggling but then they’d been together for over forty years.’

‘Poor Granny. And Mummy,’ said Ellie, wrapping her arms tightly around her mother’s neck. ‘Can I have a biscuit, please?’

‘Sure, go and help yourself. I’ll be in in a minute.’ Ellie ran off without a backward glance. Melissa turned back to Cat. ‘So…’ she began.

‘So,’ said Cat. She got the sudden feeling that she was intruding, as if it was time to be on her way. The silence started to inch towards awkwardness. ‘I should probably get out of your hair,’ offered Cat finally.

Melissa’s smile betrayed her relief. ‘Well we’ve taken advantage of you for too long. I expect you’re dying to get back to your old life.’

Cat longed to tell Melissa that she had changed, that she wasn’t sure if she belonged in that world any more; in truth she wasn’t sure where she belonged. She wanted to tell her that she was going to miss the children, that they meant the world to her now, that they’d changed her and it was a good change. But Cat knew that she couldn’t tell her any of this. Melissa was smiling but her arms were folded in a way that told Cat it was time to go and let her take over again. This was her family and she wanted them back. It made Cat’s chest tighten with sadness but she understood that this was Melissa’s right and she respected it.

‘Could you give Charlie a message for me, please?’

Melissa looked at her in surprise. ‘Sure.’

‘Tell him that Miss Denby is going to help. Get him to tell you what’s been going on. He knows that he needs to talk to you more about stuff that happens at school. It’s to do with Tom and Ben.’

Melissa raised her eyebrows. ‘Okay. Is he all right?’ she asked.

‘He will be now you’re back. Tell him I’m here if he needs me.’

‘Wow,’ exclaimed Melissa. ‘It sounds as if a lot’s happened since I’ve been away.’

‘It has,’ admitted Cat. ‘But it’s all good.’

Melissa nodded, staring at Cat as if seeing her for the first time. ‘Well thank you,’ she said, placing a hand on her shoulder. ‘Really.’

Cat smiled before turning away and going upstairs to collect her belongings. As she packed her bag her phone began to ring. Cat glanced at the caller ID. It was Finn. She hesitated. It would be the easiest thing in the world to answer the call, to go to him and let him comfort her. So Cat wasn’t sure why she found herself in the car five minutes later, driving back to her old life. Maybe it was because it was more solid and predictable than the shifting sands and roller-coaster emotions of the new world she had discovered. She brushed away the tears as she drove back to the familiar comfort of home.


Chapter Twenty-One

Cat sat on the Tube looking at her fellow commuters: the neatly bearded young man to her left, his gigantic earphones clamped around his head like a music comfort blanket; the minute twenty-something woman opposite wearing a black and white polka-dot ruffle dress, staring at the daily free newspaper from behind angular red 1950s-style glasses. She glanced over and for a second Cat thought they might share a moment’s irritation at the too-loud electro pop pumping from beardy man’s iPhone but she merely frowned and returned to the day’s potted news.

Cat sighed. Every single person in the carriage was either frowning, looking bored or sleeping. What’s wrong with these people? she thought as got off the train. She felt oddly out of step with everyone, like the only fish in the shoal trying to swim the other way. She bumped and apologised her way towards the exit, receiving grunts or silence in return. She felt herself longing for a friendly face or wondering what would happen if she just grabbed someone and hugged them. She would most likely be arrested or punched so she went with the flow and made her way to the offices of Hemingway Media.

She was so happy to see Stan in the lobby that she practically skipped towards the front desk. She stopped short when he looked up and gave her a smile that was clouded with sadness.

‘Miss Nightingale, you’re back,’ he said. ‘I’m so glad. I thought they were mad to let you go.’

‘Thank you, Stan. And how are you? Is everything okay?’ she asked, sensing that it wasn’t.

Stan sighed, his face crumpling with grief. ‘My Maudy passed away last month.’

‘Oh Stan, I’m so sorry. I had no idea.’

He shrugged. ‘It was very quick. She had a heart attack. She was there one minute and the next she was gone.’ He choked back a sob.

‘Oh Stan,’ repeated Cat, reaching over the desk and squeezing his hand. ‘Should you be here? Why don’t you go home?’

‘I can’t stand being there on my own,’ he said. ‘Everything reminds me of her. I like coming to work. Sorry, Miss Nightingale. I’ll be okay in a minute.’

‘Please, call me Cat.’ She walked round to the other side of the desk and gave him a hug to which he responded with awkward surprise. She glanced behind the desk where Stan had a small kitchen. ‘Shall I make us a cup of tea?’

Stan looked round as if someone might tell him off. ‘I don’t want to put you to any trouble.’

‘No trouble,’ said Cat. ‘And if anyone says anything, send them to me.’

Cat forgot the time as she listened to Stan’s tales of Maud, of illicit trips to Brighton on his motorbike when they were first courting, of the hours they spent together tending their vegetable garden, of their beloved son, Anthony, who now lived in America. Cat smiled as she noticed how Stan’s face seemed to lighten as the weight of grief was replaced by the joy of memory.

She didn’t hear Jesse until he was standing right in front of them. ‘Cat?’ he asked, a look of confusion on his face. ‘What are you doing here?’

Stan jumped up. ‘Sorry, Mr Hemingway, it was my fault.

Cat rested a hand on his shoulder. ‘No it wasn’t, Stan. We were just catching up,’ said Cat with a smile. ‘Let’s make sure we do this again soon, okay?’

Stan glanced nervously at Jesse. ‘Okay, Miss Nightingale.’

‘Cat,’ said Cat. She walked round and kissed Jesse on both cheeks. ‘Shall we?’ she added, gesturing towards the lift.

Jesse gave a small bow and followed her. Once they were inside, he turned and stared at her. ‘What was that all about?’ he asked jokingly.

‘Did you know that Stan’s wife had died?’

‘Oh yes. Very sad but it was a while ago.’

‘It was a month ago, Jesse. He’s lonely. He needed someone to talk to.’

Jesse shrugged. ‘Fair enough. Anyway, never mind that, how does it feel to be back?’ He grinned, putting an arm around her.

‘Ask me in a few days,’ she replied with a wry smile.

As Cat walked through the entrance of Hemingway Media, she felt like a queen. Everyone smiled and leapt up to greet her. She reached her office and found a gigantic bouquet of pale pink roses on her desk. She picked up the card. ‘Welcome back, Kit Kat. Love Jesse and Team Hemingway x’

‘Thank you,’ smiled Cat, placing her iPad in its docking station.

‘My pleasure,’ replied Jesse, standing in the doorway staring at her. ‘Grace has certainly missed you,’ he added, nodding towards the picture on her wall, ‘and I know I have. I also can’t tell you how happy I am to be shot of Caroline. She was a complete pain in the arse to be honest and a complete mistake on my part. I’m sorry, Cat.’

‘Why are you apologising to me?’ she asked, although she appreciated the sentiment.

‘Because it took me so long to get you back and I know you were hurt when Caroline covered your job.’

‘Oh?’

Jesse looked sheepish. ‘Ava tore a strip off me.’

Cat laughed. ‘God bless that woman.’

Jesse smiled. ‘Listen, I’ve got to go to a meeting but can we catch up properly over dinner either tonight or Wednesday night? I’ve got so much to tell you.’

Finn had invited Cat to a gig that evening and she was keen to see him. She was starting to lose her holiday feeling and she wanted to make sure that he was more than a holiday romance. ‘I can’t do tonight but Wednesday would be great,’ she said.

He grinned. ‘Cool. I’m going to swing us a reservation at the Chiltern Firehouse.’

‘Wow,’ said Cat. ‘You missed me a lot.’

‘I did,’ he said, staring at her for a moment before clapping his hands together. ‘Right. Great. I’ll see you later. Have a good day.’

Cat watched him go. She couldn’t put her finger on it but there was something different about Jesse. She shook her head dismissively and turned to her computer. Moments later, her PR Manager Nancy appeared in the doorway holding a take-away coffee.

‘Good morning.’ She smiled. ‘I brought you a welcome-back flat white.’

‘Thank you,’ said Cat. ‘That’s very kind.’

Nancy nodded and placed the coffee on her desk. ‘So, let me know when you want to catch up. I sort of babysat Caroline so can get you up to speed on most campaigns.’

‘That’s great. Thanks, Nancy. I hear that Caroline didn’t quite live up to expectations,’ she said, raising an eyebrow.

Nancy laughed at her boss’s candour. ‘I couldn’t possibly comment but anyway, give me a shout when you want to talk.’

‘Sure, thanks.’ Nancy made for the door. ‘And how is Ruby?’

Nancy’s eyes widened with surprise as she turned round. ‘Erm, she’s really well, thanks.’

‘How old is she now?’

‘Nine months,’ said Nancy, a flicker of confusion crossing her face as if this might be a trick question.

‘Wow, that’s gone by quickly,’ said Cat. ‘My brother’s kids are ten and six and quite a handful.’

‘I’ll bet,’ replied Nancy. ‘Did you have a good summer?’ she asked, emboldened by Cat’s newfound interest in motherhood.

‘Actually, it was great.’ Cat smiled. ‘Something of an eye-opener.’ Her phone buzzed with a call. It was Ava. ‘I’m sorry, Nancy, but I need to get this. How about we catch up properly over lunch? My treat as a thank you for holding the fort.’

Nancy looked as if she might collapse in shock. She managed to reply, ‘Lovely. Thank you.’

Cat nodded and smiled as Nancy left. She answered her phone. ‘Ava.’

‘The prodigal daughter returns! So glad to have you back in the game, sweet-cheeks.’

‘Thank you.’ Cat smiled.

‘So, did you enjoy the rest of the holiday?’ asked Ava suggestively.

‘Yes thank you,’ replied Cat poker-faced.

‘And did you enjoy any-one?’

Cat laughed. ‘Now that would be telling.’

‘Oh my sweet Lord, you slept with that guy.’

‘That is purely conjecture on your part.’

‘I tell you what, honey, if you were famous, you would be my front-page news.’

‘You say the sweetest things.’

‘Okay, well clearly I need the details ASAP. How about drinks this Wednesday? I’m supposed to be having sex with Sergio but I’d make an exception for you.’

‘I’m touched but Jesse’s taking me to the Chiltern Firehouse.’

‘Ooh he is feeling guilty. Make him pay.’

‘I intend to by having three courses and champagne.’

‘Good for you.’

‘Thanks for setting him straight.’

Ava sighed. ‘I may be a cold-hearted bitch of a journalist but I know who my friends are.’

‘Well you’re definitely one of mine.’

‘Okay well this is getting a bit Disney for my tastes so let’s just say we’ll do brunch on Saturday, usual place?’

‘Perfect.’

‘Missing you already.’

There was something too easy about the way Cat slipped back into the PR world. It was all so familiar and comfortable but as she caught up with campaigns and clients, and was welcomed back into the fold by the PR Twitterati, she felt an underlying sense of uncertainty. It was as if she’d rediscovered her favourite vintage von Furstenberg dress in the back of the wardrobe and realised that it didn’t really suit her any more. In fact, she wasn’t sure if it had ever suited her at all.

She enjoyed catching up with Nancy over lunch but found that the conversation turned quickly from work to children.

‘So would you like to have any more kids?’ asked Cat. Nancy looked unsure and Cat realised that she had crossed an employer-employee line. ‘It’s okay,’ she reassured. ‘I won’t tell HR.’

Nancy laughed. ‘Well then yes, I suppose we would, probably in the next couple of years.’ She stole a glance at Cat. ‘Do you miss them? The kids, I mean. I get the feeling that you enjoyed being with them more than you anticipated.’

Cat smiled. ‘I remember why I hired you. Your intuition is exceptional.’ She sighed. ‘Actually, I do miss them. It made me look at life differently, see outside all of this,’ she said, gesturing around the room at the power-suited, business-focused fellow diners.

Nancy nodded. ‘Children do that. You’re no longer the picture. You become the frame.’

Cat grinned. ‘Yes, that’s it. I like that. So anyway, I had something I wanted to say to you. It’s important.’ Nancy sat up in her chair and stared at Cat. ‘You are an incredibly talented PR Manager and I know that sometimes it’s been a struggle fitting in things with Ruby.’ Nancy’s brow furrowed slightly, fearful of what was coming. ‘So I want you to know that I will do all I can to be flexible and help you out if possible. I know how hard you work and how exhausting it must be so let’s keep talking and work things out between us.’

Relief and shock flooded Nancy’s face. ‘Wow, I wasn’t expecting that.’

Cat smiled. ‘I surprise myself these days.’

‘Thank you,’ said Nancy. ‘That means a lot to me.’

Cat gave her a knowing look. ‘We all need to give ourselves a break sometimes.’

The south-east London pub wasn’t exactly what Cat had been expecting and she stared up at the cracked paint and tatty façade, wondering for a moment if she’d got the right venue. The inside wasn’t much better. A large circular bar sat in the middle of the room with a handful of punters dotted on bar stools, nursing their pints in melancholy silence. She looked around the gigantic space with enough tables and chairs to seat a small army and spotted Finn setting up his equipment in a dark corner. She also noticed that Angelica, the girl from the outdoor music gig, was sitting at a table nearby, drinking a bottle of beer and staring up at him, like an obedient puppy. She was wearing a short fur coat, her long legs bare and tanned. As Cat approached, Angelica looked up at her with a scowl.

‘Hey, Cat.’ Finn smiled, reaching over his guitar to kiss her. Angelica continued to stare and scowl. ‘Sorry,’ he whispered. ‘I didn’t know she was coming.’

‘It’s okay,’ said Cat. ‘Don’t take this the wrong way but to be honest, I think you need all the spectators you can get.’

Finn laughed. ‘It’s all good. I know the landlord, Terry. I offered to do it for free. I wanted to try out some new material and it’s always quiet on a Monday.’

Cat nodded. ‘Would you like a drink?’ She glanced over at Angelica, extending the invitation like a peace offering.

‘Going out for a smoke,’ said Angelica, avoiding Cat’s eyes and sloping off towards the door.

‘Wow, she really hates me, doesn’t she?’ observed Cat.

Finn looked sheepish. ‘She’s only just found out about us. I think it came as a bit of a shock. So, how was your first day back at work?’

‘Fine, thanks. Shall I get you a drink then?’ Cat didn’t want to talk about work. She was still trying to figure out how she felt about it all. She wasn’t ready to share, not even with Finn.

He regarded her for a moment and was about to open his mouth when a voice interrupted their conversation. ‘Oi Finn, play us a tune will yer? It’s like a morgue in ’ere.’

Finn smiled and held up his hand in acknowledgement towards the round, red-faced man standing behind the bar. ‘Will do, Terry. Any requests?’

‘You know me, Finn – anything by the King and I’m a happy man.’

Finn nodded and started to strum some chords. ‘I better do as the boss says but I’ll have a pint of lager if the offer’s still open, please.’

‘It is. I’ll sit over there and pretend to be a crowd of a hundred people. Good luck or break a leg or whatever you’re supposed to say.’ She smiled. Cat made her way to the bar. A bored-looking barmaid was polishing glasses and staring off into the middle distance. Cat gave a small cough but the woman didn’t react. Terry bustled over, his round belly extending over his trousers like large football.

‘Sandra, any chance you can serve the customers instead of polishing them glasses to death?’ he snapped on his way past. ‘Yes, love?’ he asked, arriving in front of Cat slightly out of breath.

‘A G&T and a pint of lager, please.’ Cat smiled.

Terry nodded, plucking a pint glass from the shelf above his head and approaching the pumps. Finn had started to play ‘You Were Always on My Mind’, his voice drifting over the pub, lilting and cool.

‘That’s the stuff,’ murmured Terry. He placed the pint in front of Cat and set about making her drink. ‘So you must be Finn’s new squeeze.’ He grinned, opening a bottle of tonic and tipping it over the gin.

Cat nodded. ‘You know Finn well then?’

‘He’s like a son to me, that boy,’ declared Terry. ‘Kindest man I ever met. Would do anything for anyone. And what a voice.’ Cat smiled. He was right. Finn had a beautiful voice. She knew she was listening to an Elvis song but Finn made it his own. ‘I’m just sorry there aren’t more punters to hear him,’ added Terry, gesturing around the pub. ‘But at least we’re here, eh pet?’ Further along the bar a man was waving a tenner at Terry. ‘On the house,’ said Terry, pointing at Cat’s drinks before walking over to the man. ‘Yes, Del?’

‘Thank you,’ said Cat as he disappeared. She chose a table in one corner just over from where Finn was playing. She didn’t want to sit right in front of him like a groupie and she wanted to avoid Angelica as well. Finn looked over and winked at her as he finished his first song. She held up his pint and he reached over to take it from her. He took a sip and then addressed the pub.

‘Good evening, south-east London!’ he cried.

‘Wa-hay!’ cried Terry, giving him a cheery thumbs up.

‘So, I’m Finn Thomas and I’m going to be playing a mix of covers and some of my new stuff. I hope you enjoy it. Thanks for listening.’ The next song he played was ‘The Only Living Boy in New York’ by Simon and Garfunkel. Cat hadn’t heard it for years and felt her body relax with enjoyment before she became aware of someone standing next to her. She looked up into Angelica’s frowning face.

‘May I?’ asked the girl, gesturing at an empty chair.

‘Be my guest,’ said Cat. She wasn’t going to be rude but she wasn’t going to make an effort to engage with this surly woman either.

‘So,’ began Angelica. ‘You and Finn.’

‘What about us?’ asked Cat.

‘Just that I hope you know how lucky you are.’

Cat stared at her. ‘I do, thank you.’

‘Good, because he’s really into you,’ declared Angelica, gazing over at Finn.

‘Oh. Right.’

‘He never looked at me the way he looks at you,’ she sighed. Cat had expected a fight but realised that she was starting to feel sympathy for this girl.

‘I don’t know what to say.’

Angelica looked at Cat with sadness in her eyes. ‘Just look after him, okay?’ she said before standing up and making for the door without a backward glance.

Finn seemed unaware of Cat’s conversation as he finished the song and gave her a warm smile. Angelica was right. He did have a certain way of looking at Cat – as if he were seeing her and only her. She gave him an encouraging grin. He cleared his throat and turned back to the microphone. ‘So I said I’d do some of my new stuff and this one is about someone very special.’ Cat felt her face grow hot as dread made her stomach dip. ‘It’s called “The Littlest Things”.’ Finn didn’t look at her as he began to sing. Cat closed her eyes sensing what was coming. Finn was as accomplished a lyricist as he was musician. Anyone else listening would hear a love song, written from the heart, touching and beautiful.

For Cat, it was as if someone had paraded her naked in public; every word and phrase was about her – about her and Finn and the intimate, special moments they had shared. Her happy mood was washed away as feelings of anger and betrayal swept through her body. She glared over at Finn but he was lost in the music, his eyes closed as he told a story about the woman he loved. Cat was shaking now. She noticed Terry wave and wink at her from behind the bar and the way the other pub-goers were swaying in time to the music. She felt as if everyone knew her business, as if Cat Nightingale and her secrets were being laid bare for all to see. She couldn’t listen to another chord. She snatched up her bag and rushed out of the door, running back to the life where she felt safe, where feelings could be tucked away and love was off the agenda.


Chapter Twenty-Two

The Chiltern Firehouse was the hippest eatery in London. When it opened the year before, the critics had gushed and the coolest celebrities had flocked. It was nigh-on impossible to get a table unless you knew the right people. Jesse Hemingway knew all the right people, even the top-hatted doorman who greeted him and Cat as they were welcomed through the door and ushered past various dining celebrities to a cosy table for two.

‘Thank you, Nigel.’ Jesse smiled, pressing a note into the man’s hand.

‘Pleasure, Mr Hemingway,’ replied the man, tapping the brim of his hat. ‘Enjoy your evening. Madam,’ he added, nodding at Cat.

Jesse ordered champagne and when it was poured he held up his glass to her. ‘To Cat Nightingale being back where she should be.’

Cat smiled and clinked her glass against his. She looked around the room. It was sumptuously elegant – the height of sophistication, a place where celebrities could be themselves away from the pressures of stardom. She spotted a Hollywood starlet surrounded by her entourage; the girl was staring off into the distance and looked lonely somehow. Cat transferred her attention to another table where a well-known celebrity couple were sitting in silence, both staring down at their phones, no doubt tweeting about how good the seared cuttlefish was. She found herself wondering what Ellie would make of all this. She probably would have charged up to the pop star, flung her arms around her neck and asked why she was so sad, or told the couple to put down their phones and talk to each other.

‘Happy?’ asked Jesse.

Cat gave him her best PR smile. ‘Absolutely. It’s gorgeous.’ It was gorgeous too. The food was sublime. Sweet red shrimp and Welsh lamb that melted in the mouth all washed down with the best wine. They chatted about work to begin with but every now and then Cat caught Jesse staring at her. As soon as she looked at him, he would smile and take a sip of wine or return to his food.

After they had finished their main courses, he turned to her. ‘So, you haven’t told me. How nightmarish was it playing happy families with your brother’s kids?’

Cat smiled. ‘Actually it turned out to be pretty fun in the end.’

Jesse gave an incredulous laugh. ‘Oh heavens, don’t tell me you’re going to make me open up a crèche on site.’

‘Would that be such a bad thing?’

‘You’re kidding, right?’

Cat shrugged. ‘I don’t think we make it very easy for working parents sometimes.’

Jesse waved a hand in front of her face. ‘Er hello? Are you sure this is the real Cat Nightingale?’

‘I’ve just had the opportunity to see things from the other side of the fence. That’s all. I happen to like being an auntie.’

Jesse giggled. ‘Auntie Cat. That could be your new nickname.’

Cat frowned. She knew Jesse didn’t take life seriously but she’d always thought he took her seriously. ‘It’s good to see beyond yourself from time to time.’

Jesse adopted a mock-serious face. ‘You’re right. And I’m sorry. So where did you go?’

‘To Suffolk on holiday. It was a real old-fashioned beach holiday. It was – well, it was lovely.’

‘Lovely? Are you sure? Being shacked up with two small kids in chilly old Blighty. Brrr. Rather you than me.’

Cat knew Jesse wasn’t interested in children - she knew that he preferred five-star resorts and first-class travel, frankly who didn’t, but he was also her friend and she felt a growing irritation as he dismissed her with casual indifference. ‘It made me see life differently,’ she muttered.

‘I bet it did. Changing nappies and endless tantrums are always going to give you a different perspective,’ he grinned.

Cat could have told him that Ellie and Charlie were six and ten and that therefore nappies were now surplus to requirements but she knew it was pointless. He wasn’t interested and if she was honest, Cat had to concede that she’d felt the same two months ago. ‘So, how are you? How’s Alex? Did you sort things out?’ she asked.

Jesse turned to her, his gaze intense and unflinching. ‘Actually, that’s part of the reason I’ve asked you here tonight.’

‘Oh yes?’

He took another sip of his wine. ‘Dutch courage.’ He grinned and Cat realised that he was nervous. He reached forward and took her hand. She stared at him in astonishment. ‘The thing is,’ he began, ‘I’ve been doing some serious thinking since you went away.’

‘Jesse – ’

‘Cat, please. I need to tell you this. It’s important.’ She nodded for him to continue. He took a deep breath. ‘Alex and I are finished.’

Cat was stunned. ‘I’m so sorry, Jesse. What happened?’

He shrugged. ‘We want different things. It was probably a mistake from the start but you know how it is.’

‘It must be a bind having a supermodel fall for you,’ teased Cat.

Jesse didn’t laugh. ‘It’s been a nightmare, Cat – the accusations, the scream-fests and then the silence. Actually the silence was the worst. All because she wanted a baby.’

‘It’s a big thing for a woman, Jesse – the biggest decision you ever make.’

‘I thought you were on my side,’ he said, only half-joking.

‘I am,’ said Cat, squeezing his hand. ‘Sorry. You were saying?’

His face relaxed. ‘It’s made me realise what I need and what’s important and that often the thing you need most is right in front of you.’ Cat experienced a tingling sensation as he stared into her eyes. ‘It’s you, Cat. It’s always been you and I’ve been an idiot not to see it.’

Cat opened her mouth to speak and realised that she didn’t know what to say. She had longed for this moment ever since she met Jesse. It had become hidden over the years as a secret yearning but it had always been there, tucked away. This was the moment, the moment she was supposed to fall into the hero’s arms, swoon and say something like, What took you so long?, let him sweep her off her feet and take her away from all this. She looked into his eyes, his beautiful green eyes; everything about him was so familiar. It would be the easiest thing in the world to give in to this. They could become the new PR power couple, taking the company to new heights, achieving everything they’d ever dreamed of.

So no-one was more surprised than Cat when she heard herself reply, ‘I don’t know what to say.’

Of course, Jesse couldn’t read her mind. He had no idea about what Cat had been through, about Finn or how her view of life had shifted. He was also a little drunk. He squeezed her hands and looked deeply into her eyes. ‘I know it’s a lot to take in. It was a shock to me but it makes sense, doesn’t it? We’re such a great team and I’ve always loved you.’

‘As a friend.’

‘Yes, but it’s not just that. We’ve always flirted and then there was that moment at uni.’

‘Jesse, that was seventeen years ago.’

He stared at her intently. ‘Tell me that you don’t feel the same. Tell me that there isn’t something between us – a spark, a chemistry. Whatever you want to call it. There’s something, isn’t there?’

Cat sighed. It was time to be honest. She fixed him with her gaze. ‘I have loved you from the moment I met you.’

Jesse smiled and reached out a hand to stroke her cheek as if that was the affirmation he needed. ‘I’m sorry it took me so long to catch up.’ He nodded at the waiter to bring the bill. They left the restaurant and jumped into a waiting cab. As they sped back through the night towards her house, he put his hand on her knee. Cat turned her face towards him and Jesse leant down to kiss her.

‘Jesse, don’t,’ said Cat pushing him away gently.

‘But I thought – ’

‘You’re still married and I have rules about that.’

Jesse looked surprised. ‘But we’re living separate lives; it’s all over. You do believe me, don’t you?’

There was something about the way he said this that made her think of the recent times he’d let her down. ‘We’ve waited seventeen years. Can’t we take this a bit at a time?’

Cat detected a hint of irritation as he sat back with a sigh. ‘Of course, Kit Kat. Whatever you want.’

She took hold of his hand and squeezed it. ‘I want to have the best chance possible at getting things right, okay?’

He gazed at her and became the old Jesse again – her Jesse. He kissed her hand. ‘Your wish is my command, oh beautiful one.’

Her heart skipped a little at his use of the word ‘beautiful’. She felt as if she had been waiting her whole life for this moment, pretending that they were friends when she secretly longed for so much more, fooling herself and everyone else that it was nothing. Jesse glanced at her and winked, squeezing her hand more tightly. She smiled. This should be the perfect ending, Cat’s chance to have everything she wanted. So she wasn’t quite sure why she was holding back. Surely one kiss wouldn’t hurt? Cat didn’t doubt that Jesse and Alex were separated and yet, she couldn’t bring herself to give in to the moment. She told herself that it was all so sudden, that she needed time to get used to the idea, but she knew this was only half the story.

They pulled up in front of her house and her heart sank as she spotted Finn’s car parked outside. It was a situation that Ellie might have described as ‘awkward’.

‘I’m guessing that a coffee is out of the question,’ said Jesse oblivious to Finn’s presence.

‘All in good time,’ said Cat, reaching over to kiss him on the cheek. He turned his face quickly, his lips meeting hers for a moment. She pulled away, casting a nervous glance back towards Finn but his face wasn’t visible in the darkness.

‘Sorry,’ said Jesse. ‘I couldn’t resist.’

‘I’ll see you tomorrow,’ replied Cat, stepping out of the cab and feeling flustered. She waited until the taxi had pulled off before approaching Finn’s car. He climbed out of the driver’s seat and walked round to where she stood on the pavement. She couldn’t read the expression on his face but she noticed that he didn’t try to kiss her.

‘How long have you been here?’ she asked.

‘Long enough,’ he replied. ‘I’m guessing that was Jesse.’

‘Look, Finn, it’s not what you think.’

‘Oh you mean seeing you kiss another man isn’t what it looks like?’ Cat didn’t know how to answer. ‘What’s going on, Cat? You leave the pub without a word, don’t answer my calls and texts, and then I come here and find you with him.’

Cat closed her eyes. Her head was spinning with Jesse’s revelation and Finn’s anger. This wasn’t how she wanted things to be. ‘Please, come into the house and I’ll try to explain,’ she said, staring into his eyes. He hesitated. She thought he was going to turn and leave but he sighed and followed her through the door into the lounge. Cat sat down on the sofa and looked up at him. Finn remained standing, his arms folded, waiting for her to speak.

She sighed. ‘I left the pub the other night because I was angry that you’d written a song about us.’

‘What?’ said Finn in disbelief.

‘It was so personal. I felt as if everyone knew our business. It’s private.’

Finn shook his head. ‘Are you for real? I wrote that song because I love you and I want to sing it from the rooftops. That’s how it works.’

‘Not in my world,’ said Cat.

Finn stared at her. ‘I don’t believe you. What do you want, Cat? What do you actually want?’ It was a simple question for which Cat had no straightforward answer. Finn’s gaze was intent as he tried and failed to read her thoughts. ‘Did I dream what happened over the summer? Because it felt pretty real to me.’

‘Yes of course it happened but Melissa’s back and the kids don’t need me any more.’

‘Of course they need you. What about everything that happened with Charlie? You managed to get through to him. How can you just abandon him now?’

Cat was indignant. ‘For your information I haven’t abandoned him. We message each other all the time.’

‘Wow. That must be a great comfort to him.’

Cat could feel the anger rising up inside her. ‘What is your problem? I was always going to go back to my job one day and here I am.’

‘Yeah, here you are. Back playing at real life with your spoilt celebrities.’

‘You don’t know anything about it,’ snapped Cat. She’d forgotten how infuriating he could be.

Finn gave a derisory laugh. ‘I know none of it’s real – the breast implants, the Botox injections, here-today, gone-tomorrow celebs. It’s all fake.’

‘It’s my life. It’s part of who I am.’

‘Is it? Is it really?’

She turned on him, her eyes blazing with fury. ‘Look, I know it’s hard for you to understand but I am proud of what I’ve done with my life and everything I’ve achieved. I know there are fakers out there and some aspects of what I do may seem ridiculous to you but it’s about more than that to me.’

Finn fixed her with a scathing look. ‘What is it about then?’

‘It’s about helping people make the best of their lives. Everyone struggles. Everyone in the whole world. Even the billionaires in their huge mansions with more money than they could ever need.’

‘Ahh, diddums.’

‘You see, this is why it won’t work between us. You judge everything. You’ve always got a clever remark or a pithy observation.’

‘Oh come on, Cat, you’ve got to admit that the plight of some rich bastard is hardly as important as that of a single mum.’

‘No, of course not! Look I’m not an idiot. I know my world seems shallow to you and part of it is but I also know that every person has a heart and every person has feelings. I don’t judge or dictate – I help people make the best of themselves.’

Finn gave her a scathing look. ‘Well you’re a loss to the social sector.’

‘Don’t you dare judge me.’ Cat’s anger was about to boil over. ‘I think you should go. I think we’ve said enough. Let’s just say this was a holiday romance that didn’t last.’ She turned away.

‘If you think that, you’re a bigger fool than that clown Jesse.’

‘Actually that clown has just told me that he loves me.’ The words flew out of her mouth before her brain had a chance to stop them.

Finn looked as if he’d been punched. ‘And what does his wife say about that?’

‘They’re getting divorced.’

Finn’s laugh was edged with bitterness. ‘Oh that’s great. That’s just brilliant.’

‘What?’

Finn looked at her as if he’d suddenly gleaned an essential truth. ‘I thought you were a fool when actually I’ve been the biggest fool of all.’

‘What do you mean?’

He turned on her. ‘Listening to you, caring for you, falling for you and all the time it was part of a game, wasn’t it?’

‘No.’ Cat’s eyes pricked with tears. ‘It wasn’t a game. Not at all.’

He stared at her, his face clouded with sorrow. ‘I love you. I want nothing more than to make you happy. Why can’t that be enough for you?’

Cat felt an ache in her chest as she replied. ‘You and I walk through very different worlds.’

‘So?’ The question hung in the air like a dare. ‘It is possible to have different lives and still love one another. If you could only allow yourself to be loved, to stop trying to control your life and putting up barriers, you could be happy. We could be happy.’

Cat felt tears spring to her eyes. ‘I’m sorry,’ she sobbed. ‘I’m just so sorry.’

Part of her longed for Finn to come to her as he had in the beach hut in Suffolk, to wrap his arms around her and to cover her face with kisses but he was standing by the door now. ‘I have to protect myself,’ he said quietly. ‘I should go.’ A voice in her head told her to call him back, to tell him she was scared and that she wanted him to help her but a louder voice, the one that loved her old life and was tempted by Jesse’s declaration, let him go. She heard the sound of a car engine and Finn driving away.

She sat in the chair for a while and cried silent tears as thoughts tumbled through her brain: of her beloved brother, of sweet Ellie and dear Charlie and the realisation that she missed them more than she knew, of Jesse, of Finn and of her mum and dad, loved and cherished, their absence still a hard fist of grief at the core of her soul. The desperate loneliness of sadness overwhelmed her. After a time, she reached for her phone and dialled a number. It was answered after two rings.

‘Hi, it’s me. Listen, I know you’re probably already home and this might sound crazy but do you want to come back? I don’t want to be alone.’

The reply was warm, reassuring and familiar. ‘Of course I do, Kit Kat. I’ll be round in half an hour.’


Chapter Twenty-Three

Cat Nightingale was late. It was only the third or fourth time in her life that this had happened. She was on her way to meet Ava for brunch and as she dodged the weekenders milling on the streets of Soho, she felt an unfamiliar jittery panic dance through her body. It was deeply unsettling. People who weren’t so fastidious about time-keeping would dismiss this as ridiculous. She was only meeting a friend; everyone was late sometimes but Cat knew that her tardiness would signal to Ava that something was wrong. It would be an open invitation for the feisty American to metaphorically open up her journalist’s notebook, lick the tip of pencil and grill Cat for all she was worth. Cat wasn’t sure that she was ready for this level of interrogation.

The venue had been Ava’s choice. It was a homage to the best American East Coast diners. Ava liked to come here to make disparaging remarks that the eggs weren’t a patch on her grandmother’s and that the chef had probably never even been to York, let alone New York. Cat knew this was all a front and she also knew that Ava brought her here when she was feeling homesick; everyone had their weak spot and she was happy to indulge her friend’s without comment.

Cat arrived out of breath and was led through the restaurant by an efficient waitress. Ava was sitting on a caramel brown curved leather banquette towards the back of the room, nursing a cocktail.

‘I’m so sorry, Ava,’ said Cat, knowing that defence was always the best form of attack with her friend. ‘The Tubes were a nightmare.’

Ava reached forwards and kissed her on both cheeks, whispering, ‘You always were a terrible liar.’

Cat allowed the waitress to take her coat and sat down opposite her friend, doing her best to remain poker-faced.

‘Would you like a drink, madam?’ asked the waitress.

Ava held up her glass. ‘I’m on the Red Snapper. They describe it as “Rich, spicy and complex”, like my favourite kind of guy.’

‘I’ll have what she’s having, thank you.’ Cat smiled. The waitress nodded and handed her a menu before disappearing off to the American-style bar. ‘I like this place,’ said Cat, looking around herself.

‘It tries too hard,’ replied Ava looking bored.

‘Everyone tries too hard in this town, sweetie,’ retorted Cat.

Ava raised her eyebrows. ‘Has Cat Nightingale had a revelation?’

Cat laughed. ‘I always knew it. I just never said it out loud.’

The waitress brought Cat’s drink and Ava tapped her glass against it. ‘And that is why you are the best in the business. So. How does it feel to be back in the game?’

Cat took a sip of her drink and relaxed immediately. ‘Honestly?’

Ava stared at her. ‘God no. If you start being honest, where will it end?’ Cat hesitated and Ava’s gaze became more intense. ‘I’m kidding. You can tell me anything. You’re not famous so it wouldn’t interest my readers anyway.’

Cat laughed. ‘I don’t really know where to start.’

Ava folded her arms. ‘Well I haven’t got anywhere else to be, the bar is stocked and I know the owners so we can stay here all day if you like. Is it to do with that guy, what was his name, Flynn?’

‘Finn.’

‘Yeah, him. So did the romantic hero sweep the damsel in distress off her feet?’

‘Not exactly.’

‘Did the romantic heroine sweep the jaded hero off his feet then?’

‘There wasn’t much sweeping to be honest.’

‘That’s a shame because deep inside this cold heart there’s a tiny pulse that betrays a hopelessly romantic soul.’

‘Really?’

‘Only when I’m drunk. Continue with your story.’

Cat took a deep breath. ‘I guess you could say that I’ve started to see life differently since I’ve been with the kids.’

Usually Ava would be ready with a one-liner or a smart remark here but she was staring at Cat with interest. ‘In what way?’

Cat took a deep breath. ‘They make you look at it in such a simple and unclouded way. There’s no room for cynicism. What you see is what you get and I found it really quite – ’

‘Refreshing,’ finished Ava.

‘Exactly,’ said Cat surprised. ‘They strip life down to its bare essentials and honestly? It felt good. I felt as if I’d been living my life in a bubble and suddenly somebody had pricked it and showed me the truth.’

‘I bet it scared the shit out of you to start with,’ observed Ava.

Cat laughed. ‘I was terrified but I needed it. I feel different because of the kids. Does that sound weird?’

She expected Ava to tell her that it did but instead her friend shook her head. ‘Not at all.’

‘Well I thought you would tell me I was losing it or going soft. I wasn’t expecting empathy. Do I need to be worried?’ asked Cat, fixing her with a look.

Ava was staring at a print on the far wall. It was Nighthawks by Edward Hopper – a dark and sparing depiction of a 1940s diner. Cat had never seen her friend like this before; there was an air of sadness to her voice as she spoke. ‘I never told you what happened before I came here, did I?’

‘You didn’t want to,’ said Cat, sensing that she needed to talk.

‘I had a child when I was twenty,’ said Ava quietly. Cat moved forwards in her seat, encouraging her friend to go on. ‘Let’s just say my parents didn’t want to know and neither did the father so I gave her up for adoption.’

‘I’m sorry, Ava.’

Ava shrugged. ‘These things happen. I made my career in New York and then got an offer to come over here. It seemed like the best idea at the time.’

‘And now?’

‘I think about that little girl every single day. What am I saying, little girl? She’d be thirty now.’

‘And you’ve never tried to find her?’

‘It was my decision to give her up, which means that I don’t think I have the right to go back. If she wants to find me, she could do that. I made my bed.’ Cat sensed the regret and sadness and understood the barriers that Ava had put up to protect herself. She’d constructed a few of her own over the years. ‘Anyway,’ said Ava, sitting up and smiling brightly at Cat. ‘This isn’t about me. I want to know about this guy, Finn.’

Cat could see that the subject was closed and unlikely to be reopened any time soon but she appreciated the shared confidence. It was a new chapter in their friendship.

‘He’s a musician.’

‘Junkie or straight?’

‘Straight.’ Cat smiled.

‘That’s good. Big time or small time?’

‘Small time and talented.’

‘Even better. And good-looking if I remember his picture correctly?’

‘Very. Bearded too.’

‘Nothing a razor can’t cure. So, you like this guy?’

‘I do. He probably knows more about me than almost anyone.’

Ava gave a sharp intake of breath. ‘Risky, but I guess it means you trust him.’

‘I do.’

‘So where’s the catch?’

‘Jesse.’

‘Pardon me?’

Cat sighed. ‘This is strictly between us but Jesse and Alex are splitting up.’

Ava shrugged. ‘Least surprising news of the year and…?’

‘Jesse has told me that he loves me.’

Ava frowned. ‘I see.’

Cat stared at her. ‘Is that all you can say?’

Ava held up her hands. ‘Your funeral.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Okay, let me ask you another question. You say you’ve told Finn everything. How much have you told Jesse? And you say you trust this guy Finn. Do you trust Jesse?’

‘I’ve known Jesse a long time.’

Ava shook her head. ‘Not the same thing at all. I’ve had an on-off relationship with cellulite for years. Doesn’t mean I want it crowding my butt.’

Cat smiled. ‘Well I think I can trust Jesse. I mean, he got my job back.’

Ava studied her nails. ‘Oh he did, did he?’

Cat stared at her. ‘Okay, tell me the truth,’ she said, folding her arms.

‘You won’t like it.’

‘I’ll like it even less if you don’t tell me.’

‘Okay,’ said Ava with a sigh. ‘Jesse didn’t get you your job back. I did.’

‘What?’

‘Donald and I are old friends. I put in a call.’

Cat’s head began to spin. ‘He lied to me.’

‘Sorry, honey.’

‘He told me that he loved me.’

Ava grimaced. ‘You really have been out of the loop.’

‘What do you mean?’ Ava shifted in her seat. ‘Tell me, Ava.’

‘O-kay. Alex threw him out. He begged her to let him stay but she told him it was over.’

‘How do you know this?’

‘I suppose the obvious answer is that I know everything but actually, their indiscreet cleaner let it slip.’

‘He told me it was mutual.’

‘Well of course he did.’ Ava’s face softened. ‘I’m sorry you had to find out this way.’

‘He told me that he loved me,’ repeated Cat.

‘And he probably does, but then you do clear up his shit all the time.’ Cat looked hurt. Ava reached over and placed a hand on her arm. ‘Oh come on, sweetie. You are known in the business for it. You’re good at it but honestly? Everyone knows that Jesse Hemingway and Hemingway Media would be nothing without you. That’s what I told Donald because it’s true.’ Ava could see that Cat was in shock and gestured to the waitress that more drinks were required. ‘Come on, let’s order,’ she said kindly.

After the waitress brought another round of cocktails and they’d ordered, Cat turned to Ava. ‘I’ve been a fool, haven’t I?’

Ava smiled at her kindly. ‘Yeah but who hasn’t? Listen, I’ve told you before, none of this shit is real. We’re all gliding across the pond like swans whilst kicking our little legs like crazy under the water. All of us, Cat. Do I need to spell this one out for you, honey? Most people in this life don’t get a shot at true happiness. I know I never have. Sometimes you gotta give in, you know? I don’t know this guy Finn, but it sounds as if he got under your skin and you didn’t know how to handle it. I say go for it before it’s too late. Jesse needs you but you don’t need him. You just think you do.’

As Cat returned home later that afternoon, Ava’s words kept coming back to her. She recalled the night she had spent with Jesse. He had arrived out of breath and eager to please, managing to hide his disappointment when Cat told him that she just wanted to talk. They had lain down on her bed and done just that. Cat had wanted to tell him about how she was feeling now, how different her life was since the summer. Jesse had listened but after a while Cat realised that he was asleep. She had watched him for a while, his handsome face creased by a frown. After a time she switched off the light and went to sleep in the spare bedroom. She told herself that it was the alcohol that had sent him to sleep but Ava’s words brought into focus how often she made excuses for him.

The next day, Cat drove over to her brother’s for Sunday lunch. She had been surprised when Melissa phoned with the invitation earlier in the week. ‘Charlie and Ellie have something to give you and Andrew and I want to thank you properly for everything you did this summer,’ she told her.

‘I’d love to come,’ replied Cat.

‘Great,’ said Melissa sounding relieved. ‘The kids will be over the moon.’

Cat smiled. She detected a softening of attitude from Melissa and recognised that she felt it to; there was a tacit understanding between them now.

As she pulled up outside the house on Sunday, Cat felt a prickle of excitement. She had missed the children’s happy chaos and couldn’t wait to see them again.

Ellie threw open the front door seconds after she rang the bell and leapt into her aunt’s arms. ‘You’re early! Daddy said you would be.’ Cat held her for a moment, relishing Ellie’s easy affection. It was reassuring and familiar now.

‘Hi, Cat,’ came Melissa’s disembodied voice from upstairs. ‘I’m just jumping in the shower. Andrew’s in the kitchen.’

‘No worries,’ cried Cat. ‘You take your time.’

Ellie led Cat by the hand along the corridor. Andrew was draining potatoes over the sink as they entered. ‘Oh hey, sis. Sorry, we’re running a bit late.’

‘We’re always running late,’ whispered Ellie from behind her hand. Cat laughed.

‘Anything I can do to help?’ offered Cat.

‘You can open that and pour us both a glass,’ said Andrew, gesturing towards the bottle of wine she was carrying.

‘Okay.’

‘So Finn is very sad,’ said Ellie, never one to beat around the bush.

‘Ellie,’ warned Andrew.

‘No, it’s okay,’ said Cat. No hidden feelings. That was her new mantra. She knelt down in front of her niece. ‘It’s complicated, Ellie, but Finn and I are very different and it would never have worked.’

‘But I like Finn.’

‘So do I but we come from different worlds and we like very different things.’

‘You both like us.’

‘That’s true.’

‘And he loves you. I know he does.’

Cat sighed. ‘That may be true.’

‘But you love that other man?’

It was black and white to Ellie. ‘I do love him, yes.’

‘And you don’t love Finn?’

‘Ellie. Could you go and lay the table, please, darling?’ asked Andrew.

Ellie glanced at him. ‘You interrupted, Daddy, and that’s very rude. We were just getting to the good bit.’

‘I know, sweet pea, but I really need your help. Please?’

‘O-kay,’ she sighed, sloping off to the dining room with a handful of cutlery.

‘Sorry about that,’ said Andrew. ‘We think she has a bright future as a hostage negotiator. She could break them just by talking.’

Cat laughed. ‘It’s fine. She’s entitled to ask and to be honest I’m still trying to figure everything out in my own head.’

Andrew nodded and picked up his glass of wine. ‘Anything you want to talk about?’

Cat took a deep breath. ‘I think I’m starting to remember why I’ve been single for so long.’ Andrew looked worried. ‘It’s okay. I’m kidding. I’ll work it out.’

‘I just want you to be happy. You know that, don’t you?’ said her brother, putting an arm around her shoulder.

Cat kissed him on the cheek. ‘I do.’

Charlie appeared behind them at that moment. His face lit up when he saw his aunt. ‘Hey, Cat,’ he said, reaching forwards to give her an awkward hug.

‘Hi, lovely boy,’ she said. ‘How are things?’

He glanced up at her from behind a floppy fringe. ‘Things are good.’

Cat smiled. ‘I’m really glad. So did Miss Denby sort it?’

Charlie nodded. ‘She got this e-safety guy to come in and talk to us about social media.’

‘Oh really?’

‘Yeah, it was good actually. He said that we shouldn’t be afraid of it but we should understand how to use it safely.’ He glanced over at his father, who gave him a reassuring nod. It was clear that Charlie felt able to discuss things with Andrew now and Cat was glad. Charlie looked different, more confident somehow.

‘I like the sound of that,’ said Cat, her interest pricked, the germ of an idea starting to form in her mind.

‘Yeah, it was cool. And things are better with Tom. I mean he still says the odd thing but the online stuff has stopped and the others don’t join in as much.’

‘That’s good,’ smiled Cat. ‘I’m really glad.’

‘Right, lunch is served,’ declared Andrew. Melissa joined them from upstairs as they trooped into the dining room. Ellie made a huge fuss about sitting next to her aunt and Cat felt her chest swell with pride. After dessert, Charlie turned to his sister.

‘Ellie, shall we go and get that thing?’

‘What thing?’ asked Ellie looking puzzled before the penny dropped. ‘Oh yeah. That thing.’

Melissa and Andrew exchanged glances as the children disappeared. ‘Should I be worried?’ asked Cat.

‘You’ll see.’ Andrew grinned.

The children returned moments later with a flat rectangular object wrapped in green tissue paper. ‘We made it for you. To say thank you,’ explained Charlie.

Cat accepted the gift with a smile. She peeled off the wrapping to reveal a montage of photographs from their summer. ‘I took them on my iPad,’ said Charlie with pride.

‘It’s wonderful,’ said Cat, smiling at the pictures of Ellie’s ice-cream covered face, of Charlie’s selfie with the lighthouse behind and of Cat and the children in the beach hut holding up the prawns they were eating.

Ellie nestled alongside her aunt for a better look. ‘I like this picture best,’ she said pointing at a photograph of Cat laughing. ‘You look like Granny Julia in that picture with Grandpa Bill.’ Cat was perplexed for a moment before she realised that Ellie was talking about her own parents and the photograph she carried in her purse. She reached for her handbag and retrieved the miniature picture. ‘See?’ said Ellie. ‘Finn is looking at you just like Grandpa is looking at Granny. I told you he loved you.’

Cat noticed Andrew and Melissa exchange glances as if they were thinking the same thing. She looked back at the photograph of her and Finn. She remembered it being taken the first night they had gone to the pub. Finn made a comment and she had found it so funny that she hadn’t been able to stop giggling for a good five minutes. Charlie had captured the moment perfectly but he had also caught the expression on Finn’s face. It was smiling and tender, taking delight in Cat’s laughter and gazing at her as if she were the only woman in the world. She remembered being fearful of letting herself return that gaze or open up to the feelings it brought with it.

Cat put the gift down and reached out to hug her niece and nephew. ‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘It’s the best present anyone has ever given me. And it makes me so happy that you call Mum and Dad, Granny and Grandpa. Dad would have loved being called Grandpa Bill.’ She smiled over at Andrew who nodded. Ellie kissed her on the cheek.

‘Right, who wants to help Daddy with the washing-up?’ said Andrew, winking at his sister.

‘Not me!’ chorused the children.

‘I’ll do it,’ offered Cat.

‘I’ll give you a hand,’ said Melissa. Cat smiled.

‘So I haven’t had a proper chance to say thank you,’ said Melissa as Cat washed and she dried.

‘It was my pleasure,’ replied Cat. ‘In the end.’

Melissa laughed. ‘It sounds as if it was a bit of an eye-opener.’

‘You could say that. But a good one.’

Melissa nodded. ‘So, Cat?’

‘Mhmm?’

‘Obviously I’m a brash Aussie who tells it like it is.’

‘Yes?’ laughed Cat.

‘And you can tell me to mind my own business but…’

‘Go on.’

‘Just that if a man looked at me the way Finn Thomas looked at you, I don’t think I’d let him go.’

Cat sighed. ‘It’s tricky, Mel. Finn’s a great guy but we were on holiday and I operate in such a different world.’

‘I guess. So how’s it been going back?’

‘Different,’ admitted Cat.

‘Different good or different bad?’

‘I can see where Ellie gets her tenacity from,’ teased Cat.

‘Sorry,’ chuckled Melissa. ‘It’s one of my worst and best qualities. Seriously though, I know you and I haven’t always been bosom buddies but I’ve always thought you were a bit wasted in the world of celeb PR.’

‘Really?’

‘Yeah, I mean you’re bright and savvy. You could change the world.’

Cat laughed. ‘I don’t know about that.’

‘Look how you helped Charlie. You got him to open up and see the world differently. Trust me, that’s quite an achievement.’

‘To be honest, Charlie helped me open up as well,’ admitted Cat.

Melissa nodded. ‘Look, don’t take this the wrong way but it seems to me you’ve got a chance to go for something new. You’ve just got to be brave and take the leap. But like I say, that’s just my perspective, which you have every right to ignore.’ She smiled to show that she meant well.

After Cat had said her goodbyes, including a lingering farewell with a bereft Ellie, Andrew walked her down to the car. He wrapped her in a tight hug as they reached the kerb. ‘What’s that for?’ she teased.

‘For nothing.’ He grinned. ‘How about we make this a regular thing?’

‘Sounds good.’ Cat smiled and climbed into her car.

As she started the engine, she glanced up at the house. Melissa and the kids were standing on the doorstep, beaming and waving. Ellie was jumping up and down shouting, ‘I love you, Auntie Cat!’ Cat waved and grinned, relishing being part of a family again.

As she drove along the road, Cat glanced at the photo montage, nestled in its tissue paper on the seat next to her. Melissa’s words echoed in her brain. Maybe it was time to take that leap, maybe the old and familiar weren’t what she needed any more. She amazed herself as she pulled over and reached for her phone, dialling Jesse’s number. He answered immediately.

‘Kit Kat! How are you? I’ve been thinking about you all weekend.’

‘Jesse, I need to talk to you.’

‘Of course, darling. Come round now. We can have dinner and there’s champagne in the fridge. You can stay if you want and not if you don’t. Whatever you decide.’

‘Jesse, I’m resigning.’

‘What?’

‘I’m leaving Hemingway.’

‘What? But you can’t. You’ve only just come back.’ She detected panic in his voice.

‘Jesse, do you really love me?’

‘Of course I love you. You’re my Kit Kat. We’re a team.’

‘But do you love me or do you just need me because of the business?’

There was a moment’s hesitation, just a millisecond but it was enough for Cat. ‘Of course I love you. We’re meant to be. It’s always been you, Kit Kat.’

Cat closed her eyes and shook her head in resignation. ‘Jesse, it’s finished. You don’t love me. You love the idea of me. Trust me, I know what that feels like. I’ll come in tomorrow and sort everything at work.’

‘But Cat – ’

‘Goodbye, Jesse,’ said Cat, ending the call and switching off her phone for the first time in her life. She started the engine and drove off, taking a right turn towards home. After a few hundred yards she surprised herself for the second time by pulling off the main road, turning round and heading in the opposite direction. It was as if Cat’s world had suddenly come into focus, her future mapped out before her, ready for the taking. All she had to do was leap.


Epilogue

The little girl was running towards Cat, her face a picture of pure, bright happiness.

‘Mummy, Mummy, Mummy! Look what I did!’ She was clutching a painting in her fist. The paper was rigid with so much paint and Cat could see the images of two grinning figures: one big, one small. The big one was painted in red with long paint-dabbed hair and a wonky smile as well as the most gigantic ears Cat had ever seen. The small one was painted in a happy shade of yellow, a broad lopsided grin on its face and equally huge ears. ‘It’s you and me on holiday at the seaside. I painted the sandcastle too and a crab, even though there wasn’t a crab,’ she explained.

Cat smiled as she ran into the outstretched arms of a woman standing next to her, who accepted the picture like a precious gift.

‘Hello, Auntie Cat,’ said Ellie, appearing by her side as if from nowhere.

‘Hey, Ellie. How was your day?’

‘Good. How was yours?’

‘Pretty good, thanks.’ Cat smiled. Charlie appeared alongside them, sliding a furtive glance at his aunt. She could see that he was a teenager in waiting; he was starting to grow tall and bore all the hallmarks of adolescent embarrassment when confronted with an adult. ‘Hello, Charlie. Shall we see you at home?’

He grunted a reply but it was a friendly grunt. She watched with a proud smile as he jogged to catch up with his friends.

Cat offered Ellie her hand. ‘Shall we?’

The little girl grinned and took it. ‘Can I have a biscuit when we get home, please?’

‘Actually I bought some doughnuts today as a treat.’

Ellie hugged her round the middle. ‘You’re the best auntie ever and before you say that’s cupboard love or whatever, I would have said it even if you hadn’t bought doughnuts.’

Cat squeezed her hand. ‘I believe you. Thousands wouldn’t.’

‘Excuse me?’ said a voice behind them. Cat turned to see a woman with an open, friendly face staring at her. She was about the same age as Cat, wearing a smart tailored suit, and she was flanked by a boy who Cat recognised from Charlie’s class.

‘Hi.’ Cat smiled.

‘Hi, I’m Amy Hunter. My son, Sam, is in Charlie’s class.’

‘Nice to meet you.’

‘I just wanted to say that I think your cyberbullying initiative is fantastic. It’s such a great idea.’ She lowered her voice so that only Cat could hear. ‘Sam went through a similar thing last year and he only told me after your workshop.’

‘I’m sorry to hear that,’ said Cat. ‘But I’m glad he’s talking to you about it – that’s the key really. We’re hoping to roll it out to lots more schools but I think it’s going to take time. And money. We’ve got our charity status now though.’

‘That’s great and listen, let me know if there’s anything I can do. I work in fashion and I’ve got a few contacts. You used to work in PR, didn’t you?’

‘I did. I’ve put out feelers with my contacts too. Thanks, Amy. I really appreciate you coming to speak to me.’

Amy nodded. ‘My pleasure. Here’s my business card. Let’s keep in touch and maybe catch up over a glass of wine sometime?’

Cat smiled. ‘That would be great.’

Ellie and Cat walked home slowly. Cat was never really in a rush these days. She still made sure she was on time for every appointment or on the days she was picking up the children but when she had time, she took her time. As they let themselves in to the house, her phone buzzed with a call.

‘Ava,’ she answered. ‘How are you?’

‘I’m really good. I just wanted to say congratulations.’

‘For what?’

‘Mac and cheese! You really have lost your touch. I’m guessing you haven’t been on Twitter this afternoon?’

‘No, why?’

‘Because, sweet-cheeks, CyberGurus is trending and you got a lot of support.’

‘Wow! How come?’

‘It looks as if your old PR buddies have been spreading the word.’

‘Wow,’ repeated Cat.

Her final dealings with Jesse before she left Hemingway had been emotional. He had begged her to stay but Cat remained firm. She could tell he was hurt but they had parted as friends. ‘You’re one in a million, Cat Nightingale,’ he told her as she left. She’d sent him a press release about CyberGurus last week but hadn’t received a response. She assumed he was still upset.

‘I know. You escaped the rat-run without burning your bridges, which isn’t easy. Plus you got Saffy Bridges and Sam Taylor on board and they’ve been retweeted over one hundred thousand times so far. And there’s all sorts of people offering cash. I think you’re going to be very busy.’

‘I don’t even have an office and I’m selling my house to pay for it.’

‘Well you might not need to now.’

‘That’s amazing. Thanks, Ava.’

‘No problem. You deserve it, sweetheart. And listen, I’ll run a feature for you now you’ve got a celeb angle and put me down for twenty grand.’

‘Are you sure?’

‘Sure I’m sure. I always knew you’d do great things. Right, I got a meeting. Brunch on Saturday?’

‘Perfect.’ Cat hung up and went into the kitchen.

Ellie was sitting at the table, licking the jam off her fingers, her face covered in sugar. ‘I couldn’t wait,’ she explained.

‘I don’t blame you,’ laughed Cat, helping herself to a doughnut. ‘I’ll just see if Charlie wants one.’ She approached the bottom of the stairs. ‘Charlie!’ she called. ‘Do you want a doughnut?’

‘No thanks,’ came the reply.

‘All the more for us.’ Cat grinned, sitting down next to Ellie and taking a bite. Her head was buzzing with excitement about Ava’s news. In the past she might have reached for her phone but she decided it could wait. ‘So how was your day? Did you do anything fun?’

Ellie frowned. ‘It’s school. It’s not meant to be fun. Although we did do art today. We’re doing buildings. My favourite is the Shard because it’s pointy.’

‘We could go and see it sometime if you like. It’s not far on the train.’

‘That would be cool. Oh and Emily has nits.’

‘Poor Emily,’ said Cat, smiling to herself at Ellie’s choice of news.

‘I wanted to pick them out but Miss said we should let her mum do it.’

‘Miss is very wise,’ observed Cat.

There was a knock at the door. Cat rose from her chair to answer it. ‘Don’t eat any more doughnuts,’ she warned before heading down the hall.

Cat smiled as she opened the door, feeling her heart lift with happiness at the sight of the man she loved. He pulled her into his arms and kissed her on the mouth.

‘Finn! Stop kissing Auntie Cat and come in – we’ve got doughnuts!’

‘Oh in that case,’ said Finn, pretending to push Cat out of the way in a bid to get to the kitchen.

‘It’s a good job I love you,’ laughed Cat following him.

‘Well I am adorable.’ He grinned.

‘How’s Daisy?’ she asked.

‘Better, thanks. She should be back at school tomorrow,’ replied Finn, helping himself to a doughnut and taking a seat at the table. ‘So, Miss Ellie, how was school?’

‘Emily’s got nits,’ reported Ellie gravely.

‘Poor Emily.’

‘But I don’t want to talk about school.’

‘Oh. What do you want to talk about?’ asked Finn.

‘I want you to tell me the story of how you got back together.’

Cat grinned. ‘Again? Why do you like that story so much?’

‘Because I like a story with a happy ending.’

‘Very well,’ said Finn, licking the sugar from his fingers. ‘It was a dark and stormy night – ’

‘No it wasn’t!’ cried Ellie outraged.

‘Go on then, you tell it,’ he said with a grin.

‘Cat should tell it,’ declared Ellie.

Cat smiled. ‘All right then. It was a bright and sunny evening when I left your house that Sunday.’

‘And you phoned that wally, Jesse, to tell him to bog off because you loved Finn,’ interrupted Ellie, nudging the hero of the story. Finn chuckled.

‘Not exactly,’ laughed Cat. ‘Now who’s telling this story?

‘You are. Carry on.’ Ellie smiled.

‘So I drove round to Finn’s flat but he wasn’t there. Next I went to Ronnie’s and she told me that he was playing at a pub. So I went to the pub.’

‘And Finn was playing your song and crying,’ Ellie piped up. She leant over to Finn and whispered, ‘I added that bit for drama.’

‘Anyway, he was playing our song and I walked right up to him and kissed him.’

‘In front of everyone!’ cried Ellie, hugging herself with delight.

‘And luckily he kissed me back,’ said Cat, smiling at Finn.

‘And everyone cheered! Hooray!’ shouted Ellie, leaping up.

‘Everyone cheered.’ Cat nodded.

‘I love that story,’ murmured Ellie. ‘All stories should end like that.’

‘With kissing?’

‘Euw, no! With cheering.’

‘I like your thinking, Miss Ellie.’ Finn smiled and reached for Cat’s hand.

‘So are you and Cat going to get married?’ asked the little girl looking from Finn to Cat and back again, like a spectator at a tennis match.

‘Direct as ever,’ laughed Cat, looking in to Finn’s eyes. ‘We’re not in a hurry, are we?’ Finn shook his head with a smile, pressing his lips to her hand.

‘Well don’t leave it too long otherwise I’ll be too old to be a cute bridesmaid,’ observed Ellie. ‘What about children?’

‘I don’t really like children,’ joked Cat, nudging Ellie.

‘Cat!’ cried Ellie. ‘Be serious. This is important. Are you going to have children or not?’

‘Do you think we should?’ Cat smiled.

Ellie pursed her lips, studying them with an expert eye. ‘I like things as they are. You look happy.’ She leant forwards and whispered. ‘Children can be very messy.’ Cat and Finn laughed. Ellie stood between them and reached an arm around each of their necks. ‘I mean if you really wanted a baby I suppose I could help. I would play with it but I don’t do nappies. Also, you still have to pick me up from school on the days Mummy’s working late.’

Cat pulled her niece in closer for a hug. Finn fixed Cat with that steady gaze. ‘I think we like things as they are too, don’t we?’ he said.

‘Yes,’ Cat nodded, her face bright with happiness. ‘I think we do.’
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Chapter 1

Emma Darcy wakes to the brain-imploding sensation of another hangover and wishes she had more self-control. She opens one eye and, finding the prospect of daylight nauseating, closes it again and rolls over with a groan. She wants the duvet to comfort her, to wrap its arms around her and cure her but all it is doing is making her feel sweaty and restless. She glances at the empty space next to her and moves into it, breathing in the musty aroma of man. She can already hear said man, also known as her fiancé Martin, in the shower, cheerfully murdering a Stevie Wonder song. She pulls the pillow over her head and prays for sleep or death or both.

The volume of the singing gets louder as Martin makes his way back into the bedroom and flings open the curtains. Ignoring her protests, he prises the pillow from her face and kisses her forehead. She opens one eye and attempts a weak smile. It doesn’t feel good.

‘Wake up, Bungle Bonce. It’s gone eleven and we’ve got to be at your parents’ in an hour.’

‘Nnnnnnnng’ is the only sound Emma can make.

‘Someone should have stopped after that first bottle of champagne, shouldn’t they?’ grins Martin, running a hand through his dark brown hair, still wet from the shower.

Emma can find no reason to disagree.

‘Magical Martin’s Hangover Cure coming right up!’ he whispers, stroking her cheek and gently kissing the corner of her mouth. ‘I hate to say it Em, but I wonder if you might want a shower before we head over to your parents’? You smell like a barmaid’s apron!’ Emma aims a feeble punch in Martin’s direction, which he sidesteps with ease. He laughs and jogs down the stairs, whistling happily.

Emma marvels at this man: he drinks far more than she does and yet never seems to have any side effects. She seems to have a permanent hangover of late. It’s hardly surprising as ever since she and Martin announced their engagement a month ago it’s been a steady round of celebratory drinks and dinners with friends and family. Last night, it was just the two of them with a Chinese take-away and yet they still managed to polish off the champagne from Emma’s godmother, Rosie, plus another bottle and possibly something more potent in a smaller glass.

They had been in celebratory mood as Emma had picked up some honeymoon brochures and they had worked their way through them, narrowing it down to a beach holiday in Bali or a safari in Kenya. They had then celebrated this decision by casting the brochures to one side and indulging in passionate sex on the living-room rug. As she fell asleep that night, Emma couldn’t imagine being happier. As Sunday morning dawned, she couldn’t imagine feeling worse.

While waiting for the shower to warm up, she shudders at the thought of lunch at her parents’ with a hangover, her sister, her brother-in-law and their three not particularly quiet children. She stands underneath the jet of water, its warmth slightly masking the feeling that her brain is trying to exit her body through her ears.

***

Martin is kind and presents her with a poached egg, which she nibbles, a cup of coffee, which she sips, and a glass of water with two paracetamol, which she almost inhales. She is feeling nearly human again as she staggers to the car for the short drive to her parents’ house.

Her recovery is short-lived as Emma’s mother opens the door and Buzz Lightyear leaps out in best Space Ranger form, fixing her with a determined eye, his stubby finger poised over his wrist-laser.

‘Prepare to be eliminated, evil Emperor Zurg!’ he squeaks.

‘Fuck!’ cries Emma in genuine surprise.

‘Gra-neeeeeee. Auntie Em said fuck. Again.’

‘Emma, honestly,’ chides her mother.

‘Sorry. He just sort of scared me.’

‘Em’s a bit shaky today, Diana,’ says Martin, putting an arm around his fiancée. ‘She’s tired. She’s been working far too hard and then of course there’s the wedding to think about.’

Emma rests heavily against Martin’s shoulder, grateful for his attempt at damage limitation.

‘Auntie Em, Uncle Martin!’ squeals Lily with unmitigated glee, darting down the hall towards them.

‘Ah my darling Pica-Lily.’ Emma scoops up her niece and tickles her delightfully chubby little ribs.

‘Doppit, doppit, doppit!’ shrieks Lily and then, ‘again, again, again!’

‘Let them come in, you horrible lot,’ interrupts Emma’s dad. ‘Gin and tonic, Mart? And maybe just a tonic for you eh, lovely girl?’ he says, wrapping Emma in a restorative embrace. She kisses him on the cheek and puts an arm around his middle as they walk into the living room, where Rachel is flicking through the Sunday newspapers.

‘I warn you, your mother’s current favourite topic is weddings,’ he whispers as he disappears into the kitchen to fetch the drinks.

Emma grimaces.

‘Who’s talking about WEDDINGS?’ says Rachel in a too-loud voice, giving her sister a playful nudge as she flops down next to her on the sofa.

Emma pulls a face. ‘Keep it down, Rach. I’ve got a hangover the size of Wales and could really do without Mum on my back today.’	

‘What? I only said the word “WEDDING”’ smirks Rachel.

Alfie appears at Emma’s side and, seeing his mother’s smiling face, decides to join in the game. ‘WEDDING! WEDDING! WEDDING!’ he cries with glee.

Emma gives her sister a look. ‘Could you ask him not to do that?’

Lily appears alongside him and starts to join in. Rachel grins at her sister and shrugs her shoulders. ‘I’m so sorry. I’ve lost control of my children,’ she says innocently.

‘Yes, well, not for the first time, Rachel,’ declares Diana, appearing behind them. ‘Emma, we need to talk menus, dresses and flowers.’

Emma and Rachel roll their eyes at one another as Edward returns with the drinks. ‘At least let them have a drink first, eh darling?’ he says, handing out the glasses and winking at the girls.

Diana adopts a look that suggests she is not to be trifled with. ‘Well, Emma is the one who’s decided to get married. If she wants our help I think she needs to co-operate a bit more. Yes?’

‘Yes, Mum,’ says Emma with tired resignation.

‘And you can stop this conspiratorial “Mummy is a villain” thing, Edward. I only want what’s best for my family.’

‘Yes, dear,’ says Edward, suppressing a smile.

‘Right, I’ve made quiche and salad. I don’t expect the children will eat it as it’s not fish fingers but I’ve done my best.’

Rachel opens her mouth to protest but sees Emma looking smug and decides to change tack. ‘Sounds delicious. Let’s eat so that we can talk weddings,’ she says, looking victoriously at her sister.

***

Emma manages to pick her way through lunch feeling more and more miserable as her mother attacks each item on her list with the gusto of a military commander.

‘So Lily will be your flower girl and Rachel your matron of honour.’

‘Of course, and I want Ella to be a bridesmaid too.’

‘Who is this Ella? Do I know her?’

‘She’s my best friend at work, Mum, and no, you’ve never met her.’

‘Yes, but don’t forget that Daddy and I will be putting money towards this so we don’t want people there we don’t know.’

‘Look, Mum, I know you’re doing this with the best intentions, but we haven’t even set a date yet. It is up to Martin and me.’ Emma’s painkillers are starting to wear off and she can feel a dull throbbing at her temples. She looks around for an ally.

Rachel is sitting with her arms folded enjoying every second of the spectacle while her husband, Steve, talks to Edward about football. Meanwhile, Martin is being coerced into the role of Captain Hook by the three children.

‘I’m only trying to help. I know how stressful these things can be and I’m just trying to take some of the pain out of it. By the way, my cousin Eunice has already said she will do the flowers and I think it has to be white lilies, yes?’

‘Mum, just stop it!’

‘I beg your pardon?’

‘I said stop it. You’re not helping, you’re interfering!’

Rachel is watching Emma wide-eyed and impressed.

‘Well really, there’s no need to be rude!’

‘I’m sorry. It’s just that – ’

‘I only wanted to help.’

‘I know but – ’

‘I’m just trying to make it special for my little girl. I mean Rachel just eloped so I didn’t get the chance then.’ Her eyes are beginning to fill with tears and Emma is wishing she could dig a large hole and crawl into it.

‘Mum, please!’

The tension is broken by a piercing cry as Alfie falls off the lowest branch of an apple tree having been made to walk the plank by his determined older brother, Will. Chaos ensues and everyone runs over offering advice. Steve and Rachel bundle the hysterical patient into the car with Diana following them, barking instructions about where to park when they get to A&E. Edward reassures the distraught Will, and soon has him and his sister distracted with a spot of blackberry-picking.

Martin looks sheepishly at Emma.

‘I hope you’ll take better care of our children,’ she jokes.

Martin wraps her in his arms. ‘I will always take care of my family,’ he says.

Sensing an exit plan, he and Emma take the chance to leave, but she is still wound up on the journey home.

‘I mean, what is she on? How many years exactly do you get for matricide?’

‘You probably won’t want to hear this, but I think she is just trying to help, Em.’

‘Oh why do you have to be so bloody reasonable?’

‘It’s why you love me.’

‘I know and I do feel bad because I guess she is trying to help and I’m just tired and hung over, but it’s our big day and I don’t want anyone hijacking it,’ she says resting her hand on Martin’s knee.

He smiles at her. ‘It will be fine, try not to worry. We’ll find a way to manage your mum. We probably just need to put her in charge of something like the cake or flowers or something.’

Emma feels a little consoled and leans over to kiss him on the cheek. ‘I knew there was a reason I was marrying you.’

‘What, apart from my infinite charm and the fact that I’m so much better looking than Daniel Craig?’

‘Yeah, that as well.’ Emma’s phone beeps and she flicks it to read the text: ‘Hope you’re not too nervous re tomorrow. Get an early night, lovely. Exx’

Emma smiles at Ella’s message and is suddenly filled with nerves at the thought of what lies ahead tomorrow. She is pitching for a new book, which, given the buzz in publishing circles, is destined to become the next big thing. Her anxiety and waning hangover make her feel tired so she foregoes Sunday evening TV and a glass of wine for an early night curled up with Allen Chandler’s potential new bestseller. Martin comes up to find her and picks up some of the scattered pages.

‘The Red Orchid. Sounds a bit poncey.’

‘It’s not poncey: It’s going to be huge and I’m going to publish it.’

‘Well I hope you do, my sweet. Have I ever told you how proud I am of you?’

‘Never,’ says Emma with a grin.

‘Would you like me to show you?’ asks Martin, prising the pages of the book from her fingers, kissing her hand and along her wrist.

‘I really should finish this,’ sighs Emma, as Martin works his way up her arm and onto her neck.

‘Well if you really have to,’ he adds, continuing to kiss her chin and face and the corner of her mouth.	

‘Oh sod it. I’ll do it on the train!’ says Emma, casting the manuscript to one side, wrapping her arms and legs around him and pulling him down on top of her. There is an urgency and intensity to the movement so that minutes later they are pulling at each other’s clothes and Martin is exploring Emma’s body with his tongue: down the curve of her breast to one nipple where he toys awhile, inciting and enjoying her reaction. Emma’s body rises and she lifts her pelvis in a moment of pure pleasure and lust. And suddenly, he reaches down, moves her underwear to one side and is inside her, causing Emma to gasp and pull him deeper into her. Later, after they have both come and Emma has retrieved her underwear from the nose of an indignant-looking giant toy frog they won on a trip to Brighton, they lie together like spoons, both heavy and warm with sleep.

‘I do love you,’ says Emma, reaching an arm up to stroke his face.

‘’Course you do,’ says Martin and she can feel the grin on his face. ‘I’m bloody lovely.’

***

Rachel throws miscellaneous chunks of Lego and tiny dolls’ shoes into whichever receptacle is nearest.

‘Glass of wine?’ asks Steve.

‘Lovely,’ she answers without looking up.

He returns smiling, placing the glasses on the coffee table and stretching out an arm to her. ‘What a day, eh? At least Alfie’s OK though.’

Rachel nods, accepting the embrace for a second and then pulling away. ‘Just got to reclaim the living room before I sit down.’

‘Sure, sweet-cheeks, you do what you gotta do,’ says Steve turning on the TV and flicking to the sports news.

‘Maaaarm!’ yells a small voice from the top of the stairs.

‘Alfie,’ says Rachel in a weary voice.

‘I’ll go. You sit,’ says Steve.

Rachel accepts with gratitude, slumping onto the sofa and sipping her wine.

‘He’s fine. He’d just dropped Raggy,’ reports Steve on his return.

‘Good. Thanks. So, do you want to watch Grey’s Anatomy or The Wire? I’ve got them both on Sky Plus.’

‘Actually Rach, I need to talk to you.’

She looks at his weary face and realises how little she actually looks at him these days. The early months of their relationship had been spent memorising every part of each other’s face and body, but with time and children their faces became somewhat obscured as they were replaced by younger, smaller and more impatient versions of themselves. Looking at him now, she recognises the man she fell for, but his face is punctuated with more lines and his eyes are underlined with purple-grey shadows. She looked at her own face in the mirror recently and had been shocked when she realised that the lines were now caused by too much frowning rather than too much laughter.

‘OK, sounds serious. What’s up?’

‘Well – ’ Steve looks unsure where to begin and Rachel is starting to feel a little worried.

‘You’re having an affair? With Kate Winslet? Again?’

Rachel’s attempt at humour makes Steve smile, but only just.

‘Yeah, but apart from that. It’s about work. They want to promote me.’

‘Wow, that’s fantastic! Congratulations! To do what?’

‘To open up a new office.’

‘Brilliant. Where?’

‘Edinburgh.’

‘What?’

‘I know. It’s a long way from everything but it’s a huge step up and a big pay rise.’

‘It’s in Scotland.’

‘I know, but it could be fantastic.’

‘How?’

‘It’s an amazing city.’

‘It’s in Scotland.’

‘I know.’

‘That’s north of here.’

‘Yes but – ’

‘Where it rains.’

‘OK, but – ’

‘A lot.’

‘Look, Rachel, I knew you’d be like this but I’d at least like to discuss it rationally.’

‘Oh, so I’m irrational now, am I?’

‘A tad.’

‘You want to drag your family a billion miles up north for the sake of your career?’

‘No, of course not, but we do need to consider our future and I am the breadwinner.’

‘Yeah and don’t I know it!’

‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

‘I’ve given up everything for this family. Everything. You just don’t get it, do you?’

‘Not very often, no.’

‘Ha bloody ha. So that’s my lack of job and sex drive at fault, is it? I mean, do you ever actually think about me or what I need?’

‘That’s why I’m trying to talk to you. Why do you always get like this?’

Rachel can’t speak. She lets out an enraged yelp like a trapped animal and storms out. The phone interrupts her moment of fury and she snatches it to her ear.

‘Hello?’ she says.

‘Rachel, darling?’ trills her mother, oblivious to her daughter’s tone.

‘Oh hi, Mum.’

‘We just wanted to check how Alfred is.’

‘He’s fine thank you. He’s sleeping.’

	‘And what about my other naughty grandchildren?’

‘Naughty.’

‘Excellent. Now darling, listen, we need to take that sister of yours in hand. I thought a spot of dress shopping might be in order.’

‘OK.’ Rachel can’t even muster any glee at the thought.

‘Super. I’ll call Emma and set a date.’

‘OK. Mum?’

‘Yes, darling?’

‘Nothing.’

‘All right. Kisses to the children.’

‘Will do. Give our love to Dad.’

‘I will if I can ever persuade him to come out from behind the Telegraph.’

Rachel replaces the receiver feeling about three years old again and wishing that there was someone to look after her. She can’t remember a time when she felt anything less than exhausted. She loves her kids and Steve but can’t always find the energy to tell them. She feels so far away from her previous life of skinny cappuccinos and dynamic, creative ad agency meetings. Life now is all about trying to leave the house in a non-stained top and asking everyone if they want ketchup with their fish fingers.

She is still angry with Steve but is too tired for an encore. Unlocking the back door she retrieves the secreted packet of Marlboro Lights kept in the shed for occasions like this. After padding a little further down the garden, she curls herself up on a garden chair tucked out of the sight of the house, behind a sickly rhododendron. She lights up and inhales deeply, shivering against the chilly evening air. Feeling herself relax she gazes out into the night but can see nothing but the molten orange glow of her cigarette.

‘Gotcha!’

Rachel shrieks and then laughs as she sees her neighbour Tom’s amused face grinning over the fence.

‘You bastard.’

‘Good evening to you too, Mrs Summers.’

‘Good evening, Mr Davies. What are you doing, creeping round the garden like a pervert?’

‘Snail patrol,’ he says flashing torchlight over the fence. ‘It’s the only way to catch them, you see.’

Rachel looks amused.

‘All right, I know. It’s a sad life but I’m a single man with only my hostas for company. And I do love my hostas.’

Rachel laughs. ‘And there was me thinking you were coming to rescue a damsel in distress.’

‘Do you need rescuing then?’ asks Tom, suddenly serious.

In the half-darkness Rachel can just make out his face. At first look it could not be described as drop-dead gorgeous, in fact it is slightly pudgy at the edges, but there is a twinkle in his eye that Rachel has decided is handsome and she has always wondered why he’s never been snapped up.

Steve and she had assumed he was gay until she’d been chatting with him for a bit one day and he’d said, ‘I’m not gay by the way.’ After that she’d worried that he’d heard them through their paper-thin walls and had felt guilty for gossiping.

‘I don’t really need rescuing,’ Rachel says, feeling disloyal. ‘It’s just been a bit of a day.’ She recounts the saga of Alfie but doesn’t mention her row with Steve.

‘Ahh, you love it really.’

‘Do I?’ asks Rachel. ‘Do I really love all this? When will it all end?’ She loves the kids, that’s a given, and Steve has always been her best friend: ‘Sod ’em all!’ they used to sing when times were tough. But now they barely have time for themselves, let alone each other.

Tom is eyeing her now, looking uncertain of what to do next.

‘Well, back to your snails, saddo,’ says Rachel, trying to put him at ease.

‘If you ever need to chat, you know where I am,’ Tom says, and Rachel is touched.

‘Rach?’ Steve’s voice echoes across the garden. ‘Are you out here?’

Rachel makes a face at Tom like a scolded teenager. ‘Yeah, what?’

‘Alfie wants you.’

‘Great. I can’t even have a sneaky fag now. See you later, neighbour.’

‘Bye, Mrs S, and remember what I said.’

‘Thanks.’

She stalks down the garden and into the house, ignoring Steve. When she enters Lily and Alfie’s bedroom, she feels a little sheepish as her maternal role suddenly washes over her again. Their room still has that sweet scent of young children. Rachel remembers the intoxicating smell of them as newborns and although it fades over the years, she still finds breathing them in, especially after a bath when it is restored, gloriously satisfying.

Alfie is blinking at her, holding out his fat palms. ‘Want Mummy.’

‘Alfie, you should be asleep. Is your arm hurting?’

‘No. All better,’ he says. ‘I am a big boy.’

‘Yes you are, darling, but you need to go to sleep.’

‘Want Mummy,’ he insists and she cannot refuse. She lies down beside him and strokes his mop of hair.

‘Poo-ee, Mummy smells.’ Rachel remembers the cigarette.

‘Alfie love Mummy?’ she asks.

‘Naaaaooo,’ croons Alfie, teasing.

‘Boo-hoo.’ Rachel feigns weeping.

Alfie laughs. ‘Mummy, cry again.’

Rachel plays along for a bit, and then says, ‘Sleep now, baby boy.’

‘Mummy sing,’ demands Alfie, and after a couple of rounds of ‘Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star’ his eyelids droop and Rachel creeps out.

Steve is watching the news as she skulks back into the living room, uncertain of what to say next. He flicks off the TV and pats the space next to him, eyes imploring. ‘Sit. Please?’

She does so grudgingly, not wanting to be the one to give way and hating herself for it.

‘Friends?’ he asks stretching out an arm like a peace offering.

Realising it would be churlish to refuse, she leans towards him. ‘Look, Steve, I know we need to talk but I’m just too tired tonight.’

‘I know, I know,’ he says. ‘Why don’t we see if Emma or your mum can babysit at the weekend? We’ll go and have lunch, talk properly, get drunk and say sod ’em all! Waddya reckon?’

Rachel chews her lip and looks at her husband. Dear dependable Steve, her best friend and constant; she finds it impossible to stay angry with him for too long. ‘Sod ’em all!’ she says, kissing him on the cheek and feeling instant relief. ‘I’m going up. Are you coming?’

‘Just going to watch the end of Match of the Day 2,’ he says, picking up the remote and flicking on the television again.

She nods and pecks him on the cheek before climbing the stairs, exhausted by life and longing for the passion and energy of her twenties.
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