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Behind the Book: A Conversation with Cath Weeks


To Wilfie and Alex, with love


 


What charm can soothe her melancholy,
What art can wash her guilt away?

Oliver Goldsmith 1728–74




PROLOGUE

Sometimes, when the light fell a certain way, she could see a child sitting in the long grass.

The child, dressed in yellow, was wearing a sunhat over her peach-blonde curls. She was so small, or the lawn so overgrown, she barely cleared the grass. Beside her, a bee hovered drowsily over a pot of lavender that was almost done flowering for the summer.

There was a thickness to the air, a stillness. A crow was cawing from above; a mirage of heat wobbled on the tarmac in the lane beyond. The telegraph wires were humming.

Everything trembled, grew heavy for a moment, like a drop of water dangling from a tap, quivering, before falling.

In the blink of an eye, it had changed. The silence grew unbearable.

A strange sound then – a horrifying sound.

And then, nothing. The child had gone, was no longer visible in the grass.

Sometimes, when the light fell a certain way, she could see all that.

Other times, she could see nothing at all. On those days, it was as though none of it had ever happened.


ANGELA GOULD

Milford resident, Dorset

Saturday 14 April 2018

Angela had always wanted to be a Silkie. Had she written a bucket list – had such a thing existed back then – she would have put be a Silkie right at the top, ahead of having kids or getting married; and she hadn’t been the only one.

These days, everyone in town knew the Silkies, even those too old or young to have been at school with them. They were everywhere, running local businesses, volunteering, being good eggs.

For all her longing, Angela had never joined their ranks. They had their original members, were watertight. That was never going to change.

So, she had settled for marriage, children and watching the comings and goings of the Silkies from behind her dining-room curtains.

She might have been bitter about it, might have hated them, had they not been so infectiously likeable. In all her years of living in Milford, she had never met a single soul who had a bad word to say about any of them.

One of these days, she would summon the courage to knock on Melissa’s door. They had lived opposite each other for over a decade yet rarely said more than hello. Grasping hold of a Silkie was like trying to catch a falling leaf. Somehow, she never found the right moment to attempt it and the days stretched on, unaltered.
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Saturday 14 April 2018

Melissa was gazing out of the window when Lee stole up behind her. ‘What time’s Jenny coming?’ he said.

‘Soon,’ she replied.

‘She’s bound to be late,’ he said, kissing the back of her neck. ‘Another hour, at least. Enough time to pop upstairs … ’

She turned to face him, poking him in the stomach. ‘Is that all you think about?’

‘No,’ Lee said, smiling. ‘But the kids are out; it’s just you and me … ’ He wiggled his hips, his smile broadening.

She cast her eyes up and down his lean body. He was wearing skinny jeans that made him look gangly. Standing there, wiggling, he could have been sixteen again, trying to get her to sneak into the back room of her mother’s bungalow and French kiss to Bon Jovi.

His hair was stuck on end; she reached up to smooth it flat, then gave him a kiss on the cheek – the sort of goodbye kiss that she gave the children before school.

‘Guess that’s a no then. But if you change your mind … ’ He slapped her bottom, before turning away, his foot skittling a pencil across the floor. ‘Kids,’ he said, sighing.

‘She said she’d clear it up when she gets back.’

‘Likely story.’

Polly, their youngest child, was nine years old and passionate about colouring in. She left little shrines of pencils on the floor around the house, reminiscent of the twig bonfires they encountered in the dunes at the beach.

‘Am I picking her up from pony club?’ Lee said.

‘No, we’ll get her on our way back later.’

‘And what about Keener?’

‘You really should stop calling her that.’

‘She knows I’m only joking.’

‘But still … ’ Their middle child, fourteen-year-old Nina, was called Keener Nina by her classmates. She wanted to be a doctor and was working hard at school, while the rest of them looked on in wonder.

‘She won’t be back from netball until teatime,’ Melissa replied.

Turning to look out of the window again, she watched for Jenny’s car. She couldn’t see a single thing moving in the garden – not a branch, bird or blade of glass. It was very hot for April, an unexpected heatwave that was forecast to last several weeks.

‘What are you ladies up to anyway?’ Lee asked.

‘Not much. Jenny wants to go for a walk along the beach. We’re picking Rachel up on the way; she’s desperate to get out of the house – something about Al being an idiot.’

Lee smirked. ‘She’s always calling Al an idiot.’

‘Oh, you think?’

That’s because Al is an idiot.

She didn’t say so out loud, though.

‘Well, be good,’ Lee said, scooping up a pile of paperwork from the kitchen counter and tucking it under his arm. ‘I’ll see you later.’

‘Have fun,’ she said, watching him leave the room. His walk was light, loose, as though his bolts weren’t as tightly screwed as everyone else’s. He didn’t seem to be ageing much either.

Eternal youth – the illusion of it – was surely one of the advantages of marrying your childhood sweetheart, association being a powerful thing. Most people would deem early marriage a disaster, but it had worked well for her and Lee. Both forty-two now and married for twenty-two years, Lee looked the same to her, felt the same to her as the first time she had kissed him. He had tasted of blackcurrant bubble gum. To this day, she sighed when pouring Ribena.

There was comfort in that – great comfort.

She glanced at her watch, tutting. Jenny never arrived on time; it was impossible for her to do so. For someone so beautifully packaged, she was chronically disorganised. Not like Melissa, who had mastered the art of pretending to look relaxed while running a family and a business.

Somehow, miraculously, Jenny also ran a family and a business, in a bubble of chaos. Yet the bubble was very pretty and no one got hurt and everyone seemed happy, so perhaps there was nothing to worry about.

Still, for Melissa, the temptation to interfere was too great. She was always trying – delicately, covertly – to help Jenny be more efficient. Best friends from the age of four, once upon a time she had demonstrated the best way to make a castle in the sandpit: it was all about the packing of the sand.

Nowadays, she suggested tips to Jenny at opportune moments.

This new phone app brings all your to-do lists together.

Have you thought about using a filing cabinet?

Why not keep the petty cash for the hair salon in the till and not in that pair of tights at the back of the drawer?

Melissa smiled. The tights as a banking system was classic Jenny.

Withdrawing from the window, she sat down on the sofa and picked up the phone just as it beeped. It was a text message from her other friend, Rachel.

It was commonly believed that three was a disastrous formula for friendship, but Melissa didn’t agree with that. She, Jenny and Rachel had been close friends for years. They were similar enough to get along, whilst each bringing different qualities into the mix. What did it matter how many people were in a group, so long as you didn’t step on each other’s toes? Things only became awkward when you both showed up wearing the same dress, so to speak.

Rachel was the smartest one in their circle of friends, their three husbands included. With John Lennon spectacles and bobbed hair, she always spoke carefully, holding on to every word as it met the air. Just lately two prominent frown lines had appeared between her eyes, seemingly overnight.

Melissa noticed these things. As unofficial leader of the group, it was her job to do so.


I need to cut the trip short. Sorry. Al’s being a muppet. Rach xox



Poor Rachel. She had been born with large hands, not literally; just that she had to carry her needy husband as well as her two slightly less needy – but give them time – sons.

Melissa put her phone down and gazed into space, wondering whether there was more to Rachel’s current woes than the usual Al annoyances.

She would take her to one side later and ask if everything was all right, if there was anything she could do to help. The more serious the problem, the less likely Rachel would be to open up. She was notoriously difficult to extract information from, a fact that Melissa had learnt the hard way at primary school. Back then, Rachel had been known to eat paper if it held secrets.

Perhaps a glass of wine in the sunshine on the way home would do the trick.

[image: image]

Gareth was just walking back to his car, having dropped Max off at the rugby club, when his phone rang. Normally, he stayed to watch his sixteen-year-old son play. He enjoyed talking to the other dads, having a laugh and a grumble, stamping their feet on a frosty sideline to keep warm.

No chance of freezing today. It was boiling, which was why he was leaving. Hot weather always caught him out, especially in April. He didn’t have sun lotion or a hat with him. There was no shelter at Milford Rugby Club, aside from a smelly changing room. Five minutes of standing on the sideline and he’d be redder than a plucked hen.

Shame to miss the match, though. Maybe he would pop home, grab what he needed and return.

He pulled his phone from his pocket. ‘Yuhello.’

It was Jenny. ‘Where are my car keys?’ she said.

‘How should I know, sweetheart?’

‘Well, you had them last.’

‘Did I?’ he said, stopping by his car, leaning back against it. Already, just in that short walk, the back of his shirt was damp. He watched Max running on to the pitch – a skinny teenager who looked as though he would be crushed by the opposition, but who would surprise them all with his sinewy strength and speed.

Born in Wales, having moved to Dorset as a child, Gareth was proud of his heritage and proud too of his son, the rugby ace. No doubt Max would have preferred to have played football, like all his other friends, but he had been worn down by Gareth’s pestering. And now look at him: team captain.

Gareth was glad that he could share these precious moments with his son. If only that were the case with his daughter, Olivia, Max’s twin sister.

Poor Olivia was just as skinny as Max, if not more so. Always eating carrots: liquidised carrots, carrot sticks; and watching how-to-draw-eyebrows tutorials online.

Was that normal behaviour for a sixteen-year-old girl?

Yes, Jenny kept assuring him. Totally normal.

The carrots and eyebrow tutorials were just two of the many things that he didn’t understand about Olivia. A gulf had opened up between them lately that neither of them seemed able to cross. Luckily, Jenny was there for them, bridging the gap.

It would pass, she kept telling him.

Sometimes, more often of late, the gulf that lay in the middle of his family actually made his heart hurt. Until two years ago, Olivia had been his little angel. Now she looked at him as though he were a gargoyle.

‘You moved my car earlier,’ Jenny said.

He turned his attention back to his phone. ‘That’s right, I did,’ he said.

‘So, where did you put the keys?’

He pictured Jenny’s car. She had just bought a small custard-coloured Honda for running around town in, with a view to the twins learning to drive it next year. The interior was biscuit coloured. Sitting inside it, especially in this weather, was like being sat inside a warm apple crumble.

‘I hung them back up,’ Gareth said.

‘Well, they’re not here,’ Jenny said. ‘I’m late to pick up Mel … ’ She paused. ‘Oh … ’ There was a tinkling sound. ‘They were in my back pocket all along.’

He laughed. Jenny was a nightmare – always losing things, running late. How she managed to run her hair salon was an enigma. She specialised in children’s cuts; never had a town had such fashionably coiffured kids.

There was a swell of cheering from the crowd then as Max tucked the ball under his arm and raced down the pitch. ‘Go on, son!’ Gareth roared.

‘What’s happening?’ Jenny said.

‘Damn. He nearly scored a try,’ Gareth said.

‘I wish I was there,’ Jenny said. ‘Is he … ?’

‘Jen,’ he said. ‘Yep?’

‘Get going.’

‘Right. Yes. I’m off.’

Hanging up, he felt oddly disconcerted – a grouchy feeling poking around in his stomach. He didn’t feel like hurrying home now for sun cream. He would stay and watch the match from the car.

Wincing at the heat inside the car, he swung the doors wide open. According to the gauge on the dashboard, the temperate was twenty-eight degrees.

A sudden noise made him look up. The crowd was cheering again. Max was sprinting for the line. ‘That’s it!’ Gareth shouted, jumping out of the car.

Max had scored a try. He was looking over at his dad, his blond hair catching the light, his cheeks red with exertion. Gareth was shouting and waving and whistling, beside himself with jubilation.

A car pulled up alongside Gareth then, and a man and his daughter got out. Gareth grinned at them. ‘That’s my boy, that is. Just scored, he did. Bleedin’ brill-yunt!’

Sometimes, he sounded more Welsh. This was one of those times.

The father smiled politely before making his way over to the sideline, his daughter holding his arm.

Holding his arm!

How old was the girl – fifteen, sixteen? She looked a similar age to Olivia.

Gareth sat back down in the car rather heavily, continuing to watch his son. But every so often, his eye flitted over to the father and daughter.

He was going to have to do something to lessen the gap between himself and Olivia. Yet he had no idea where to begin.

Jenny would know. He would talk to her about it again, impress on her how much it was getting to him. Jenny would know what to do.
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‘You can’t just drop this on me, Al. It’s not fair.’

‘Not fair?’ Al said, opening the wardrobe and running his hand along the row of shirts – shirts that she ironed every Sunday evening.

When had he last thanked her for doing so? When had he ever thanked her for the multitude of tasks that she did behind the scenes to keep the household ticking over?

‘It’s work, Rachel.’ He selected a pink shirt and put it on, watching himself in the mirror. ‘Fair doesn’t come into it. You think that I want to go over to Portbridge on a day like this and spend it in some stuffy meeting? ’Course I don’t. But I’ve got no choice. I’m the CEO. And someone has to pay the mortgage.’

Rachel rolled her eyes. It seemed to escape his notice that she worked too. Yes, she didn’t earn anywhere near as much as him, but still … She sat down on the bed, folded her arms. ‘I was looking forward to seeing the girls.’

‘And you still can … ’ he said, fiddling with his cufflinks. ‘Besides, you see Melissa every day at the marina. Surely that’s enough?’

‘No,’ Rachel said. ‘That’s work.’

‘Look, all I’m asking is that you drop Ned off at football. Then you can go to the beach.’

‘Fine,’ she said, not feeling fine at all.

Al fastened his tie then stood at the foot of the bed, holding his hands out to pull her to her feet. ‘Come on,’ he said. ‘It’s not so bad, is it?’

How to explain to him that in a house full of males, outnumbered as she was, being with her girlfriends – having a life of her own – mattered greatly?

She loved her two sons wholeheartedly, loved him too, but she relished spending time with her friends, when she could talk about things that they understood. Sometimes, she tried talking to Al. But he listened to the first part, then glazed over, finally looking for signs that she was coming to an end so that he could add a pertinent comment in conclusion.

You couldn’t rely on a man for life-affirming conversations – not her man, anyway.

He tucked her hair behind her ears, kissed her on the lips. She caught a little waft of his aftershave and kissed him back, cursing herself, her spectacles steaming up.

If he weren’t so good-looking it would all be different. How many times had she found herself thinking that in twenty years of marriage?

‘You don’t have to hang around after you drop Ned off,’ he said.

She wasn’t intending to.

‘And Joel’s back from hockey, when?’ he asked.

She shrugged. Now that Joel was seventeen and driving, he was keeping his own hours to a certain extent. If he wanted to get a place at university, he would have to study hard. She couldn’t tell him that enough. But Saturday afternoons were his to do with as he saw fit.

Ned, on the other hand, was only twelve. She wasn’t in any rush to hurry him along the growth chart. He still slept with his teddy bear and called her mummy and she relished every time that he did.

‘I assume that Ned will need collecting after football?’ she called after Al as he bounded down the stairs.

‘Er, yes … ’ he said. ‘If you don’t mind.’ He stopped by the front door, rifling through the shoe rack for his brogues.

‘So, by the time I get down to the beach, I’ll have one hour with the girls?’

He smiled sheepishly. ‘I’ll make it up to you.’ He kissed her again, longer this time.

She pulled away. ‘Just go.’

He bent his knees to look into her eyes. ‘Are we OK?’

He looked insecure, uncertain. For one moment, she got a kick out of seeing it there on his face. He still needed her, wanted her.

She could have answered his question differently. Things weren’t OK, but she couldn’t tell him that, not yet at least. She needed time to think. That was the thing with her: always thinking. Sometimes her thoughts made her rigid, stiff, where she held herself so still.

‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Now go.’

‘I’ll see you later, gorgeous,’ he said. ‘Love you.’ And he was off, the door closing behind him with a rattle of the knocker.

Rachel sighed, then went through to the lounge to find Ned, who was lying on the sofa reading The Beano. ‘Let’s get ready for footie,’ she said, tapping his legs to get him to move.

‘Do I have to?’ he said.

‘Yes. Go upstairs and get changed. And hurry.’

He couldn’t have left the room more slowly.

She picked up his comic, which was lying strewn on the floor. Then she picked up a sock and a glass of water, and two used tissues, which she pincered delicately.

Sometimes, she felt as though she was just clearing up after males. Was it like this with daughters too? All mothers felt like this to a certain extent, surely, no matter who lived with them. Unless you were like Jenny, who never seemed to clear up, never seemed to let it bother her.

Her tummy flipped over at the thought of Jenny.

She had wanted so badly to talk to her today. It would have been the perfect opportunity to do so. Melissa would have run down to the shoreline as soon as they got to the beach, like she always did. Rachel and Jenny always brought up the rear, watching their friend paddling in the sea, whilst the two of them linked arms, chatting.

Now there wouldn’t be time for a talk, not in the way she had envisaged. It wasn’t the sort of thing she could just blurt out. The timing had to be right.

She would have to rethink it.

‘Come on, Ned,’ she shouted up the stairs. ‘We really must go.’

[image: image]

It was hot in Jenny’s Honda on the way back to town after the beach. Melissa lowered the window, waving her arm up and down in the airstream as they sped along the country lane. There wasn’t much traffic, which was surprising given the sunshine. Yet the heat was intense, the sort that almost went full circle into being bad weather. There was a smell of burning rubber in the air, of tarmac melting, of dust and dried grass.

The atmosphere inside the car was a little strange, Melissa felt: brittle, slightly strained. Perhaps it was the weather, which was freakish in itself.

Beside her, Jenny was driving, wearing huge cork-wedge sandals and oversized shades, her hair scooped into a smooth bun. At only five foot one in height, she looked tiny at the wheel. Drivers behind would think that the car was driving itself.

Sitting on the back seat, Rachel was perfectly motionless, lips pursed. She looked very tired today, and pale in her short sleeves and shorts.

‘So, our two have gone shopping today, then,’ Melissa said.

‘In this heat,’ Jenny said. ‘Crazy.’

‘Wouldn’t have been my first choice of activity, must admit.’

‘How long have they been seeing each other now?’ Rachel asked, sitting forward.

Melissa turned sideways to talk to her. ‘About a year?’

‘Surely longer?’ Rachel pushed her spectacles further up her nose, the two frown lines between her eyes looking ever deeper. Something was definitely troubling her, but a glass of wine on the way home was apparently out of the question – too much to do today.

‘They’ve been dating one year and five months,’ Jenny said, raising her shoulders at the wheel and then dropping them again.

‘That long?’ Melissa said. ‘Time flies … ’

‘How’s Frank’s revision going?’ Rachel asked.

Melissa’s eldest child and only son, Frank, was seventeen and about to crash his way through his A levels.

Not like Rachel’s eldest son, Joel, who was on target to attend a Russell Group university, which was a big deal, according to Al.

‘Put it like this,’ Melissa said, ‘he’s currently in Topshop with Olivia picking out leggings. That’s his priority. No offence.’ She tapped Jenny’s knee.

‘None taken.’

Frank was dating Jenny’s daughter. At sixteen, Olivia still had a year to go before knuckling down for exams – and knuckling down she would be; Jenny had always made that quite clear.

It was for this reason that no one really took the relationship seriously or expected it to last. They were always saying amongst themselves that when their kids split up, they hoped they would do so civilly, with minimal fuss.

‘Frank’s just not interested in education or exams,’ Melissa said. ‘All he wants to do is work down the marina as soon as he can. He wants to be just like Lee.’

‘Awh,’ said Jenny. ‘That’s sweet, Mel. You’re lucky that he knows what he wants to do. And he’ll be good at it, too. At least you don’t have the problem of wondering who to pass the family business on to. That can be a real headache for some people.’

‘Hmm.’ Melissa looked out of the window, her hair buffeting around her face. The topic of conversation was a regular one for them, always leaving her with the same unsettled feeling, despite knowing that nothing was glaringly wrong.

Lee, for one, was delighted about Frank’s intentions. His boat yard, Silks Marina, had been in his family for several generations. He would have hated parting with it in later life, were it not for Frank. Lee and the marina had become one and the same over the years. A skilled carpenter, he smelt of sea air, glue, paint, oil – in a good way. And now Frank would too.

The marina served them well as a family, there was no denying that. Melissa worked there herself, hosting events. In the early stages of their marriage, she had run the office. But five years ago she had overseen the remodelling of one of the boat sheds into a party venue, which she now ran. At the same time, Rachel had taken over the running of the office.

Melissa had always known that she was destined to marry someone connected to water. Her own family owned the Sea Kayaking Academy three miles around the corner from the marina. She had grown up hopping about in canoes, dipping about in waves. It had only been a matter of time before she had slipped around the coastline to join Lee.

How could she expect anything different of Frank? She just didn’t want him to be hurt when everyone left him behind, including Olivia.

‘Well, that’s it, ladies,’ Jenny said, pulling up outside Rachel’s house.

‘Thanks for the lift,’ Rachel said. ‘Sorry the plans got messed up.’

On the pavement, with two imposing lion-topped gateposts looming over her, Rachel waved at them. Then she put her neat leather rucksack on her shoulder and started down her driveway.

‘One sec … ’ Melissa said to Jenny, unbuckling her seat belt and getting out of the car. ‘Wait!’ she called out.

Rachel stopped, turned in surprise.

Melissa hung her thumbs on the edges of her shorts pockets. ‘Is everything OK?’

Rachel smiled, but it quickly vanished. ‘Yes, why?’

‘You seem down.’

‘I’m fine. It’s the heat making me tired.’

Melissa nodded. ‘Well, you know where I am … ’

No sense pushing it. Maybe it really was just the heat. She went to walk away, but Rachel was still standing there.

She hadn’t ever seen Rachel dithering before. The effect was unsettling, as though they were wobbling each other on an ice rink. Behind them, Jenny’s Honda was still running. ‘Take My Breath Away’ was drifting out from the car stereo.

‘Can I ring you later?’ Rachel said. ‘There’s something I’d like to ask you.’

‘’Course,’ Melissa said. ‘I’ll be in all night.’

‘Thanks.’

They kissed goodbye, parted company, Melissa feeling a wave of satisfaction at having reached her friend, but also of curiosity as to what the problem was.

‘What was that all about?’ Jenny said, as Melissa got back into the car.

‘Nothing much. Just checking she’s OK. She seemed a bit quiet.’

‘She’s always a bit quiet.’

‘True.’

They left it at that. Jenny tended to take things at face value. She gave a shrug, pressed her ludicrously large cork heel down on the accelerator, her silver bangles jangling, and they took off into the sunshine, heading for home.
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