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For my parents





It’s staying up there on the wire, balancing ourselves with that trivial parasol and being so pleased with terrifying an audience, that’s finishing us. Don’t you agree? A great fall, that’s what we need.

Alfred Hayes, In Love






SPRING




1

The table is reserved in Nicole’s name. One o’clock, party of five. It’s been booked for weeks, a belated Mother’s Day lunch seeing as Linda, Nicole’s mother, was visiting her sister in Spain the weekend the date actually fell. As usual, Nicole acted as main administrator, finding the date and the restaurant, writing the initial group email then pursuing each family member on WhatsApp when they were slow to confirm. They had all been slow to confirm. Her brother Jamie needed to check with his girlfriend, then with the football fixtures; her father Gerry wasn’t sure if he’d be playing golf. Considering the entire lunch was in her honour, even Linda had been non-committal. At one point Nicole was tempted to cancel the whole thing, send everyone an email: Sod it. Shall we just not bother?

Yet here she is, somehow arriving at The Delaunay at exactly one o’clock – a miraculous feat considering she went to bed after four and didn’t get up until eleven. A cloakroom attendant offers to take her jacket, but Nicole declines, pulling the leather tighter around her body and folding her arms across her chest. She follows the elegant maître d’ through the elegant dining room – wood-panelled, high-ceilinged, the comforting din of chatter. She keeps her eyes lowered to people’s plates as she passes: scrambled eggs on toast, ice-cream sundae, oysters, fries. She has an apprehensive appetite, a kind of low-level nausea. Though her stomach creaked audibly in the back seat of the Uber, she can’t be sure that anything she puts inside her right now won’t immediately come back up.

‘Here we are,’ the maître d’ says, stopping before a round table at the back of the room, pristine linen tablecloth draped across it. There is only one person at the table – a blonde bespectacled woman, her head bowed, reading the menu. For the briefest moment Nicole is disoriented. Her parents only ever travel to London together – a suburban double act taking in West End shows and Oxford Street department stores. The sight of her mother alone gives her an uneasy feeling, followed by a sharp premonition: one day, she realises, her father will die, and she will be duty-bound to meet her mother all on her own, like this.

‘Where’s Dad?’ she says.

Linda looks up from the menu, removes her purple-rimmed glasses. ‘Hello to you too.’

‘Sorry,’ Nicole says. ‘Hi. Hello.’ She pulls out the seat beside her, kisses her mother’s cheek.

Linda has dressed up for the lunch: black trousers and a silky zebra-print blouse. She appears to be wearing more make-up than usual too, her eyelids smudged with a toffee-coloured shadow, her lips smoked salmon pink. Something about this – the very effort of it, the contrived special-occasionness of it – makes Nicole feel simultaneously sympathetic towards her mother and irritated by her.

‘You look nice,’ she says. ‘Almost didn’t recognise you. Is Dad in the loo?’

‘They’ve got a cloakroom you know,’ Linda says, and she does something weird with her head – jerks it to the right, a sudden twitch.

‘I know, I’m cold,’ Nicole says, hugging her arms around herself and furiously rubbing at her shoulders to emphasise her point. ‘Where’s Dad?’

‘On his way.’

Nicole stops rubbing. ‘You didn’t come together?’

‘No.’

‘Why? What’s happened?’

‘Nothing.’ Linda slots her glasses back on and picks up the menu. ‘We both had stuff to do this morning, that’s all. He’ll be here in a minute, I expect.’ With her eyes still on the menu, she says, ‘How are you? What do you want to drink? There’s a wine list there, I only got myself a glass ’cause I don’t know what Lucy will want, and I thought you might prefer sharing a bottle of red with the boys.’

‘I definitely can’t do red,’ Nicole shudders. She was drinking red wine last night. Or she started on red – she has a hazy memory of homemade Moscow Mules later in the night, of holding her glass aloft as she danced around Fran’s kitchen. ‘What have you been doing?’ she says, lifting the tablecloth to peer beneath it. ‘Shopping?’

‘Don’t tell me you’re hungover.’

‘Just a bit. What? It’s Sunday. I might be able to do white. What’s this?’ She picks up her mother’s glass, brings it to her lips.

‘Do you mind?’ Linda says. ‘It’s just, I don’t know, the house. The first one on the list. Just ask for a glass if you want one.’

Nicole flicks through the drinks pamphlet, decides to start with a glass of Crémant.

‘Well, just get the waiter’s attention if you want to order it,’ Linda says. ‘I think that tall bloke is ours, the redhead.’ She reaches her hand out then. Nicole sees it coming towards her, and – unsure what’s about to happen – she flinches backwards as if dodging a wasp.

‘Your hair looks nice off your face like that,’ Linda says, her fingertips just managing to skim Nicole’s earlobe. ‘You don’t look hungover.’

‘Does it? Oh.’ Nicole smooths a palm against her head, says she thinks it looks greasy. She has her father’s colouring – his pale Northern Irish skin, his thick dark hair. She looks very little like her mother, who is blonde and tanned, though they did share a fleeting resemblance when they were both in their teens. Photographs of Linda from the seventies look eerily like photographs of Nicole at secondary school. The same long, centre-parted dark hair, the same surly expression.

‘Stop touching it,’ Linda says, ‘or you will make it greasy. Where did you go last night?’

‘Just the pub. Nothing special. But then we ended up going back to Fran’s and her housemate used to be a barman, so he was making cocktails, and I don’t know … ’

‘Excuse me?’ Linda lifts her hand and summons the waiter, who is strangely familiar – lanky, red-haired, wearing a white shirt beneath a knee-length black apron.

‘Can we get a glass of – what did you say?’ she asks Nicole, frowning.

‘Crémant,’ Nicole says.

‘A glass of that, and some water for the table. Just tap is fine.’ He repeats the order, and she smiles at him, says, ‘Thanks, darling.’

‘Technically,’ Nicole says, when the waiter has gone, ‘you shouldn’t call people you don’t know “darling” any more.’

‘You what?’

‘I’m just saying. People find it offensive. You have to be very careful nowadays.’

Linda snorts. ‘I’m hardly a sexual predator.’ She twitches again and Nicole sees why – she’s had a fringe cut in, or half a fringe. A few strands of blonde hair dangle over her lashes.

‘You’ve had a haircut,’ Nicole says, and at the same time Linda says, ‘Why are you hungover?’

‘I literally just told you. I went out with Fran.’

‘Oh. Sorry.’ Another shake of the fringe. ‘I got it cut Friday. Louis comes to the house now. Did I tell you he’s doing that? Working for himself. He did Beryl’s hair Friday too. We set it up in the kitchen like a little salon.’

‘Who’s Beryl?’ Nicole says, helping herself to another sip of wine. It tastes better a second time, gently sharpening the wobble of hangover.

‘Beryl,’ Linda says. ‘Beryl and Bruce. Live at sixty-three. Though poor old Bruce passed away last year. Or poor old Beryl, I should probably say.’ She tousles the fringe with her fingertips. ‘How is Francesca? She seeing anyone?’

‘Nope.’

‘No? I can’t understand it.’

‘You can’t understand what?’ Nicole says, though she knows where this is going. Her mother’s favourite speech. How baffling it is that someone as attractive and successful as Fran can’t seem to maintain a steady relationship. Nicole knows that when her mother is giving this speech, she is really talking about Nicole. Today though, something is different. Linda only shrugs, then sighs, as though this answers it. For a long moment they’re quiet, both studying the menu. Then Linda says, in a lighter tone: ‘How’s work?’

‘Yeah, it’s fine. It’s good.’

‘Lot on?’

‘There’s always a lot on. Doesn’t stop.’ Nicole taps in the passcode of her phone, not because anything has appeared on it, but because it’s a tic, something she barely registers until she has refreshed her inbox, scrolled Instagram and checked the weather.

‘I suppose that’s a good thing. Business must be doing well?’

‘Yeah, it’s doing alright.’ Her thumb deleting emails from various brands she has unintentionally subscribed to. ‘We’re up for this award next week, which everyone thinks we’ll probably—’

‘Oh,’ Linda says, with what sounds like relief. ‘Here they are.’

Nicole looks up. The maître d’ is making her way towards them once more, this time trailed single file by Jamie, his girlfriend Lucy, and behind her, Gerry.

‘Look who I found loitering outside,’ Jamie says.

Gerry – the only other person to have kept his jacket on, a quilted black Barbour – appears flushed, a little rattled. Nicole stands to greet them.

‘What were you doing loitering outside, Dad?’ she says, kissing his cheek.

‘I wasn’t loitering,’ he says. He looks to Linda who has removed her glasses yet remains in her seat. ‘I thought we were meeting outside?’

‘I’ve been here ten minutes,’ Linda says, picking up her wine glass. ‘The table was booked for one, wasn’t it?’

Jamie explains that there was a signal failure at Brockley; they had to walk to St Johns, change at London Bridge.

‘Never mind,’ Gerry says. ‘Everyone’s here now. Great choice of restaurant, by the way, Nic. I’m guessing you’ve been here before?’

Nicole tells him the name of the client she brought here last month; her father raises his eyebrows, says, ‘How did that go?’

Gerry’s the only one in the family who knows about the client, the only one she talks to in any detail about work-related stuff: colleagues, pitches, presentations.

‘It was fine,’ she says, aware that no one else is interested. ‘I’ll tell you another time.’

There’s an awkward dance as Jamie and Gerry both move to take the chair beside Linda. Jamie, polite as ever, apologises – ‘No, you go there, Dad, it’s fine, I’ll sit here.’ Nicole wishes her father would sit beside her, but Lucy has already claimed that seat. She touches Nicole’s arm, and they immediately exchange compliments:

‘Your hair looks nice like that.’

‘This is lovely, where’s it from?’

Nicole doesn’t really care where Lucy bought the floral tea dress (she’d never wear it herself), but this is just the way they greet each other; a ritual between two women soon to be in-laws. Jamie has been with Lucy for ever, or at least since university. He teaches English in a secondary school now, and she works in advertising, though she often talks of ‘falling into’ her job, an MFA in Curating having led to nothing.

The waiter arrives with the Crémant and the tap water. He takes drinks orders from the others – a bottle of Rioja for Gerry and Jamie, a gin and tonic for Lucy. When he’s gone, they all look down at the menu and discuss whether they’re doing starters and/or dessert. Nicole says she already knows what she wants – she’s hungover and getting the least sophisticated item on the menu: a hotdog with fries. Gerry says, ‘Are you ever not hungover?’ The others laugh. Nicole thinks her father is looking a little hungover himself today. Small eyes, dry lips, cheeks flecked with broken capillaries. She feels a dull anxiety, a sense that everything is not okay.

‘Jamie,’ she says, reaching across Lucy’s cutlery to touch her brother’s hand. ‘When he comes back, tell me who the waiter reminds you of.’

‘Which waiter?’ Jamie asks, twisting to look behind him.

‘The tall one. The one who took the drink order. Think of a film we love.’

‘A film?’

‘Yeah, but like a cartoon film. An animated film.’

‘An animated film.’ Jamie squints, strokes an invisible beard.

‘I’ll give you a clue,’ she says. ‘He should be in the kitchen.’

Gerry shakes his head. ‘What are you on about?’

‘I’m totally lost!’ Lucy laughs.

‘Anyone can join in,’ Nicole says, drawing her hand back to her lap. ‘It’s not just between me and Jamie. If you’ve seen the film, you’ll get it.’

But nobody cares to join in, and when the conversation moves on to Jamie and Lucy’s wedding, even Jamie gives up. Though he and Lucy have been engaged for years, they’ve only just got round to arranging the wedding: late October, a barn in Somerset. Lucy passes her phone around for them to admire a carousel of images from the venue’s website. Most of the images show other couples getting married – kissing on the stairs, gazing into each other’s eyes at the altar. One couple dance in a field, the bride twisting beneath her groom’s arm, the lack of music obvious from their self-conscious smiles.

‘Oh, it’s properly in the countryside, isn’t it?’ Linda says, pausing on a photo of a bride lifting her dress to reveal a pair of olive wellington boots. ‘No, yeah. Very romantic.’

Lucy explains where everything will take place. Jamie is typically docile, unopinionated. He leans forward in his chair, the sleeves of his jumper rolled up, elbows on the table, listening attentively. Occasionally he nods, or reaffirms something Lucy has said. Nicole feels sorry for her little brother (she still thinks of him as little, though he is easily six foot two). She suspects the wedding is all he and Lucy talk about nowadays. She tries to participate herself – ‘And will it be an open bar?’ – but she has little knowledge of or interest in the planning of weddings. Only her father is quiet, unengaged, his gaze wandering around the room, fingertips resting on the edge of the table, as if poised to play the piano. When their food arrives, he clasps his hands together and says, ‘Well, bon appétit, guys!’

Lucy raises her glass. ‘Cheers, by the way,’ she says.

‘Cheers,’ everyone says, though it takes Nicole a moment to remember why they’re clinking glasses. Linda thanks Lucy and Jamie for the flowers they sent.

‘Clever, aren’t they?’ Lucy says.

‘How they come through the letterbox? I couldn’t work out what it was at first. I thought, these can’t be flowers. But no, they’re lovely. I did send Jamie a photo. I’ve got them in the kitchen. They’re gorgeous.’

‘Well,’ Nicole says, realising she has failed on the present front, ‘I didn’t know when you were back from Spain, so … lunch is on me.’

‘No, it’s not,’ Gerry says. ‘I’m getting this, missy.’

‘Why? I chose the restaurant, I’ve got the money, I’m buying lunch.’ She smiles sweetly across the table at him. ‘Chill out,’ she says. ‘You can buy it another time.’

‘Well, thank you Nicole,’ Linda says curtly, straightening the napkin over her lap. ‘It’s a lovely restaurant. I feel very spoiled.’

Nicole puts one of the long, thin fries into her mouth. The spontaneity of her altruistic gesture has made her feel a little better, a little looser, more relaxed. Perhaps she will order a glass of wine in a moment; the Crémant has slid down easily.

‘So,’ she says, ‘what did you get up to this morning, Dad?’

‘Sorry?’

‘This morning. What were you doing?’

‘Not much,’ he says. He puts down his cutlery and picks up his glass of wine. ‘I mean, I watched a bit of TV, that Sunday Brunch show, you know, your wee man who used to do Soccer AM.’

‘Oh, I thought Mum said … ’ Nicole says, looking to Linda. ‘How come you didn’t come up together?’

Gerry appears suddenly quite confused. He scratches his forehead. ‘Uh … ’ Under his breath, but loud enough for them all to hear, he says, ‘Okay. Are we doing this now?’

‘What?’ Nicole says.

‘I suppose … ’ Linda says.

‘Oh my God, what? Doing what now?’

Gerry widens his eyes and opens his mouth as if to announce something. Then he closes it. Then he opens it again.

‘What?’ Jamie says, a short uncomfortable laugh.

The others have stopped eating, their cutlery suspended over their plates. Nicole sets the hotdog down, cleans her fingertips with her napkin. She is taken back immediately to that afternoon last March – her mother phoning from the hospital. Nicole was in the office, about to go into a meeting. Her irritation at having to answer the call was extinguished as soon as Linda said, ‘Listen, everything’s fine, but … ’ She explained that Gerry had been experiencing what they thought was severe indigestion. ‘Turns out,’ she’d said, ‘he’s had a bit of a heart attack.’ (A bit, Nicole thought. What did that even mean – a bit?) Now, like then, her own heart rate quickens.

‘Uh. There isn’t really an easy way of saying this,’ Gerry says, his eyes fixed on Linda. ‘Your mother and I we’re, uh … Well, we’re … ’

Linda interrupts. ‘We’re separating,’ she says. And then, in case anyone might misunderstand exactly what she means: ‘From each other.’

Something happens to Nicole’s eardrums, a temporary deafness, like she’s plunged into a swimming pool.

Jamie snorts. He looks from one to the other, says, ‘You’re joking, right?’

‘We’re not getting a divorce,’ Gerry says, placing a palm on the tablecloth.

‘Not right now, no, but … ’

‘But yeah. Your mother and I are having some time apart. We’re, what she said … Separating.’

Lucy brings a hand to her mouth, says nothing. Nicole doesn’t know where to look. The restaurant seems to have shrunk around them. She looks to Jamie. His eyes are squinted, suspicious.

‘Seriously?’ he says. ‘I still can’t tell if you’re joking.’

‘I’m sorry, love,’ Linda says.

‘Why?’ Nicole says. ‘What’s happened?’

‘Nothing’s happened. We’ve just … come to the realisation that … well, we’re not making each other very happy any more. I think that’s fair to say isn’t it, Gerry?’

‘I think so,’ Gerry says. He’s looking down at his plate with a concentrated expression, as if puzzled by his chicken schnitzel.

Nicole blows air out of her cheeks, places a palm against her stomach. ‘I feel sick,’ she says.

‘I thought you were about to say it was something to do with your heart,’ Jamie says.

Gerry laughs. ‘No, no. I’m actually doing alright in that department. Touch wood,’ he says, tapping his skull.

‘What the fuck,’ Nicole says.

‘Language,’ Linda says.

‘But you’re still living together, right?’ Jamie says. ‘You’re just doing, like, the separate bedroom thing for a while?’

He is nodding his head as he talks, and Nicole finds that she is nodding now too – two nodding dogs on a car dashboard.

‘Actually,’ Linda says – she is the only one still eating, or at least pretending to eat, her knife and fork scraping apart the white fish on her plate. ‘Dad’s moved into the flat.’

‘What flat?’

‘The Camberwell flat.’

‘Uncle Kenny’s flat?’

‘Kenny doesn’t own the flat, Nicole,’ Linda says. ‘He rents it from us. And to be honest he’s had a very good deal for quite a long time.’

‘You’re living with Kenny?’ Jamie says.

‘No, no, course not. It’s a one-bed. Kenny’s gone. Kenny moved out.’

‘Oh my God.’

‘When?’

‘January.’

‘You’ve been in the flat since January?’

‘No, Kenny moved out in January. I moved there last month. February.’

‘Oh my God,’ Nicole says again. For some reason, the image of her Uncle Kenny’s forlorn man-child face is the single most tragic thing in all of this. Her throat burns. ‘Where’s he gone?’ she asks.

‘Kenny?’ Gerry says. ‘He’s moved in with Ulla, his girlfriend. Temporarily, I think. But look, Kenny’s fine. We gave him more than enough warning.’

‘Oh,’ Nicole says. ‘So Kenny got a warning. Who else have you told?’

‘Nobody.’

‘Michelle and Fred,’ Linda says. ‘I told Michelle, she told Fred. Nobody else.’

‘Why now?’ Jamie says.

‘Why are we telling you now?’

‘No, why are you doing it now? I mean, you must realise most people do this in their, like, forties. Early fifties at a push. No offence but, like, how old are you both? Is it really worth the hassle?’

‘The hassle?’ Linda laughs. ‘Love, we could end up living another thirty years. More! I’m only fifty-eight.’

Nicole folds her arms and leans back into the chair, her body positioned towards Linda, boot kicking the air. ‘So, it was your decision.’

Linda won’t look at her. ‘It was a mutual decision.’

‘It doesn’t sound very mutual. It sounds to me like you’ve basically kicked Dad out.’

‘That’s not what happened. Gerry?’

‘Your mother’s right. That’s not what happened.’

‘Don’t stick up for her, Dad.’

‘It was a mutual decision,’ Linda says, ‘and it’s something we’ve been talking about for a very long time.’

‘How long?’

Gerry squints, furrows his brow. ‘I don’t think … I don’t think you need to know that … It’s not really important.’

‘Okay … Well, did you decide January just gone, or January last year, or have you been plotting this for—’

‘We haven’t been plotting anything,’ Linda says. ‘And if you must know, we’ve tried all sorts of things.’

‘That’s true,’ Gerry nods emphatically. ‘We even saw a professional. A couples counsellor. I bet that’s something you wouldn’t expect of us!’ He is the only one to find this funny.

‘You went to counselling?’ Jamie says, with the same disbelief as if they’d said North Korea.

‘Not for very long,’ Linda says.

‘No, it wasn’t for us,’ Gerry says quickly. ‘But still. I think the few sessions we did helped a bit … ’ He gives Linda a kind of pleading, pathetic look. ‘Didn’t they?’

‘Oh yeah,’ Nicole says. ‘Sounds like they really did the job.’

‘No need for sarcasm, Nic.’

‘I’m sorry,’ Nicole says. ‘I don’t know how you expect us to react. You’re telling us something this huge in a fucking restaurant. I mean … ?’

‘Language.’

‘I have to say,’ Jamie says quietly, his eyes on the table. ‘And I respect whatever you two want to do, obviously, but … Well, I do find it kind of weird that you’ve chosen to do this here. Now.’

‘We didn’t choose to do this here,’ Linda says.

‘It was your sister who arranged it,’ Gerry says.

‘Oh, so it’s my fault?’

‘No, I didn’t mean … No one said anything about it being your fault,’ Gerry says. ‘And look, it’s not ideal, we get that. But we talked about it a lot and tried to think of the best way to tell you both, and then this lunch was arranged and … Well, we wanted to put on a united front to show that we’re … We’re okay.’

‘Except technically you arrived separately.’

‘That’s because your dad was late.’

‘I thought we were meeting outside.’ It’s the first time Gerry’s voice has sounded strained. His ears are bright red, and Nicole notices the spread of damp in the armpits of his shirt.

An uneasy silence follows, then Linda says, ‘Anyway, it doesn’t matter.’ Finally resting her knife and fork, brushing some imaginary crumbs from the tablecloth. ‘The point is, we’re all grown-ups here. You talk about us being old – how old are you two? You’re not children any more. You’re in your thirties. These things … happen.’

Gerry is nodding again. ‘And look, we’ve talked a lot, your mother and I,’ he says, his palms pressed together. ‘And we wanted to show you that things don’t necessarily have to change. We can still be … ’ He seems to search for the word. ‘Civil with each other.’

‘Civil?’ Nicole says. ‘Did you just say civil? Great. No, that’s lovely. So glad you can be civil. Jamie and I kind of thought you loved each other, but civil, no that’s—’

‘We do love each other,’ Gerry says.

‘It’s complicated,’ Linda says. ‘But no, of course we do. Of course.’

‘Okay,’ Nicole says. She pushes her chair back and stands up, her napkin falling to the ground.

‘Where are you going?’ Gerry says.

‘Oh, I’m sorry, is there more? I kind of thought we were done. No?’ She looks at Jamie, who is still concentrating on the table. His ears are red too. ‘Are you coming, Jay?’ she says, but he doesn’t reply. A hand reaches out then, grabs her wrist. She has to look down at it, to check what it is, unsure who it belongs to. Lucy is staring up at her with earnest, tearful eyes. Lucy! Nicole had forgotten she was even here. How humiliating. How excruciating. Not only that they’ve had to have this conversation in public, but that somebody else has been witness to it. Nicole snaps her hand away, seizes the strap of her bag from the edge of her chair.

‘Nicole,’ Gerry says. ‘Come on now, Nic.’

But all she wants is the exit. She moves quickly through the restaurant feeling as though her face, her whole body, is on fire. She passes the lanky, redhead waiter who looks like the garbage boy in Ratatouille. She passes the elegant maître d’, the cloakroom attendant, their heads raised to watch her march past. When she steps out into the cool and cloudy afternoon, she keeps walking, her stride long, arms folded tightly across her chest. She heads up the Strand, beneath scaffolding and past theatres and hotels and doorways blocked by sleeping bags. She crosses Trafalgar Square, swerving the tourists, the buskers, the pigeons, the creepy levitating men in plastic masks and hooded capes. She keeps walking, purposeful yet utterly directionless. Up into Soho, Oxford Street, Tottenham Court Road, feeling nothing and everything and like the only thing she needs to do right now is burn off the hot, useless energy that’s rushing inside her.
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