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Before

Betty

I shoot my target smack bang in the chest, then turn my back on the cry for help.

‘Really sorry, lovely,’ I say over my shoulder because I don’t want to be rude.

It’s just that I’m on a call, chasing a meeting buffet that’s gone AWOL, and work comes first.

‘The street menu for twelve, including gluten-free, halal and vegan options,’ I say to the caterer, ‘it’ll be there in ten?’ If not, there’s no need to panic. I may be in a hideout of stacked tyres during a corporate team-building paintball session but nothing is beyond me and my phone – there’s always Deliveroo. But it’s good news. ‘Lush, thanks!’

Job done, so I go back to my victim who is splattered in a kaleidoscope of orange, yellow and purple, which makes a gorgeous clash of colours against the issue camo-combat gear.

‘Betty Hopkins! You savage!’ It’s Sami, my firework of a best friend and colleague who is currently fuming and holding me to account with an arched and perfectly groomed black eyebrow. He takes off his goggles and looks like he’s been face-painted by Jackson Pollock. ‘I’ve got a date tonight! If I get a bruise …’

‘Get some ice on it and then foundation,’ I suggest as I dial the boss. ‘How did you know it was me, by the way?’ I look down at my spotless uniform.

‘The hair and make-up, of course.’ If I’m going to stick out as a redhead I may as well go the whole hog with scarlet lips. ‘The wedge trainers.’ I can’t do flats, I’m too short. ‘You’ve got an earbud in and you’re working. As usual.’ I could protest but, to be fair to him, he’s spot on.

‘Well, your uncle has to eat!’ I explain, before confirming to Ahmed that food is on its way, and then reloading my weapon with a satisfying click.

But Sami is still looking daggers at me. ‘You could’ve at least aimed for my legs. Why do you have to be so … efficient?’

Clutching his throat he stalks off back to base.

It’s a dramatic exit but he’s a flamboyant designer at the family fashion empire. Once upon a time I had some of that strut and passion but there’s not much call for it when you’re the personal assistant to the managing director, his decision-maker by proxy, available twenty-four-seven, and on it at all times. It’s not my fault that my preparedness, focus and organisation overlap in a ‘what it takes to be a cold-blooded sicko’ Venn diagram. Which reminds me, I’m still in the game with no hits and eight kills under my pink belt.

I get to my knees and crawl along the concrete of the East London activity centre’s vast industrial wasteland, shadowing scaffolding, camouflage nets and huge steel pipes, beneath the scudding clouds of the February sky in search of new cover. I spy a breeze block hut just as crackling loudspeakers announce there are two active players left, there are fifteen minutes to go and whoever is last back will be crowned Survival of the Fittest champion.

Only two? I could win this! Not bad for someone who was asked to come at the last minute ‘to have some fun for a change’ when Jax from sales called in sick. I wonder if my nemesis is from the office; every group has been bundled into this last session for an ‘everyone versus everyone’ finale. I’d prefer a stranger because I’ve already shot Matt from marketing in the nuts and that’ll make our next departmental meeting awkward.

I hot-foot it into the lean-to and realise with a jolt that I’ve got company.

‘Gotcha!’ I say, staring down the barrel of my moving rifle tracking through the gloom, like they do on Line of Duty.

But as my eyes adjust to the dark I see a six-foot-plus man waving a handkerchief. Instantly I think, what kind of a weirdo carries one around these days? A mummy’s boy or a bounder?

‘Take me, I’m yours,’ he sighs in an amused, deep voice.

The suspicion and adrenalin slip away and a smile slides onto my face. ‘Goddammit! I wanted to take you down in a blaze of glory, not via a surrender hankie.’

‘You still can; tell them we had a dog fight,’ he says. I laugh because his weapon is on the floor. ‘No one needs to know that my strategy right from the start was to sit it out. So if you know anyone who’s looking for the next James Bond …’

He’s as dry as a bone. Not to mention very easy on the eye, so I size him up properly through the cross hairs. It’s not strictly necessary to scope him out because there’s nothing threatening about him; I trust and like him immediately. But I can’t pass on the chance to use my advantage to get a decent look. It’s shameful, it really is, but it’s been a long time since Jude and I broke up and the work catwalk is full of sculpted boyish smooth skin whereas this one looks manly.

He’s leaning casually against the wall with muscular arms crossed and his fatigue jacket is undone enough to reveal a very naked olive-skinned chest. Classically handsome, he has wide eyes, full lips and a strong, stubbled jaw, and it’s all framed with dark bed hair which stands to attention because his goggles are pushed back on the top of his head. Dear God, this man is impossibly attractive even with a pair of goggles on the top of his head.

My body reacts with a shiver, then a warm surge washes over me. He’s completely disarmed me so I drop the gun but make out I’m just following the rules of engagement.

‘It’s against the Geneva Convention to attack someone no longer involved in hostilities.’

He laughs and my inner thermostat cranks up to hot.

‘Curious,’ he says with a raised eyebrow.

‘What?’ I say, hungrily. What has got into me?

‘You know your military stuff and yet that pink belt isn’t regulation wear. Are you a renegade?’ he says, his accent pure Home Counties.

I snort because the truth is less exciting. ‘It’s to stop my trousers falling down.’

He gives a belly laugh this time. Suddenly self-conscious, I pull my goggles off and shake out my hair. I get a moment of acute self-awareness as if I’m doing it to look my best because I fancy him. And then I realise I am and I do. I make a lame effort to take back control.

‘Right, so … I can capture you or you can surrender. Or we can call it a truce.’

‘It’s entirely up to you; depends how much you want to win.’

I surprise myself by hesitating. What do I want? My head demands first place but my heart throbs with ‘whatever it takes to keep us here for as long as possible’.

‘In the meantime, killer queen,’ he says, just as a square of sunlight comes through the door and I see he has dark-chocolate eyes, ‘would you like a G and T in a can?’ By way of explanation he adds, ‘I’m on a stag do.’

I gasp because I’m technically at work. I let off a lot of steam when I’m out, but when I’m on, I’m one of those committed-to-the-job people – or, as Jude put it, ‘married to your bloody phone’. I get a rush of rebellion that makes me want to prove I’m not.

‘Go on, then.’ And I start to gabble to justify it to myself. ‘Because I’m off for a week when this ends; I’m going to Italy, so I might as well start as I mean to go on! Shall we just be joint winners?’

I’m a walkover; I’m so not usually a walkover. He throws me a tin that he’s produced from his pocket and it comes with a waft of his delicious lemon scent.

He takes one more from the other thigh, cracks it open and takes a slug. I pop mine and predictably it fizzes up into my face.

‘You may as well use my surrender hankie.’ Credit to him, he resists sniggering at my beard of bubbles.

I take it, dabbing myself dry, and then wonder what to do with it, I can hardly hand it back like a child.

He sees my dilemma. ‘Keep it. Like a war trophy.’

It’s a soft pink, emblazoned with the words The Repair Guy in a red circus-style font and patterned with little spanners, hammers and jigsaw puzzle pieces.

‘That’s me, Guy, that’s what I do. I fix stuff – repairs, restoration, replacing missing bits and pieces – in the workshop down in Tunbridge Wells.’

So that’s why The Repair Guy rocks goggles. He’s naturally handy and wholesome, the gin is lively and lovely and pleasure descends on me as we sit down in the sunlight.

‘What about you, then?’ he asks. ‘Who are you?’

‘I’m Betty. I’m in fashion—’ I draw breath to expand but he cuts in.

‘Ah! I would’ve guessed something creative. The way you look. The – er – hair.’ He stumbles over his words and looks shy, which makes my pulse race. ‘And, of course, the belt and your—’ he conjures it up with his hands – ‘spirit.’

He clears his throat, which I guess is because he thinks he’s been too familiar, as if his veins flow with the reserve of an English gent. I’m not phased by it, I’m a Welsh girl and my DNA hums with speaking one’s mind. In fact, I’m pleased that he doesn’t see me like everyone else does: as a walking spreadsheet. I channel my imagination at work to find solutions for problems. At home it runs riot in my statement walls, quirky lamps and fireplaces full of plants, in my wardrobe, which is stuffed with clothes I customise from charity shops. And when I get the time, I love to explore what the city has to offer. I give him a little reassuring nod.

‘So, if it’s Italy you’re going to, would that be Milan?’ he says.

‘Close! Venice. On my own; first time I’ll have been away by myself!’ The trip was booked last year for Jude and me. I’ve always wanted to go and see the festival and its carnival of masks. So I thought, what the hell, I would.

‘Cool! I’ve never been, it looks amazing, like a labyrinth.’

My phone vibrates.

‘Excuse me, I need to take this.’

‘Do you?’ He says it doubtfully. But he doesn’t know I’ve never had a pay rise refused and this is the price.

It’s someone asking if the boss really needs the figures by the end of today, it’s the weekend tomorrow, surely he won’t look at them until Monday? Oh but he will, I say. Then I have to go because the call is interrupted by another – it’s HR informing me the application process is officially open for a new position, head of sustainability, which has been my idea, my baby, to make us greener.

I come away beaming, but Guy is bemused.

‘What?’ I ask.

‘You head of Versace or something?’ He’s teasing me – people don’t tend to because of my role – and a fizz in my stomach rises up into a giggle. I can’t remember the last time I felt giddy around someone.

‘Not quite. I work at Banta, the lads’ online label?’ He looks blankly at me so I quote our slogan ‘Oi oi, load your cart and check the hell out’.

‘I’m not the skinny joggers type. More cargo shorts with glue on them. But still, you’re in the fashion industry!’

‘I’m a secretary. I do the boring but essential stuff.’

‘Doesn’t sound like it.’ He still looks impressed and it’s very flattering.

‘Well … I do love it. It wasn’t what I originally wanted to do. I went to fashion college but took an office job to give myself an in, hoping I’d dazzle them with my designs.’

His intense listening sparks something in me. Out of nowhere a gap opens up in my chest and things tumble out as if I’m in a confessional. ‘I’ve always wanted to have my own brand – nothing global, more slow fashion rather than fast. Maybe one day, back home.’ To prove I was better than my failure of a father.

‘You should!’ He says it as if it’s that easy.

‘I’m in no rush to leave London. I’m thinking ahead, maybe ten years or so, when I’m done with the rat race.’

There’s another buzz in my pocket. I look but ignore this one.

‘Not going to take it?’

‘Nah, it’s not important. Just my sister.’

Guy’s eyebrows furrow and while I don’t usually feel the need to explain myself, I find I want to.

‘I don’t do personal in business hours. It’s different to Wales, the Valleys, where I’m from.’

‘Yeah, I clocked that. My granny’s Welsh. But we don’t like to talk about it.’ He pours on the well-spoken posh-boy act for the gag.

So I whack up the intensity of my lilt. ‘Yeah? My third cousin on my grampy’s side, he’s English and we don’t like to talk about it either.’

He guffaws and I grab the chance to move the chat away from me. I want to know about him.

‘The stag, then …’ It has to be him. He’d never be single and he seems incredibly buoyant and happy.

He gulps at his can.

‘Yep. It’s me,’ he says, as if he’s surprised by it. ‘Last-minute thing, hence the paintballing … I didn’t want to do anything really but my best man wanted me to have a send-off.’ He pauses and then adds, ‘Apparently nerves are normal.’

‘Of course they are!’ I sing. Although I have no insight – and never want to.

‘It’s excitement too.’ He grins. ‘I’m going to be a dad, next month. We wanted to do what they call The Right Thing, all a bit of a shock, to be honest, but the best one of my life! Once we’re settled in, probably around five, six months, I’m hoping to take extended paternity to be the main carer.’

‘Ah, that’s lovely! Life is full of surprises. You’ll make it happen.’ And I bet he’ll make a brilliant dad. He is ecstatic and I bask in his glow. Until a klaxon goes off and it’s all over.

‘You’ve won!’ he says, delighted for me, showing off the most perfect teeth, and I always notice a set because of the gap in mine.

‘We both have!’ I say, as we get up. And in the most natural of movements we put our arms around each other. It’s only a short cwtch of a hug, but how it feels takes my breath away, not least because it goes against my standard stand-offish London posture. In that brief embrace, when my head rests against his towering body and I lose myself in his citrus smell, when his hands wrap me up and he holds me tight, I go somewhere deep and dark that leaves me light-headed. As I said, it’s been a long time. We come apart without any embarrassment and agree to share our victory on the walk back to HQ where the crowd cheers us inside.

Swallowed by his stags, Guy mouths ‘goodbye’ and I wave farewell to this charming man whom I’ll never meet again. That thought ends up flitting around my tummy. But I bat it away because, never mind if it was effortless and tingly, and that in itself is so very rare, it was just a random moment. With a taken man, I hear my sister say in my head. I delete him from my mind but the unexpected effect he had on me remains: that he saw me as someone more than the person I see myself as. It’s something I’ll think about, I know it, but not now – I need to act sharpish.

‘Time for a quick one, Bet?’ Sami’s sulk has vanished – he loves a celebration.

‘I wish but I’ve got a plane to catch.’

We kiss goodbye and I head to the changing room where I stuff my bits and pieces into my satchel, get into my latest favourite outfit – a green vintage jumpsuit I’ve tarted up with emerald sequin epaulettes, chunky jewellery and a peacock-blue beret and a big camel-coloured teddy coat. I grab my wheelie suitcase then nip out onto the street where people, cars, bikes and cabs weave in and out, merry on Friday vibes.

All the while my phone is crying for my attention. As I walk, I tie up the loose ends of the calls, emails and messages, responding to diary queries, sending out reminders, and I promise myself I’ll get back to my sister once I’m past passport control.

I’m at a zebra crossing, I check it’s clear left and right, then step into the road. I’m halfway across and am about to stick on my out-of-office automated response when my ears fill with screeching tyres and blaring horns. I feel an enormous sickening thud on the side of my right thigh, my legs leave the ground and I’m being carried on the bonnet of a car. My head hits the windscreen and I’m thrown into the air, which smells of burning. The sky comes at me then retreats, all the while my fist has refused to give up my phone, until it is knocked out of my hand when I crash down on the road.

And then everything goes black.



1

Betty

Baking sunshine streams through the lounge window of my mother’s terraced house so I pull the curtain and sink back into the sofa.

I’m meant to be working up to a walk by myself for the first time since the accident, that’s the goal I’ve set myself this week. But it won’t happen while we’re having a heatwave. The sun will burn down on me like a spotlight, picking me out as that ‘poor girl, terrible what happened to her’.

It’s bad enough when Mam is with me, when sad eyes and hushed voices tell her I’m ‘awful pale’ and ‘nothing like the Betty we know’, as if I wasn’t there. They mean no harm – the village that is named Pant Bach, or ‘small valley’ where it nestles beneath the South Wales mountains, holds its own dearly and where else could I go that was safe and soft enough to recover? It’s been a weight on me, though, squeezing the air from my lungs, making me pretend I’m much better, thank you. Now I need to start believing it because I’ve become a burden.

Yet the thought of going out makes me want to hide behind Mam’s nets and the waves of fear that haunt me and hover on the horizon start to come in at me.

‘Cup of tea, love?’

She’s in front of me. I blink hard to clear my gritty, tired eyes. She’s holding one of her bone-china mugs for best, depicting a watercolour of gambling lambs, and a plate of pink wafer biscuits, my favourites when I was little. It’s officially elevenses time.

‘Sorry, I was miles away.’ I make an attempt to slow down my breathing and swallow back the nausea.

‘Sign of a good carpet, that is.’

‘What is?’

‘That I could creep up on you! Always worth getting the best carpet you can afford.’

In the furthest reaches of my mind hovers a comment about important life advice but I don’t have the energy to grasp it. It’d be too late anyway, as Mam has already moved on, pulling out the smallest of her nest of tables and laying down two coasters before disappearing then returning with her own drink. Everything she does, she does with gusto. I used to be like that. Now I’m exhausted just watching her.

‘When you were miles away, were you somewhere nice?’ Mam says, plumping a tassled cushion before sitting down next to me and switching off the daytime telly I wasn’t watching on ITV. ‘I’d ask you that when you were in pigtails. You’d always say something funny, like you were at an underwater circus!’

Her eyes shine with hope as if she’s lit a match to ignite my soul. She’s trying to remind me of the person she says she knows is still in there somewhere. But my imagination has been sealed off; where I’d once go to find inspiration, where it was Technicolor and infinite, has become a dense, suffocating and matte pit of oblivion. And any talk of being away from these four walls, of being in the open, makes my chest tight. It comes quickly and completely. A howl escapes me and I cower into a ball, hugging my legs through my cotton nightie. This happens a lot.

‘Oh, my love, my darling girl,’ she says. I loathe myself for bringing her pain because that’s what’s in her voice.

Mam pulls my shaking body into the comfort of her embrace. I stay there until my hot and fast breathing subsides.

‘I hadn’t gone anywhere. I don’t want to go anywhere. I don’t want to be anywhere.’ It’s strange how I can be upset and numb at the same time.

‘This is all normal, remember? That’s what they said, this’ll happen, it’s part of the process.’

How is this normal? How is this a process? Nothing has changed since February and now it’s July.

‘Little steps, that’s all you need to take.’

‘I know and I want to, but I feel like I can’t move.’ That’s not strictly true. I can walk. The lingering limp from the pelvis fracture will go. But some days I have a mental block and my body has phantom aches: there’s thick, banging all-over pain, sore armpits and shoulders from the crutches, my mouth still detects weeks of bitter medication and I’m unable to move, stuck in fog. ‘All I want to do is sleep. But then the nightmares … I’m frightened and I’ve had enough.’

‘This’ll pass. It will!’ She says it as if she means it has to. ‘You had a shower yesterday, didn’t you? You’ve washed your hair.’ She strokes it and my body goes rigid. Once my best feature, my bob no longer bounces but has grown straggly and hangs down my back as if it’s given up on me too. I can smell a sourness about me. I haven’t cleaned my teeth today and yesterday’s deodorant has lost the battle.

‘A shower? Is that what you call a victory?’ I know it’s unfair to rage at my mother but she’s the only real safe person I have. I cling on to her and cry harder. ‘When is this going to stop? When?’

‘I don’t know when, but it will. Listen, let me get you a cold drink,’ she says, getting up. ‘I’ll come on a walk if you want?’

Her intention is to soothe but I get a surge of fury – not at her but at me.

‘I need to do it by myself,’ I yell, smacking my balled fists on the settee.

My mother doesn’t flinch. She’s used to this.

‘Stop being so hard on yourself, Betty. You’ve got to be kind. And if you can’t, then I will. And I will do whatever it takes, give you whatever you need to get through this.’

Her calmness makes me seethe.

‘Look at me, Mam, I’m thirty-six, I’m back in my childhood bedroom, I’m scared of cars and crowds. I can’t cross the road. My world is literally this street. I hate the dark. I haven’t got a job, I haven’t got a life. I can’t even bring myself to use my mobile.’ My hands are in the air with desperation. ‘Thirty-six. I’m meant to be in the prime of my life.’

‘I know how hard this must be for you.’ Mam is so patient. Gentleness radiates from all over her.

‘Everyone treats me with kid gloves, like I’m an invalid. Like I can’t do anything for myself.’

I see her reach for the back of one of the dining chairs behind her. We both have cornflower-blue eyes; mine lost their sparkle long ago. I search for the vitality in hers to protest that I can look after myself but they’re dull. When has that happened? She’s stooping slightly too. Since when has she needed to support herself on a piece of furniture? Her arm is thin and where her sleeves are rolled up, I can see a bruise, the type she says she gets as a result of ageing, when she finds marks of green and purple and doesn’t know how she’s done it.

She looks weary too, her wrinkles seem deeper and the henna of her hair has become grey at the roots. They’re subtle differences in the mother I know but they signal she isn’t the invincible force I’ve always had in my life.

A stone sits in my belly as I realise I’ve relied on her far too much – she’s only fifty-nine, she has a lifetime left. Yet she seems much older. This woman, Carol Hopkins, should be enjoying life – after decades of struggle, scrimping and saving, she bought our former council house home. She considers herself lucky because she only needs one job now. And she’s cut her hours at the launderette not to take up a new hobby or to have more spare time but to be there for me. She has a man friend, Cliff, and I can’t recall when she’s last been out with him.

Her identity has faded. I’ve been so focused on my wounds I haven’t noticed. The guilt comes crashing in. Just as it always does because, no matter what people say, I shouldn’t have been glued to my phone, I should have been paying attention to the traffic. I wobble as I get to my feet but I’m determined. I need to get my life back – for her. I need to get back to London. My old job is there whenever I want it. Ahmed has cover but he’s made it clear with the bouquets and offers of therapy and a phased return-to-work plan. My throat goes even drier at the thought of it; it’s beyond me right now when my world has become so small and suffocating. But I can start the journey. It has to begin here, though – my flat is rented out and I need a soft re-entry into the workplace to ease me in. It’s a daunting thought but my mother deserves her freedom and I need my independence.

‘I don’t know what I’d have done without you, Mam.’

She’s been my rock. My father, David, who left us when I was five, is a waste of space with three failed marriages to cry over into his beer. He’s only ever been preoccupied with himself, chasing a dream – and women – to play rugby for Wales, which he managed once. I can’t put on my younger sister Nerys, who’s juggling a baby, toddler and a business. And while I treasure Sami’s weekly landline updates with his despatches from fashion weeks, new trends and gossip, he’s miles away.

‘I’m your mother, I’ve got no choice,’ she says, kindly.

‘You don’t deserve this wall-to-wall misery,’ I say, swaying slightly but splaying my toes to grip the floor.

‘It isn’t!’

We both smile ruefully at her trying, even now, to make things better. I promise myself I’ll head out alone tomorrow. But right now getting back to who I was starts with what I know best of all: work.

‘I’m going to do this, Mam,’ I say, watching her grow visibly taller. ‘I’m going to get myself a job.’
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