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Prologue
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Oxford Street, London

Nancy clutched her bag of caramelised nuts and gazed out at the lights dancing between the buildings on either side of Oxford Street, glittering in the dark sky like gold and silver stars, while hundreds of thousands of people hurried along the pavements beneath them. They were very high up on the bus, and she was glad they weren’t down in the middle of the crowds. Everyone moved so fast, rushing into the shops, pushing and shoving. They’d nearly lost Joel at the bus stop, and Daddy had shouted and said something that had made Mummy shout too.

She glanced over to her big brother to check he was still there. He was. Joel was waving at the crowds like he was the Queen, just like he did when they went on the bus at home in Bristol. He was practising, he said, for when he was famous.

Nancy and Mummy were on one front seat on the top deck of the big red bus while Joel and Daddy were squashed onto the other side. Joel was perched on the edge of his seat, waving and pretending to fall off every time the bus went round a corner.

Nancy thought Joel was being funny, but Daddy didn’t. Even though they were on their way to see Santa, the highlight of what had been one magical thing after another, Daddy was in a bad mood. He’d been in a bad mood since they’d arrived.

‘That policeman’s waving back at me!’ Joel announced in delight. ‘Look! The policeman’s waving!’

Daddy grabbed Joel’s arm. ‘Stop that, Joel! This isn’t the time or the place to be acting up.’ He glared at Mummy over Joel’s bobble hat. His eyes were red, and not kind. ‘Bloody Oxford Circus. At Christmas. Madness.’

‘It’s fun!’ Mummy hugged Nancy. ‘You’ll remember your trip to see Santa Claus forever, won’t you, Fancy Nancy?’

She nodded, unable to stop looking at Daddy’s cross face. When he was cross, he didn’t look like his normal self, and it made her feel strange inside, as if he was someone she didn’t know. Now he pressed his lips tight together, then got out his phone.

Nancy was gripped by a sudden panic. What if Santa thought Daddy was cross because she and Joel had been naughty? What if he thought they didn’t deserve any presents? Her tummy felt churny.

Mummy leaned over and lifted the earflap of her hat to whisper in her ear. ‘Don’t forget, you’ve still got one more wish!’

Nancy’s favourite book was about a magic cat who granted wishes. Her second favourite book was about a little girl and her mummy seeing the sights of London. Mummy had brought a special cat that she kept in her squashy handbag, and said that she and Joel could have one wish each for every one of the things they saw from the London book. So far, they’d seen Big Ben, the big wheel, and ten black taxis.

‘Up to three wishes a day,’ Daddy had interrupted, but Nancy didn’t need to be told not to be greedy. She knew from the cat book that if you were greedy or selfish with your wishes, bad things happened. You had to be very careful.

‘Oh my God I’m going to faaaaaaalll!’ yelled Joel, dramatically.

‘Joel!’ Daddy yanked him back by his hood. ‘Behave, or we’ll skip Hamleys and go straight home.’

Nancy’s panic increased. Santa knew they were coming – Mummy had confirmed it. If they didn’t arrive because Joel had been naughty, what would he think?

Mummy leaned over and pulled Joel onto their seat, sliding Nancy onto her knee to make room. She put her arms around them both but Nancy couldn’t enjoy the cuddle when Daddy was glaring at Mummy from the other side of the bus. Would he tell Santa? Was that why he’d got his phone out? Was he sending Santa a text? She felt sick.

‘Settle down, Joel. You’ve got one more wish too,’ said Mummy. ‘What’s it going to be?’

‘I wish … I wish …’ Joel’s voice was too loud, and people were looking round at them. ‘I WISH …’

Nancy wanted to say, ‘Be quiet, Joel’, but her head felt jumbled up.

‘Joel!’ It was Daddy’s scariest voice, the quiet hissy one.

Mummy put her hand gently over Joel’s mouth, but she leaned over and kissed him on the bobble of his hat. Nancy saw, to her panic, that Mummy’s eyes were shiny wet, and when she blinked her lashes made dark smears. Maybe she was worried about Santa too.

I wish Daddy would go away somewhere so me and Joel and Mummy could go see Santa on our own, thought Nancy, and immediately a dark feeling spread over her, that she’d done something very wrong.

Before she could take it back and wish for something kinder, the bus shuddered and stopped, and people started to stand up, blocking the aisle with their damp coats and shopping bags, shuffling impatiently towards the stairs. The bus felt unfriendly all of a sudden, and not as much fun.

Nancy’s stomach flipped over.

‘Regent Street!’ announced Daddy and stood up, bending his head so as not to hit it on the low roof. Nancy turned to see the people in the seat behind had stood up, and the people behind them, and when she turned back, Daddy’s dark blue coat had vanished. He’d gone! Just a wall of blank-faced strangers in front of her, and the dark, sparkly sky on the other side of the window behind her.

‘Quick, quick, you two,’ said Mummy, picking up her bag, and Joel’s bag, and Nancy’s Union Jack backpack, but Nancy was frozen to the seat.

It was already happening! Daddy had gone! What if the bus started moving before they could get off? They might never find him! She’d wished for him to go away, and it was happening!

‘Come on, Nancy!’ Mummy stretched out her hand, but Nancy pushed past, her legs wanting to run so hard she was scared they’d go without her, running off down the bus leaving her body behind.

‘Nancy!’ Mummy was calling, but Nancy wriggled through the passengers, not listening to them shouting and grumbling at her. All she could think about was Daddy, finding Daddy, hanging onto his hand and stopping him disappearing. She hadn’t meant it! She hadn’t really meant it! He could tell Santa what he liked as long as the scary crowds didn’t eat him up.

He wasn’t at the bottom of the stairs. He wasn’t by the door. He’d gone. Nancy pushed past the people standing by the yellow poles and jumped off the deck of the bus onto the crowded pavement. She could smell toasted nuts and cinnamon and Christmas but all she could taste in her mouth was the nasty taste of sick that she’d had when she and Joel had flu.

Big gulping sobs burst out of her chest.

London wasn’t magical at all. It was scary. Everything was loud and strange. Shops were hot, then freezing cold. The food was different. And Daddy didn’t look like Daddy here. Mummy seemed different too. They didn’t talk, they got cross about things they never got cross about at home. Nancy wished wished wished she could be back in Bristol, in their house at the end of the street, with the green fireplace and the black cat next door. She wanted to feel her Daddy’s hand holding hers, Mummy holding the other, so much she wanted to cry. But she’d had her three wishes. There were none left to fix this.

Then she saw him standing in a shop doorway, checking his phone.

Relief shocked her. Had she wished him back? Could she do that now? Was London listening to her wishes? It made her feel wobbly, the thought too big to fit inside her head.

‘Daddy!’ she sobbed, and ran towards him. A bike on the pavement swerved, the rider swore, Nancy barely noticed.

He looked up, just as she launched herself at his legs and staggered under the force of her grip.

‘Careful, Nancy,’ he said, and his voice was so familiar that Nancy blanked out everything else. Everything apart from the smell of his coat, and the feel of his arms around her.

‘Don’t go, Daddy,’ she cried. ‘Don’t go!’

‘I won’t, Nancy,’ he said, but his voice sounded very far away.


Chapter one
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As Patrick opened his notebook of issues to raise in mediation, Caitlin dug her fingernails into her palms and tried to remember where it was she’d read that it was always the little things you fall in love with that make you want to stab your partner to death with a fork in the end.

Patrick was still handsome, with his strong cheekbones and thick brown hair that grew faster than hers; he was still energetic and annoyingly refreshed-looking for someone apparently racked with distress at being separated from his wife and kids. (Possibly because of the extra sleep he was getting, Caitlin thought, waspishly.) He still smelled of coffee and aftershave, still politely opened the bloody door to their mediation session for her, was still wearing the jellybean cufflinks Joel and Nancy had given him for Christmas, but all that was obliterated by his relentless, tedious, enraging control freakery, which she’d initially mistaken for old-fashioned gallantry.

Divorce and separation, Caitlin decided, brought out the worst in control freaks. Even more so than marriage.

‘Just to recap on the allowances?’ Patrick tapped a page with his pen. ‘I’m not sure these figures my wi—’ His face froze for a split second, revealing a sudden flash of vulnerability, then it was gone, bustled away with some facts. ‘These figures Caitlin’s produced seem off. I’ve looked at the weekly food bills, for instance, and they just don’t add up.’ He paused. ‘Literally.’

Caitlin stared at the cactus on the mediator’s desk. Patrick had loved referring to her as his wife; he used to smile goofily as he said it, as if he couldn’t quite believe his luck. That was Patrick though, her knight in shining armour, the only driver to stop behind her lifeless Renault on the windswept hard shoulder of the M25, six years ago now. She’d been hyperventilating with panic with a huge-eyed Joel strapped in his seat behind her as the motorway traffic zoomed past, shaking their little car, while her phone refused to find signal. Patrick had knocked on the window, and she should have been scared, but something in his face was so honest, so openly concerned for a woman stranded with a young boy, that Caitlin had sensed deep inside that she was safe. Patrick walked to the emergency call box in the pouring rain (he had appropriate wet-weather gear; she didn’t), and waited with them till help arrived. Awkwardly at first, but when the AA van’s headlights broke the cocooning darkness, she’d found herself slipping her hand into Patrick’s, silently thanking him, and he hadn’t let it go.

And then, of course, after a few thoughtful dates had turned into a charmingly courtly relationship, he’d gone on to save Caitlin in all sorts of other ways. She’d let things get into a mess. The house, her finances, her life. But nothing was too annoying for Patrick to smooth out. Nothing was too broken in their little house that he couldn’t sit down and fix it. He hated disorder, hated unfairness, did his own PPI claim forms, rescued spiders from the bath with his bare hands. A modern knight. Caitlin – with her fatherless child, and her ‘wasted’ degree, and her totally depleted cupboard of self-esteem – was overjoyed to be rescued.

But that same methodical calmness felt like water torture now their marriage was broken to the point where even Patrick had given up on it. As he carried on speaking, Caitlin boggled at his ability to separate all the causes and faults into piles, ready for assessment by the mediator, in the same way he laid out the components of their first IKEA wardrobe so not a screw or washer would be lost. A set of final straws here, a stack of rational sums there. Nice and neat, and final, no sticky emotion messing up the conclusion.

And that was the difference between the two of them, Caitlin reflected, as Patrick moved his laser-beam attention to tax credits. She’d approached their separation like she used to tackle an IKEA wardrobe before they’d met: i.e., no careful consultation of expert instructions, just rushing straight into the task in hand, followed by self-inflicted pain, frustration, and then tears. Tears, and wine, and hours reading online separation guides that might as well have been written in Swedish. Worst of all was that guilty ache that, through her own carelessness, she’d managed to lose the tiny, precious Allen key to Patrick’s heart.

Once, Patrick had thought she was perfect. Now he could barely look her in the eye, and the happy, supportive, safe relationship she’d longed for all her life was in bits.

Caitlin sank back into the plastic chair. Maybe she and Patrick were just too different to work, long-term. Even now, while Patrick and the mediator were talking, she couldn’t stop part of her brain rejoicing that finally she could stack the dishwasher as she saw fit, or dye a blonde streak into her hair without getting the ‘oh, really?’ eyebrow. She’d cope. She’d coped before. The real problem was how to stop it shattering the lives of the two bewildered bystanders in the middle of the drama, neither of whom deserved to be dragged into their parents’ mess.

Joel and Nancy’s anxious faces cut through Caitlin’s secret idea for a very discreet tattoo, and she flinched. But it was better for them, surely, not to be trapped between two squabbling adults?

‘We don’t need to finalise any financial agreements in this first session,’ said Andrea the mediator. Her voice was pleasant, but her expression made it clear that she wasn’t going to waste any of their allotted hour on point-scoring. ‘Top priority is working out arrangements regarding the children. And we’re talking about …’ She glanced down at her notes. ‘Joel, who I see is ten, and Nancy, who is four.’

‘Four and a half next month,’ said Caitlin. ‘Five on September the tenth.’ She smiled at Andrea; she looked like a mum – she understood that this was really the only part of the mediation that mattered. Not money. Not who got the car. ‘I can’t believe she’s going to be starting school in September! My little pickle.’

‘Our little pickle,’ Patrick pointed out, and Caitlin crossed her legs to stop herself reacting. Yes, she should have said our. Patrick always tripped her up like that, seeing hurt where she hadn’t meant any. But: she was the one who fed the kids, understood their funny, ever-evolving language, anticipated their tears, their tiredness, their smiles, their hunger. She was the one whose life revolved around their sleep, their nits, their endless questions, the moods that roared from love to frustration, their constantly reaching hands. Patrick always laughed drily and said he was just the one who paid for them. Which, neatly, made them both feel bad.

‘I want to share parenting,’ Patrick added. ‘It’s important to me to maintain as much contact as possible.’

Caitlin couldn’t stop herself shooting him some side-eye at that. Patrick worked so hard he barely saw them even before the break-up. She fought down the urge to ask Patrick to name any three of Nancy’s favourite teddies, knowing he couldn’t. He didn’t even know she ranked them. In an order that changed weekly.

‘What?’ Patrick turned to her, and raised his eyebrows; Caitlin noticed fresh flecks of silver in his dark sideburns. ‘Are you saying you don’t want that too? For the children to see both of us?’

‘Of course not!’ God, he was annoying. ‘Why on earth would I be saying that?’

Patrick’s silent accusation hung in the air. It was uncharacteristically mean of him. He doesn’t even like me any more, thought Caitlin, miserably. That’s what happens when you get put on a pedestal – there’ll always be a point where you fall off.

‘It’s good that you want to share responsibility.’ Andrea picked up a pen to make notes. ‘What are the current living arrangements? Caitlin, you’re still in the family home in Bristol?’

She nodded. ‘Yes, it’s my house.’

‘Now who’s making a point?’ Patrick shot back. ‘It’s our house.’

Caitlin refused to rise to that. ‘It was my gran’s house, she left it to me in her will. I’ve lived there since Joel was born. Patrick moved in when we got married, and he left in January. When he got his new job.’

‘It’s not a new job, it’s the same job in a different place,’ said Patrick.

Andrea jotted something down on her pad. ‘And where are you living now, Patrick?’

Ha! Go on, thought Caitlin. Tell her.

There was a short pause while Patrick framed his answer in the best possible light. ‘I’m currently looking for a property – I was moved up to Newcastle by my company at the beginning of this year.’

Five Monday mornings ago. It occurred to Caitlin that it was Valentine’s Day soon, and something in her chest caved in. Always at least a dozen roses, and some sweet, thoughtful notes hidden in her coat pockets, or tucked in her purse. Not this year. Never again.

‘Three hundred miles away,’ she said instead, to fill the aching gap. ‘You think it’s reasonable for Joel and Nancy to do a six-hundred-mile round trip every week?’

‘What? And you think it’s reasonable to refuse to move with your husband when he gets a chance to improve the whole family’s situation, because you like your sitting room?’ He said it in that ‘I am at the end of my considerable patience’ tone that made Caitlin clench her fists.

She turned to him on her chair, so he could see how pissed off she was, in her eyes if not in her words. ‘Since we’re deciding what’s reasonable, no, I don’t think it’s reasonable to apply for a job at the other end of the country, without even telling your family.’

‘I didn’t apply for it! I was sent there by head office – it’s part of my responsibility!’ Patrick threw his hands up. ‘What was I supposed to do? Tell them I can’t go because my wife cares more about her original fireplace than me? That’s not how these things work, Caitlin. You don’t always get a choice.’

Caitlin bit her lip. It wasn’t just about the fireplace, he knew that. And yet it was. That fireplace was where her shattered world had been put back together by her gran when everything fell apart after university; where she’d nursed both her children, and sat with Patrick watching him gaze into Nancy’s sleeping face, shell-shocked by the force of his own love. The coal fire burning in the grate made her feel secure and happy. Like Patrick used to. And no, she hadn’t wanted to leave it. It wasn’t the reason, but it was the final straw. A symbolic straw.

She turned back to Andrea, determined to stay dignified.

‘Not having a mortgage makes a significant difference to us financially. The kids have their own rooms. Joel’s at a great school, which Nancy’ll be starting in September, and there’s a playground next door. And it’s near my job, because I have a job too, even though it doesn’t pay as much as Patrick’s and …’ Caitlin made herself say the real truth since Patrick seemed to refuse to hear it. ‘I didn’t feel our relationship would survive the move. We were barely talking. I didn’t want to uproot the kids only to have to bring them back again.’

Patrick fixed her with his clear, straight-into-her-head look. The one that made her want to babble anything, just to get him to stop … looking. ‘Is that the only reason you didn’t want to leave Bristol? Be honest, Caitlin.’

Caitlin stared at him, baffled. ‘I honestly don’t know what you’re talking about.’

This wasn’t the first time Patrick had said something like that, but he wouldn’t explain what he was getting at. She’d tried, but he’d stonewalled her, as if she should know. OK, so things had been rocky for a while. What sleep-deprived, over-worked, under-sexed parents don’t get irritated and snappy with each other? But somewhere along the line, ‘rocky’ had solidified into stony silence. The love hadn’t vanished completely: at the start of December they’d managed a night out for Caitlin’s birthday, and it was as if they both remembered why they’d fallen in love in the first place. She squeezed into her spotty circle skirt, Patrick came home early from work, and for the first time in months, he slipped his hand into hers as they walked into town. Caitlin caught sight of herself in a shop window, dark corkscrew curls and scarlet lips, an hourglass bombshell out on a date with a good-looking man, and her heart had lifted as if it was attached to a million balloons. In the pub, after a few ciders and her Comedy Store-worthy re-enactment of Joel’s school play, Patrick had laughed the way he used to. He looked a decade younger, happier. They’d walked home slowly, ignoring the babysitter’s calls, and Caitlin had pulled him close under a streetlight and kissed him. Thank God, she’d thought with relief, as his hand reached for her waist inside her winter jacket, it’s going to be fine.

But the following week had been horrible. She’d been late back from her weekly Zumba class, which always made Patrick twitchy, and that in turn made Caitlin defensive – he worried about her being out alone on dark nights, but she hated feeling ‘monitored’. Joel picked up nits; the tumble drier broke down, out of warranty because she’d forgotten to register it. Then Patrick’s manager phoned about the job. They’d disagreed. First politely, then – with Joel and Nancy out of earshot in bed – the discussion had got a bit heated. By the time she and Patrick had taken the kids to London for their Christmas surprise, they’d both said too much, yet not enough. Worse than squabbling, there’d been silence. A brick wall of resentment on both sides. When Patrick brought it up again, Caitlin realised he hadn’t listened to a single reason she’d given him – or else he didn’t care.

And then, after New Year, Patrick announced he had to make a decision and Caitlin, caught between Nancy’s tantrum and Joel’s bookbag, more or less told him to put his job first, since he would anyway. He was still giving her that baleful ‘you’ve done something’ look, but Caitlin genuinely didn’t know what she’d done. Other than not be the ideal woman Patrick had always wanted to believe she was.

Shame flooded her.

‘Caitlin?’ Andrea prompted her. ‘You look as if you want to say something. About the shared parenting?’

She tried to focus on what was important now. ‘I don’t want Joel and Nancy to feel this is their fault – we don’t want them to be affected any more than they have to be. Joel’s … Well, Joel has no memory of his biological father because he’s never been in his life …’ She trailed off, because even after ten years she still hadn’t found an ideal way of explaining it.

It was Patrick who leaped in. ‘Joel’s called me Dad since he was four. I hope he considers me his father. As far as I’m concerned I’ve always loved him and Nancy exactly the same. Exactly the same.’

‘Of course you have.’ In her mind’s eye, Caitlin saw the moment on the roaring motorway when Patrick had lifted a wailing Joel out of his car seat into the recovery vehicle, and Joel’s tears had dried instantly. She’d known, right then. Joel had too. Here was a good man, and she wasn’t on her own any more. And yet he’d changed his mind. Not about Joel, or Nancy, but about her. About them.

‘It’s clear you’re both very committed to their happiness.’ Andrea’s tone was conciliatory. ‘That’s a great start. So, let’s find a middle ground for these weekends. Are there grandparents who might enjoy hosting contact?’

‘Sadly, no – my father died when I was very young, and my mother is in a care home.’ The vulnerable Patrick vanished; he was managerial again. Caitlin reached for her cold coffee and wished it were a glass of wine.

I’m going to have a really cold, really good glass of wine when I get home, she thought. Her mouth watered at the idea of it. Once Joel had gone to bed. Now Patrick wasn’t around to sigh disapprovingly at the bottle.

‘Caitlin?’

‘My parents are the other way, in North London.’

‘OK.’ Andrea turned back to Patrick. ‘Any other relatives? Aunts, uncles? Godparents, perhaps? Family friends?’

Caitlin was surprised to hear Patrick clear his throat. ‘I was about to suggest my sister,’ he said. ‘She lives in Longhampton – that’s not too far to travel for the weekend. About seventy miles.’

‘Eva?’ It came out more dramatically than Caitlin meant it to, but even so. Eva?

‘Yes, Eva.’ Patrick sounded surprised. ‘Why react like that?’

‘I’m reacting like that because the poor woman’s just been widowed!’ Patrick could be incredibly dense about other people’s emotional needs. ‘Do you honestly think sending Joel and Nancy to stay with a woman who’s still grieving is appropriate for any of us?’

‘It’s two years since Mick died,’ said Patrick, reasonably. ‘And she’s not the sort of woman to spend the rest of her life wearing black and refusing to go out.’

‘How would we know? We never see her.’ Two years, though. Ouch. The last time they’d seen Eva was at Mick’s funeral. Caitlin had genuinely meant to call her sister-in-law more regularly, but months sped past with playdates and shopping and basic family admin, and Eva was often away on holiday. Even then, she wasn’t someone Caitlin could easily pick up the phone and chat to. Eva was everything she wasn’t. She’d run her own company. She knew celebrities. She had two dogs and no family, and that seemed to suit her fine. Caitlin never knew what to talk to Eva about, so their conversations always seemed to end up being polite explorations of the weather.

And that amazing house. Even now, Caitlin felt grubby thinking about it. ‘And it’s not as if Eva’s exactly set up for children, is it? Her house is all white. White sofas, white carpets, white … everything.’

And glass. Glass as far as the eye could see, without a single smear. Beautiful, but not exactly fun for two exuberant kids.

‘I don’t see what her carpets have to do with anything.’ Patrick shook his head as if she was being irrational. ‘She’s their aunt. She’s their family. I’m sure she’ll want to help us out.’

Caitlin seized on that. ‘Have you even asked her?’

Patrick’s expression flickered. ‘Yes.’

‘No, you haven’t.’

Andrea stepped in. ‘Ah well, we shouldn’t make firm arrangements until we’re happy that they stand a chance of working.’

‘My sister is being very supportive in what’s a painful time for everyone,’ said Patrick, and Caitlin knew he was making it up as he went along, because he could draft meaningless management responses like this in his sleep. She’d be surprised if he’d even spoken to Eva since the Christmas duty call.

Another thought nipped at her imagination. ‘What about Eva’s dogs?’

‘What about them?’ Patrick turned in his chair.

‘If they’re not used to children, they might be territorial. You read terrible things about dogs that aren’t used to children suddenly turning nasty. Even nice ones.’ A Jack Russell fitting that exact description had taken a small but painful lump out of Caitlin’s own calf as a child. It had left her very vigilant around supposedly placid dogs. The thought of Joel trying to rope Eva’s unwilling pets into some improvised musical, or Nancy trying to cuddle them too hard, like she squeezed her rows of soft toys … She felt a chill across her skin.

‘What kind of dogs does your sister have?’ Andrea asked Patrick, calmly.

‘Pugs. They’re a pair of fat pugs, for God’s sake, not rabid Rottweilers. They’re more likely to be scared of Joel sitting on them than anything else.’

‘Why do you always minimise my concerns?’ Caitlin demanded.

‘I don’t! I just don’t understand why you fixate on the irrelevant concerns and let big ones go. What’s the problem with the kids being at Eva’s?’ Again, the look. The accusing, hurt look.

She shook her head, mute with defeat. There wasn’t a reason. Apart from, I don’t want you to take my children away from me.

Patrick’s mouth was a tight line. ‘Anyway, you get the weekend off. Isn’t that what you wanted? You’re always complaining about how you have no time to be yourself. No space. Make up your mind.’

Oh, now I remember why we’re separating, thought Caitlin, balling her fists. Now I remember.

Andrea pushed a box of tissues across the desk and Caitlin realised she must look tearful. ‘Maybe you could visit with the children on your own, before the first contact weekend? It would normalise the situation for Joel and Nancy, and you could put your own mind at rest about any further arrangements you need to put in place.’

‘I should be there too,’ said Patrick.

‘Of course.’ Andrea looked weary now. How exhausting, thought Caitlin, having to listen to couples squabbling like toddlers over the biggest bit of cake, hour after hour after bloody hour. ‘It’s vital the visit is a positive, encouraging experience for Nancy and Joel.’

‘Can you be happy with that?’ He turned, an eyebrow raised. This was how all conversations with Patrick seemed to end up. Like being dragged along under a train you originally wanted to get on. When had he changed? She wondered. Would this new man lift a wailing toddler from a broken-down car? Would he bring a first date present of jump-leads, oil, emergency triangle, as well as tulips?

Andrea was eyeing her. Caitlin steeled herself. Eva might not even say yes. She probably wouldn’t want Joel and Nancy running riot in her pristine white-carpeted house. She might not even be living there. She might have gone to wherever that other holiday home of Mick’s was – Provence, or San Tropez. Somewhere linen-suity, where everyone drank gin and tonic and knew Cliff Richard.

‘Fine,’ she said. ‘Call Eva and see if she’s got a weekend free for us to visit.’

‘I’ll ring her this afternoon,’ said Patrick. ‘Then we can move things on.’

‘Great!’ Andrea sounded relieved. ‘So we’ve got a positive to take away from today’s session. Well done, both of you.’

‘Do we have time to deal with some of those points I raised about monthly budgets?’ asked Patrick. ‘While I’m here?’

Caitlin glanced up at the clock. There were only five minutes left. It felt like they’d been in there hours.

‘No,’ said Andrea, firmly. ‘Let’s stop while we’re ahead.’
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