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   PROLOGUE
 
    
 
   Christmas Day, December 25
 
    
 
   EVERY MEMBER OF THE hideous Teeson family was there to greet us on our arrival at the hospital. I felt the demon-like stare of my mother-in-law before I saw her. Then a sound, like a chainsaw stuck on metal, began its customary crescendo. My head, bandaged and bleeding, began thumping in tune with my elevated heartbeat.   
 
   ‘What have you done to my baby!’ The question was rhetorical, because Cecily Teeson always had all the answers. 
 
   I grimaced as the newly dyed magenta hair and red booze face came towards me. The look was offset by a nauseatingly twee festive jumper embroidered with what looked like fornicating reindeer. Her usual shiny blue eyeshadow had been replaced with a color somewhere between orange and dung. Some sick hairdresser had put so many gold highlights in her light-globe hair that I noticed Cecily 2’s long-suffering husband Rufus put on sunglasses to protect himself from the glare. 
 
   ‘I want an ice cream,’ said Rufus’s son and Carson’s nephew Howie, making rapid eye movements as he tried to source a kiosk.
 
   ‘No, ice cream,’ screamed his mother, Cecily 2. Pencil thin, with absurdly huge ears and a bulldog nose, Cecily 2’s festive jumper was black with a huge cherry on it. 
 
   ‘Yes.’
 
   ‘No.’
 
   ‘Yes.’
 
   ‘No.’
 
   ‘Yeeeeeeees!’
 
   ‘Noooooooooo!’
 
   I had begged to die many times before, but this time I meant it. 
 
   Closing my eyes in preparation, I was forced to open them when the voice of doom spoke again. 
 
   ‘What did you do now, Scarface?’ As she came closer to the gurney, the familiar scent of knock-off designer perfume only added to the urge to throw up.
 
   So I did. 
 
   On her, which would have been satisfying had she not immediately spun about, spraying goop back over me and half the A&E.
 
   ‘Errrrr!’ Cecily Teeson hopped about like she’d been infested with conservatism. ‘What have you done to us? To my darling son?’ 
 
   ‘There is a canteen on the fourth floor,’ Howie declared, ignorant of the chaos.
 
   ‘No,’ said Cecily 2.
 
   ‘Yes.’
 
   ‘No.’
 
   ‘Yes.’
 
   ‘I said NO!’
 
   Was Cecily for real? What have I done to him? What about what they had done to me?
 
   I wanted to kill her. 
 
   And him.
 
   Only I couldn’t move either of my arms, which was more that slightly worrying.
 
   Carson was being wheeled in. He gave me a sympathetic grin.
 
   How dare he smile! 
 
   I may have deliberately driven at a body of water at high speed, but this was all his fault!
 
   Suddenly, the painkillers the paramedics had given me at the scene of the accident began to kick in.
 
   ‘Aren’t you gonna answer me?’ the putrid mother-in-law barked.
 
   ‘Are those reindeer fucking?’ I replied, pointing at Cecily’s foul festive garb.
 
   ‘Yes,’ said Howie.
 
   ‘No,’ said Cecily and Cecily 2 in unison.
 
   ‘Yes,’ I told Howie.
 
   And then promptly and conveniently, I passed out.
 
   

 
   

CHAPTER ONE
 
    
 
   Wednesday November 22
 
    
 
   The problem with marriage is that when you think you’ve had enough,
 
    the best is often yet to come. 
 
   Jocelyn Priestly.
 
    
 
   CARSON HAD GIVEN ME the Jocelyn Priestly calendar for Christmas the year before. It was a complete load of rubbish – the most horrific of eleven years of utterly pathetic and unromantic gifts. 
 
   Then, this morning, I’d gone to my re-gifting box, to plan how I would redistribute the awful, and in some cases offensive, gifts we’d received from the previous Yuletide. That’s when I’d found the stupid thing.
 
   Worse, I began to read it.
 
   Apparently, if you read the blurb on the second of the flippy little pages of the cheaply made tat, Ms Priestly is some sort of marriage guru.
 
   My motto, the bog standard and poorly spaced Helvetica typeface read cheerily, is that any marriage can be resuscitated. It just requires the spiritual knowledge.
 
   What the hell does that even mean?
 
   Carson’s mum, or mom, as they say over here, bought it for him to give me. She must have done, no doubt during one of her charity shop expeditions. 
 
   I know what you’re thinking – that’s nice, supporting charity. It would be, if Cecily didn’t just nick stuff straight from the bags of donations left out front of the shops overnight. 
 
   That’s the family I married into: thieves, hooligans, and staunch Lefties who hated everything about me, including what they perceived as my privileged upbringing. Because they are American and I am English, they assume I am posh because of my accent. I’m anything but – my dad worked as head of the Gardens department of Bath Council, my mother’s mother was a maid servant and the women of the family hadn’t worked since. 
 
   However, I did come from Bath, which was, according to the Teesons, posher than Boston.
 
   Whatever that meant.
 
   Cecily Teeson, her daughter Cecily 2 and her long-suffering and selectively deaf son-in-law Rufus imagined that, since my parents had never known the delights of a trailer park except for holidays to France, I considered myself too good for them. 
 
   Carson Teeson, however, is about as far removed from a trailer park as you can get. Having inherited the shrewd, calculating mind of his mother, and scored some genetic throwback in terms of brains, my darling husband somehow convinced Harvard that he was a diamond in the rough. Scholarship in hand, and in the face of his mother demanding he become a doctor so that she could sell illegal prescription drugs at his grandmother’s care home, he earned a doctorate in law and became . . . a teacher.
 
   Yes, that’s right folks, a teacher. 
 
   What do you do when you’ve grown up dealing with ranting lunatics, uncontrolled bullying and disgusting food throughout your entire childhood? You seek out the same by working at a local, not particularly exclusive, private school. 
 
   It was the one thing that Cecily Teeson and I agreed on. Someone with a Harvard Law degree should not be teaching at Frithington Lodge. He should be ensconced in a cosy partnership somewhere on Madison, while I ran around Central Park with the dogs and a nanny took Jessie and Joey to school in a limo.
 
   Instead, I ran around Flindes, the local cut-price supermarket, doing price checks and Carson took the kids to school on his way to work. 
 
   All in all, life wouldn’t be so bad, if it wasn’t for the fact that Carson and I no longer had a relationship to speak of. 
 
   Sometimes I thought I hated him.
 
   Perhaps hate was actually too kind a word. 
 
   Disgust and complete distain were better ones. 
 
   But it hadn’t always been that way.
 
   Had it?
 
   

 
   

 
 
   - Cue melancholy memory number one:
 
    
 
   ‘Excuse me, what exactly is that garment for?’ I knew, before I’d even turned around, that I was going to like the face, because the voice was knee-buckling. Deep, rich and intelligent sounding – a miracle in the New York street where I lived. I was surrounded by would-be gangsters who specialized in vocabulary exclusively populated by the words ‘fuck’ and ‘mother’.
 
   The market stall I worked at and co-owned sold dresses made by local fashion students. It was a joint venture between me and my best friend, Lolly. Lolly had managed to develop a distinct talent for sourcing hip products while scoring As on her college assignments. I scored Cs, so my contribution was wearing a fanny pack and collecting the income. 
 
   It transpired that the face was as delicious as the voice. It was one of those faces that wasn’t too handsome, but masculine, with a hint of stubble. I guessed the stubble was necessary because the guy had cherubic blond curls that were cut tight in an attempt to keep them under control.
 
    He was tall too, about six two, which suited me. I liked tall men, because I was vertically challenged and could never reach the top shelves in shops without help.  
 
   Then I noticed that the lovely man was shopping for dresses. That meant one of two things: he was a cross dresser (the more likely option in my neighborhood); or he had a girlfriend.
 
   ‘So, is it a teapot cover?’ he asked again. 
 
   I looked at what he was pointing at. A knitted beret. In purple.
 
   Must be shopping for a girlfriend. No self-respecting cross dresser would wear that!  
 
   Still, girlfriend or not, I had discovered the first flaw.
 
   Bad taste.
 
   My partner Lolly had made the purple beret as a joke. We’d taken bets on who would buy it – I said demented granny; she went for no-idea boyfriend buying a Christmas gift for the girlfriend. 
 
   It seemed Lolly was right.
 
   ‘It’s a hat,’ I said. 
 
   He smiled, and with the exception of one tooth on his top row that stood out a little from the others, the effect was dazzling. 
 
   ‘I need to buy something for my mum. She’s a little crazy, so I think she’d like it. Is it a one of?’
 
   Ah. His mother. 
 
   ‘You think people would manufacture these in great quantities?’
 
   ‘They manufacture bombs and those trousers with room for a football in the crotch, don’t they?’
 
   As he spoke he looked me up and down. I was petite and pretty reasonable looking – people said I reminded them of a cross between the brunette lead from Gossip Girl and the chick at the local McDonald’s who was generally considered ‘hot’ amongst my housemates.
 
   My eyes, a dull brown, were helped along by enormous lashes that never needed mascara and the look was completed by mountains of long, curly auburn hair. I managed, with great effort and self-sacrifice, to keep my weight to about 52 kilos. 
 
   I laughed, and because I hadn’t laughed in about a year, I did something I never, ever had done before.
 
   I asked a guy out on a date.
 
   

 
   

 52 kilos! Hah. Melancholy memory? Deluded longings, more like. Had I ever really been that slim? Now, I was trying to ease on size 16s, while telling myself I had to get the dryer serviced because it was shrinking my jeans.
 
   Definitely deluded. 
 
   Some people eat when they are depressed. 
 
   Some people eat when they are happy.
 
   I don’t seem to eat much either way and still pile on the weight. 
 
   Once, even though we couldn’t afford it, I went to a doctor to make sure I didn’t have a thyroid problem or some other condition to account for the weight gain.
 
   ‘Donuts,’ the doctor told me. ‘That’s the probable cause.’ The words were accompanied by a solemn, accusing glare.
 
   After which he charged me a week’s worth of groceries for the sage advice.
 
   ‘Never go to a doctor,’ Lolly told me, when I complained. ‘Look it up on Google.’
 
   It was okay for her – Lolly had trouble putting weight on. 
 
   ‘What if it’s something serious?’
 
   Telling me as gently as possible that serious things made you lose weight, not gain it, Lolly suggested jogging, or stomach crunches. 
 
   ‘I’ve barely got time to put a pair of trainers on, let alone run about the park in them.’
 
   ‘Well, forget it then. If Carson doesn’t mind, why should you?’
 
   Good question. I suppose because I didn’t feel like myself anymore; hadn’t felt like myself since I’d crawled into size 14 territory. 
 
   Carson continually told me my weight didn’t matter, but then I’d see him eying some size 8 on her way to work. 
 
   And the look in his eyes was unmistakable.
 
   Longing. 
 
   

 
   

- Cue conversation that very morning:
 
    
 
   ‘It’s not the weight, Scar, it’s your attitude. Mom is okay, this is all you.’
 
   ‘How, exactly, Mr IAmSoFuckingCleverBecauseIWentToHarvard, is your mother telling me her ‘son could do so much better than an oompa loompa’ related to my attitude?’
 
   ‘Let’s see?’ Raising his index finger to his lip as if pretending to ponder a serious and important subject, Carson said, ‘Maybe because you said you wouldn’t take the kids to visit unless Cecily cooked what you wanted?’
 
   ‘The last time they deep-fried the entire meal, including some leftover sushi rolls I’d got on sale from Flindes. It’s not me I worry about – I don’t eat when I go there in case I catch something – it’s the kids. Jessie is already showing signs of being a bit meaty.’
 
   ‘Can you hear yourself? If our kids are fat, that is down to you, Scarlet. My side of the family is slim, or haven’t you noticed?’
 
   ‘Well doing hard drugs and the occasional stretch in prison does tend to help keep the weight off,’ I snapped. 
 
   Carson shook his head. ‘I can’t talk to you anymore.’ 
 
   And slamming the door behind him – which he never does because the frame is wobbly and he has no aptitude for home maintenance – my dear, darling husband exited, stage centre.
 
   A few moments later, the door let out a pitiful creak, and fell outwards into the communal hallway.
 
    
 
   

 
   

As I sat, thinking about my pathetic existence and listening to the grammatically challenged rap penetrating the ceiling from Hammertro’s apartment above me, I wondered whether I should do more to help myself. 
 
   And our marriage? 
 
   Carson may be twat and a mummy’s boy, but he was the father of my children, and I did love him once.
 
   Didn’t I?
 
   Sighing, I flipped over a few more pages of the calendar. But when I got to ‘Marriage is the dreams we have when we are awake’, I gave up, put the calendar on my bedside table and pulled out a foot circulation device I’d been given by Cecily two years previously.
 
   It wasn’t something a decent shop would sell – clearly, from the label and the finish it was a copy of a better quality original. 
 
   I should give the damn thing back to her.
 
   Hmm. Sod it, I would.
 
   My mother-in-law resolutely hated everything I gave her, so what the skinny crack mare would have to say about her own gift should be priceless.
 
   Let’s see her try to ridicule her own gift. 
 
   Taking out some leftover paper and ribbon from the bottom of the re-gifting box, I began my bitter task.
 
   Tape. I needed tape. Standing, I walked into the hall, to be confronted by my neighbor peering through the open doorway.
 
   ‘Yo, Mrs T, you moving? You getting’ evicted?’ 
 
   Hammertro, the closest thing I had to a friend in the building in Brooklyn where we lived, followed me into the kitchen diner. 
 
   His look was fashioned on members of his ‘crew’, and included numerous items of ‘bling’, and the latest designer gear. 
 
   As far as I knew, he was its only white member, and he looked up to his mates with a profound and worrying sense of hero worship. Strangely, the carefully styled light brown afro worked, thanks to his clear-skinned face and light grey eyes, although he really couldn’t pull off the trousers that hung near his knees.  
 
   ‘No, the door fell off its hinges. And my husband is a bloody bastard.’
 
   ‘You English are so polite. I be tellin’ him he is a cheating mo-fo if I was you.’
 
   ‘I don’t think he is cheating, Hammertro. He’s just an arsehole.’
 
   Carson had been distant lately, but he’d been working every hour at that stupid school. There was no time for cheating. 
 
   Hamertro came further into the room. ‘I like that word, arse.’ He tried it out a few times, trying to wrap his tongue around the ‘r’. ‘Much more punchy than ass, ain’t it?’
 
   I wound tape untidily around the gift, but it got stuck in my ridiculous needs-a-cut-but-can’t-afford-it hair and I had to begin the whole process again. 
 
   Hammertro came over and ogled the blue and white box with its fake medical crest. ‘Cool, a circu-boosta. My mom got one from my uncle and loved it.’
 
   ‘Are you sure?’
 
   ‘Hah?’ Hammertro looked confused. Despite the language and the gun carrying and the continuous arrests for making threats with menace, the twenty-something wasn’t deep down nasty.
 
   Unlike my in-laws.
 
   Plus, he had a positive attitude, which was more than could be said for me at that point in time. 
 
   ‘You sure she wasn’t just lying?’ I asked. 
 
   ‘No, she’s a bit chubby, like you, and couldn’t walk it off because her feet hurt. That,’ he pointed at the half-wrapped device, ‘helped and she lost two stone. Two fuckin’ stone. Lost some of that arse!’
 
   ‘Really?’ 
 
   This information simply served to annoy me further. Cecily was always having a dig at my weight. No doubt a bunch of her old moonshine cronies had told her it was a weight-loss wonder machine. So she’d rushed out and nicked one for me.
 
   ‘You wanna help?’ 
 
   Hammertro was eyeing the fridge and as much as I liked him, I couldn’t afford to feed us all properly, let alone a rap artist in rude health. 
 
   The amount of exercise Hammertro did was incredible. If the noise from his flat above was any indication, he either spent a good five hours a day working out in a gym upstairs; or he had some sort of sexual addition. 
 
   ‘Gotta go and work,’ he said, when no offer of food was forthcoming. 
 
   ‘You, work?’
 
   ‘On my discs, honey buns. And after that, it’s time to make nice with da ladies!’ 
 
   My daughter Jessie insisted that Hammertro was a deadringer for a white Kanye West, and clearly he used his looks to his advantage. 
 
   In another time and place, and gangster lifestyle aside, I would go for a man like him in a big way. 
 
   ‘Stay cool, Mrs T,’ he instructed, as he sashayed out through my broken front door. 
 
    ‘And I’d get that door fixed if I was you. It ain’t safe around here.’
 
   With a huge, white smile and some sort of strange gesture with three fingers of his right hand, Hammertro disappeared back upstairs. 
 
    
 
    
 
   

 
   

CHAPTER TWO 
 
   Thursday November 23
 
    
 
   ‘Remember what you might lose. Most people are more unhappy after a divorce.’
 
   Jocelyn Priestly.
 
    
 
    
 
   WHY DID I KEEP reading the moronic burblings of Jocelyn Priestly? How could I be more unhappy than I was at that moment? I was preparing for a Thanksgiving meal at the Teesons’ huge mobile home, located an hour’s drive upstate.
 
   ‘Why do we have to go there?’ Twelve-year-old Jessie eyed us both with the surly expression of a kid who is wise beyond her years. I saw she was wearing last year’s party dress, and that the buttons were stretched to breaking point across the front of it. The kid loved that dress, and I didn’t have to heart to suggest she’d outgrown it. Particularly as it was already a size 14. 
 
   ‘You’ll fight in the car, you’ll fight with Gran and Aunty Cecily, then you’ll fight in the car home. That’s not being thankful, is it?’ she said, pouting. 
 
   ‘They’re addicted to the trauma,’ her older brother J informed her, slumping against the doorframe. 
 
   At fourteen, he was the image of a young Carson, with hair just a shade darker. 
 
   ‘You’re not wearing those,’ Carson told him, pointing at the filthy jeans that hung midway between his son’s hips and knees.
 
   ‘Come off it,’ I said. ‘Your mother dresses as if she is touting her wares on a street corner. J looks fine.’
 
   My darling husband slid his famous look of detestation up and down my own rotund figure. ‘Jeans aren’t ‘fine’ for thanksgiving, Scar.’
 
   ‘How dare you!’ 
 
   I wasn’t just in jeans and a dirty tee – I was wearing a flowing flowery top and chunky jewelry, both on loan from Lolly’s shop. 
 
   I looked, as far as was possible in my present state, relatively hip and trendy.
 
   Or so Lolly had insisted.
 
   Unlike my son, who looked as if he’d just dragged himself out of a conflict-ridden Middle Eastern warzone.
 
   ‘I didn’t mean you, I meant–‘
 
   ‘Bullshit, Carson. You hate the way I look. You’re always making sly digs.’  
 
   ‘Here we go,’ remarked Jessie. ‘What did I say?’
 
   ‘Happy thanksgiving,’ J added.
 
   ‘Let’s just go, shall we?’ Carson held open the front door, which he’d fixed as best as he could – which was ineptly and haphazardly – on his return from work the night before. 
 
   As we sat in the car and watched Carson turn the key in the ignition over and over again, I prayed that the car wouldn’t start and we’d be saved. Or that it would and we could ward off the possibility of hyperthermia. Idly, as I shivered, I thought about the daily quote on that stupid calendar. 
 
   Would I be better off alone?
 
   Was I better off before I’d met Carson?
 
   Would I have been better off now if I’d never met Mr Harvard?
 
   

 
   

- Cue telephone call with Lolly last week:
 
    
 
   ‘You’ll never guess who called in at the shop today?’
 
   Lolly had a successful boutique and stocked her own label, ‘LollyBliss’, plus other trendy labels. With her waist length blonde hair, legs up to her ears and a figure that nervous energy kept trim and taught, Lolly had everything I’d ever wanted – the looks, the job, the apartment, even a vintage 1967 Mercedes like the one my Uncle Hugh from Cumbria used to have. Despite the fact that we hardly saw each other, mostly because she was busy being successful and adored and I was busy being unsuccessful and ignored, Lolly called me up once or twice a week. Out of duty, I suspected, but I appreciated it, nonetheless.
 
   ‘Hairy McWeary?’ Hairy had declared his desire to wed Lolly at college and couldn’t seem to grasp that the word no really and truly meant no. I suppose it hadn’t helped that Lolly had slept with him once in the late 80s, when pissed out of her mind on schnapps.
 
   ‘No, that bloke you liked. Dickie Something?’
 
   I filtered her words. ‘Robert?’
 
   ‘Yes, that’s it. Robert Simpson?’ 
 
   ‘The one who looked like a dark Brad Pitt?’
 
   ‘Yes. You called him Dickie because–‘
 
   ‘I had a puerile sense of humor, yeah, yeah.’
 
   ‘But anyway, he asked about you.’   
 
   ‘No!’
 
   ‘Said he wouldn’t mind catching up.’
 
   ‘No!’ 
 
   This second ‘no’ had a different meaning. How could I meet the one who got away looking like the one who’d been recently dragged from a swamp?
 
   ‘Come on. You’re always saying your life is boring and that you’re so darn miserable. Some harmless flirting with a hottie from your past isn’t going to ruin you and Carson, is it?’
 
   ‘It will when Robert takes one look at me and asks what the hell happened? At which point I will top myself.’
 
   ‘Don’t be crazy, Scarlet. You’re still gorgeous.’
 
   ‘I’m a fat lump.’
 
   Lolly wasn’t one to lie. ‘You just need a little makeover, that’s all. New clothes, new hair. You’re still the same person.’
 
   ‘I’m about two of the person he knew.’ 
 
   ‘A coffee wouldn’t hurt, would it?’
 
   It was out of the question. ‘What is he doing now, anyway?’
 
   ‘Same as before, something boring like corporate banking. Looks incredible though. Slightly graying, but still gorgeous. More Clooney than Pitt now. Delicious! I could never figure out why tall, dark and handsome wasn’t your type.’
 
   ‘I was dating Carson, remember? He asked me out too late.’
 
   ‘Never too late,’ Lolly said, and then there was some ruckus in the background and she abruptly hung up, leaving me with memories of Robert Simpson and my earlier, slimmer, life.
 
     
 
   

 
   

 ‘Scarlet!’
 
   Carson’s sharp voice jolted me out of my flashback, and my seat. 
 
   ‘What?’
 
   ‘Get out and push.’
 
   ‘Why do I need to push?’
 
   ‘Because you can’t drive, remember?’
 
   ‘And whose fault is that?’
 
   ‘Here we go,’ said J to Jessie this time, from the backseat.
 
   Because it was Thanksgiving, I decide not to argue further and got out to push. No snow, thank goodness, but it was freezing and I realized I’d left my gloves in the flat.
 
   ‘Come on, Scar,’ called Carson, revving the engine of the clapped-out Toyota. 
 
   What the hell kind of man was he? It was hardly gallant, making me do this. 
 
   Never mind, if all the skin was ripped from my hands during this pathetic attempt to attend the world’s worst Thanksgiving celebration, at least I wouldn’t have to do the washing up. 
 
   Again.
 
   The wheels spun, the engine struggled, and finally, the car shot forward.
 
   I had to run in my heels to get back into the car, because Carson couldn’t risk stopping in case the bloody car seized up again. 
 
   As I jumped in, my shirt caught on a bit of metal near where the seatbelt had been reinstalled by one of the previous five owners, presumably after an accident. 
 
   The metal tore a hole in the shoulder of my outfit. 
 
   ‘Well, that certainly completes the look,’ Carson remarked, without taking his eyes off the road. 
 
   It was supposed to be a joke, but if I had some sort of sharp implement, I would have plunged it into his neck then and there, kids or no kids. 
 
   I turned around to check that Jessie and J had their coats – it seemed colder in the car than outside, now that we were moving. There were breezes leaking through from every panel of the old motor. 
 
   ‘Slow down, Carson. The faster you go, the quicker the kids freeze.’
 
   ‘Stop telling me how to drive, will you?’ Carson muttered, which triggered the decade old Thanksgiving Day argument about driving. 
 
   ‘I might, if you’d do it properly.’
 
   ‘Care to take over?’
 
   Bastard! 
 
   ‘You know I can’t drive.’
 
   ‘Are you still blaming me for that, too?’
 
   ‘Maybe you should learn to drive, Mum,’ Jessie said in a soft voice, seeing the tears in my eyes and trying to avert a disaster.  
 
   I rolled my head around and threw her a sad little smile.
 
   ‘Maybe.’
 
   

 
   

- Cue depressing recollection from the past:
 
    
 
   ‘Everyone needs to be able to drive.’ 
 
   It was nearly Christmas and we were standing on the corner of 5th, near Saks. 
 
   ‘Why? We live in New York City, Scar. And we don’t have a car.’
 
   I watched the people around us, rugged up in their warm coats, struggling with their many bags of unnecessary gifts, and wondered if I was making the right choice in marrying Carson.
 
   I loved him – of course I did – but doubts were beginning to gnaw at me. The blond foppish clown was slowly morphing into a serious, boring adult, whilst I was content to be young and carefree for a while longer.
 
   ‘You have free will Scarlet,’ my mother told me sternly on the phone. ‘Just tell him what you want.’
 
   Mum and Dad couldn’t make the wedding because of Mum’s blood pressure making it impossible for them to fly. They’d promised to visit as soon as the doctor gave the go ahead.
 
   ‘I love him,’ I’d told Mum stubbornly. ‘It will be fine, as long as I love him.’
 
   I looked at him now. My snuggly, clever teacher. He wasn’t being unkind. Just careful with our money. But that didn’t change the fact that everyone needed to know how to drive, did it?
 
   ‘One day we’ll have a car,’ I said to Carson, ’and then it might be too late for me to learn. Lolly says she can get me a deal because she’s learning, too. It will be almost half-price.’
 
   ‘Baby,’ Carson murmured, nibbling my ear, as we waited for yet another light to turn green, ‘it’s never too late to learn anything, but we can’t afford it right now. I’m only a poor teacher, remember?’
 
   We were still in love. Still courting: that’s the excruciating word Cecily used – courting. My future mother-in-law also used the most eye-watering swear words I’d ever heard, so I couldn’t quite account for the change in tone, and the use of words such as ‘courting’, when it came to Carson. 
 
   Anything he did was spoken of with the reverence afforded a British royal. 
 
   Meanwhile, the rest of Cecily’s life took on the resonance of a late-night re-run of a Jerry Springer unplugged episode.
 
   ‘It isn’t all about you, Carson. I have to have a life too, don’t I?’
 
   He ran a hand over my still slim tummy. ‘We discussed this. Being a wife and mother – that’s what you want, isn’t it?’
 
   ‘Yes, no, maybe.’
 
   ’Maybe? You’ve been telling me for months how you hate working with Lolly on that stall and that going to college is a waste of time.’
 
   ‘Standing out in the cold selling clothes to people who don’t want to pay more than five dollars isn’t exactly what I wanted to do with my life.’ 
 
   ‘But what do you want to do, then?’
 
   ‘I don’t know, study something else?’
 
   ‘What? Law?’ 
 
   He’d laughed at the thought.
 
   Loudly. 
 
   ‘No, of course not, but I do want to do something with my life.’  
 
   ‘You will. You’ll need to work if we’re to live in New York and have kids.’  
 
   ‘Maybe we need to move – somewhere where we can afford. I’ll need to learn to drive then.’
 
   Carson grinned. ‘Sure. Find me a job with another private school that pays a decent wage and we’ll go.’
 
   It would be impossible to do that and he knew it. Private schools were closing. Jobs were scarce.
 
   ‘Now, how about one of those amazing pretzels from Rimnies?’ Deftly changing the subject, Carson wrapped an arm around me and directed me across the road.
 
   He wasn’t telling me no, I realized later. 
 
   He never told me no.
 
   He just never said yes.
 
    
 
   

 
   

Cecily and Cecily 2 were waiting by the door.
 
   ‘Gosh, you are so late,’ said the former.
 
   ‘Late,’ echoed Howie, suddenly appearing, holding a packet of crisps in one hand and a new Nintendo in the other. 
 
   ‘We have to come further than you,’ J told him. 
 
   Cecily 2 lived in a nearby static caravan a short stroll from her mother’s.
 
   ‘Do not,’ Howie said.
 
   ‘Do.’
 
   Not.’
 
   ‘Do.’
 
   ‘Not.’
 
   ‘Do.’
 
   ‘Not.’
 
   I gave up. 
 
   ‘You look nice,’ I said to the mother-in-law. She didn’t – she was wearing something that was shiny and had the texture and appearance of rubber. The hair was a helmet of red mixed with the usual peroxide streaks. 
 
   ‘Is that what you’re wearing,’ barked the daughter, prodding me roughly. 
 
   ‘No,’ I said sweetly, ‘I’ve got a nice little Calvin Klein in the car.’
 
   ‘Really? That’s what I’m wearing. Did you get yours from Harry the Crook?’ Cecily 2 was clueless; and was wearing something so tight and short that it was defamatory to accuse Calvin Klein of having anything to do with it. 
 
   ‘That’ll make a bruise,’ Jessie whispered to me, patting my hip in sympathy.
 
    Cecily 2 was a complete moron. An oaf of a women, with a face that the any natural history museum should be interested in acquiring for its missing link section, she also, and inexplicably, had the body of a supermodel. 
 
   In fact, Cecily 2 had once been employed as a leg model for some Japanese company that sold depilatory cream, which meant she now called herself an ‘ex-model’. 
 
   It was impossible to express how much I hated her, expect to say that if I there was a choice between her and joining a fundamentalist group with a fetish for semtex, I’d probably plump for the latter because it was safer.
 
   Before she was eighteen, Cecily 2 had been twice arrested for GBH, and once for assault with a deadly weapon. ‘It’s a fuckin’ stiletto,’ she’d insisted in court, in mitigation, and the judge, deciding she was insane and that prison wardens had enough to deal with, let her go. Admittedly, since she’d had Howie she’d given up violent assaults for petty theft and shoplifting. Considering the designer gear she got about in, she was bloody good at it. 
 
   She was called Cecily 2 because Carson’s father had decided that the tradition of naming a son after the father was sexist. 
 
   ‘It’s a triumph for feminism,’ he’d apparently famously declared, signing off the birth certificate with a flourish. 
 
   ‘It’s a sign of insanity,’ I had told Lolly when I’d heard, but Carson didn’t seem to find anything unusual about having a sister known throughout her school years as ‘Number Twos’.
 
   Cecily 2’s husband was a meek little man who was the nicest of the whole Teeson bunch. His name was Rufus and he was a distant relative, originally from Canada. By his pained expression at family gatherings, I guessed that most days he wished that he was back there. 
 
   I’d once asked where he’d met Cecily 2, because they seemed like such an unlikely couple. ‘Internet,’ had been the abrupt answer. 
 
   ‘She was the only one who looked like her photo. Plus, we had the same surname. I was curious.’ 
 
   And despite all that, he had still wanted to meet her.
 
   The voice I detested more than root canal without anesthetic barked out an order: ‘Well, come in, come in. The turkey isn’t getting any warmer, are you Rufus?’
 
   Cecily 2 guffawed unattractively at her mother’s pathetic joke, and Cecily clapped her petite hands in glee. ‘What fun, eh? All the family together on Thanksgiving.’ 
 
   My kids were shuffled into the hall and out into what was called the sun porch. It was a poorly insulated lean-to that was impossible to heat, but Cecily lured the children back there with a Wii from the back of a truck, and bottomless glasses of sugarless coke. 
 
   ‘Don’t worry,’ she told me, running her beady eyes over my girth. ‘It’s fat free.’
 
   Once the children were out of way, the serious business of drinking began. 
 
   ‘Make mine a double,’ Cecily 2 called, without bothering to see what was on offer. 
 
   ‘Triple,’ her husband echoed, clearly desperate to blot out the horror of being married to her.
 
   Given that they were drinking wine that was, to all intents and purposes, lighter fluid, I couldn’t see how they remained alive. 
 
   I declined a glass. Carson went for the diet soda.
 
   ‘So, guess what, Mom?’ Cecily 2 yelled at her mother. 
 
   ‘Do you have to yell?’ Carson asked politely.
 
   ‘Do you fuckin’ well have to live, Carson?’
 
   I sniggered at that, but soon set my mouth straight after Cecily shot me a withering glare. 
 
   ‘So guess what?’ Cecily 2 yelled again. It was one of the woman’s unfortunate quirks – yelling. Carson said she’d had an ear infection a few years back and since then her hearing came in and out.
 
   A bit like her mental acuity. 
 
   ‘What darlin’?’ Cecily said. 
 
   ‘I’m gonna do some more leg modelin’!’
 
   This was shocking news. Since Cecily 2 had last modeled, ten years previously, her legs (and lanky body) had been subjected to so many sessions at the Tanning Joint in a nearby static home that her knee wrinkles could be seen from the moon. Even her mother couldn’t maintain a straight face.
 
   Howie appeared, on the prowl for something a little more substantial that zero calorie cola for his Thanksgiving dinner, and heard the momentous news. 
 
   ‘Is it some hospital show? You gonna be like the decimated limb?’
 
   I had to give it to the kid, that was actually hilarious, and even Carson gave a little chuckle. 
 
   Cecily 2, however, didn’t see the funny side. ‘I’m gonna kill you, Howie, I swear it!’ She didn’t mean it – if there was one overindulged child living on that mobile home site, it was Howie Teeson. 
 
   Knowing this, Howie just laughed and asked his grandmother for some proper food – like chips or chocolate. 
 
   Tottering into the well-appointed kitchen of the caravan, Cecily began opening and shutting cupboards while Cecily 2 provided important information regarding her latest ‘assignment’.
 
   ‘There’s this guy, works down near the Blue Bruiser. Well, his sister’s boyfriend’s uncle had some sort of mail order business and they are moving into films and they said I was just what they were looking for. I’m gonna work for a week. Pays well. A couple of thousand and some stock to resell. Cash in hand.’
 
   I guessed she didn’t mean the Wall Street kind of stock. 
 
   Carson was practically hyperventilating in an attempt not to laugh out loud again, and I was finding it hard to keep it together too. 
 
   There were two possibilities regarding Cecily’s employment – one: they’d just recruited their worst nightmare as a call girl; or two: there are some really kinky people buying mail order films in the USA. 
 
   So it was all terribly funny, until, Cecily 2 revealed where the job was.
 
   ‘Brooklyn.’
 
   Oh no. Don’t say it.
 
   She said it. ‘So I thought I could stay with you.’ 
 
   It wasn’t a question. She was telling us.
 
   I looked at Carson and mouthed, ‘No way.’ 
 
   My darling husband began fidgeting, rolling his hands together as he did when he was nervous. 
 
   God, he was going to cave, wasn’t he?
 
   ‘Look, C2, we’ve got the tiniest flat and–‘
 
   ‘Cecily doesn’t mind sleeping on one of the kid’s beds, does she?’ Carson’s mother, fresh from finding some ten-year-old Kit Kats in the back of the bread bin that doubled as her larder, squeezed onto the sofa next to me. ‘Jessie or J can sleep on the couch.’
 
   ‘No they can’t!’ I protested. ‘It is far too uncomfortable and they have to be fresh for school.’
 
   Rufus mumbled something about a hotel room but the Cecilys shouted him down. 
 
   ‘I suppose it is only for a week,’ Carson said, avoiding my eyes. ‘We can make it work.’
 
   Can we? 
 
   I wanted to shout and scream but there was no point. 
 
   Bitter experience had taught me that. 
 
   

 
   

- Cue horribly vivid memory birth story:
 
    
 
   ‘It’s a girl!’ The doctor on call, a lady called, implausibly, Dr Happy, handed me J.
 
   Carson and I smiled at each other, still in love and utterly bewitched by our ability to produce a perfect human being.
 
   ‘Whatcha gonna call him?’ Cecily 2 cried, barging past the exiting doctor and pushing the midwife aside to get a look.
 
   ‘We thought Hugo, or Oliver. Nice English names.’ Carson smiled at me, rubbing my arm, besotted by our newborn. 
 
   Cecily made her entrance. ‘Where is little Josiah?’ 
 
   Coming up quickly, she squinted as she took in the tiny features. ‘Ugly brute, isn’t he? Then again, so was Carson, and look how wonderful he turned out.’
 
   ‘His name is not Josiah, Cecily.’ I gave a little chuckle, because I assumed my mother-in-law was making a joke.
 
   ‘Yes it is,’ said Cecily determinedly, ‘after my late husband.’
 
   ‘His name was Carl,’ I protested, before realizing that Carl was almost as bad as Josiah. 
 
   ‘But he always wanted to be called Josiah, so I promised that his first grandchild would be called Josiah.’
 
   ‘But Howie is his first grandchild,’ I said, confused.
 
   ‘Speaking of which, where is Howie?’ Cecily 2 asked. 
 
   The child was a baby; only two months older than J. 
 
   Cecily 2 looked around, put a finger to her lip to contemplate matters, then said, ‘That’s right, he’s with Rufus.’
 
   ‘Howie was named after my own father, dear. So Cecily 2 has done the right thing, now it’s your turn.’
 
   Carson was strangely silent. It was the first time in our marriage that he hadn’t immediately stood up for me. Surely he wasn’t contemplating this?
 
   Josiah?
 
   No way.
 
   His puppy dog eyes, red rimmed from lack of sleep and emotion, pleaded with me. ‘What can it hurt, Scar? If it makes Mom happy?’ 
 
   ‘What about our child? How can someone with a ridiculous, old fashioned biblical name be happy in a school full of kids named after R&B artists and pieces of fruit?’
 
   Placating me with a kiss on the lips, Carson insisted that I would see things differently when I’d had some sleep. ‘It isn’t such a big deal. We don’t even have to call him Josiah.’
 
   ‘But your family will – the kid will develop schizophrenia!’
 
   ‘We don’t have any diseases,’ Cecily 2 said, overhearing. ‘Not since Mom got rid of that rash behind her left butt cheek.’
 
   ‘I am not calling my first born Josiah,’ I told Carson. ‘End of discussion.’
 
   But it wasn’t the end of the discussion, because somehow, Carson made a deal with me. We’d call the next child after my mother or father, and we’d call the new baby Josiah, but J for short. 
 
   ‘We can spell it Jay for school – Mom won’t be any wiser.’
 
   ‘That’s for bloody sure,’ I said, but stupidly, I agreed to it. 
 
   It was something so important – and I had given up without a proper fight.
 
   Because I loved my husband. 
 
   No wonder Carson thought I was a pushover.
 
   No wonder he treated me like one.
 
   

 
   

We returned to Brooklyn, carrying with us the dismal knowledge that in three days’ time, the putrid Cecily 2 would arrive on a bus to take up residence for a week. 
 
   When we got to our apartment, we found the front door on the floor again – kicked inwards this time.
 
   There was a note on the fridge indicating that burglars had been and were, it seemed, disgusted at what was on offer. 
 
   ‘Waist of are time’ read the note.
 
   Carson ripped it off and rolled it up. ‘The nerve.’
 
   ‘Won’t the police want that?’ I asked.
 
   ‘Is that how you spell time?’ Jessie asked, which sent Carson off on a rant about the standard of education in New York State schools. 
 
   I walked around the flat looking for missing items, but the only thing that had been taken was Jessie’s MP3 player – which was last year’s Christmas gift from the Teesons. It wasn’t a great loss, given that would only play the first song, over and over.
 
   How utterly depressing that we had nothing worth stealing. 
 
   To think that my mother had been so proud when I moved to America.
 
   Well, originally, she’d been petrified that I would get shot, but once she’d established there were less shootings in New York than in some cities in England, she’d conceded it was a good idea. 
 
    
 
   - Cue fond memory of conversation with Mum:
 
    
 
   ‘You’re going where?’ Mum rubbed her hands on her apron. It was one of those flowery ones with cute cats in a basket. Dad said that Mum was born without taste in everything but men, and mostly, this was correct. Mum had horrible taste. Our house paid homage to worst of Seventies style: brown lampshades, orange tiles in the bathroom, strange psychedelic wallpapers in the kitchen that put you right off your food. 
 
   It was little wonder I was slim during childhood.
 
   ‘New York City. I’ve been accepted on a fashion course. A scholarship!’
 
   Mum’s slim, vein-riddled hands shot to her mouth. Those hands were at odds with the rest of her appearance. Even though I was twenty-one, her appearance was of someone in their late thirties. Her hands, however, were those of a retiree’s.
 
   ‘No, you can’t possibly, Scarlet. You’ll be gunned down in the crossfire of a Mafia shootout!’
 
   ‘That’s ridiculous, Mum.’
 
   ‘Look at John Lennon.’
 
   ‘John Lennon was famous and killed by a nutter who was stalking him. If I get famous, I’ll come back to England, okay?’
 
   A few hours of persuasion later, and after the provision of reams of statistics about gun crime, Mum finally realized what a wonderful opportunity had befallen her only daughter.
 
   ‘I am so proud,’ she declared. ‘But how will you afford to live?’
 
   ‘I’ll get a job.’ 
 
   I spun, around and around, in the small, vomit-inducing kitchen. ‘I’ll design clothes, and then I’ll work with the big shots, get my own label – and fly you and Dad out first class!’
 
   ‘Just concentrate on the job so that you have somewhere to live,’ Mum said. ‘That will be enough for us.’
 
   But her eyes were gleaming, and I was glad that, for once, I had made her proud. 
 
   The fact that New York turned out to be such a vile disappointment was a fact I had hidden from my parents for years.
 
   And thanks Mum’s health making it impossible for her to fly, it was a ruse I had easily kept up. 
 
    
 
   ‘This is all I need,’ Carson said, as he stood looking at the door lying horizontally on the ground. ‘The hinges are totally ruined. How the hell am I supposed to put this back together now?’
 
   How do we put things back together?
 
   That’s the eternal question, isn’t it? Perhaps Jocelyn Priestly had the answer? I might find her email and ask how you reassemble a marriage that has crumbled into millions of pieces. 
 
   But I wouldn’t have to wait for a response to guess the answer.
 
   I knew it already. 
 
   You don’t.  
 
    
 
   

 
   

CHAPTER THREE
 
    
 
   Black Friday November 24
 
    
 
   ‘It’s important to give and take in a marriage. Occasionally, you may feel that you are giving more than your partner, but remember that it isn’t a competition. It’s love.’
 
   Jocelyn Priestly.
 
    
 
    
 
   ‘IT’S BOLLOCKS,’ I SAID to the calendar, as I read the day’s ramblings of a love lunatic. Not that I could actually concentrate properly on the words. Out in the hall, Hammertro was trying to help Carson with the new door. 
 
   The task seemed to necessitate them going into the living room to hunt loudly for tools.
 
   Hammertro didn’t usually come further than the kitchen, which is at the front of the flat, so he now looked around in astonishment. 
 
   ‘Fuckin’ H, they cleared you out, man,’ he said, wide-eyed at the mess.
 
   Carson scowled. ‘No, this is just how it looks, Hammer Throw.’
 
   Fair enough, the living room was a pit. Jessie and J had been looking for the Wii attachment I’d picked up at a charity shop to take to Cecily’s mobile home and the result was catastrophic. 
 
   Carson didn’t like Hammertro, but he didn’t have the guts to make his feelings known.
 
   ‘Why bother?’ he’d say, after complaining for hours over the thumping music coming from the flat above. ‘I’ll probably end up knifed in the back alley.’
 
   ‘Hammertro wouldn’t do that,’ I had told Carson. ‘And there isn’t any back alley nearby to end up in.’
 
    Hammertro was now staring out of the living room window. ‘You get a good view from here. Perfect for a sniper attack.’
 
   Thinking about Cecily 2’s pending visit, I told him that we were a more close-range type of family.
 
   ‘Really? You wanna buy a silencer to go with your gear?’
 
   The handsome face winked at me, telling me he was joking, but Carson took umbrage. 
 
   ‘We don’t have weapons in this house, young man.’
 
   ‘Sex can be a weapon, you know,’ Hammertro replied illogically. 
 
   That shut Carson up – I mean, how do you reply to that? – so the two of them trundled back into the hall to try to shore up the door permanently, using nothing more than their wits.
 
   Eventually, they worked out that wasn’t going to work, either.  
 
   ‘You might need a carpenter dude for this,’ Hammertro told my husband.
 
   ‘Can’t afford it, especially not this week. We have another mouth to feed.’
 
   Intrigued, Hammertro asked if the mouth came attached to a ‘fit, you know, body’.
 
   Unable to resist winding Hammertro up, I said that Cecily 2, Carson’s sister, had a job nearby, modeling for a catalogue.
 
   ‘Reeelay, a model? . . . You gonna put in a good word for old Hammertro, then?’ The grey eyes sparkled in anticipation of yet another shag. 
 
   ‘Of course.’ I almost added that he’d need his ‘gear’, or other appropriate weaponry, if he was going to engage with Cecily 2. 
 
   ‘My sister is married,’ Carson hissed through gritted teeth, more at me than Hammertro.
 
   Unperturbed, the younger man pressed the point, ‘But is she hot?’
 
   Carson was flummoxed. ‘I suppose . . . we’re related, I don’t think of her that way.’
 
   Awkward. I beginning to giggle at Carson’s obvious discomfort. 
 
   ‘She’s attractive, yes.’
 
   ‘Being married hasn’t stopped her yet,’ I told Hammertro, trying not to laugh at Carson implying that Cecily 2 was good looking. 
 
   If she was a looker then Genghis Khan was a pacifist. 
 
   The thought of Cecily 2 with Hammertro would give Carson a few sleepless nights, so it was worth encouraging it. 
 
   Something had to keep me going through the next week! 
 
   ‘Let’s do it like this,’ the rapper said, after considering the issue for a moment. ‘You get me a date with your hot sista, I’ll get you a better carpenter than me to help with the door.’
 
   ‘You’re not a carpenter at all,’ Carson said, but I nudged him to keep quiet. 
 
   Insinuating that Cecily 2 was ‘hot’ had to be a breach of some sort of legal misdescriptions’ legislation, hadn’t it?  
 
   ‘It’s a deal, Hammertro, now where is this carpenter?’
 
   ‘My Uncle. Bob Cotton. We call him Uncle Rabbit, get it?’
 
   ‘Very droll,’ Carson said.
 
   ‘Not a troll, man. A rabbit. ‘Cause they are cottin’ tails.’
 
   ‘Oh, we get it now,’ I said quickly, to stop Carson throttling our neighbor.
 
   ‘I’ll call him.’ Hammertro whipped out his brand new iPhone and pressed it to his ear. A brief conversation later and our door was guaranteed to be fixed by the day’s end.
 
   ‘Don’t you forget your part of the bargain though,’ Hammertro warned Carson.
 
   Knowing that Cecily 2 would, in all probability, leap on the gorgeous Hammertro the moment she saw him, I felt confident in assuring Hammertro we wouldn’t back out.
 
   ‘She arrives Monday, why not take her out Monday night?’ I suggested. 
 
   That way, we’d save on dinner – for one night at least.
 
   ‘Niiiice,’ Hammertro said, licking his lips in anticipation. 
 
   Carson turned on his heel, saying he had to collect his stuff so that he could head off to school to prepare reports or something. 
 
   Hammertro slid out of the door with the aid of an impressive and in ten minutes I was left alone.
 
   I went into the kitchen and found a left over, half-eaten chocolate from the previous evening that Jessie had discarded on the worktop.
 
   As I ate, I ruminated over the fact that the Teesons expected us to feed and board Cecily 2 while she earned good money really irked me – but I knew that the moment I said something, the small matter of my sofa debt would be raised.
 
   Again. 
 
   

 
   

- Cue embarrassing tale of debt to the Teesons:
 
    
 
   ‘It’s a bargain,’ I told Lolly, as we stood in the iconic Manhattan furniture store Brietar.
 
   ‘It’s two thousand dollars,’ Lolly said, shaking her head. ‘How can you afford that? Carson is a teacher, remember?’
 
   ‘We can pay it off, over two years, interest free. And I do love it.’
 
   ‘Interest free, you sure?’
 
   ‘That’s what the salesman said.’
 
   Lolly frowned and said I was mad, but I wanted something decent to sit on – and we’d have it for years, wouldn’t we? 
 
   My parents had always had a pathetic Victorian hardback contraption that made watching TV for any length of time impossible because your backside froze up thanks to the hardwood and sagging upholstery. 
 
   Carson, on discovering I’d purchased something so large without his input, was placated by the interest free option, and we enjoyed a happy twelve months of TV watching and the occasional bonk on the lovely deep leather three-seater.
 
   And then the red letter had landed on our doormat. 
 
   ‘What’s this?’ Carson threw a sheet down in front of me. It said that because we hadn’t been paying the right interest rate for six months, we now owed a whole heap more money, thanks to the interest being compounded.
 
   It turned out that the Brietar sofa was only interest free if you paid the whole thing off over six months. The interest rate if you paid it off over two years rose to a stonking 25%, and included interest from the first six months too.
 
   We had to pay up or Brietar threatened to take us to court.
 
   Immediately.
 
   ‘400 dollars. Where are we going to find that?’ 
 
   Looking around desperately for the original contract I signed, I was beside myself. ‘We can’t owe that – that salesman must have lied to me.’
 
   ‘Try proving it now, Scar.’
 
   I began trembling. ‘But what are we going to do? Can’t we just give back the sofa?’
 
   ‘Sure, but a used sofa is almost worthless. It wouldn’t cover the debt, would it? Plus our credit rating will be shot. We can kiss any chance of buying a house goodbye.’
 
   After squeezing every cent out of every credit card we had between us, we were still short.
 
   So Carson took the only other option – asking his family for the money. 
 
   Luckily, Cecily had just sold a load of fake Tiffany necklaces and Carson begged her to part with some of the cash.
 
   He tried not to involve me, but Cecily wouldn’t budge without full details and proof of debt. 
 
   ‘Tell your posh wifie that she’s not in Bath now,’ Cecily had told Carson to relay to me.
 
   And, stupidly, he had. 
 
   Once the interest was paid off, we sold the sofa to pay the rest of the debt, and what was left – about eight hundred dollars, we slowly paid off over a year. 
 
   I still remembered Cecily’s face as she handed over the cash. ‘It’s what we do, for family,’ she said. The implication was that she was doing it for Carson, not me.
 
   And there was no doubt that she thought I owed her.
 
   Because she told me.
 
   ‘You owe me, Miss High and Mighty Scarface,’ she’d whispered when Carson was out of earshot. ‘Don’t forget it.’
 
   Given the circumstances, I didn’t bother telling my husband about how rotten his mother was to me.
 
   All things considered, I suppose I figured I deserved it.
 
    
 
   

 
   

Carson turned to me. ‘Listen, are you okay waiting here for the rabid uncle? I have some work to do at school.’
 
   ‘He’s called Uncle Rabbit. And it’s a holiday, isn’t it? What are you doing going to work?’
 
   ‘There’s always marking, you know how it is?’
 
   No, I didn’t. 
 
   Carson worked every hour as it was – last week he’d been home at 2 a.m. two nights in a row.
 
   ‘But this sort of stuff isn’t exactly my forte, is it?’
 
   ‘You think carpentry is mine?’
 
   ‘Ain’t mine, either,’ Hammertro offered. ‘But my uncle, he’s a genius with wood.’
 
   Then he laughed at his own crude joke. 
 
   Jessie and J crept past.
 
   ‘And where are you two going?’ I said sternly. 
 
   ‘Out of here,’ J murmured. 
 
   ‘The café next to the park,’ Jessie said. A sweet kid; she knows I worry.
 
   ‘Be careful,’ I told them. Over by the bookcase, Carson was gathering his briefcase and some papers. He was still planning to leave me with the door issue – and I decided that I had put up with enough from the Teesons. 
 
   Thanksgiving indeed! 
 
   When did someone give thanks for the efforts I made? 
 
   Carson must be lying about why he was going to work – he could mark papers anywhere, couldn’t he.
 
   He could do them at home – and guard our doorless flat at the same time.
 
   ‘Dad will be here if you need him,’ I told the kids, looking for my purse.
 
   Carson sprang to attention. ‘Scarlet, I just said–‘ 
 
   And grabbing my coat – leaving Carson gobsmacked in my wake – I followed the kids into the chilly autumn morning.  
 
   Outside, I saw another inmate of our building, elderly Mrs Carlisle, struggling with an absurdly large parcel. 
 
   Telling the kids to be careful and be back before dark, I raced over to ask if the seventy-something, former fellow employee of Flindes,  needed help. 
 
   ‘That’s would be lovely, dear. How’s work?’
 
   ‘Dan Phillit, the new manager, is vile. Other than that, it’s still the same.’
 
   ‘Oh, what a shame.’
 
   I shrugged as I grabbed the heavy, odd-shaped item. ‘What are you doing with this, anyway?’
 
   ‘Oh, I offered to try and sell these for my husband – they’ve been up in the loft for ages and we could do with a cruise.’
 
   ‘What it is?’
 
   She pulled the brown paper aside to reveal some glass eyes and a lot of fluffy white fur. ‘Sheep. Fiberglass. We have ten of them.’
 
   ‘Why?’
 
   ‘My Samuel can’t help himself when it comes to a bargain. Bought them at auction a few years ago, hoping he might offload them to an antipodean jumper joint on 6th across town, but after they said no, he dumped them up in my loft instead and that was that. I thought I might get a few dollars for them.’
 
   ‘Christmas is coming,’ I said. ‘Not much demand for sheep.’
 
   ‘I thought the church might want a couple, for a manger. But they’ve got their old wooden animals, haven’t they?’
 
   Helping her into her apartment on the first floor, I snuck back down, walking quickly past my own apartment windows in case Carson saw me and tried a getaway of his own. 
 
   As I neared the subway, I wondered what to do.
 
   It was a holiday.
 
   I had no money.
 
   I might as well go to Lolly’s. She might have time for a cuppa and a chat. 
 
   Or she might need some help if the place was busy. 
 
   As I walked away, I spied Carson looking forlornly out of the living room window.
 
   Serves him right.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   The LollyBliss store was packed with the liberal elite of NYC, indulging in childhood fantasies of hand knitted jumpers and floral prints. It took me a moment to narrow in on Lolly. Finally I spotted her, surrounded by great lengths of semi-opaque tulle near the store windows.
 
   ‘Lolly, there you are.’
 
   ‘Scarlet, what are you doing here?’
 
   ‘Escaping.’
 
   ‘From what?’
 
   ‘A carpenter called Uncle Rabbit and my prat of a husband.’
 
   The girl who was helping Lolly fix the tulle to the window display stared as if I had just teleported in from the unexplored depths of the galaxy. 
 
   By the looks of her, she was one hundred percent Upper East Side, so perhaps Brooklyn was like coming from outer space? The hair was brown, glossy and dead straight. As she moved, it swung from side to side in a thick sheet. She was dressed as if aping one of the Brady Bunch girls – a tiny woolen LollyBliss dress showed off her reed thin figure to perfection; and she was tall enough to get away with flat, red, patent Mary Janes. 
 
   ‘Lucinda, this is Scarlet,’ Lolly said, handing me a length of the paper-thin fabric. ‘Here, you two put this up while I go and sort out that crowd at the till.’
 
   I suppose it wasn’t surprising that Lolly was busy – Christmas was coming and the store had been featured in one of the inserts of a national newspaper as a ‘cool place to source nouveau-retro gifts in NYC’. 
 
   ‘I don’t even know what nouveau-retro means,’ Lolly had said, ‘but I don’t care.’ 
 
   Looking about now, as Lucinda struggled with a staple gun, I figured it meant money.
 
   ‘Can you hold it up a little higher?’ Lucinda accent was more British than mine. ‘Are you from the old Country?’ I asked.
 
   ‘New Hampshire, you mean?’
 
   ‘No, old Hampshire, or elsewhere in the United Kingdom?’
 
   Lucinda appeared baffled. ‘No, of course not. Horrible weather. People with grim teeth.’ She gave a little shake of her head at the horror of it. 
 
   I looked pointedly at the rain bucketing down. ‘Good reason,’ I said, sarcastically.
 
   ‘Obviously,’ Lucinda replied, reaching for the furthest corner of the window with the staple gun. The micro-mini was raised to such an extent that it was clear she spent a fortune on salon treatments for hair removal. A group of lads outside began whistling. 
 
   ‘Cretins,’ Lucinda mumbled, oblivious of her own contribution to the event.
 
   Lolly reappeared. ‘Not sure about that tulle now. What do you think?’ she asked me. 
 
   I stood back. The tulle was see-through and revealed far too much of the wooden backdrop Lolly had recently installed. I could see she was going to put up some sort of clothesline and simply hang clothes onto it.
 
   The effect would be, for want of a kinder description, amateurish at best. 
 
   Despite her skill in amassing trendy retro clothing, my dear friend clearly hadn’t grasped window displays. 
 
   And everyone knew that in New York City, window displays mattered.
 
   I didn’t realize how much they mattered until Lolly began weeping quietly.
 
   ‘What on earth is wrong? The tulle isn’t that bad, is it?’
 
   It was that bad, but still.
 
   ‘Don’t cry, Lol.’ I put an arm around her. ‘It’s not the end of the world.’ 
 
   ‘It is. NYC Shopping Weekly is coming to do a feature,’ Lucinda revealed.
 
   Lolly confirmed it. ‘How on earth can I impress them with this?’ She punched at the tulle.
 
   Honestly, the world was full of problems lately. 
 
   ‘When are they coming?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘Tonight. Just before we close.’
 
   I checked my watch. That was in six hours.
 
   ‘Lolly, didn’t you think of this before?’
 
   ‘I did a drawing with the tulle – see.’ There was a tiny sketch of a pink fairy wonderland tacked to the side of the window. 
 
   ‘Can you get more tulle?’ I asked, seeing the problem at once. It was clear that she’d need about forty miles of tulle to achieve the effect she’d drawn.
 
   ‘No,’ Lucinda said. ‘No without waiting weeks.’
 
   ‘So, you need a new idea.’
 
   ‘It took me a month to come up with the tulle. We’ve been so busy and . . .’
 
   Suddenly, I remembered Mrs Carlisle and her sheep.
 
   It might just work, LollyBliss was quirky, wasn’t it? If those sheep weren’t nouveau-retro, nothing was. 
 
   ‘How about you do Christmas jumpers on suspended sheep? We could bunch the tulle up and make it look thicker by putting white  paper balls behind it. I reckon I could help you make that window look funky in six hours.’
 
   ‘Is funky good?’ Lucinda scrunched up her perfect nose.
 
   ‘What sort of sheep?’ Lolly was puzzled. ‘I can’t really picture it.’
 
   Strangely, I could. I imagined them flying about the small space, spotlights trained on them, squeezed into Lolly’s amazing knitwear.
 
   ‘Static, fluffy ones. Cute, and odd.’
 
   ‘Cute and odd, that’s you,’ Lucinda said to Lolly.
 
   That’s no way to speak to your boss. 
 
   I waited for Lolly to tell Lucinda to shut up.
 
   ‘How much will it cost?’ Lolly asked me, instead.
 
   ‘What’s your window dressing budget?’ 
 
   Lolly shrugged. ‘Well, I spent fifty dollars on that tulle, and it looks useless. I suppose I could go to two hundred, maybe a bit more.’ 
 
   Asking if I could make a phone call, I found out Mrs Carlisle’s number from directory enquiries and called her. The elderly woman was thrilled at the opportunity to make a substantial amount selling all the sheep at once. 
 
   ‘I can ask Hammertro to bring them, he is such a nice boy.’
 
   ‘Hammertro doesn’t have a car.’
 
   ‘Doesn’t he? I always see him in one.’
 
   ‘Are you sure that’s not a police car?’
 
   She thought for a moment. ‘Oh, yes, possibly.’
 
   I said to call a cab and put the sheep inside, and send it to LollyBliss. ‘We’ll pay the driver this end.’
 
   ‘Very good dear. And Scarlet?’
 
   ‘Yes?’
 
   ‘Thank you.’
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Lucinda and I put up a sheet so that the window display under construction was hidden from shoppers, and once the sheep arrived, we began our work.
 
   It was pretty hilarious watching the girl from the Upper East trying to jam a jumper on a stout fiberglass sheep, and I had to admit that my mood improved immeasurably as the minutes raced away.   
 
   By the time we had sourced jumpers that would work together in the display, and then got them to fit the sheep without looking completely ridiculous, it was five fifteen. I hadn’t checked my mobile for hours, but intuition told me Carson was trying to call and force me to come home.
 
   Why? So he could go out and enjoy his freedom?
 
   Sod him.
 
   ‘Right,’ I said, my butt in the air as I pushed the last sheep into place, ‘what do we think?’
 
   Lucinda frowned. ‘That you could stand to lose a few kilos?’
 
   ‘Not about me, Lucinda, about the window display?’ 
 
   ‘Oh, I don’t know. What do sheep have to do with Santa?’
 
   ‘It’s ironic.’
 
   Lucinda’s dazzling eyes flickered, trying to compute the meaning of the word ironic.
 
   Before she could offer a retort, Lolly appeared inside the curtained-off window. ‘Oh Scarlet, this is amazing.’
 
   As we looked around, I had to admit it was pretty amazing. 
 
   We’d taken the tulle and sprayed it with opaque white from a nearby hardware store. Next, we’d arranged it in bunches in the window, pushing butcher’s paper behind the big tulle balls to bulge them out and give the impression of snowy fields. Then, after the sheep were dressed in the colorful jumpers – magenta, bright green, red, blue, orange and yellow – we suspended them at different levels as if frolicking in the window. We’d discovered that the sheep weren’t identical, which meant their legs all moved in different directions. The overall effect was slick, bright and humorous. The lads from Monty Python would be proud. 
 
   ‘You like it?’ Lucinda asked, confusion evident on her beautiful face.
 
   ‘Lucinda, can’t you see that it’s just what I was trying to achieve?’ Lolly turned to me. ‘I know you wanted to design clothes, but this is much more your thing. I am paying you for this.’
 
   ‘Lolly, no, I didn’t do it for that. Plus you had to pay for the sheep and the cab.’
 
   ‘But Scar, you saved me. We’ll use the sheep again too. Maybe they can be our festive theme?’
 
   ‘Halloween sheep? That could work?’ Ideas were already racing about in my head.
 
   ‘Absolutely. And I am definitely paying you to do that. Now, I’d better get my face on, that reporter will be here soon.’
 
   So as Lolly went to freshen up, Lucinda and I pulled the curtains off the windows and turned on the twinkling lights that Lolly had leftover from last Christmas. 
 
   People outside stopped and began pointing. On seeing them, other passersby did the same.
 
   I only hoped that the magazine people thought the window was as wonderful as Lolly did. 
 
   It wouldn’t do if I ruined Lolly’s business, on top of everything else. 
 
    
 
   *
 
   Lolly completed her own transformation, slipping into a red silk dress and shrugging on a woolly white jumper just as the reporter from NYC Shopping Weekly shoved against the glass and brass monogrammed door and stomped into LollyBliss, complaining about the weather.
 
   Lucinda and I had run about tidying the store, but the window seemed to be enticing people in to browse, even though it was early evening and rain was pelting the sidewalks outside.  
 
   ‘Horrible weather,’ Lolly said, hand outstretched. 
 
   ‘Never mind that,’ said the haughty girl, who was almost a deadringer for Lucinda. She was dressed head to toe in camel colored Ralph Lauren and had straight light brown hair that came to her shoulders. ‘By the look of that window display, this is going to make a great feature.’ She spun around. ‘Huffie? Huffie?’
 
   The accompanying photographer, an elderly man seemingly entering his tenth decade, was struggling with his equipment and the door that the reporter had shut in his face. Lolly ran to help him.
 
   ‘Huffie, there you are.’ The reporter walked over and indicated the street. ‘Get back outside and photograph this marvelously kitch window. I think we’ve got our Christmas cover.’
 
   I don’t know who was more astonished: Lolly, me or posh Lucinda, who’d thought the sheep were barmy and me a mutant from somewhere designer brands didn’t dare to venture.  
 
   

 
   

 
 
   CHAPTER FOUR
 
    
 
   Saturday, November 25
 
    
 
   If you let small problems fester, they soon expand to the point 
 
   where going back is impossible.
 
   Jocelyn Priestly.
 
    
 
   MY HEAD FELT AS if a lorry had reversed over it in the night. Lolly had offered to take me out for a celebratory dinner, and after texting the kids with instructions of how they could heat up leftovers for dinner, I’d agreed. 
 
   She’d splashed out on Gramercy Park Tavern, and I had savored every mouthful, only feeling slightly guilty that Jessie and J were eating casserole from two days ago when the most spectacular chocolate dessert was served.  
 
   When I got home, Carson was asleep on the sofa, but at least the front door was back on its hinges. 
 
   I knew he was awake, because the rumbling snores he usually emitted were absent, but not a word was spoken.
 
   Good. 
 
   Let him stew. 
 
   Looking at the calendar for that day, I silently told Jocelyn Priestly that letting small problems fester wasn’t always a matter of choice.
 
   No one would choose that kind of life, would they?
 
   ‘Mum,’ Jessie called, as I sidled past the mountainous basket of dirty washing outside her bedroom.
 
   ‘Hi darling, what is it?’ Looking at her sweet face, minus the glasses and the hint of mascara that she’d taken to wearing in the belief that I didn’t know she was doing it, Jessie reminded me of the toddler she once was.
 
   ‘Where did you go?’
 
   ‘Aunty Lolly’s.’
 
   ‘Was it fun?’ 
 
   ‘Busy. I helped with a window display. I suppose you’d call it fun.’
 
   ‘Mr Phillit from your work called. He didn’t sound happy.’
 
   My stomach fell. ‘He never sounds happy, baby. I wouldn’t worry about it.’
 
   ‘But if you lose your job, I won’t be able to go on the excursion to Boston with school, will I? That’s what Dad says.’
 
   Now the contents of my stomach began churning. I’d forgotten all about that class trip. And my job at Flindes. How could I have missed my shift?
 
   ‘Sweetie, trust me, you are going.’
 
   Jessie considered this for a moment, wrapping one of her dark ringlets around her finger in contemplation.  
 
   ‘Dad didn’t have dinner,’ she said. 
 
   ‘What? Why not?’ 
 
   Being angry with his wife was one thing, but taking it out on his kids was quite another.
 
   ‘Because he wasn’t home.’
 
   My blood boiled. ‘So who was here while the door was being fixed?’
 
   ‘Don’t know. Not me or J. It was all done by the time we got home.’ 
 
   Now I was fuming. Anyone could have been lying in wait inside the flat. ‘What time did he get home?’
 
   ‘About fifteen minutes ago.’
 
   ‘What!’
 
   In the room next door, Carson stirred. 
 
   Eavesdropper! 
 
   I wanted to call out for him to get up and defend himself, but that would involve upsetting Jessie even more.
 
   Small problems! Jocelyn Priestly didn’t know the half of it. What the hell had got into Carson? 
 
   Since when did he abandon his kids?
 
   Then I remembered I’d turned my phone off, and booting it up again, I saw the ten or so messages from him, imploring me to go and watch the kids. 
 
   Please Scar – this work is really important. I know you’re angry but I promise you things will get better. Soon. 
 
   It was a strange thing to say in a text, and totally uncharacteristic of Carson. He was a meat, three veg and no emotions kind of guy. 
 
   After kissing Jessie and J goodnight, I dropped down onto the bed that hadn’t been made that morning, and pulled the sheets up around me.
 
   Carson was up to something.
 
   I only hoped it wasn’t what I thought it was.
 
   Couldn’t be.
 
   Could it? 
 
   Forcing myself to focus on the more pleasant aspects of the day, I wondered if the woman from NYC Shopper Weekly was really going to put LollyBliss’s window on the cover.
 
   Lolly said they’d give me a credit, for my portfolio. 
 
   If so, it would be the first piece of legitimate commercial work I had ever done. 
 
      
 
   

 
   

- Cue yet another pathetic melancholy memory: 
 
    
 
   Lolly McGuire was exactly like my best friend Lil, back in Bath, so it wasn’t unusual that I gravitated towards her. The first day at the college in lower Manhattan, I was snuffling about, looking for a lecture theatre and feeling, despite my scholarship, like a complete dunce. Everyone at the school seemed so worldly; in fact they seemed to come from another world. Edgy – that’s the world Lil would use. They were from Planet Edgy.
 
   Every second person had a cigarette hanging casually from a hand; each boy seemed to have tight stovepipe trousers or cute summer dresses that revealed legs tanned naturally by the sun in the Hamptons, instead of under a sunbed in some dingy North London salon. 
 
   Thinking it might be better to pack it in then and there, I suddenly heard an infectious Tinkerbell-type laugh that seemed to resonate – just like Lil’s. 
 
   Edging into a crowd that had formed around a trio of girls, I saw the three were doing some sort of dance. Well, two were dancing, the middle one – a crazily dressed blonde with the longest legs I’d ever seen – was sort of lurching about. 
 
   Then she fell forward, right on top of me.
 
   ‘Shit, sorry. I really shouldn’t do this.’
 
   ‘Yeah, it should be totally illegal for you to dance, Lolly,’ yelled the short one of the trio. 
 
   ‘Thanks Grace, I appreciate the support.’
 
   A buzzer blared from the speakers installed in the courtyard and the crowd dispersed, eager to get to class. 
 
   Lolly caught her breath, observing me carefully.
 
   ‘I like that cardigan, did you make it?’
 
   My tight navy woolen jumper had been made by Mum, circa 1989. How I still managed to squeeze into it was a miracle, but it made a cute combination with my kilt skirt and long white tee.
 
   ‘My mum did, when I was about ten.’
 
   ‘And it still fits?’
 
   ‘I don’t think I’ve grown since then.’
 
   She groaned, indicating her legs and her waist-length hair. ‘I can’t seem to stop.’
 
   Then I did something completely un-English. I asked Lolly if she wanted to get a drink after college that night.
 
   And Lolly, tittering happily, put an arm around me and said, ‘You know, I’d really like that.’    
 
   

 
   

 
 
   The next morning, the phone rang early. 
 
   Mum. 
 
   ‘Hello love, it’s Mum.’
 
   ‘Mum, I’ve been meaning to call.’
 
   ‘I know, dear.’
 
   She didn’t mean to imply that it should be me returning her many calls, but the guilt weighed heavily on me anyway. 
 
   What with Cecily 2 about to arrive; my job at the supermarket under threat because of the time I’d taken off for Thanksgiving; Carson taking every opportunity to live the life of a bachelor; and Hammertro popping in every two minutes to discover when ‘our part of the deal’ would materialize, I was finding it difficult to remember to shower, let alone call home. 
 
   I needed to be of sound mind in order to talk to Mum, because I needed to keep up the pretence.
 
   You see, Mum thought that Carson was a lawyer. 
 
   And she thought we lived somewhere wonderful, with views of Central Park and a spare bedroom.
 
   And that I worked as a fashion designer with Lolly. 
 
   I know, I know. Why lie to my own mother? Simple. Having lost a daughter to America, the last thing my parents needed to hear was that I was struggling and on the breadline, and related, by marriage, to a bunch of crazies living in a trailer park.  
 
   ‘How’s Dad?’ I was eager to deflect from my personal situation; to move the conversation to safe ground, because my hangover needed tending to as soon as I could respectfully end the call. 
 
   Mum’s voice caught. ‘That’s why I’m calling. Your father is in the hospital.’
 
   ‘What?’ Now I really felt as if I’d been stomach-punched.
 
   When she didn’t answer I pressed her, ‘Why?’
 
   ‘His heart. It doesn’t look good.’
 
   There was a pause, and I knew Mum was waiting, expecting, me to say that I would immediately jump on a plane and rush to see Dad.
 
   As far as she was concerned, I could well afford it, couldn’t I?
 
   And I would be heading to the airport too, if there was some way to get the money to buy a plane ticket. 
 
   Racing through the possibilities, there was no way I could raise the required amount. We were overdrawn, our credit cards were maxed out, we were late on the rent and Jessie and J had school excursions that needed paying for. 
 
   Even the Teesons’ recent proceeds of crime wouldn’t cover it – not that I dared to ask. Not after the sofa debacle.  
 
   ‘Scarlet, are you there?’ Mum’s voice sounded small and worried. 
 
   What the hell could I say to her that wouldn’t sound completely trite?
 
   ‘Mum, Jessie is, um, ill too – something the doctors are checking out. That’s why I haven’t called.’ 
 
   God would strike me dead, I was sure of it. How could I casually lie about my own daughter’s health like that? What else could I do, traumatize the poor woman even more by admitting my life was a complete sham?
 
   ‘Jessie’s sick?’
 
   ‘Might be nothing, just some tummy thing, but the doctors don’t know. And Carson is next to useless. I am so sorry, I really don’t know what to do.’
 
   ‘Don’t you worry about it, dear. Of course you need to stay for Jessica.’ 
 
   Mum’s voice was strained and I sensed it was difficult for her not to cry.
 
   ‘Can Aunty Buck help?’ Mum’s sister Beatrice (known as Buck since she was thrown off a horse at twelve), was a no-nonsense woman who you’d imagine would be good in a crisis. 
 
   ‘Yes, no doubt she can.’ The unspoken part of that sentence was that Aunty Buck was a stiff upper lip personified. Even the death of her own husband fifteen years ago had failed to raise a tear, although Dad insisted he’d seen some moisture in her left eye. 
 
   ‘Tell Dad I’m thinking of him, and I’ll come as soon as I can.’
 
   ‘I am sure that won’t be necessary. You know your Dad, Scarlet. He’s always said he’ll go on forever, hasn’t he?’
 
   ‘Yes, but . . .’
 
   I didn’t finish the sentence. Despite how I felt about some of things Dad had done, I still loved him. 
 
   Hanging up, I got the distinct feeling that if there was reincarnation, I would definitely be coming back as a cockroach. 
 
   Or a rat.
 
   Or Cecily 2’s granddaughter.
 
   

 
   

 
 
   - Cue unfortunate childhood memory:
 
    
 
   I was about nine, and Mum and Dad had been fighting over something insignificant. Then Mum hotfooted it off to Grammy’s to moan about Dad. 
 
   Our house in Bath was one of those terraced ones up on a hill – limestone of course – and about a fifteen minute walk from the shops, the Roman baths and all the historical action. 
 
   I dragged a chair to my bedroom window and watched as Mum stomped down the road to catch the bus to the other side of town.
 
   Mum had only been gone about thirty minutes when the doorbell rang. Glad she was back, I raced downstairs and yanked open the door before Dad could reach it. 
 
   A woman stood there, with bottle ginger hair and an apple-shaped body, her Barbie pink lips set in a grim line.
 
   ‘Is Stan here, love?’
 
   My dad’s name wasn’t Stan, it was Sean, so I said no. Then Dad suddenly brushed past me and hissed at her: ‘What are you doing here?’
 
   Despite appearances, the woman wasn’t stupid, and suggested that they speak somewhere more private.
 
   ‘Scarlet, I am going to talk a walk around the block to discuss, er, business, with this lady. Will you be okay for a few moments?’
 
   ‘Sure,’ I said, puzzled but accepting – as a child was. 
 
   I didn’t mention the lady to Mum, or even think of her again, until about four years later.
 
   This time, she was waiting outside the council offices, her blue jeans so tight they seemed to bubble excess flesh up into her stomach. When she saw me, she quickly turned and walked in the direction of a nearby carpark, her orange head bobbing feverishly.  
 
   I knew then. It was too much of a coincidence for her to be at Dad’s work, as well as at our house. 
 
   I was older and my friends had told tales of horror about their parents and affairs.
 
   The cheap woman was a mistress.
 
   My father was an unfaithful husband.
 
   And had been for years.
 
   At least four that I knew of. Trinkets of my past – birthday celebrations, Christmas trees, holidays in campsites in Normandy – fell away and were destroyed. 
 
   That day, a little piece of the enormous love I had felt for him was chipped away. 
 
   And because of the love I felt for Mum, I never told her. 
 
    
 
   

 
   

 
 
   My boss at Flindes was a beefy creature – his doughy physique complemented by a snout-like nose and the unfortunate habit of casually picking it when he thought no one was looking. 
 
   We were sitting by the tills – the store was notoriously understaffed – and I was handing out cigarettes and giving change as I was admonished by my boss.
 
   It was less than pleasant, particularly as I had to endure the pitying stars of the customers.  
 
   ‘So, tell me, Mrs Teeson, what was it this time? Husband on fire? Children kidnapped by Al Qaeda?’ 
 
   I wouldn’t have minded if Carson had been on fire.
 
   ‘Misunderstanding, Mr Phillit. I thought it was okay to have the time off. I usually do on holidays. I figured we’d be closed anyway.’
 
   Dan Phillit flipped his fat head towards the sign in the front window. ‘What does that sign say?’
 
   ‘Open 365.’
 
   ‘And what do you imagine that means?’
 
   ‘Look, I get it, I shouldn’t have assumed we were closed, or that I had the time off, but I did, so can we move on?’
 
   Looking at me intently, Dan Phillit shook his head. ‘You know I get about five job applications a day. People are desperate to work here, Scarlet. Desperate.’
 
   I looked over at Scott and Maeve, who were ogling each other while double-charging the clueless customers they inexpertly were serving at the trolley tills. 
 
   Desperate was right!
 
   ‘And if you wish to continue with us at Flindes, I suggest you adjust your attitude.’
 
   What was he on about? 
 
   ‘Be more like them, you mean?’ I indicated Scott and Maeve, who were now tossing a pack of breadrolls across the registers, laughing raucously. 
 
   ‘Actually, yes, that’s exactly what I mean.’ 
 
   My boss ran a couple of chubby fingers over my cotton-trousered leg.
 
   Seriously? 
 
   Never going to happen. 
 
   I pulled away, trying not to show the extent of my revulsion. ‘Look, Mr Phillit, can’t we just get on with work? I promise to make sure I put in for time off next time.’
 
   Disappointment etched in the solid grooves of his plump face, Dan Phillit turned to walk away. Then, as if in afterthought, he looked back at me and said, ‘Of course, but you’ll have to work all of the Christmas and New Year to make up for your indiscretion.’
 
   ‘But I have children,’ I objected. ‘Those two don’t!’ 
 
   I pointed at the loved-up youths who were now abusing a banana in the fruit aisle.
 
   ‘Up to you. Work Christmas and keep your job. Unless, of course, you can suggest some other way to satisfy me that you are dedicated to your job.’ He looked pointedly at my B cups.
 
   With gargantuan will I managed not to leap up and throttle him. 
 
   Great, now I was stuck Flindes for Christmas. Carson would kill me, the Teesons would twitter on about what a crap mother I was, and worse still, I wouldn’t get to see Cecily open the re-gifted Circu-Boosta. 
 
   My only hope now for a reprieve now was Hammertro and his mates holding up Flindes and rendering Dan Phillit comatose – at least until Christmas was over.
 
   Either that, or I would have to provide sexual favors to the most disgusting human on the planet.
 
   After Cecily 2, that was. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Dinner was late and burnt thanks to the malfunctioning stove. The kids knew better than to comment because I was in what J called ‘a Moody Blues’ so they ate as much of the charred chicken thighs as they could stomach and hotfooted it to the living room to watch some serial about vampires. 
 
   ‘Shame, it would’ve been very tasty without the black bits,’ Carson said, smiling. 
 
   Smiling! 
 
   He dared to grin inanely at me after treating us so badly.
 
   My anger at the world at large consolidated itself into one huge ball of fury directed towards Carson. 
 
   ‘How dare you leave the kids alone?’ I hissed, trying to keep the trauma between us. 
 
   Someone turned the sound up in the living room. 
 
   ‘What?’
 
   ‘Last night.’
 
   ‘Technically, you did that, Scarlet, not me. I had plans, you didn’t. And you just ran out, like a child.’
 
   ‘This is a marriage, Carson, not a dictatorship. We aren’t pawns obliged to do your bidding. You should check with me before you go out, especially if you expect me to do the same. Otherwise, the default position should be that when you come home from work, you look after the kids, because it’s my turn for some freedom.’
 
   A faint sign of moisture appeared on his forehead. ‘That’s a ridiculous notion, and you know it. I have to work, Scarlet. Work! Remember, that thing that keeps the roof over our heads, and the food in our stomachs? Occasionally, my work spills over into home life. I can’t control it.’
 
   I was completely and utterly over my life, which was why I finally let him have it.
 
   ‘You think you’re a big man because you’ve got a job that means we’re holed up in this pit, barely able to afford food? In fact, the only reason we can afford the food we do have is thanks to my staff discount at Flindes. Harvard bloody graduate indeed. If I could sue you for misrepresentation, I would.’
 
   He looked me up and down, sky blue eyes blistering with disdain. ‘I think I would probably counterclaim.’
 
   Was he actually alluding to my weight?
 
   The bastard!
 
   ‘Right, you can sleep on the sofa from now on,’ I told him, trying to control the urge to thump him with the frying pan I was scraping charcoal from.
 
   ‘Scarlet, come on, I didn’t mean to upset you. You don’t understand–‘
 
   ‘I understand perfectly, Carson. That’s the problem.’
 
   ‘What is it with you? You think you’re so above me that I don’t even have an opinion anymore? I know you assume my family is below you, but I didn’t think you viewed me in the same way.’
 
   I was trembling with rage. ‘Your family has treated me like garbage since I supposedly stole you away from them. How dare you imply otherwise?’  
 
   Dare, dare, dare. I kept saying it, but it had no impact. He dared, because he didn’t care one jot for me. 
 
   Shaking his head as if he was incredulous at the turn of events, my darling husband predictably gathered up his various folders and tattered briefcase, and told me not to wait up for him.
 
   ‘Oh, don’t worry. I won’t.’ 
 
   A few moments later, Carson slammed the door as hard as he could.
 
   It waited a minute or so, then fell out into the hall after him.
 
   The toad didn’t bother turning back to help me fix it.
 
   Eyes full of tears, I wondered if Hammertro’s uncle was available again. 
 
   Taking the broom I used as a primitive communication tool, I banged on the ceiling. 
 
   The gorgeous young man appeared moments later. ‘What sa emergency, sexy momma?’
 
   ‘You’re standing on it.’
 
   Frowning, Hammertro moved off the door and picked it up. The hinges and the wood they had been attached to remained on the floor. ‘You gotta to get a new door now, dudette. This can’t be replaced.’
 
   Great. 
 
   Terrific.
 
   ‘How much is that going to cost, do you think?’
 
   ‘Uncle Rabbit will do you a deal. Fifty should cover it.’ Hammertro’s eyes shifted seedily from side to side. ‘I’ll call him now.’
 
   I had to wonder whether the whole uncle-helping-gig was a scam. They’d probably had a free door from a skip that they wanted to sell on or something.
 
   Less than two hours later, Uncle Rabbit and his nephew were hammering a new door into place in defiance of angry neighbors – it had glass panels and stickers of naked woman on the inside, but I figured fifty dollars was nevertheless a relative bargain, when the labor, such as it was, was factored in. 
 
    A pinch of the industrial strength spirits we used to clean down the meat counter at Flindes would remove the x-rated stickers in minutes. 
 
   Uncle Rabbit was one of those workers who came prepared. As ugly as his nephew was handsome, he was tiny and squat, and his toolbox contained a mix of foodstuffs, a battered paint-splattered radio, and a tin flask that I suspected did not contain tea or coffee. 
 
   Uncle Rabbit’s sobriety aside, it was all going remarkably well, and then a large crashing at the communal entry door below stopped work.
 
   ‘Not another ram-raid?’ Hammertro looked upwards, a worried expression on his face. 
 
   What on earth did he have worth snatching, I wondered.
 
   The men held their tools aloft as the clunking footsteps made their way determinately up the stone steps towards us.
 
   ‘Maybe it’s the cops. Might have been a complaint about the noise we’re making?’ I said. 
 
   Hammertro told me to stay back, in case of blood sprays.
 
   A shoot out. With the police. Brilliant way to end a shitty day. 
 
   ‘Yeah, right,’ I told him. ‘Wouldn’t want to destroy this vintage, Taiwanese-made cotton singlet dress, would I?’
 
   We held our breath as the sound of footsteps increased again. 
 
   Stump, stump, stump.
 
   They were now on the corridor of our floor. 
 
   I began to feel more than a little uncomfortable, until I smelled the familiar smell of cigarettes mixed with fake perfume made from illegal carcinogens.
 
   Surely not?
 
   Hammertro’s uncle put a hand to his nose. ‘They trying to gas us, son.’
 
   ‘Believe me,’ I said, ‘in a moment that will seem like a brilliant option.’ 
 
   On cue, Cecily 2 appeared, preceded by a stream of curse words that left Hammertro enthralled.
 
   ‘Here I fuckin’ am,’ she yelled, appearing on the landing, yanking down her micro mini. 
 
   Cecily 2.
 
    A whole day and a half day early. 
 
   Uncle Rabbit dropped his hammer and broke his toe at the shock of it all.
 
   And when Cecily 2 offered to kiss it better, he began clutching at his heart.
 
   I offered to call an ambulance, and resisted the temptation to ask if he could manage to finish the door before it arrived.
 
   

 
   

CHAPTER FIVE
 
    
 
   Sunday, November 26
 
    
 
   ‘The way to a man’s heart is physical; to a woman’s it is emotional. 
 
   Luckily, these two are eminently compatible.’
 
   Jocelyn Priestly.
 
    
 
   WAS THE WOMAN ON crack? Carson couldn’t care less about the physical or the emotional. The last time we’d had sex, I caught him reading some work stuff he’d discarded on the bed next to us. 
 
   Wasn’t watching telly or staring at the ceiling a woman’s prerogative?
 
   Anyway, Carson’s banishment to the sofa was short-lived thanks to the arrival of Cecily 2. 
 
   It was two a.m. when he came crashing through the door. In the end, J had helped me finish securing the apartment. Having worked out that longer screws might force the damn thing into the doorframe and make it more stable, mother and son were proud of their joint achievement. 
 
   ‘What is she doing here?’ Carson had whispered, seeing his sister snoring on the couch. 
 
   ‘Enjoying a few days before her work begins. That’s how she put it.’
 
   Technically, she’d said: ‘Got two days to mooch and enjoy doing nothin’. Howie and Rufus are enough to make a woman wanna get sterilized and go live in a gondolier.’
 
   ‘Live in a gondolier?’ I’d asked.
 
   ‘Oops,’ she’d corrected. ‘The other way around, I guess.’
 
   Disgusting creature. 
 
   It didn’t seem the time to reveal this to Carson, given that I wasn’t talking to him.
 
   ‘So where am I supposed to sleep now?’ 
 
   ‘Carson, we’ve got bigger problems than you and your slumber status. For example, what am I supposed to feed her? Hammertro kindly took her out so I didn’t need to worry tonight, but the relief is going to be short-lived.’
 
   Unless – and it was almost too exquisite to hope for – Hammertro got Cecily 2 involved in his nocturnal activities and they both ended up in a police cell for a week or so.
 
   ‘Well, what were you going to feed us?’
 
   ‘Home brand cornflakes without milk because we’d run out, sandwiches and tinned soup and day old bread from the supermarket.’
 
   ‘Oh.’
 
   The matriarch of the Teesons, the original Cecily, would surely hear about it if her only daughter was fed on such substandard fare. 
 
   Never mind that she fed her own grandchildren sweets of undeterminable origin. What was good for Cecily wasn’t what she expected of others. In other words, her standards were high, except in relation to herself. 
 
   ‘Maybe we can get takeaway? Or do a stir-fry? Get some icecream in and bake a pie.’
 
   Who did he think he was conversing with, Nigella flippin’ Lawson? 
 
   ‘With what? I had to use the grocery money to pay for the new door.’
 
   Carson flinched. ‘You paid money for that? Next you’ll be telling me the nudie stickers were an optional extra.’
 
   The urge to go mental and tell him I was leaving was so tempting that I turned away to calm down. There was Jessie and J to think of. 
 
   ‘So we’ve got no food, I’ve got nowhere to sleep and Mom is going to pester me about our treatment of Cecily2?’
 
   ‘You got it.’
 
   On the plus side, she’d been whisked off for a tour of Manhattan by Hammertro, whose eyes had locked onto her bare legs in the micro mini and failed to detach.  
 
   ‘When will Cecily 2 wake up,’ J said, still in his day clothes. ‘My friends want to meet her on Skype.’
 
   ‘It’s two in the morning,’ I told him. ‘Go to bed.’
 
   ‘But there’s no school tomorrow,’ he protested. ‘And Cecily 2 is the type to stay up late, isn’t she?’
 
   I observed my son. He had the best combination of all the genes of my side and the only worthwhile ones the Teesons had to offer: blonde hair, curly like his dad’s and  deep blue eyes. His olive skin was the same shade as mind, and to top it off, he had somehow inherited the blossoming body of a surfer (without ever having been near the ocean).
 
   ‘What type, exactly, is she?’
 
   Carson stepped in and surprised me. ‘Come on Scar, we all know about Cecily 2. You can’t blame a boy for wanting to impress his friends.’
 
   Impress? That wasn’t the word I’d have used, but I let it go.
 
   I was exhausted. So exhausted, in fact, that I let Carson sleep with me.
 
   And didn’t even complain when he snuck his left arm around my shoulders. 
 
   

 
   

- Cue one of very few cherished Carson memories:
 
    
 
   Carson knew about Dad. I’d told him when we’d begun to get serious, because it was a big deal for me – a husband cheating on his wife.
 
   ‘I’d never do that to you.’ This was said as we walked along the banks of the Hudson. 
 
   Not the most idyllic of walks but it had become a ritual for us. Sunday afternoon, we’d scavenge whatever was cheap from the market stalls, carefully lay them out on the table of the miniscule studio flat we rented for an extortionate monthly sum, then set out, bundled up, for our trek.
 
   Snow, wind, sun, rain – no matter what nature threw at us we welcomed it, because of the feast we had waiting for us at home.
 
   ‘It’s probably the ketones that make doing this feel so good,’ Carson said.
 
   ‘The what?’
 
   ‘They’re released by your body when you’re hungry, or so I’ve read.. And they’re supposed to be really good for you.’
 
   Since Carson and I had started dating, the kilos had begun to creep on, but I figured the huge walk every Sunday was enough to keep the weight gain at bay. 
 
   So we walked and talked about all sorts of things, including Dad.
 
   ‘Now that he is getting older, you might want to go and visit him?’ Carson said.
 
   ‘He’ll be okay. That woman is probably keeping him young.’
 
   Carson had considered my expression carefully. ‘You need to let it go, Scar, one way or another. Maybe confront him?’
 
   ‘How can I,’ I cried. ‘What would that do to Mum? What if he ran off with the bimbo and left her?’
 
   ‘If he hasn’t already, he won’t,’ Carson reasoned. ‘The alternative is to try and forget it. Pretend you don’t know.’
 
   ‘But I do,’ I said, irrationally. ‘That won’t work.’
 
   ‘Let’s agree to disagree then,’ he said, companionably. ‘Now, which are you going to have first, the pate with ciabatta, or those falafel thingies?’
 
    
 
   

 
   

 I heard Cecily 2  get up at around four a.m., but by morning she was back, thankfully alone and with all her clothing intact. I got up to check, because I didn’t want the kids walking in on something that couldn’t be protected with a parental lock, like the TV channels on a laptop.
 
   ‘You up?’ she said, burping loudly. At least she wasn’t yelling.
 
   ‘You drunk?’ I responded.
 
   ‘Yep. What of it?’
 
   Sighing, I decided to go back to bed. Let Carson deal with his sister. When I got back in bed and his arm moved to reposition itself, I sloughed it off. He and his bloody family were really too much to bear.
 
   Dan Phillit had reduced my hours, so I purposely stayed in bed until nine. I heard the predicable rattle of cupboard doors as the kids searched for breakfast. Sitting up, I thought I’d make a dash for the shower before the J got in there. The hot water had been known to run out when school and work weren’t calling. In fact, I could do with a massage: my back ached a little from standing at that stupid counter at Flindes most of the previous afternoon and evening. That nasty Phillit, or pillock, as Carson called him, had rearranged my roster so that my shifts were the most inconvenient he was able to manage at short notice.
 
   If only I could find a job that didn’t make me want to pop my clogs. 
 
   ‘Not con-flakes again,’ I heard Jessie moan.
 
   ‘Since when are they con-flakes?’ Carson said.
 
   ‘Since Mum started buying the ones that don’t have any corn in them. This is child abuse, you know.’
 
   ‘They’d probably have better food at an orphanage,’ Cecily 2 yelled.
 
   ‘Aunty Cecily, put something on!’
 
   Carson and Cecily could now be heard discussing something in less than hushed voices. 
 
   Serve Carson right. 
 
   Let him deal with his defenseless children catching sight of his half-naked sister – particularly as it seemed from my husband’s screams that it was the nasty part that was naked. 
 
   Jessie and J came bounding in. ‘Dad is just having a conversation with her, and she’s, like, nude,’ J informed me.
 
   I got up, angry once more. Could the bloody man at least tell his skanky sister to put something on? Was it so difficult to wear knickers when you were in someone’s house?
 
   ‘That image is going to be seared into my brain forever, Mum,’ Jessie told me, giving me a hug. 
 
   ‘I know baby,’ I said, feeling completely and utterly wretched. 
 
   The moment I heard Cecily 2 lurching about on the sofa, I should have jumped up and managed the situation. 
 
   Pulling my dressing gown around me, I stepped into the kitchen, which was located right off it, and surveyed the mess. 
 
   It had been clean when I’d left it, less than eight hours previously. Now, packets of everything from sugar to pasta were open, the fridge was open and blasting cold air into the already freezing flat, and there was something that looked like maple syrup edging its way down the pantry cupboard door. 
 
   ‘What is going on in here?’
 
   Cecily 2 shrugged. 
 
   I had to look away – who wore a nightie that short? 
 
   ‘Just experimenting with what you’ve got. Don’t worry, I’ll pile everything in the dishwasher when I’m done.’
 
   ‘We don’t have a dishwasher,’ I said, trying to keep my temper. ‘Unless you count me.’ 
 
   ‘I’ll leave it to you then, if you insist, sista.’
 
   I glared at Carson, the familiar rage building, but all he said was that Cecily 2 should get changed so that he could show her around the neighborhood. 
 
   He emphasized the word ‘changed’.
 
   ‘Hope you’ve got plenty of hot water,’ Cecily 2 chirped, sashaying her sinewy, naked backside out of the room. ‘I like to take long, long showers.’ 
 
   Bitch. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Carson did the sightseeing and I managed to come up with chicken a la onions and a couple of carrots for supper. I knew that Dan Phillit did the day’s markdowns at exactly 6 p.m., so I sent J down with my discount card to pick up some milk, bread and a cream cake for dessert at six on the dot. 
 
   Mauve, like all girls under twenty, had a thing for J, so she didn’t quibble about the rule that I had to be present for the discount to be applied. Even at a hefty discount, we couldn’t really afford the extra bits and pieces, but I figured that pretty soon I would throttle Cecily 2 and end up in prison, so this might well be one of our last suppers together. 
 
   The phone rang just as I was putting finishing touches of dried oregano (the only herb I had in the Lazy Susan) onto the chicken legs. 
 
   It was seven, so I hoped Carson was on his way home and not calling about some holdup, or worse, that he was going to work and leaving me to deal with his sister on my own.
 
   If he did that to me he’d wish he was in a holdup!
 
   ‘Muuuuum,’ called Jessie. ‘It’s for you.’
 
   ‘It better not be your father,’ I said, taking the phone under my chin as I tried to encourage some juices from the elderly chicken to make a gravy.
 
   ‘Scarlet? Is that Scarlet?’
 
   Not Carson. 
 
   ‘Look, I told you before, I don’t need any quotes for windows or car insurances, nor do I wish to become involved in any pyramid selling schemes.’
 
   ‘Do people actually try to sell you those over the phone?’
 
   This was a new tactic. 
 
   ‘You’d know.’
 
   A brief chortle. ‘Would I?’
 
   Wait a minute? The voice sounded familiar, but I couldn’t place it. 
 
   ‘Who is this?’
 
   ‘I’m offended that you don’t know.’ 
 
   Still jolly.
 
   ‘Hmm? Tom Cruise?’ I wished.
 
   ‘Oh far better looking than him.’ I could hear the smile in his voice. Where did I know him from?
 
   ‘Brad Pitt.’
 
   ‘Slightly poorer.’
 
   ‘George Clooney.’
 
   ‘Okay, a lot poorer.’
 
   ‘Then I have no idea.’
 
   ‘Here’s a clue, Lolly gave me your number.’
 
   My heart stopped. By the time it restarted I was taking huge, heaving breaths.
 
   It couldn’t be? Even though there was no way the caller could see me, I self-consciously pulled at my shift dress and rubbed at some chicken fat that had splattered on my black tights.
 
   ‘No. Really? The mayor?’ A feeble joke, but it bought me time to regain normal breathing.
 
   ‘Hah hah hah. It’s Robert Simpson. Don’t you remember me? Lolly said she’d mentioned that we’d bumped into each other.’
 
   Robert Simpson was actually on the phone to me right now!
 
   ‘Right . . . Robert. How are you?’ 
 
   I simply couldn’t believe I was talking to the Robert Simpson – after all these years.
 
   The man who might have been the one – if it wasn’t for Carson.
 
   Perhaps Robert should have been the one?
 
   No hope of a re-do, said the evil voice inside my head, thanks to your huge backside. 
 
   I told the voice to shut up; I wasn’t planning on an affair, was I? 
 
   Even if Carson was the hugest form of sodding prat the world had to offer. 
 
   Suddenly, a noise from outside distracted me. I moved over to the window at the sound of a loud guffaw, to see Cecily 2 and Carson alighting from a cab. Where had they got the money for that?
 
   ‘Look, Robert, I am really sorry, but I’m kind of in the middle of something.’
 
   ‘Sure, of course, I shouldn’t have called right at dinner time.’
 
   Or at all.
 
   ‘Why did you call?’
 
   He cleared his throat. ‘Shop windows, actually. Lolly’s, specifically.’ 
 
   ‘Oh.’ I got it. He’d called because he liked the sheep or something. Probably wanted to score some for Christmas presents. Lucinda was going nuts with people asking if they could buy the animals as gifts. 
 
   Lolly had been insane to think Robert was still interested in me.
 
   And wait until he gets a load of those thighs, the evil voice added.
 
   Shut up! 
 
   ‘Scarlet, I work with a number of clients who have successful retail enterprises. Lolly mentioned that you were doing window dressing professionally now, and from what I can see, you are terrific at it.’
 
   ‘I, um, well . . .’
 
   Nice one, Scarlet. Completely professional.  
 
   Thankfully, Robert didn’t seem to notice I was slightly bonkers. ‘Care to expand your client base? I can think of one particular client who is in desperate need of your services.’
 
   I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. 
 
   In need of my services?
 
   ‘Are you there?’ The voice had dropped a tone – he didn’t sound so confident now. 
 
   ‘Sorry, yes.’
 
   ‘Lolly says you’re experienced in all types of retail environments.’
 
   What! I didn’t even know what that meant. ‘Lolly is certainly vocal when it comes to boasting about the talents of her friends.’ 
 
   I didn’t want to lie, but I didn’t want to lose the opportunity for work either, if that’s what it was.
 
   Especially if I had to make an emergency dash back to the UK to see Dad.
 
   ‘Do you have a portfolio of your work?’
 
   What could I say? I had a portfolio of fashion work – for which I got a C before I dropped out to have J.
 
   ‘I don’t know where it is at present, to be honest. With so much work on at the moment, I just go from one job straight onto the next.’
 
   ‘Perhaps I’d know some of the names?’
 
   ‘Um, er . . .’ 
 
   Now what?
 
   To add to the tension, the noises in the hallway were getting louder; time was running out.
 
   Delaying tactics were in order. If I spoke with him in person, it might be easier to steer the conversation towards new jobs instead of old.
 
   I’d never thought of window dressing as a career before, but it had to be admitted that the afternoon at Lolly’s had been more satisfying than anything I had ever done, with the exception of having the kids, of course.
 
   Said a lot for Carson, didn’t it?
 
   The footsteps were almost upon me. 
 
   ‘Robert, I would love to help, but this really isn’t a good time.’
 
   ‘Perhaps we could meet up tomorrow afternoon? I can’t do the morning as I’ll be upstate but this client is eager to get moving on the project so could we do it tomorrow afternoon? How about we meet at LollyBliss? Lolly tells me they do a mean mocha at a nearby café. My treat, naturally.’
 
   It would have to be. 
 
   And as for meeting up, how on earth could I let him see me like this? I was about four of the person he once knew.
 
   Then the nasty voice in my thick head brought me back to reality. You’re married. This isn’t about you, it’s about work. 
 
   ‘Will the job take long?’ I asked, one eye on the door, trying to gauge whether the humiliation of displaying how I’d let myself go was worth it. 
 
   ‘No. It’s urgent. And it pays well. Three stores, three windows, three thousand dollars. That would have to include all the dressing materials, of course, but I am sure it is still something to consider, isn’t it?’
 
   Three thousand dollars! That was half my year’s takings working with the enigma that was Dan Phillit.
 
   ‘So, two tomorrow?’ Robert asked.
 
   I was due at Flindes tomorrow for an afternoon shift, beginning precisely at two. There was no way I could make both.
 
   And if I asked for time off, Dan Phillit would sooner dance around naked in Saks than give it to me. 
 
   Sod it.
 
   ‘I’ll see you at Lolly’s at two,’ I said, throwing away any chance there may have conceivably been for a management position with Flindes.
 
   

 
   

CHAPTER SIX
 
    
 
   Monday, November 27 
 
    
 
   ‘If in doubt, trust your instincts. But don’t act on them. 
 
   You may be right, but being right doesn’t mean you’ll get what you deserve.’
 
   Jocelyn Priestly.
 
    
 
   CECILY 2 WAS SNORING loudly and woke me. Again. I turned the calendar over, smirked at the nonsense Ms Priestly offered for the day, and then forced myself to ready the kids for school. I wondered what time Cecily 2 was supposed to begin her so-called ‘modeling’ job. 
 
   Shuffling into the living room, I shook her. ‘Cecily 2! Wake up! You’ve got to go to work.’
 
   In a trice she literally sat straight up as if a hundred volts had just shot through her and bashed right into my head.
 
   ‘Oww!’ I exclaimed, seeing stars. 
 
   And smelling booze.  
 
   ‘She always wakes up like that,’ Carson called from the kitchen. ‘I used to charge my mates to see it when I was a kid.’
 
   Poor deluded Carson. 
 
   It wasn’t her sudden waking they were paying to see. 
 
   It was her tits. 
 
   Cecily 2 slept in the nude. 
 
   ‘Always have, always will,’ she’d told me, when the kids had first complained of the horrific sight on a sleepover at Cousin Howie’s place. 
 
   Next, there was a knock on the door. It was only early, and already I was exhausted by the day. 
 
   Hammertro stood in the hallway, looking inside expectantly. 
 
   ‘Come in,’ I said, waving him towards the living room and the object of his affections. ‘The more the merrier.’ 
 
   ‘Now that you’ve got that thing repaired, I can’t just walk in,’ he complained, re-fixing his coordinates on Cecily 2’s breasts, which were almost completely visible beneath the thin sheet covering her. ‘Morning hotstuff, fancy doing somethin’ in town again?’
 
   The suggestion was full of innuendo and Cecily 2 giggled. It sounded like a horse farting. 
 
   ‘She can’t, Hammertro, she is working today.’
 
   It crossed my mind that if Cecily 2 lost the nonsense job she’d come for, she’d have to leave. So far, so good.
 
   But in order to be exonerated from any guilt in relation to said miraculous event, I  had to at least try to get the stupid cow to go to work.
 
   Hammertro licked his lips. ‘Where’s this job then, sweet cheeks? Maybe I’ll check it out?’
 
   ‘Down the road in a basement,’ Cecily yelled. ‘They’ve turned it into some dungeon. I’m gonna be the mistress in a movie, apparently.’
 
   ‘It’s all making sense to me now,’ I whispered to Carson, who grinned, obviously thinking the same thing. 
 
   You didn’t need to be a stunner to be a mistress, you just needed to be a scary bitch. 
 
   Enter Cecily 2 Teeson.
 
   My neighbor, however, remained impressed. ‘Mistress, hah? Sounds seeeexy.’
 
   ‘How’s Uncle Rufus?’ Jessie piped up. My daughter’s bright pink glasses were slightly askew and there were worry lines on her forehead from her ferocious frown. It was a reminder of my own youthful discovery of betrayal, and my heart skipped at the memories of that woman and my dad – of knowing the truth about him. 
 
   I leaned over and kissed Jessie. ‘It’s all fine,’ I told her. ‘Now, eat your breakfast.’
 
   Plonking her spoon unenthusiastically into her bowl, Jessie sighed. 
 
   The poor kid deserved better than con-flakes for breakfast, didn’t she? A whole cupboard full of proper food would be the first thing I’d buy if Robert managed to get me that window dressing job.
 
   Cecily 2 didn’t comprehend the implication of the question about her husband and answered matter-of-factly: ‘He went off with Howie to some place with lots of trees.’
 
   ‘A park?’ said Jessie.
 
   ‘A forest?’ said J.
 
   ‘Yeah,’ Cecily 2 said to both of them. ‘Campin’, I think.’
 
   ‘I’d like to put you in my tent,’ Hammertro told her. ‘My pants’ tent.’
 
   J laughed and immediately relayed the faux-rapper’s latest missive to all his mates via his mobile Facebook app, tapping with one hand as he shoveled con-flakes with the other.  
 
   ‘Hammertro, the children!’ 
 
   ‘Where?’ He and Cecily 2 looked around.
 
   ‘Jessie and J.’
 
   His striking face broke into a huge grin and Hammertro punched my arm playfully. It hurt. 
 
   ‘Come on, Mrs T., they ain’t no children. They are twelve and fourteen. I was doing it with forty-year-old nightclub hookers at fourteen.’
 
   ‘Really?’ Both my husband’s and son’s eyes were wide with astonishment. 
 
   Jessie’s hands were over her ears. 
 
   I didn’t blame her.  
 
   ‘Can you tell me–‘ J started to say, but I cut him off by asking if he wanted some of the day old milk that he’d picked up the night before. Because if J asked which nightclub forty-year-olds with no sense of decency or legality hung out at, I vowed to ground him for eternity. 
 
   Sensing he was on thin ice, my son took his dismal plate of breakfast with added milk and hurried back to his room.
 
   ‘So, leave off work and come play with me?’ Hammertro wasn’t giving up. 
 
   Carson told Cecily 2 that whilst the subject matter of her employment might be fruity, the organization was probably professional. In which case, she had less than an hour to get dressed and present herself at the ‘studio’.
 
   ‘You don’t get modeling, do you big brother? They give you the clothes and do your hair. Once I’ve washed my teeth, I’m ready.’
 
   Surely she wasn’t planning on sashaying down the street naked? 
 
   ‘I could go naked,’ she confirmed, winking at Hammertro.
 
   ‘Oh yeah!’ he agreed.
 
   Checking my watch, I decided that I was over Carson’s dysfunctional sister. 
 
   I’d make sure the kids got to school then head in to LollyBliss.
 
   Let Cecily 2 lose the only form of suitable employment that had come her way in a lifetime.
 
   Let Cecily the First have a major freak-out.
 
   Let Carson micro-manage his IQ-deficient sibling. 
 
   ‘I have to go to work,’ he told me. Carson was, once again, stuffing great sheaves of papers into his briefcase. 
 
   His class were going love getting those back. Who didn’t want a War and Peace on why their work was rubbish? 
 
   ‘School doesn’t start for an hour,’ I said, pointing at the clock over the mantle.
 
   ‘Prep,’ he informed me, brushing my nose with his cheek as he went past.
 
   ‘Well, I’m going on out and I won’t be held responsible for . . .’ Tilting my head in the direction of his sister, I indicated a locking action with my left hand, ‘. . . any forgetfulness that leads to loss.’
 
   ‘You’d make a good lawyer with language like that,’ Carson replied, a tiny smirk on his face.
 
   And once the door was closed it registered why his words sounded so strange.
 
   He hadn’t spoken about the law since that huge argument with his family, right after we were married. 
 
   The word law hadn’t crossed his lips in all that time.
 
   And I knew why.
 
   Which made me all the more angry that he’d chosen to suddenly throw it at me now.
 
   

 
   

- Cue truly awful memory of the first meeting of the Teesons:
 
    
 
   ‘I suppose you think being a teacher is honorable too, do you?’ Cecily glared at me. 
 
   It was the first time we had met and for some reason, the Teesons hated me on sight.
 
   I suppose they weren’t used to seeing someone with naturally white skin and clothing that covered most of their intimate body parts. 
 
   ‘Yes, I do.’
 
   ‘Socialist,’ said Cecily.
 
   ‘Communist,’ said Cecily 2.
 
   ‘I don’t think she’s a communist,’ said Rufus. 
 
   ‘I am quite fond of China, though,’ I told him, trying to make light of the situation. As if trying to instill balance in his chaotic world, Rufus was as nice to me as his wife was rude.
 
   ‘Indeed,’ Rufus agreed, and then went back to scooping up his dinner, which was balanced precariously on one knee. 
 
   Ridley, a nephew they were babysitting, came up and spat on me. Cecily backhanded him and not a word was heard from any adult in the room. 
 
   Technically, not a word could be heard over the screaming, but still, you’d think they might react in some way.
 
   Did Carson think this behavior was appropriate? 
 
   I glanced over at my fiancé, but he was busy shoveling pie and mash into his mouth too.  
 
   How could he not have warned me about his weirdo family? 
 
   And why were they on at him about being a teacher? 
 
   From what I could make out, he’d certainly jumped a few hundred rungs up the ladder. He was a long way from where he’d started. You’d think they would be proud. 
 
   Cecily, wearing what could only be described as a cat sick tracksuit, spoke through huge mouthfuls of food, ‘Is she knocked up, is that why you gave up law?’
 
   Carson sighed loudly. ‘No, of course not. I was already a teacher when I met Scarlet.’
 
   ‘Isn’t that the name of a pimp?’ Cecily 2 asked her husband. The long suffering Rufus flinched at the blatant demonstration of his wife’s stupidity. 
 
   ‘No, that’s the Scarlet Pimpernel.’
 
   ‘Pimp. Close enough,’ Cecily 2 said.
 
   ‘Cecily 2, that’s out of order.’ Carson finally weighed into an argument, but his mother was still engaged in the previous one. 
 
   ‘Then maybe she can make you do law.’ She turned to me. ‘Tell him, Scarface.’
 
   ‘It’s Scarlet.’ I corrected her, although the mother wasn’t stupid like the daughter, so the mistake was probably intentional. ‘And Carson is his own man.’
 
   ‘He likes his own man,’ Cecily 2 said, making a rude gesture with her hand.
 
   ‘Now, now, darling, your mother has guests.’ Rufus had the good grace to blush.
 
   I imagined my mum and dad meeting the Teesons, and decided, then and there, to make sure that never happened.
 
   Ever.
 
   Even if I had to lie and say they’d gone abroad. 
 
   Or into space. 
 
   Better yet, that they’d permanently succumbed to Cecily’s cooking. 
 
   ‘It’s not too late to take the New York Bar exams, Carson,’ Cecily said. 
 
   Once again, she threw vile suggestions at me. ‘Make it a condition of you keeping that baby, him doing those exams.’
 
   ‘Mother!’
 
   ‘I am not pregnant,’ I said.
 
   ‘What’s that gut about then,’ Cecily 2 asked.
 
   I pulled down my sweater, uncomfortable under her gaze. 
 
   ‘I don’t get it.’ I turned to Carson. ‘Why wouldn’t you do law if that’s what you studied?’
 
   Carson stood up, red faced. ‘Since when is everyone else responsible for my career choice except for me?’
 
   And with that he stormed out of the mobile home door, calling for me to follow.
 
   ‘Must be that girl,’ Cecily 2 said, sidling up to me as I gathered my coat and handbag. ‘That one he was madly in love with. She’s ditched him like trash and she’s a hotshot lawyer now. He turned his back on the whole profession, because of one slag.’
 
   ‘Turned his back on us,’ her mother barked. ‘I had my room in his penthouse apartment all planned out. Now what I am supposed to do in my old age?’
 
   Die, I wanted to suggest.
 
   Cecily eyed me up and down. 
 
   ‘You didn’t study law, did you?’
 
   I suppose she figured she might still get the penthouse bedroom. 
 
   ‘No, a dress design.’
 
   They all burst out laughing. It sounded like a cull at a seal sanctuary. Cecily came over and thumped me on the back.
 
   ‘At least ya funny, Scarface. Welcome to the family.’ She cast her hand around her palatial hovel, then led me to the metal door of the static home and shoved me out after Carson.  
 
   And that ended my first experience of the Teesons. 
 
    
 
   

 
   

*
 
    
 
   ‘You can’t wear that!’ Lolly came out of the dressing rooms and stood, open-mouthed, while Lucinda smirked behind her.
 
   ‘Why not?’ 
 
   It was the only item of clothing I owned that didn’t scream charity shop: a stretchy brown patterned dress that crossed over at the front, making much of my ample bust. I’d teamed it with brown boots with a thick, squat heel that was not nouveau and, from the looks on the faces of the two women standing in front of me, not retro either. 
 
   Old Mrs Carlisle had suggested I go and change when she’d seen me on the stairs, but I’d thought that was a joke. 
 
   Obviously not. Clearly everyone had taste but me. How could I have ever thought being a fashion designer was on the cards?
 
   ‘Um, it’s totally revolting,’ Lucinda offered.
 
   ‘Completely,’ Lolly agreed. ‘Makes you look huge.’
 
   ‘I am huge.’
 
   ‘No,’ said Lucinda, surprising me with the implied compliment. ‘You’re just badly dressed. You’ve got a small waist, nice legs. Black jeggings with that new Insret top?’ She was addressing Lolly now.
 
   ‘Perfect,’ Lolly said. ‘And those new olive suede ankle boots we just got in to trial?’
 
   ‘Yes, yes!’ Lucinda was excited now, and I took back every rotten curse word I’d silently lobbed her way. 
 
   ‘How about the rat’s nest on top?’ Lucinda poked at my hair.
 
   ‘But I love Scarlet’s hair,’ exclaimed Lolly, her pretty face flushed. I expect she thought there was only so much abuse I could take. 
 
   I’d been careful not to introduce her to the Teesons, so my friend was unaware that my threshold for insults was relatively high.
 
   ‘I’ve got my portable straighteners and some leave-in conditioner.’ Lucinda raced off to the stock room, excitement evident in her uneven gait.
 
   I noticed Lolly watching her. 
 
   ‘She might look like she’s just stepped off a catwalk but she runs like a kook,’ I observed dryly. 
 
   ‘You okay with this?’ Lolly turned her eyes back to me.
 
   ‘Looking better than I have in years? Stupid question.’
 
   ‘No, seeing Robert.’
 
   ‘It’s about work and I need the money, so why wouldn’t I be?’
 
   Lolly’s face pinked up again, and she ran her pristinely manicured hands through her long fair hair, something she only did when nervous. ‘I’m pretty sure he still has a thing for you.’
 
   Before I could reply, Lucinda was back, and it seemed only a matter of moments and the transformation was complete. The stupid fuzzy ball of hair was no more – in its place a slick sheet of shimmery maroon. 
 
   ‘How did you do it? The color looks completely different?’
 
   ‘It’s my ultra-exclusive salon formula conditioning hairspray. You look amazing. I’d be glad to call you my Mom now.’ 
 
   ‘We’re not that old!’ Lolly said.
 
   ‘She looks it though,’ her employee responded, clearly not concerned for her job. 
 
   I guessed Lucinda had a trust fund awaiting her at twenty five, and was just treading water until then. 
 
   What other reason was there for being so bloody rude all the time?  
 
   ‘That dishy old guy is going to love you,’ Lucinda said.
 
   I thought about the stupid, post-teenaged crush I’d had on Robert, who worked across the street from the college and regularly came into the same diner we all ate at. He seemed so unattainable and I figured he would never reciprocate my feelings. 
 
   Then, just when I had begun to date Carson, Robert had asked me out. I’d said no, because I was in that heady space of lust and possibilities that comes with every new relationship.
 
   It was only a few years later that the regrets about being too hasty began scratching at my consciousness. 
 
   But that was all in the past now, wasn’t it? I was married, and nothing could change that. 
 
   ‘I don’t want him to love me,’ I said. ‘I want him to give me work.’
 
   ‘You used to want him to love you,’ Lolly observed, and then suddenly sucked in her breath.
 
   I realized that lately, I’d been a rubbish friend. Lolly wasn’t dating anyone – and hadn’t in ages. At least I had a family, and if you excluded the feral Teeson element, they weren’t half bad. 
 
   ‘Are you alright, Lols? Maybe you need to go after him? I mean, who wouldn’t want a piece of good looking corporate arse?’
 
   It was a joke but my friend wasn’t laughing. 
 
   Then Lolly nudged me and I turned to find the man in question standing directly behind us.
 
   Sod it. 
 
   ‘Oh, Robert,’ I mumbled, self-consciously pulling at the long sheer top Lolly had provided, suddenly wondering if, despite the image I’d seen in the full-length mirror moments before, I was way too plump to be wearing black jeggings.  
 
   I needn’t have worried. 
 
   ‘Wow, Scarlet! You look amazing, better than I remembered.’
 
   ‘Really?’ This from Lucinda. ‘Hugo Boss?’ she added, indicating his grey flecked suit just visible beneath a heavy wool overcoat with a velvet collar. 
 
   I looked at his face and noted his eyes were bluer than I thought. Contact lenses?
 
   Surely not? What man would wear colored contacts? Carson wouldn’t even wear boxers to comply with fashion, let alone poke a different hue onto his eyeballs. 
 
   ‘Zegna,’ Robert replied to Lucinda proudly.
 
   ‘Oooo,’ Lolly and Lucinda duly nodded their appreciation. 
 
   Carson would never know one brand from another; at that moment in time he couldn’t tell his own wife from a piece of furniture. 
 
   An awkward silence followed, broken only by a brunette even shorter than me shoving into the shop and demanding someone sell her one of those ‘darling sheepy things in the window, immediately!’
 
   ‘Shall we?’ Robert said to me, holding open the glass door. 
 
   Behind us, Lolly was tactfully telling the woman that the sheep weren’t for sale, but the jumper it was wearing would look great on her.
 
   Following Robert into the street, I was hit by two thoughts. One: this could be the start of a great new career; and two: I’d left my coat behind and a thin layer of silk and a bra provided absolutely no protection from the elements. 
 
   Ironically, similar thoughts had run through my head on my very first date with Carson.
 
   

 
   

 
 
   - Cue cute first date story:
 
    
 
   I’d arranged to meet Carson in midtown because I had to get something decent for my parents for Christmas. Every year I sent a homemade item from the stall, but I suspected that there were only so many puce berets Royal Mail would deliver before it reported me to the local constabulary for parental neglect.
 
   So I stood looking in the huge glass-fronted windows on Fifth Avenue, wondering who on earth could afford to pay three hundred dollars for a weird box with a couple of stones on top, or many hundreds more for a pen set from Switzerland. 
 
   New York City was at its best at Christmas. Even though I couldn’t afford to skate myself, it was magical watching people who could whizzing about on the rink at the Rockefeller Centre. Even jumping up and down to see over the crowds to catch sight of Tiffany’s window displays was now part of the delights of the festive season for me. 
 
   I couldn’t image being back in Bath, with its sedate decorations, and quiet peace.
 
   And its secrets: Mum baking treats lovingly while all the while Dad wasted his cash on his ‘bit on the side’.  
 
   Pushing thoughts of Bath aside, I spied a delicate little candlestick on special for forty dollars. 
 
   Reduced from one fifty.
 
   Mum would love that, and she had the perfect spot for it: the corner table near the downstairs’ loo.
 
   Walking into the store I was hit by the blast of hot air from the heating system. Immediately, I began to swelter – how was it possible to ramp up the heat to such an extent that you could comfortably get about in a bikini?
 
   Not wanting to ruin my first date with a Harvard graduate by smelling of dried sweat, I slipped out of my coat.
 
   ‘Hey, love that!’ the sales assistant said, coming over and taking up the thick brocade coat lined with fox fur. The boy had thick black glasses, a round cheery face and the tightest trousers I’d ever seen on a man – or woman. 
 
   ‘Real fur, but recycled,’ I told him. ‘No foxes were recently killed in the making of this coat.’
 
   He fingered the brocade lovingly. ‘I’ve got someone who’d love this for Christmas – will you sell it?’
 
   ‘How much did you have in mind?’ I had no attachment to it. The coat had been hanging about on the stall for over a month, and no one had so much sniffed at it.
 
   ‘Two hundred,’ the assistant said, stroking the collar. ‘Cash’.
 
   It took all of a second for me to respond. The rent was due, plus we were only asking one hundred for it on the stall. 
 
   ‘It’s yours.’ 
 
   The transaction complete, I headed outside, purse full, into a blizzard. Ten minutes later, when I met Carson and saw his beaming smile and his curls peeking out from under his woolen cap, I thought two things.
 
   One: I was freezing and completely inappropriately dressed.
 
   And two: this night might be the turning point in my life. 
 
   

 
   

CHAPTER SEVEN
 
    
 
   Monday, November 27, p.m.
 
    
 
   ‘No one should blame a partner for one solitary indiscretion. Two, maybe, but not one.’
 
   Jocelyn Priestly.
 
    
 
    
 
   I THOUGHT ABOUT THAT quote as we neared the café. Dear, deluded Jocelyn might have point, I had to admit, as rain pounded me. For once I wasn’t completely repulsed by her advice. Carson was up to something, and while I hoped it wasn’t what I thought it was – an affair – I figured that me having dinner with an old crush didn’t constitute more than a minor blip on any average morality scale. 
 
   That first conversation with Cecily about law – and the law student that Carson had given up a glittering career for – more than occasionally crossed my mind. There had never been any reason to doubt his commitment, not in a physical sense. Even my increased weight hadn’t put him off wanting me.
 
   Unlike his pathetic attitude to our home life, which definitely put me off him.
 
   But that law student was always there, in the back of my mind.
 
   What if they’d hooked up?
 
   People found their way back to each other, didn’t they?
 
   Like Robert and me. 
 
   ‘Scarlet? You okay?’
 
   Robert was holding the door to the eatery open, watching me with one eyebrow cocked, amused that I was daydreaming in the rain. 
 
   ‘Sorry, just remembered something about Lolly’s window.’
 
   ‘How conscientious.’
 
   ‘Always work, work, work with me.’
 
   ‘Right.’ 
 
   Stop acting like a freak, Scarlet and get inside.
 
   ‘Look,’ Robert pointed. ‘There’s a table. Why not grab it and I’ll round up a couple of menus?’ 
 
   As I sank, squelching, into the overly designed high-backed leather chair, I took a better look at my coffee date. Robert Simpson appeared to be different to what I remembered, and not in bad way. 
 
   More like in a bed way. 
 
   The thought, clearly channeled by the foul-mouthed Cecily 2, was instantly pushed aside. 
 
   I am married. 
 
   Unhappily and, considering my family-in-law, unsafely, but still, I was married. 
 
   Robert was clearly one of those men who had grown into his looks, shrugging off the geekiness of youth and replacing it with a six pack and gently graying movie-star hair. 
 
   Lolly was right, he was definitely in the George Clooney mould. 
 
   I’d thought he was completely out of my league when I was in my early twenties and ogling him from afar. Even when he asked me out I kind of suspected Lolly might have put him up to it – sort of like a pity date. 
 
   Even now, it was still as if he was playing premier league and I was coaching the under 2s.
 
   Pulling my gaze from Robert, I considered my surroundings. The café was one of those trendy places where a coffee was an espresso and cost eight dollars. I was starving, having been put off my ‘con-flakes’ by Hammertro and Cecily 2’s gross behavior, but I suspected a sandwich in the slick diner cost more than I earned working a whole day at Flindes. 
 
   Robert would probably pay – his suit looked to be worth more than our yearly rent – but I didn’t want to be obliged to him.  
 
   Returning with the coffees and, joy, a little plate of pastries, he immediately said, ‘You look as stunning as I remember.’ 
 
   That was more than a little forward. He did know I was married, didn’t he?
 
   I suddenly hoped that this wasn’t some one-night stand thing. Perhaps he was married too and needed some recreational sex? Well, he wasn’t going to get it from me. 
 
   My idea of recreation was a cream donut in front of Homeland.
 
   ‘I’m not sure your wife would approve of you chatting up women in cafes,’ I said, in an attempt to confirm my suspicion.
 
   ‘No, she wouldn’t. He grinned. ‘If I had one.’
 
   So then I felt like an over-reactive fool.
 
   Time to get things back on a track I was comfortable with. 
 
   ‘Let’s talk business. This chain of shops . . .’ 
 
   I rested my chin on my palm, trying to look businesslike and intense, but I missed and my elbow slid off the molded glass table top and my chin cracked into the shiny surface.
 
   ‘Doof,’ I spluttered. 
 
   Robert sprang up. ‘Christ, Scarlet? What happened? Are you hurt? Is that blood?’
 
   I saw the drops on the table. People were looking our way, and one of the waitresses was signaling Robert, asking if we needed help. 
 
   I grabbed my purse and pulled out my compact. Surveying the damage, it seemed the blood was coming from my mouth. I’d bitten into my tongue.
 
   ‘Scarlet, do you want me to call someone?’ Robert’s face was close – his aftershave smelled amazing. 
 
   ‘Just my tongue, it’ll heal. Looks worse than it is.’
 
   Relieved, Robert sank back into his chair, and the waitress appeared with some napkins and a dish of warm water so that I could clean myself up. 
 
   When I was fairly confident I’d got all the blood off my chin, I gingerly took a drink and tried not to flinch. 
 
   What a moron I was. 
 
   As if someone like Robert Simpson would do business with a ditz like me?
 
   ‘Are you sure you don’t want me to run to the pharmacy for you? Get something for your tongue?’
 
   ‘No, ‘at’s o’kah,’ I tried to say, but my tongue had swelled up and I could hardly form words. 
 
   Wondering what to do, Robert decided there was no other option but to discuss the shop windows he’d mentioned. 
 
   ‘I don’t know how many retail food windows you’ve done . . .’ He looked at me questioningly. 
 
   Might as well tell the truth, he probably wasn’t going to recommend me for the job now, was he? 
 
   ‘Nown.’
 
   ‘A number, did you say? Good, that’s great. Well, my, er friend owns those Chocolato places.’
 
   A shiver of anticipation crept up my spine. Those shops were famous for their tiny chocolate animals. People queued for hours, or so my kids told me. A box of chocolate frogs around thirty dollars though, so naturally, we Teesons weren’t frequent visitors. 
 
   ‘And it needs a Christmas makeover – something clever like you did with LollyBliss. Can you manage that?’
 
   ‘I ‘dow now.’
 
   ‘Start now? Gosh, Scarlet, you are amazing. Lolly said you did her window in an afternoon, including sourcing all the materials, but I didn’t really believe it.’
 
   ‘’At’s ‘oo.’
 
   ‘This job might take a bit longer, of course. There are three stores. Now, how about I give you a float of one thousand dollars for materials, and the balance on completion of the windows?’ 
 
   He was giving me the job?
 
   Pushing a sheet with some addresses and names on it over to me, he smiled.
 
   That was it? 
 
   I’d got the job?
 
   Maybe Robert felt sorry for me, after witnessing the sorry spectacle of me bashing my face into the table like a complete loser? 
 
   ‘Those are the managers’ names and the locations,’ he continued. ‘Is a week long enough?’
 
   A week? 
 
   How was I going to get time off work, to say nothing of dealing with the kids and Cecily 2. 
 
   That was, if I still had my job after failing to turn up today. 
 
   Dan Phillit was probably making voodoos of me as I sat there – I could feel the twinges in my back. 
 
   ‘I’ ‘igh’ ‘ee’ ‘onger.’
 
   ‘You don’t need that long? I suppose you’ve got a lot on? Lolly says you’re in high demand. Three days, then?’
 
   ‘Oo, ‘at’s ‘ot ‘ossible.’
 
   ‘Not impossible? Brilliant. I’ll call you in a couple of days to make sure it’s going okay. And maybe when the windows are done, I can take you out to dinner to celebrate?’
 
   The innuendo was as discreet as Hammertro might try on an aging beauty queen at a bus stop, but I was still flattered. 
 
   If Robert found me attractive, there was still hope for me, one way or another.  
 
   I nodded instead of replying, in case he mistook what I said for something x-rated, and let him help me up and lead me back to LollyBliss. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Lolly and Lucinda were waiting breathlessly at the shop. As I entered, both of them literally stepped back in unison upon seeing the state of me.
 
   ‘My God, did he punch you?’ Lolly looked at me, face pinched with concern.
 
   ‘Are you into that,’ Lucinda asked, ‘because some women are?’
 
   ‘’Oo! ‘E ‘idn’t.’
 
   ‘He hit you?’ Lolly translated.
 
   ‘Hit, punch, not much in it,’ Lucinda said.
 
   Making my way through customers and the racks of new stock that were in front of the counter, I took up Lolly’s curly tipped pen and wrote on the back of one of her politically correct brown paper carry bags.
 
    
 
   I did this to myself. An accident. I feel like a moron.
 
    
 
   ‘You look a bit like one too, with that lip,’ Lucinda noted.
 
   ‘Lucinda. Completely inappropriate’ said Lolly tiredly. ‘Go and put those clothes out before one of the customers has a slip and trip and I get sued.’
 
   ‘I’m only trying to help,’ Lucinda replied sulkily.
 
   Lolly turned back to me. ‘Let’s get out of here, Serendipity? Perfect time of year for one of their frozen salted caramels. And it couldn’t hurt that lip.’
 
   ‘O ’ay,’ I said, glancing at my watch.  It was still early and the kids had sports after school. If I didn’t want to be landed with Cecily 2 – having to discuss the Jerry Springer ‘stars’ who lived in their mobile home park and, obscenely, all the cats her own cat Spor had shagged – I needed stay away until I had backup in the form of the kids or Carson. 
 
   Lolly sprung for a cab, and hopped out halfway to get be something for my  swollen tongue. By the time we reached the iconic ice cream parlor, normal speech had been resumed. 
 
   ‘Thank you. You don’t know how idiotic I feel.’
 
   ‘It’s not the end of the world, Scar,’ Lolly said, spying a table and barging through inexperienced tourists to bag it.  
 
   I pushed through the crowds after her. ‘You don’t know what rubbish that man believes about me, though.’
 
   Lolly went white.
 
   ‘What? Lolly? Are you okay? Do you feel ill?’
 
   Lolly stared pointedly behind me. I turned to find, for the second time that day, Robert Simpson standing directly behind me.
 
   ‘Robert. What are you doing here?’ Lolly asked brightly, hoping he hadn’t heard. 
 
   ‘Business. Around the corner.’ 
 
   He looked at me. ‘Having dinner with the husband?’ 
 
   It sounded like an accusation – but no, why should it be? 
 
   The more important question was, why would he think I was meeting Carson?
 
   ‘If you mean Carson, we’re not. Just us,’ Lolly said.
 
   Robert frowned. ‘I just passed a man in the street I could have sworn was Scarlet’s husband.’
 
   Lolly and I were flabbergasted. ‘But Robert, how do you know what Carson looks like?’ she asked. 
 
   There was the slightest reddening of his left cheek. ‘From the old days, when he and Scarlet began dating. They always sat in the same corner of Grando’s, didn’t they? In fact, I’d remember him anywhere, with that hair.’
 
   Was it my imagination or was Robert slightly out of order with respect to Carson? 
 
   Lolly tried to keep things light. ‘Gosh, yes, that revolting stained sofa with the round purple patches. Why on earth didn’t the authorities make them take it away? Definite health hazard.’
 
   Robert was quick was a reply, ‘Well, it didn’t worry Scarlet and er, Carson.’
 
   His voice was taking on a sing-songy pitch that hurt my ears. It must be a nervous thing.
 
   I wasn’t one to comment though, was I? I’d managed to almost bite off my tongue by trying to cover up my nerves.
 
   ‘Join us?’ I asked, eager to sit down – the shoes Lolly had loaned me were gnawing at my ankles. 
 
   ‘Sorry, love to, but I need to fly – business awaits.’ 
 
   Shooting me one final awkward glance, Robert pulled his collar up against the rain and dashed through the door as a drenched teenage couple entered.
 
   ‘What’s with him?’ 
 
   ‘Who knows?’
 
   We might have discussed it further but the iced drinks my friend had ordered moments ago, with the casual flick of a hand, arrived. Lolly was obviously a regular there.  
 
   She handed me a spoon. ‘Enough about men, this is what life should be about.’
 
   And even though the cold ice made my tongue sting, I couldn’t disagree.
 
   Eventually, the food was gone and we moved on to coffee.
 
   ‘What was Carson doing in town?’ I wondered aloud.
 
   ‘It probably wasn’t him. No offence, but Carson doesn’t look like the man you first met, does it? His hair is totally different, for one thing.’
 
   ‘True.’ Lolly was right. Carson’s hair had gone from a mad, curly affair just like mine to a whisper of what it once was – now it was short, fine and delicately arranged for maximum coverage.
 
   ‘I suppose I don’t look the same, either, do I?’
 
   She shrugged. ‘So what? You’ve got a life, and you’ve had two kids.’
 
   Watching Lolly, model-like in her slick Burberry mac, shiny Versace boots, together with that sheet of unbelievable blonde hair, I wondered why she hadn’t dated recently. 
 
   If she had, she never spoke of it.
 
   I thought back. There’d been a few boyfriends over the years, but no one who’d lasted more than a month or so.
 
   ‘What about you, Lol? The business is taking off. Isn’t it time to make babies?’
 
   Instead of scrunching her face up like she always did at the mention of pregnancy, Lolly’s eyes fogged with sadness. 
 
   I grabbed her hand. It was freezing, despite the hot coffee she was clutching. 
 
   ‘Lolly, what’s up?’
 
   ‘It’s hopeless.’
 
   Now hopeless I knew about, but Lolly didn’t display any of the usual characteristics required for hopelessness. 
 
   ‘Why? You’re gorgeous. Just take your pick. I can give you Carson’s old alumni yearbooks. Literally, take your pick. Most of those nerds don’t leave the lab or hospital or wherever they hang out. They’re ripe for the picking.’
 
   She sat back and stared at me.
 
   ‘What?’ 
 
   ‘I can’t believe you’ve never noticed.’
 
   Was she accusing me of something? I had a sore mouth; three days to complete a job I couldn’t, in all probability, do with any degree of competency; and now my best friend seemed about to dump me.
 
   ‘Look, Lolly, I know I haven’t been there for you–‘
 
   ‘What are you talking about,’ she exclaimed. ‘For once, Scar, this is about me, not you. You see, I am in love.’
 
   Ignoring the dig at my selfish behavior, I clapped my hands together like a toddler. ‘Brilliant, that’s great news! Who is he?’
 
   Misery clouded her gorgeous face again.
 
   ‘That’s the problem. It’s not a he, it’s a she. 
 
   A she?
 
   ‘A she who is not interested in other shes.’
 
   

 
   

  CHAPTER EIGHT
 
    
 
   Tuesday, November 28 
 
    
 
   ‘Life is fun. Get naked.’
 
   Jocelyn Priestly
 
    
 
    
 
   ‘HOW DID THAT WRETCHED Jocelyn Priestly even get her name on a calendar, with advice like that?’ 
 
   I was reading that day’s insightful sentence aloud at breakfast, anger at the woman’s ignorance building. 
 
   ‘Is she the one who shows her snatch?’ asked Cecily 2.
 
   I sighed. I didn’t know how much more of Cecily 2’s foul language or casual attitude to nakedness and sex I could take. 
 
   Last night she’d come home at twelve in the S&M outfit she wore for work. Poor Mrs Carlisle had seen her battling with the recalcitrant front door of the building and thought she was some sort of criminal (the old lady had actually mentioned the joker in Batman, which was, admittedly, hilarious), and called the cops.
 
   They’d almost arrested Cecily 2 for being lewd on the street, until she threatened to snog one of them in return for her freedom.
 
   ‘That won’t be necessary,’ said Officer One. 
 
   ‘Just don’t do it again,’ the second had instructed hurriedly, as they backed away.
 
   ‘Rude,’ Cecily 2 had remarked.
 
   ‘She’d know,’ Carson had whispered in my ear.
 
   Burning toast brought me back to the present. 
 
   ‘Oh, sodding heck, the toast,’ I cried. They were the last two slices. 
 
   ‘These are growing on me,’ Cecily 2 remarked to J, who had stumbled into the room still in his pajamas.  
 
   As she was still wearing her ‘costume’ I figured she must have slept in it. I wondered how she could breathe in the thing, let alone sleep.  
 
   There was the faint whiff of BO in the air as Cecily poured cereal into her bowl with wild abandon. 
 
   ‘What, the con-flakes?’ my son asked.
 
   ‘No,’ she said, looking at her reflection in the microwave. ‘These cold sores.’
 
   Honestly.
 
   Why couldn’t Cecily 2 take herself off to Manhattan and get lost for a couple of nights?
 
   Or take herself off somewhere permanently. 
 
   Rufus and Howie wouldn’t mind. All evidence pointed to the fact that they wouldn’t even notice. Neither had called to check on her while she’d been in Brooklyn. 
 
   Which reminded me.
 
   ‘Carson?’
 
   ‘Yes?’
 
   ‘Why were you in midtown, near Bloomingdales, yesterday afternoon?’
 
   He was facing away from me but I could have sworn I saw his back stiffen. 
 
   ‘I wasn’t.’ 
 
   So what was that stiff back all about, then?
 
   ‘Someone saw you there,’ I persisted.
 
   ‘Who?’
 
   ‘Just a friend, from my college days.’
 
   Next it was his turn to look suspicious. ‘The more important question is, what were you doing there? Didn’t you have a shift at work?’
 
   Let’s not go there.
 
   ‘I was with Lolly.’
 
   ‘Instead of at work?’
 
   Having deftly turned the conversation from his own indiscretions, Carson waited for me to respond. When I didn’t, he shook his slowly balding head tiredly and walked out of the room.
 
   ‘That’s right, just walk away in the middle of a conversation,’ I called, unable to contain myself, despite the audience sitting at the table. 
 
   But Carson kept moving down the hall. 
 
   ‘Not getting’ any?’ Cecily 2 remarked slyly.
 
   ‘Gross,’ J said, pushing his chair back with a thud and storming out.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   I called Lolly to discuss the previously unmentionable topic she’d raised – her sexuality – but it was clear she still didn’t want to talk about it.  Her answer phone was on at work, and her mobile went straight through to voicemail.
 
   Was she avoiding me now, after blurting out the truth? Why would she do that?
 
   Unless . . . she wanted to date me?
 
   Oh God, don’t let it be that. How could I reject my dearest friend?
 
   Because the alternate option – dating Lolly – clearly wasn’t an option at all, even if she was a huge step-up from my present situation. 
 
   Of course, Lolly knew that. Didn’t she? 
 
   If not, why would she encourage Robert to call me if she wanted to date me herself?
 
   Unless she was testing my willingness to cheat on Carson?
 
   No. That’s nuts.
 
   My head ached. What a completely awful situation. 
 
   Deciding I would drop in to LollyBliss later to sort things out, I got dressed, pushed the kids out the door, and headed over to Flindes. 
 
   Fingers crossed that I could explain why I hadn’t called in sick the day before. I hadn’t dared. As I lived so close, I wouldn’t have put it past Dan Phillit to come and check on me. 
 
   Not surprisingly, Dan Phillit was in a less than congenial mood.
 
   ‘Look, Mr Phillit–‘ 
 
   He didn’t prevaricate. ‘You’re fired, Mrs Teeson.’
 
   ‘Let me explain.’
 
   ‘See those two hardworkers over there?’ He indicated Scott and Maeve, who were batting a broken bag of pasta against a wall with a roll of Christmas wrap.
 
   ‘The ones playing baseball with food?’
 
   ‘They appreciate their jobs,’ Dan Phillit said, rooting about in his nose.
 
   ‘Can’t you see what they’re doing?’
 
   ‘Of course I can. They’re picking up broken pasta. Without being asked. Enterprising and punctual. The ideal Flindes’ employees.’
 
   Lord, give me strength not to smash him one on that huge snout.
 
   ‘Look, Mr Phillit, please just give me one more chance. I have a family, and sometimes, very occasionally, having a family means I have to miss work.’
 
   ‘Then I’ll hire someone who doesn’t have a family.’
 
   ‘Isn’t that discrimination?’
 
   ‘Not if you breach the staff handbook by failing to call in,’ said Dan Phillit. ‘Now, your locker key and discount card, if you please.’
 
   Who said ‘If you please’ anymore? No wonder he was dateless and bitter.
 
   I threw down the requested items, told Dan Phillit his fly was undone and that picking his nose was unacceptable, especially in areas where food was sold.
 
   Then I offered him the universal sign of dissatisfaction care of my middle finger, and left.
 
   I got to the corner when it hit me.
 
   What the hell have I done?
 
   Less than five minutes later, I was desperately trying to stop myself from racing back in and grabbing at Dan Phillit’s knees, begging for forgiveness.
 
   I might have, too, if I hadn’t seen him and Scott and Maeve pointing at me through the dirty glass of the shopfront and laughing uproariously. 
 
   Trudging towards home, I remonstrated with myself for being a jerk. Where on earth was I going to get another permanent job, with the economy the way it was?
 
   I was hopeless when it came to jobs, and interviews Worse, I had nothing to wear for interviews. 
 
   And even if I managed to complete the Chocolato work, there was no guarantee that it would led to anything else, was there?
 
   What had I done?
 
    
 
    
 
   

 
   

- Cue poignant tale of disastrous fashion job interviews:
 
    
 
   Although I dropped out of college when I discovered I was pregnant with J, I still hoped to resume my career. Carson encouraged it – and why wouldn’t he? We needed another income to be able to afford to live in New York. 
 
   I occasionally felt a twinge of resentment over the fact that he’d dropped law; and very occasionally that he’d done so because of another woman. 
 
   But on the whole, Carson was happy teaching, and I was confident that, with two years of college behind me (even with the C-grades I conveniently left off my CV), there would be a full-time position in some fashion house awaiting me. Even if it was, to start with, as a receptionist.
 
   The first interview was at a fabric company called Weilla, to which I’d sent my details on the off chance. The job was junior fabric buyer, which sounded fascinating.
 
   Unfortunately, the woman who interviewed me homed right in on my college results.
 
   ‘A C? In business management? You do know what this job entails, don’t you?’
 
   ‘Yes, I can explain that. You see, I was working hard on my portfolio for design . . .’ 
 
   The woman ran her finger along my application form. ‘And what did you get for that?’
 
   ‘A C, but this isn’t a design job, is it, so . . .’
 
   ‘Mrs Teeson, let’s not waste each other’s time.’
 
   ‘But, if you gave me a chance . . .’
 
   She had the good grace to wait and hear what I had to say, but nothing came to me. Sighing, she stood up.
 
   ‘There’s the door.’
 
   I hadn’t been treated so badly since some wino threw up on me when I was working on the stall with Lolly.  
 
   With the exception of Cecily Teeson, of course.   
 
   The second interview was thanks to Lolly, who was working her way up through the ranks at a major fashion chain. 
 
   However, J had colic and I had to reschedule and when I turned up for the interview, they’d already hired someone else.
 
   From there, things went downhill. I couldn’t seem to get an interview anywhere – even a receptionist position at the nearest dump required more qualifications than I could offer. 
 
   Finally, I’d stopped by a local supermarket downtown to buy some carrots. A part-time job for a cashier was advertised in the window. Scooting inside, I spoke to the manager, who seemed to appreciate the fact that I spoke English and had a head and two arms and functioning legs. He hired me on the spot and I began my career, if that’s what it was, at Flindes. 
 
   When we moved to Brooklyn, I transferred within the company, and four managers later, Dan Phillit, graduate of some third rate institution in the mid west, had become my boss.
 
   ‘You’re a bit old to be working here,’ was the first thing he said to me.
 
   Which was when I suspected that my days at Flindes were numbered.
 
    
 
    
 
   

 
   

The phone was ringing when I got back to the flat to collect my notebook and umbrella. Mum.
 
   ‘Why haven’t you called me back?’
 
   ‘I didn’t know you’d called.’
 
   ‘I left a lot of messages, Scarlet.’
 
   I glanced at the machine – the red light was blinked manically. 
 
   Shit.
 
   ‘Mum, I am so sorry, how are things?’
 
   ‘They’ve taken your dad into a home. He’s had a stroke. A bad one.’
 
   If I thought I could feel any lower after the episode with Dan Phillit, I’d have been wrong. 
 
   ‘Oh Mum. Shall I come home?’
 
   How it could be managed was a mystery, but I had to offer, didn’t I? There would be some way to make it work. 
 
   Cecily 2’s income from working as a porno mistress, perhaps?
 
   ‘No, no. Don’t bother. There’s nothing you can do now. Nothing I can do. They say he might go on for years the way he is, now. In a vegetative state. He doesn’t known when I go to visit. They are feeding him through a tube.’
 
   Her voice caught and I heard gentle sobs. 
 
   ‘Are you sure you don’t want me to come back?’
 
   ‘I know you can’t, dear. And like I said, there is nothing to be done for the poor man now. He isn’t on a ventilator and is breathing normally, which means he is just a living shell of what he once was.’
 
   I felt sick with grief. For her, and for me. He might be a cheater, but he was still my dad. 
 
   ‘If that’s the case why don’t you come here, for a visit?’
 
   It wasn’t fair to ask her, because I knew what she’d say. 
 
   Predictably, Mum replied as I’d guessed. ‘I shouldn’t leave your father. And the doctor said I still can’t fly because of my blood pressure .’
 
   ‘Then I’ll try to get to you, help you sort out Dad’s stuff.’ 
 
   Once Robert paid me the full amount for my work, I’d have the money for a fare.
 
   ‘Alright dear, but don’t hurry. There is nothing to be gained from you coming immediately.’
 
   I tried not to think about the fact that I didn’t have my job at the co-op any longer. Once the Chocolato money was spent, we’d be eating con-flakes for every meal. 
 
   What Carson would say when he found out I’d been fired from Flindes?
 
   Probably not a lot. Carson was fond of the silent treatment.  
 
   ‘No dear,’ Mum repeated, when I didn’t answer. ‘Don’t worry, your father had everything organized, just in case. The bank says it is all in order. Don’t you fret, it will all work out. It always does.’
 
   And then Mum rang off without saying goodbye, because she couldn’t speak through her tears any longer. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   An hour later, I’d pulled it together. Whatever happened, I needed to earn that extra two thousand dollars – and the reasons were certainly beginning to stack up. In fact, my head was spinning with Mum, Lolly, Carson, the kids and Cecily 2 – I could barely put one foot in front of the other for the worries sloshing about inside my brain.
 
   Wrapping up warm, I caught a variety of public transport options, most of which  succeeded in breaking down at some point during the journey. 
 
   When I finally got to Manhattan, I made my way to each of the three shops on Robert Simpson’s list and took account of the window displays. There wasn’t much to differentiate between the three. They were all dark, conservative-looking places, and the first thing I asked each manager was: Why on earth aren’t there more lights on the chocolate?
 
   ‘It’s like you’re trying to hide the stock.’
 
   It melts, came back the answer each time. Of course. Unwrapped chocolate melts under lights in an enclosed space, and then it re-hardens overnight, causing a horrible streaky white on the chocolate that tastes gritty when eaten. 
 
   ‘We can’t afford to waste food,’ the manager of Shop One, a slender guy with a lofty expression and one of those semi-beards, told me. ‘But I agree with you, we aren’t displaying the chocolates off properly. Look at those darling chocolate cows – the detail is exquisite, but no one can get a good look. We’ve put some of our packaging here and there to brighten things up, but if we just show the boxes, no one knows what’s inside and they don’t buy as much. We would get far more sales with the chocolates shown off in their full glory.’
 
   The present arrangement was shelf drawers of different chocolate animals in lines, with a few gold boxes tied with Christmas ribbons dotted about. Because of the dim lighting, the drawers appeared a sludge of brown.
 
   By the time I’d made it around all three stores, a plan was forming. 
 
   But to make it work, I needed to see if Hammertro’s uncle could help me with it – at a low, low cost. I wanted to hang on to as much of the thousand dollar deposit as I could. Without comprising on the end result, of course. I’d call on Hammertro the moment I got in.  
 
   But before I set off for home, there was one final call I needed to make. 
 
   Racing through the subway system and coming up near LollyBliss, I found Lolly behind the counter and the place almost empty.
 
   ‘Oh, Scar, hi.’
 
   ‘Why aren’t you picking up my calls?’ 
 
   ‘I thought you’d think I was a freak. I wanted to give you time not to hate me.’
 
   Oh Lolly. 
 
   Poor, beautiful, Lolly. 
 
   ‘Of course I don’t think that. I can’t reciprocate, of course, but–‘
 
   Lolly’s tinkling laugh trickled over the counter. 
 
   ‘Why would you reciprocate?’
 
   ‘Because, you, um, think of me, um, in that way.’
 
   More laughter. ‘You think I am in love with you?’
 
   ‘Isn’t that why you’re not picking up the phone?’
 
   She let me down gently. ‘As attractive as you are, Scar, it’s not you.’
 
   I was about to begin the interrogation of who the miraculous creature was who’d finally won Lolly’s affections when Lucinda stumbled from the back room with a huge armful of clothes. 
 
   ‘Too heavy,’ she declared, dumping them on the counter.
 
   I waited for Lolly to tell her to be careful; that she’d snag the brightly colored trademark knitwear on the tops of the hangers by carrying them like that, but Lolly wasn’t looking at the jumpers.
 
   Her eyes were fixed to Lucinda.
 
   And then I got it. 
 
   Oh no.
 
   Really?
 
   Lucinda?
 
   For the first time ever, I felt really, really sorry for Lolly.
 
   Because the likelihood of Lucinda being gay was on par with Carson suddenly becoming a jobbing lawyer.  
 
   It was never, ever going to happen.
 
   Before I could say anything more, Lolly came to her senses and suggested that if I was going to be in Manhattan then we should meet up for lunch later in the week. 
 
   ‘Sure. I’ll call you, but pick up this time, okay?’
 
   Lolly nodded, but once again, her gaze was elsewhere.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   I was almost to the subway when my mobile rang.
 
   Not problems with Cecily 2, I prayed.
 
   The prayers were answered. Sort of. It was Robert.
 
   ‘Hi, are you still in town?’
 
   How did he know I was in town. Must have assumed I would be, given I’d agreed to complete the job in three bloody days. 
 
   ‘Just leaving.’
 
   ‘Oh, how about a coffee and a debrief?’
 
   I was shattered from the day from hell and I still had to get home and find food in the cupboards to turn into a half respectable dinner, but how could I say no? 
 
   He’d gotten me the position, hadn’t he? 
 
   I looked around, spied a Starbucks, and told Robert where I was. It was a tad rude, demanding he come to me, but under the circumstances, it was the best that I, and my poor, tired feet, could manage.
 
   As I waited, I considered that when the airfare back to England was factored in, the leftover profit from these window jobs was going to have to last a long time.
 
   But how long could about fifteen hundred dollars last? 
 
   Maybe Chocolato would employ me on a more regular basis? I could always ask, couldn’t I? Lolly said she’d pay me for her next windows – in fact, she said I could change them again in the new year. 
 
   I needed to charm the boss of Chocolato, if only I could discover who he was.
 
   It was strange I hadn’t come across the owner at any of the stores. 
 
   Each of the respective managers indicated he was pretty ‘hands-on’. 
 
   At the second store, the female manager said he was out the back counting inventory and went to get him, but it transpired the man had inexplicably disappeared through a little-used rear exit.
 
   ‘Well, hello again.’
 
   Robert was standing there, his sculptured features staring down at me, sporting a bemused grin. 
 
   ‘So, Scarlet, how’s the job going?’
 
   With his face bright from the cold, and his huge, lumberjack-style designer coat being at the very height of fashion, my old crush certainly made an impact on the ladies. At least four women, including the girl cashier, looked up as he pecked in the general direction of my cheek. 
 
   ‘Good.’ 
 
   Nice one. What a conversationalist. No wonder you are almost jobless!
 
   He ordered our coffees, remembering my preference from last time, and I began to tell him of my observations. 
 
   Halfway through my soliloquy Robert grasped my still gloved hand. 
 
   ‘Why are you still wearing these?’
 
   He didn’t let go. 
 
    Uncomfortable under his querying stare, I eased my hand away.
 
   ‘Cold extremities. I don’t know why, coming from England you’d think I’d be used to the cold.’
 
   ‘Here, let me warm them for you.’ 
 
   Robert took off the cheap woolen mittens with the disturbed-looking Santas on them and gently rubbed each hand, one by one.
 
   I should have taken my hands back immediately, but I discovered it actually felt good to have someone touching me; to have someone caring about me.
 
   ‘Tall skinny cap, tall gingerbread latte with cream,’ the barista called.
 
   Coming to my senses, I leaped up to get the drinks, and when I returned, Robert had the same bemused smile on his face. 
 
   ‘I would have gotten the drinks.’
 
   ‘It warmed me up, moving about.’
 
   I placed his creamy beverage in front of him.
 
   Again, the blue eyes bore into my own. Some women might find it alluring, but I felt too exposed by his obvious interest and turned away. 
 
   ‘Do I repulse you that much, or are you no longer used to intimacy?’
 
   I looked back at him. The pale eyes were still locked onto my own brown ones so I quickly cast a glance elsewhere in the room. 
 
   It seemed that if I lied, he would know.
 
   ‘Well?’ he pressed.
 
   A moment later I answered. 
 
   ‘The latter.’ It was a whisper.
 
   What the hell I was saying?
 
   And why was I saying it?
 
   ‘That’s what I hoped,’ Robert replied, sitting back with satisfaction.   
 
   ‘Now, tell me more about the chocolate.’  
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Hammertro was waiting for me as I entered the building. Looking like he was being auditioned for some magazine spread, he was
 
   leaning against the stack of unclaimed mail (Yes, it was that tall a pile!) in his loose western shirt, vest and black trousers.
 
   ‘What’s wrong?’ I asked, panicked. Hammertro didn’t usually waste time hanging about foyers. Not unless he was on a ‘job’. 
 
   ‘Are the kids okay?’
 
   ‘Nothin’ happin’, seeeexy momma, chillax.’
 
   ‘What?’
 
   The fine features contorted as he sighed deeply and dramatically. ‘Imma just waitin’ for your hot sista-in-law.’
 
   ‘You shouldn’t go there,’ I said.
 
   The white teeth glistened. ‘Too late.’
 
   I winced. Too much information.
 
   ‘Look, Hammertro, I should warn you, Cecily 2 is more than slightly insane . . .’
 
   ‘Yeah, that’s what I love about her.’ He ran a tongue around his lips, as if showing me what else he liked about her.
 
   I didn’t reply. What else was there to say? 
 
   Except, Cecily 2 is mad, so R.U.N.!
 
   Then I remembered the Chocolato business. 
 
   ‘Look, is your uncle up for some work?’
 
   My neighbor’s ears pricked up. ‘What kinda work? It involve guns? ‘Cause that’s A.O.K.’
 
   ‘No guns. It’s a legitimate business arrangement. I am working on these shop windows–‘
 
   ‘You want someone to help you knock off some merchandise, eh?’ Hammertro came closer and nudged me, nodding knowingly. 
 
   ‘No, of course not! Honestly, Hammertro, don’t you know me at all?’
 
    ‘What’s to know? You’re broke, I’m broke, Uncle Rabbit, he’s broke too. Why not get us some Christmas cheer, hah?’
 
   ‘Forget crime for a moment, will you? I want Uncle Rabbit to do some work on some old-fashioned fruit boxes. They need to look like Noah’s Arks. I’ll pay him. I need some windows built into them, and some hidden insulation.’
 
   ‘Why?’ Hammertro was marginally intrigued; he was still maintaining occasional eye contact with the front door.  
 
   ‘To put chocolates in. So that they don’t melt. The insulation should protect them from the heat from the lighting.’
 
   Now that there wasn’t any ‘action’ involved, he wasn’t interested. 
 
   ‘Right, whatever, here comes seeeexy Ce-ce. I’ll speak to my uncle later, but I’m sure he won’t say no to cash. It is cash, right?’
 
   ‘Yes. In that case, I’ll bring the boxes around to yours tomorrow, okay?’ I had no idea where I would get retro fruit boxes from, but there had to be somewhere to find them, didn’t there?
 
   ‘Yeah, whatevs, heeeelllo seeeexy,’ he whistled, as my revolting sister-in-law sashayed through the broken security door in her leatherette mistress uniform. 
 
   ‘Nice day at work?’ I asked. 
 
   ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’ Cecily 2 yelled.
 
   There was not the slightest inflection of sarcasm in the question – Cecily 2 was truly a mad bitch. You couldn’t even ask her how her day was without getting pounded. 
 
   ‘Forget it,’ I said, moving up the stairs in front of them, the sound of loud, smacking kisses making it difficult to resist the urge to throw myself down the centre of the stairwell.  
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Carson made an appearance just as I was dishing up a tomato and basil pasta an hour later. He was carrying yet another load of books, which he quickly shoved into his filing cabinet and locked up. Perhaps he was worried one of us would set them alight to save on fuel? 
 
   ‘You’re late,’ I said yet again.
 
   ‘And you could have given me a lift home from Manhattan,’ Cecily 2 commented, sliding into the room in shorts and a vinyl looking vest top. ‘I know you saw me.’
 
   Running his hand through his thinning hair – his newly developed nervous tick – Carson said he didn’t know what Cecily 2 was on about. ‘What were you doing in Manhattan?’ he shot back. ‘Your work’s in Brooklyn, isn’t it?’ 
 
   ‘Yes, isn’t it?’ I added. Wasn’t that job the reason she was staying with us, torturing me daily? 
 
   ‘I was shopping. It is coming up to Christmas.’ Cecily 2 looked about the room, her red-rimmed eyes shifty.
 
   ‘But you don’t work in Manhattan either, Carson, do you? Aren’t you supposed to be in school?’ What was going on? Everyone related to me seemed to be becoming a compulsive liar. Or perhaps I was simply going mad?
 
   ‘I told you, I wasn’t in Manhattan,’ Carson told us, not very believably. Then he tried to deftly change the subject: ‘Now, what’s for dinner?’
 
   I filed his pathetic excuse away in the back of my mind, alongside all the others. 
 
   ‘Something that looks like it was scrapped off the street,’ Cecily 2 winked at the kids, who had come into the kitchen at the sound of the raised voice of their dad. 
 
   Cecily 2’s eye twitched radically, and Jessie backed away again, saying she wasn’t hungry.
 
   Clearly the poor child preferred starvation to eating with her dysfunctional aunt. 
 
   J took one look at the supper on offer – pasta with dried basil, some beans of dubious origin in a sauce of ketchup, and followed his sister back down the hall. 
 
   ‘Right, that’s me done.’ I dropped the pot on the table. ‘You two enjoy.’
 
   Heading down the corridor, I found the kids in J’s room.
 
   ‘Anyone fancy some McDonald’s?’ The $1000 deposit from Robert was supposed to be for fittings, but I figured I could afford to spend a little on subsistence, couldn’t I?
 
   ‘Yes!’ J punched the air, and we quickly bundled up and raced out the door before Cecily 2 and Carson got wind of what we were up to.
 
   Sod them both.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Just before bedtime, with Carson teed off at having to spend two long hours listening to his sister discuss the sex life of her cat again, the phone rang. 
 
   I let the machine pickup. The answer machine contained four new messages, all from Mum. 
 
   I couldn’t bear to call her back right then. 
 
   I knew I couldn’t tell Mum the truth about why I wasn’t already on a plane. She’d no doubt have already guessed Jessie wasn’t as ill as I’d made out, mostly because I kept refusing to elaborate on the exact cause of my daughter’s illness. 
 
   The whole thing was so unbelievably sad – it was too late to tell Dad I knew about his indiscretions; to tell him to make things good with Mum before . . . well, before it was all over.
 
   My phone binged.
 
   Robert.
 
   Great.
 
   Another problem.
 
   Was it a problem? Or a delicious secret?
 
   I was so tired that I didn’t really care, I told the evil voice in my head. I read the message:
 
    
 
   Lunch tomorrow? Or the day after? Can’t wait to see you again. R. x.
 
    
 
   Had he really signed that text with a kiss?
 
   Wasn’t it too soon for that?
 
   Wasn’t it a tad inappropriate?
 
   ‘Who was that?’ Carson asked, turning over in bed, absorbed in trying to mark some poor kid’s English assignment. There were lots of red crosses scattered over the page.
 
   I didn’t answer. Why should I? How dare he question me? If he thought I’d bought his lie about being in Manhattan he was sorely mistaken. Cecily 2 might be insane but the insanity didn’t usually manifest in seeing things, or people, that weren’t there. 
 
   Why was Carson in Manhattan in the middle of the afternoon?
 
   For the second time in a week.
 
   Bastard.
 
   Sod him.
 
   I returned a text.
 
    
 
   Sounds good.
 
    
 
   As an afterthought, I added the ‘x’. 
 
   And then, looking at Carson, brow furrowed as his hand flew across the page, crossing and ticking, I deleted the ‘x’.
 
   ‘Did you listen to the messages from your Mom?’ Carson voice was snappy. 
 
   ‘’Yes.’
 
   ‘What’s up?’
 
   ‘What do you care?’
 
   He looked over, pretending to be bewildered. 
 
   I longed to tell him to drop the act, that I knew he was up to something, but I didn’t. 
 
   When he didn’t answer I gave up. I was far too exhausted to have to argue.
 
   I’d call Mum tomorrow, I promised myself, as I put a pillow over my head to block out the light from Carson’s bedside lamp, and tried to fall asleep.
 
   At least, with the window dressing job, I had something pleasant, and true, to tell Mum.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   

 
   

CHAPTER NINE
 
    
 
   Tuesday, December 5 
 
    
 
   ‘Life is fun. Get naked.’
 
   Jocelyn Priestly
 
    
 
    
 
   NO ONE HAD BETTER get naked today, I told my calendar, reading the latest rubbish Ms Priestly offered as inspiration for the day. 
 
   Since I’d taken the kids out for dinner, putting my foot in the sand in terms of our abject poverty, things actually seemed to be going my way.
 
   For a start, both Carson and Cecily 2 were trying their best to appease me. I put this down to the fact that Cecily 2’s ‘assignment’ had been extended until Christmas, so they needed me to agree to her continued presence on my sofa.
 
   When I didn’t agree straightaway, Cecily the First had called me up and the word ‘please’ had been used.
 
   I was so shocked by my mother-in-law’s unnatural politeness that I stupidly agreed. 
 
   Meanwhile, Hammetro’s uncle had agreed to recreate my boxes, and Robert Simpson had no problem with extending the time taken to do the job. ‘As long as it is done a couple of weeks before Christmas,’ he’d said, relieving me of a mountain of worries. 
 
   I still had to find the boxes – that was proving difficult, but other than that, my plan for the Chocolato windows was coming together nicely. 
 
   If only the remaining part of my relationship with Robert was so easy to assess. 
 
    
 
   - Cue recent memory of awkward lunch with Robert Simpson:
 
    
 
   ‘Do you take sugar?’ He’d lashed out on a coffee and sandwich at some place in Greenwich Village that he insisted was trendy, but I felt looked more like the dying days of a salmonella diner. 
 
   The sugar had lumps of something unidentifiable in it. ‘Um, no, thanks.’
 
   ‘So, how’s the job going?’
 
   I wanted to keep it a secret until the big reveal, mostly because if he said he hated the idea, and passed the information onto the ultimate client, it would scupper the whole project. 
 
   And there wasn’t a Plan B.
 
   Robert seemed on the verge of wanting to say something the entire lunch but didn’t. 
 
   I figured he wanted to follow on from our conversation of the other day.
 
   To follow on from that ‘x’.
 
   And he did. In a way. 
 
   A horrible way. 
 
   ‘I like those tight leather boots you’re wearing.’
 
   I was wearing ten-year-old scuffed knee-lengths. I couldn’t date them exactly because they were from a charity shop. Thanks to the size of my calves, the boots were quite floppy around the ankles. I hated them, but they were good for walking in wet and icy conditions. 
 
   ‘Really? These?’
 
   A strange dark frown clouded his face for a moment, but quickly disappeared.
 
   What was with him?
 
   ‘Just trying to compliment you. Women like compliments, don’t they?’
 
    Depends on what they are. 
 
   ‘Sure, thanks. I think.’
 
   ‘So, tell me about your kids . . .’
 
   With that segue into a change of subject, Robert Simpson moved the conversation back to more acceptable territory, but I began to feel that any attraction I had originally felt might have been misplaced.
 
   He really was more than a little odd. 
 
   

 
   

While I worked in Manhattan on the shops, Robert Simpson managed to pop up at least every second day, usually at the front of whatever store I was working on. And he always offered to buy me a meal. 
 
   My penury meant I never refused, even if I couldn’t stop thinking about the weird boot comment of the other day. 
 
   Apart from that awkward early conversation during which we’d dodged around our feelings, he hadn’t mentioned the issue of us being more than friends again, and I was glad. 
 
   So, a few days a week we ate and talked and laughed. He seemed to know a lot about the chocolate business – but I figured that was because he was friends with the owner of Chocolato. 
 
   ‘Have to know your market,’ he told me.
 
   The initial allure I’d  felt for Robert Simpson eventually faded completely. Yes, he was George Clooney-esque, but there was something about Robert that made me shy away; something not completely trustworthy. 
 
   And after all, I did love Carson.
 
   Once. 
 
   I may not love him in the same way now, or love how he treated me or the kids, but if I tried hard, I could believe that things would get easier.
 
   So I put any illicit romance with Robert out of my mind and concentrated on my work.
 
   The shop windows were coming together. I was assembling the look in the rear of Store Three, which, being  downtown, had the most space out back.
 
   Hammertro’s uncle had done a marvelous job, not only cutting my boxes into arks but sourcing them, too.
 
   I’d looked and looked and looked, but had no luck.
 
   When Uncle Rabbit saw the modern light beech squares I’d finally found online, he told me to send them back and that he had the perfect thing.
 
   ‘Legal,’ I warned him, picturing some irate owner banging on the windows of the Chocolato in anger, claiming theft. 
 
   ‘I swear,’ Uncle Rabbit said, giving me a semi-toothless grin. 
 
   And he’d come good, providing authentic, 1920s’ orange boxes, with satisfyingly faded labels.
 
   ‘Where on earth did he get them?’ I asked Hammertro, on sighting the tantalizing find. Well, tantalizing to me, anyway. 
 
   ‘You don’t ask with Uncle,’ my neighbor told me, which made me so cautious that I had to ring Uncle Rabbit again to get confirmation that the boxes were in fact from his deceased mother’s storage shed and not knocked off from some antiques emporium. 
 
   ‘I think my scheme is going to look amazing,’ I told Robert, after we’d met for yet another chaste lunch. ‘All I need are a few final touches, which I think I might get at some place in Queens, and we’re done.’ 
 
   Instead of replying, Robert leaned down and kissed me.
 
   It was in front of the window of Store Two, near 49th Street. 
 
   There was no warning; he just grabbed my face, and stuck his tongue in my mouth.
 
   I’d like to say that it was pleasant, and that it gave me options for a better life, but it wasn’t and it didn’t. 
 
   It was completely sleazy and entirely weird.
 
   ‘What are you doing?’ I pushed him away.
 
   ‘I thought we’d discussed this?’ He seemed confused. 
 
   ‘Did we? When?’ My voice was even – I hoped to be able to do more windows for friends of Robert Simpson. Lolly said he’d told her there was the possibility of more work if I did a good job.
 
   This situation had to be managed carefully. Mum was still completely distressed about Dad, and despite denying it, I knew she was waiting for me to say I was boarding a plane. Carson still had no idea Flindes had sacked me – the money I’d had from Robert so far was helping make ends meet.
 
   I had to tread carefully.   
 
   Trying to regain his composure at being rejected, Robert went red. A deep, unattractive purple color that caused me to take a couple of steps back. 
 
   ‘I hope you understand, Robert. I am married.’
 
   ‘So what? You gave the impression of being up for it.’
 
   Up for it?  
 
   But if I’d thought the worst was over, I was a fool. Robert seemed to be having some sort of mild breakdown. 
 
   He grabbed me and pulled my hair back so that his mouth was up against my ear. 
 
   ‘I had you prepped for a threesome with a minxy little tranny I know, and some light bondage. Why do you think I sought you out? Bet you’d like to feel my hand on your chubby ass, hah?’
 
   Oh god, he was one of those. The freaks you hear about when your friends go online dating.
 
   The ones that drag you into the boot of their car and chop you up into a million tiny pieces if you don’t comply. 
 
   Or even if you do comply.
 
   ‘Look, Robert. The windows will be finished in a few days. Let’s just keep it professional, shall we?’
 
   Scarily, he didn’t say a word. Instead, he walk into Chocolato. 
 
   He wouldn’t tell his friend not to pay me, would he?
 
   No, that would be completely unprofessional. The owner of Chocolato, whoever he was, would discover what a creep his banker was if he did that. 
 
   Not even a sexual miscreant like Robert would be mad enough to lose a client over sex, would he? 
 
    
 
   * 
 
    
 
   Capping off the day in inimitable style, Hammertro and Cecily 2 were going at it against the wall in the living room when I walked in at seven. It was like watching someone drilling a nail with a misfiring drill.
 
   A drill of extremely low voltage.
 
   ‘What the hell is going on?’
 
   Hammertro’s fairish afro was squashed to one side. ‘Oh, hey Mrs T. Sorry about this, you see . . .’
 
   I really didn’t want to see. 
 
   I opened my mouth to tell them to pack it in but Cecily 2 had locked back onto Hammertro’s lips and was encouraging him to continue.
 
   ‘Cecily 2! This is my home! Stop it right now!’
 
   ‘I wouldn’t boast about this place, honey,’ she said, her voice loud despite being covered by her lover’s mouth.
 
   Wondering whether I could mount a defence of familial aggravation if I murdered them both, I was about to get some ice-cold water from the fridge to kill off Hammertro’s enthusiasm, when someone called my name.
 
   ‘What?’  
 
   ‘Mum?’
 
   Jessie. 
 
   I backed out into the hall. Surely Jessie and J hadn’t seen the porno spectacle. But our flat was tiny, how could they not have seen it?
 
   I was going to kill Carson. It was his sister, and his problem. He should be here, dealing with it. 
 
   My daughter was standing by the door to her bedroom. 
 
   ‘I said it’s Grandma,’ Jessie held out the phone. 
 
   Looking back through the living room door, I stared fiercely at Hammertro and Cecily 2, who still hadn’t bothered covering up.
 
   ‘Tell her I will call her back.’ 
 
   If she hadn’t already, I didn’t want my daughter coming in and seeing the revolting sight – it would permanently scar her.
 
   Just like it had me.
 
   Jessie could be heard relaying my message, then she called out again, ‘She can’t call back, she’s not at home.’
 
   Oh no. Now something’s happened to Mum!
 
   ‘What? Where is she?’ Thoughts of hospitals and death and accidents flooded my brain.
 
   I heard Jessie ask. 
 
   ‘At the international shipping terminal. Here. In New York. She came on the Queen Mary 2. A surprise!’
 
   Despite my daughter’s obvious excitement at seeing a grandmother she’d only ever met on Skype, I felt ill. 
 
   How much more I could take before I had a complete breakdown?
 
   ‘She wants to be picked up,’ Jessie called. ‘Said she can’t wait for a ride in your new BMW.’
 
   Hammertro came into the hall, pulling up his trousers. ‘That old bomb downstairs ain’t no BMW.’
 
   ‘Tell Gran to hang on a minute,’ I told Jessie. 
 
   Turning to my neighbor, I pointed at the door. Then I informed Cecily 2 that she had to leave, immediately.
 
   ‘What? But I’ve still got another week of work. You promised.’
 
   That was it! How dare she railroad me into putting up with her foul antics so that she could save on a hotel. 
 
   ‘No, I didn’t. You invited yourself. You’ve been here long enough. Now gather your things and leave.’
 
   ‘Mom is gonna be mad,’ she yelled. 
 
   ‘Ooh seeexy,’ Hammertro’s silver tongue murmured, as his hand inched towards Cecily 2’s nether regions. 
 
   ‘Hammertro, I am terribly sorry, but I have children in the house. You need to leave right now. Perhaps Cecily 2 could stay at yours?’
 
   He shot towards the door at that suggestion, suddenly eager to leave. ‘What? No, I got no room!’
 
   Cecily 2’s evil glare turned on him. ‘You said you loved me. You can’t even find space in your flat for me for one short week?’
 
   Caught out, Hammertro did what any young man in his position would do. 
 
   He ran. 
 
   ‘Hamma-to,’ Cecily 2 cried, running after him.
 
   I quickly ran over and closed the front door. Good riddance.  
 
   ‘Mum, are you going to pick Grandma up or not?’ Jessie called.
 
   I waited a moment, but no. 
 
   No conveniently timed nervous breakdown. 
 
   ‘Ask her to take a town car. I’ll pay for it.’
 
   The town car was going to cost a week’s worth of groceries.
 
   I hoped Mum wouldn’t mind canned beans every night of her stay.
 
   Which is when it hit me. 
 
   How long did she plan to stay?
 
   And how was I going to explain all the lies I told her?
 
   Fourteen years’ worth of them.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   As I raced about, trying to tidy up our hovel as best as I could before Mum arrived, my phone indicated I had a text. Robert.
 
    
 
   The job is off. You can keep the deposit.
 
    
 
   Bastard! After all the work I’d done. Well he wasn’t going to get away with it. Pressing keys frantically, I let him have it.
 
    
 
   I’ll just ask the owner of Chocolato for the money. All the managers can vouch for the work I’ve done. 
 
    
 
   There was no reply. Quickly, frantically, I dialed up the downtown Chocolato and asked to speak to the owner. 
 
   ‘Oh, it that Scarlet?’ The snooty pencil-like manager from Shop One sounded pleasant enough. ‘We can’t wait for you to put the finishing touches on the windows – have you got everything you need now?’
 
   ‘Actually, I need a contact number for the owner. Financial stuff.’
 
   ‘But you must have his number?’ The man sounded confused.
 
   ‘Must I? Why?’
 
   ‘Because you’re always having lunch with Mr Simpson. I figured you and he are friends.’ 
 
   ‘Mr Simpson owns Chocolato?’ The horrible truth of what Robert had been up to was now apparent. 
 
   ‘Yes. Of course, now, if there is nothing else . . .’
 
   Saying thanks I hung up.
 
   The job was over.
 
   And I had nothing to show for it.
 
   I’d given up my job at Flindes.
 
   I’d spent most of the thousand dollar advance on materials.
 
   And my mother was about to arrive and discover that her daughter was a pathological liar.
 
   Joy.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Mum trudged up the stairs behind me. ‘This isn’t what I imagined, Scarlet. Where is the porter you told me about?’
 
   I hated the sound of disappointment in her voice.
 
   ‘We, um, moved. It’s a marvelous investment Mum. Brooklyn prices are rising – and we are only moments from Manhattan.’
 
   Then Hammertro started up his latest composition: My girl likes it doggie style, and Mum shook her head. ‘A bit hard to believe, dear. Isn’t America funny?’
 
   She didn’t know the half of it!
 
   Inside the apartment, we were greeted by the loud guffaws of Cecily 2. 
 
   She was back. 
 
   Why, God? Why?
 
   Jessie and J had done their best to tidy up too, but evicting Cecily 2 was beyond their capabilities, and their aunt stood in her faux leather micro mini, arms crossed, in the centre of the living room, ready to continue to fight me for her accommodation.
 
   I noticed she had her fists clenched, she was actually planning to fight me.
 
   What a welcome for Mum. 
 
   After giving both the kids a huge hug, passing over numerous gifts and declaring them to be the most beautiful grandchildren on earth, Mum turned to Cecily 2, who hadn’t budged. ‘Oh, who is this, then?’ Mum looked a little frightened. ‘Your cleaner?’
 
   ‘I ain’t no fuckin’ cleana,’ Cecily 2 yelled, unclenching her fist to wave her arm around in front of her, talk show style. ‘Who the fuck are you?’
 
   ‘Yeah, you dirty baby,’ Hammertro offered illogically, appearing at the door.
 
   Now Mum looked a lot frightened.
 
   ‘I thought you’d shot through,’ I said to him.
 
   My neighbor shrugged. ‘Can’t keep away from my Ce-ce.’ His eyes were shifty again – he’d obviously had a lot to do with Cecily 2’s renewed presence in my home. 
 
   ‘Oh, is this your husband, dear?’ Mum asked Cecily 2.
 
   ‘No,’ everyone in the room said, in unison. 
 
   Jessie took Mum by the arm and led her towards their bedrooms. ‘Let’s show you all our stuff, Gran,’ Jessie said.
 
   The girl was a saint.
 
   Mum complied quickly. The pounding guilt I felt as she considered the scene  questioningly was too much to bear.
 
   Mum hadn’t even discovered I was a college dropout with no degree and no proper job and no talent. 
 
   To say nothing of the fact that Carson was not a lawyer but a teacher. 
 
   The door closed on my mother and children. 
 
   Right.
 
   ‘Get out,’ I said to Cecily 2, the moment we had the living room to ourselves again.
 
   Cecily 2 wasn’t having it. ‘You listen to me, you–‘
 
   But I wasn’t having any it either. ‘No, this time you listen to me. Although you are a sub-human excuse for a mother and a wife, you cannot deny you have responsibilities. If you don’t go home immediately, I will tell Rufus and Cecily exactly what you’ve been up to with Hammertro.’
 
   Cecily 2’s snake-like eyes narrowed. ‘You can’t prove anything.’
 
   ‘Haven’t you heard of mobile phone cameras? They even take video!’ It was a complete lie – as if I would engage in the sick-making activity of filming my sister-in-law and my neighbor copulating. 
 
   ‘You, no, you . . .’ Cecily tried but couldn’t get her tongue around a comeback that would give her leverage to stay put. ‘Fine, but this ends our sister relationship, bitch.’
 
   ‘We never had one, Cecily 2.’
 
   ‘Maybe you’d better relax the situation a little, hot momma,’ Hammertro told her. ‘After all, you got nothin’ to stay here for. You got fired from that job anyway, didn’t you?’
 
   ‘What!’ 
 
   I honestly felt that my life had to be the brunt of someone’s bad joke. 
 
   ‘I didn’t get fired.’
 
   Hammertro grinned like a loony. 
 
   ‘Did you?’ I asked Cecily 2.
 
   ‘Not immediately,’ Cecily 2 yelled defensively. 
 
   ‘When, exactly?’
 
   ‘On the second day. They said I was too violent. Whadda they want? A flaccid dominatrix?’
 
   ‘You’ve been living off us for weeks!’
 
   ‘So?’ 
 
   ‘Maybe they didn’t want you to beat people up?’ Hammertro suggested, enjoying the brouhaha. 
 
   ‘They should’ve said. Didn’t even want to pay me ‘cause of the hospital bills.’ 
 
   Hospital bills? Don’t even think about asking what they were for.
 
   ‘So why did they?’
 
   ‘I threatened to tell their landlord what they were up to in the basement.’
 
   What a piece of work Carson’s sister was. 
 
   Hammertro nodded appreciatively. ‘That’s my girl.’
 
   Knowing that I’d put up with Cecily 2 for far longer than I had needed to made my head want to explode. 
 
   I held the door open and indicated the stairway with my hand.
 
   Cecily 2 shuffled a couple of feet forward, then stopped again. 
 
   ‘Can I am least take my stuff? If I leave anything here, you’ll probably sell it on eBay to pay for your porn-flakes.’
 
   I nearly said they weren’t called porn-flakes, but then saw the looks Hammetro and Cecily 2 were giving each other and decided to leave that topic well alone.
 
   ‘Fine, just pack your gear as fast as possible.’
 
   Having been given a slight reprieve, Cecily 2 pushed it by making a new demand. ‘First I want to speak to Carson.’
 
   ‘Tough.’ 
 
   Carson is probably busy shagging his old girlfriend. 
 
   The clock on the wall said 6 p.m. School finished at four. Where was he?
 
   In the end, I packed. It took all of three minutes – Cecily 2’s clothes were all made of stretchy nylon or lycra or plastic and didn’t require folding.
 
   ‘Mom will get you for this,’ she informed me, as she walked out, dragging her small battered knock-off Vuitton case behind her. ‘You owe us for that couch fiasco.’
 
   Tough. 
 
   Hammertro smiled a sorry little smile, until he noticed that Cecily 2 was going up the stairs, not down them.
 
   ‘Babe, wait, you want me to call you a cab? Sexy momma? Ce-ce?’
 
   Cecily 2 kept walking upwards.
 
   Serves him right.  
 
   ‘Bye Cecily 2,’ I said, closing the door on the expletive she spat in response.  
 
   Cecily 2 was Hammertro’s problem now. I had other issues to deal with.
 
   Including, but not limited to, the fact that Mum was about to learn the extent of my failure.
 
   To say nothing of Carson discovering that I’d lost my job and thanks to shifty Robert Simpson there was no money to make up the shortfall. 
 
   All things considered, moving upstairs with Hammertro and Cecily 2 almost seemed like a better alternative.  
 
   

 
   

CHAPTER TEN
 
    
 
   Thursday, December 23 
 
    
 
   ‘Our family makes us who we are,
 
    acknowledge your part in its development.’
 
   Jocelyn Priestly.
 
    
 
    
 
   SOD OFF, JOCELYN. Flipping the calendar over, the only thing I was willing to acknowledge was that I needed to speak to Robert about the windows. Deciding that I would complete the job anyway – I had bought all the stuff and paid Uncle Rabbit for his work, so I might as well do the install.
 
   Besides, I guessed that legally, once the windows were completed and photographed, I could at least claim the full amount Robert owed me. 
 
   I could ask Carson about my implied contract with Chocolato if we were talking, but having learned his mother-in-law had arrived and his sister had been evicted, he was refusing to speak to me about anything.  
 
   Mum happily accompanied me to the shops while I worked, but she was so excited about being in New York for the first time that I was distracted at every turn.
 
   After we’d made the requisite visits to the Empire State, Saks, Bloomingdales and a couple of other tourist traps uptown, I managed to lure her in the direction of the shops and my work.  
 
   However, when Robert got wind of my continued labor in his establishments, he called and said he wanted to meet and talk things over.
 
   ‘The only thing I want to talk about is getting paid.’
 
   ‘Then meet me, and we can work it out.’
 
   I had thought he might stop me completing the windows by telling me I was trespassing, but I supposed he figured that if he couldn’t have me in a comprising sexual position, he might get some nice store windows for free.
 
   ‘Why didn’t you tell me you owned Chocolato?’ I asked, nodding to Mum who was excitedly pointing at the horse and carriage trotting past. 
 
   ‘I didn’t want you to know that I was attracted to you.’
 
   Bollocks. He was attracted to the idea of a threesome with a loser housewife who he figured was bored and desperate. I didn’t press the issue.
 
   ‘Look,’ I said, ‘let me finish the job, then pay me. Everyone ends up happy that way.’
 
   ‘Alright. Meet me in an hour at Starbucks, opposite the midtown store.’
 
   ‘No, first we meet in front of Chocolato. I want to show you what I’ve done.’
 
   I wasn’t going to have him pester me or stop me from finishing my work, now. At the very least, I wanted a snapshot of the shop windows before he tore the whole lot out again.
 
   I didn’t trust Robert Simpson. Perhaps I never had. Perhaps, deep down, that’s why I chose to continue dating Carson instead of taking a chance on the dapper, wealthier Robert?
 
    
 
   *
 
   I had to confess to Mum pretty much straightaway. It was hard to continue the pretence of wealth when the pantry was bare – except for con-flakes.
 
   Mum took it like she’s always taken everything – stoically.  
 
   ‘But Scarlet, if you are so unhappy, come back with me, to England. I am sure we can find some space on the ship for the three of you. I can apply for extra credit on my card; you can pay it back when you find a job. After all, you have a degree.’
 
   Another lie about to be exposed. I choked back tears. 
 
   ‘Darling, what is it?’
 
   ‘Mum, that was a lie too. Carson is a teacher who barely earns enough to feed us, his family are horrible and no help at all. I flunked out of college, because I was rubbish at fashion design, and the only decent job I’ve been offered in all the years I’ve been here was the window display I’ve been doing. But now I find out I was offered the assignment because the guy wanted a threesome with me, him and a transsexual club singer.’
 
   To my embarrassment, I began to bawl. 
 
   Mum held me tight. ‘Oh my poor darling. Why didn’t you say anything?’
 
   ‘I just couldn’t face telling you the truth; that I was living far away from you and it wasn’t even worth it.’
 
   Mum pulled my head into her lap. ‘Nothing ever works out the way you think it does, Scarlet. But the question is, are you happy with Carson as he is? Because if you’re not, then you need to do something about it. Lying to me and your dad is one thing, lying to yourself is quite another.’
 
   ‘I love my kids, Mum. And I think I still love Carson. I’m not completely sure that I trust him, but I love him. Things might be okay if all the rest wasn’t so difficult. It’s his awful family that really makes things unbearable. They’re the real reason I started lying to you in the first place. Like you said, maybe by lying to you, I was lying to myself, telling myself it was okay to put up with people like that.’
 
   ‘Are they really so bad?’ Mum asked, stroking my head.
 
   ‘You saw Cecily 2 with your own eyes,’ I cried. ‘How is she not so bad? The mother is about ten times worse. She calls me Scarface.’
 
   I felt Mum stiffen. Mental note: do not let Cecily and Mum meet. Ever. 
 
   ‘If you don’t have to see them too often, maybe you can forget they exist – at least for long enough to ease the tension.’
 
   What exactly was she saying? I cranked my neck to look at her face, but when I did, I saw she wasn’t looking at me, but off out the window, at the mess of buildings on view in the distance.
 
   And there was a solitary tear running down her left cheek.
 
   ‘Mum,’ I said gently. ‘Do you know?’
 
   I promised myself that if she said ‘Know what?’ I would forget the whole thing about Dad and that woman and make a joke about me going senile.
 
   But she didn’t say that.
 
   Instead, she just said, ‘Yes.’
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   ‘Right,’ I called to the assistant in the midtown Chocolato, ‘switch them on.’
 
   Instantly, a thousand little twinkling lights lit up the navy backdrop of the window. Three huge chunky arks, cleverly created by Uncle Rabbit, hid large blocks of ice in insulating blocks, ensuring that the hundreds of chocolate animals weaving their way around the window on various levels into the ark remained chilled. It had taken me hours to arrange those animals, particularly as they had to sit on insulating bags that had to be placed in the exactly the right positions from the start. If I made a mistake, or wanted to make a change, I had to start the whole placement again. 
 
   ‘Oh Scarlet, you are a genius,’ Mum exclaimed, hands thrown up in wonderment. 
 
   Since our conversation the night before, Mum and I seemed to have a renewed spring in our respective steps. Having cleared the air of secrets and lies, I was thrilled to have her in New York, and pleased to be able to share my moment of triumph with her. 
 
   Immediately, a crowd gathered outside the shop.
 
   ‘This is as good as that window at LollyBliss,’ a young woman in an elegant grey suit told her friend.
 
   ‘My daughter did that one too,’ Mum told her proudly. 
 
   ‘Mum,’ I said, embarrassed, but the two women nodded their congratulations before moving on. 
 
   Robert marched around the corner. On seeing a tiny, elderly woman with the same frizzy hair as me (only white) Robert skin went paler than his eyes. 
 
   ‘What do you think?’ I asked him as he approached. Before he could reply, I turned to Mum. ‘This is the owner, Mum. He’s here to pay me, aren’t you Robert?’
 
   If Mum thought my business acumen less than finely honed, she didn’t say. Holding out a hand, she waited for Robert to shake it.
 
   ‘Pleased to meet you – you should be paying her double for this. Look at the crowds!’
 
   Clearly, people had never seen so many chocolate animals heading into an ark before. 
 
   ‘Yes, well, Scarlet is certainly talented. Perhaps we will never know how much.’
 
   What was he implying? I looked at him over the top of Mum’s curly grey head. He smiled – a nasty curl of thin lips. 
 
   ‘You know . . .’ He took Mum’s arm and began leading her towards the nearby coffee shop, ‘. . . Scarlet and I have become quite close.’
 
   I guess it was to be expected. I could outsmart Robert, but he wasn’t a successful banker and entrepreneur for nothing, was he? If I demanded money, he’d tell Mum we were having an affair.
 
   It was nonsense, of course, but given she knew of all my other lies, there was no way Mum wouldn’t believe I was shagging Robert Simpson.
 
   Not if he told her I was. 
 
   Moving quickly, I pulled Mum from Robert, and told him we would get together to discount the issues later. ‘Mum and I have a pressing engagement?’
 
   ‘We do?’ Mum was baffled by my behavior. 
 
   ‘I’m sure you do,’ the nasty smile was still firmly in place. 
 
   So that was it.
 
   No money.
 
   But at least Mum didn’t think I was a slut on top of everything else. 
 
   At least not yet.
 
   ‘See you later Scarlet,’ Robert’s sing song voice called after us.
 
   ‘He seemed nice,’ Mum said.
 
   Hmmm. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   

 
   

CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
    
 
   Christmas Eve, December 24
 
    
 
   ‘This year, pick a present that means something to you both; 
 
   a reminder from the past. 
 
   And make it sexy!’
 
   Jocelyn Priestly
 
    
 
    
 
   GRINNING TO MYSELF, I considered the calendar’s missive as I sat in the overheated mobile home of my in-laws. Trust me Jocelyn, Cecily will definitely feel the love when she opens my gift!
 
   It was tradition to open a single present before the ‘big day’, as the Teesons called Christmas. 
 
   Howie lumbered over to the stack by the tree near the fridge, and chose the biggest one. It didn’t have his name on it.
 
   ‘Howie,’ Cecily 2 admonished loudly. ‘That’s for Jessie.’
 
   ‘No it isn’t.’
 
   ‘Yes, it is.’
 
   ‘Isn’t.’
 
   ‘Is.’
 
   ‘Isn’t.’
 
   ‘How come she gets the biggest one?’
 
   ‘Because Jessie and J come from a poor family,’ Cecily 2 said, burping loudly to underpin her point. ‘Now behave.’
 
   ‘No,’ said Howie.
 
   ‘Yes,’ said Cecily 2.
 
   ‘No.’
 
   ‘Yes.’
 
   ‘No.’
 
   ‘Yes.’
 
   ‘No.’ 
 
   Cecily patted her favorite grandson’s head fondly, promising she would get him the very same gift as J’s when ‘Spike with the truck’ came around. 
 
   Then she told Howie to find her a gift to open. Seeing me watching her, she pointed out the wrapped circu-boosta. ‘Let’s see what Aunty Scarface has for me this year.’ 
 
   Everyone tittered as they always did when she called me Scarface. It was a term of endearment, Carson whispered to me, silently pleading for me not to react. I ignored him, like I had been doing since he arrived home at 3 a.m. the night before last. I had been livid, because Mum needed to be taken to the docks for her trip home, and I wanted to be able to relax and have a meal out with her alone (her treat, of course) before having to literally ship her off. 
 
   ‘It’s from all of us, granny,’ J reminded her.
 
   ‘Of course,’ Cecily said to him, patting Howie’s head again. 
 
   J passed over the gift and with Rufus leaning in over her shoulder, jollying her along with ‘oohs’ and ‘what could it bes?’, Cecily revealed the re-gifted circulation booster.
 
   For a good five minutes she was speechless. 
 
   ‘That looks familiar,’ yelled Cecily 2. 
 
   ‘That’s a shit present,’ Howie said.
 
   ‘Is not,’ said J.
 
   ‘It is J,’ I said, shutting both boys up. 
 
   ‘Fuck me, I recognize it now!’ Cecily 2 said, taking a step back to avoid being trampled but a raging mother.
 
   We all waited, but Cecily simply turned to me and Carson and smiled. ‘This is the nicest gift I’ve ever been given.’
 
   I could see from her eyes that she knew.
 
   She knew what I’d done.
 
   And somehow, she was going to pay me back.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   In the car on the way back home, Carson informed me he needed to collect exam results from work first thing tomorrow.
 
   He had to be joking. ‘It will be Christmas Day and school is closed.’ 
 
   How stupid did he think I was? If I wasn’t convinced he was having an affair before, I was definitely convinced now. 
 
   ‘I won’t be long. The kids will want to know the results.’
 
   Immensely stupid, clearly.
 
   And that’s when I decided to take the initiative. ‘Okay, so go there now. No sense in dropping us home first, is there?’
 
   If he appeared rattled by my suggestion, he didn’t show it. ‘Sure, but it might take a few minutes for Igo the groundskeeper to let me in. As you said, it is Christmas Eve.’
 
   Then the kids began moaning – just like Carson knew they would.
 
   ‘No, Dad, come on. Mum, tell him. It’s too cold. I wanna go home.’
 
   ‘Me too,’ said Jessie. 
 
   ‘Want to. You are starting to sound like Cecily 2.’
 
   ‘Please Mum,’ Jessie put a cold hand on my shoulder. ‘We need to chill after spending all that time with Howie.’
 
   ‘He only tried to stab you with a fork twice this year,’ J told her. ‘It wasn’t so bad.’
 
   Jessie punched him and hair pulling and fisticuffs ensued. 
 
   There was nothing for it I had to let Carson take the kids home before they killed each other. 
 
   As he expertly parked the car, I mulled things over. There was a way to find out. Yes it was irresponsible, because it cost money we didn’t have, but one way or another, I needed to know.
 
   And it was bloody well cheaper than a private investigator. 
 
   Tomorrow, I would hail a cab and follow Carson to wherever he was slinking off to. 
 
   If I had to, I’d take a photo with my phone – which would be almost useless because there was no zoom or flash – and confront him once and for all.  
 
   If he turned out to be a cheater, I’d get the kids British passports and take them back to Bath to stay with Mum.
 
   Sod him, and the rest of the Teesons. 
 
   

 
   

CHAPTER TWELVE
 
    
 
   Christmas Day, December 25. 
 
    
 
   ‘Today is the day to make peace with the past and embrace the future.’
 
   Jocelyn Priestly.
 
    
 
   I AWOKE WITH A start, and listened for what had caused me to leave a dream that involved the real George Clooney and a waterbed. Carson! Through the paper thin walls, I heard Carson on his phone in the bathroom, mumbling quietly. 
 
   Bastard. 
 
   It was only seven in the bloody a.m.
 
   I stared at the calendar for a moment, then grabbed the page, scrunched it up and threw it across the room. When I left my darling husband for good, I would finally tell him what I thought of that stupid excuse for a gift.
 
   Next I heard Carson sneaking out the door. The now familiar creak as the top caught where it hadn’t been hung property had me out of bed in an instant. 
 
   So he was planning on leaving to shag his mistress.
 
   On Christmas morning! 
 
   Who did he think he was – Austin Bloody Powers?
 
   Checking that the children were asleep (they were teenagers, so I figured we had a few hours before they headed in the direction of the Christmas tree), I raced upstairs, knocking loudly on my neighbor’s door.
 
   Hammertro appeared to have come off worse in a title fight with some heavyweight. Saying he was fine – the other guy ‘had lost his shit’ and was in hospital – he tiredly agreed to look after the kids and sleepwalked his way downstairs to reconvene his slumber on our sofa. 
 
   I said to let the kids open their presents if they awoke.
 
   After all, if Carson was screwing that disgraceful legal slut from his past, it might be some hours before they released me from jail after I attempt to kill them both. 
 
   ‘No guns, no drugs, no calling Cecily 2,’ I told him sternly.
 
   ‘I still love her fierce arse,’ he murmured, sadly.
 
   Cecily 2 had decamped and headed for home seconds after arriving and spying a rat under Hammertro’s sofa. I hadn’t bothered asking how she’d been in a position to see a rat under the sofa in the first place.  
 
   ‘Then tell her you love her,’ I said.
 
   ‘You think?’ Hammertro’s bravado had vanished. The impossible had happened – Cecily 2 had ensnared another man in her web of horror. 
 
   At least Hammertro could defend himself rather more effectively than Rufus.
 
   ‘You’d be doing her long-suffering husband and cousin Rufus a favor, trust me.’
 
   Even before I expelled the words were I realized that Cecily 2 and the argumentative Howie might move in upstairs if Rufus kicked them out of their mobile home. 
 
   Time for a quick back-track. ‘On the other hand, the husband is six five and built like a truck. He’ll pound your head into the concrete. And I hear,’ I added, ‘he works in concrete.’
 
   The implication was clear. At least I hoped it was. 
 
   That should do it.
 
   Leaving Hammertro pondering Cecily 2’s supposed Mafioso husband, I raced down the stairwell and out into the street. 
 
   Damn. Carson was already on his way to his assignation – our battered car was turning the corner. 
 
   Looking around frantically I saw that Joel, a Mexican cleaner from the building across the road who worked at Flindes, was heading out.
 
   ‘Joel, can I pay you to drive me somewhere?’
 
   He looked at me suspiciously. Then again, he looked at everyone suspiciously. ‘Why?’
 
   The truth was most expeditious at that point. ‘My bastard husband is seeing another woman – that’s him in our car. I want to catch him at it.’
 
   In immediately appreciation of my predicament (‘My own mother was a cheatin’ bitch’), Joel told me to get in his tiny Ford Fiesta, and my door wasn’t even closed before he’d roared off in hot pursuit of Carson. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Carson’s first port of call was, ridiculously, LollyBliss. 
 
   ‘Why he going right into Manhattan?’ Joel asked. ‘Nothing is open.’
 
   ‘He’s a cheating bastard,’ I said. ‘They go where the action is.’
 
   But why was he pulling up the clapped out Toyota outside of LollyBliss? 
 
   Lolly hadn’t said she was opening.
 
   Joel pulled up opposite him, illegally parking near a hydrant. ‘He’s going to get us both booked.’ 
 
   ‘I’ll pay, don’t worry.’
 
   I didn’t concern myself with the where I would find money for a fine. 
 
   The door opened as Carson approached. Lolly must have been expecting him.
 
   ‘She’s having an affair with him?’ Joel said, sighting the satin sheet of blonde hair. ‘Man, she is a looker.’
 
   ‘She can’t be having an affair with him, she’s a lesbian.’
 
   ‘Oooh,’ Joel said, now even more attracted to Lolly. ‘I should hang with you more often.’
 
   Carson and Lolly? No, couldn’t be. Not when Lolly was so keen on her vacuous salesgirl. 
 
   Unless . . . that was just a ruse?
 
   I remembered Lolly saying ‘the only person I’ve ever loved’. 
 
   Did she mean Carson?
 
   Perhaps my friend had planned to tell me the sordid truth, and then changed her mind? At which point she’d come up with a stupid story about being gay.
 
   Get a grip, Scarlet. This is Lolly, remember? 
 
   No, wait, Carson was already back out on the street again, carrying a wrapped bundle. 
 
   A present! He’d bought a present from Lolly.
 
   For who?
 
   It couldn’t be me. I received pathetic calendars from has-been gurus such as Jocelyn Priestly. 
 
   Joel and I slouched down in our seats until Carson had driven off. 
 
   ‘You still want me to follow him?’
 
   ‘Yes, please. Thanks Joel.’
 
   Joel was extremely adept at surveillance, staying a few cars behind but managing to turn where Carson turned and keep him in sight. It helped that it was Christmas Day and the traffic was minimal.
 
   Soon he was heading downtown, and next we were in the trendy Meatpackers district. 
 
   ‘I used to live here,’ I told Joel, ‘when it was a dive.’
 
   Carson pulled up in front of a small, recently converted hotel. Joel snuck in behind a truck that had maneuvered cautiously out of a driveway and then stopped, blocking one lane of the road.  
 
   ‘Engine trouble,’ Joel noted. ‘Excellent.’
 
   We watched as the hotel porter came out, dressed in a slick navy suit. Carson had a brief discussion with him, after which the porter nodded, took the cash that Carson offered, and held the door for him.
 
   A tip! When we can’t pay the electric!
 
   I was seething at the sight of my husband wasting money on some bimbo. He’d probably got me a pair of bed socks that year as a gift – or something equally unromantic. 
 
   One year he gave me chocolates a kid from school had given him.
 
   And had told me where they had come from!
 
   This year, Jessie and J had the best the local discount shops had in stock – while their father had money to throw away on tips to hotel porters. 
 
   Joel and I sat in silence for a while, then he suggested I go and confront them.
 
   ‘They should be naked by now,’ he said unhelpfully. ‘No denying it when Mr Willy is standing to attention, is there?’
 
   ‘It already looks bad enough, don’t you think?’ I didn’t need to feast my eyes on my husband doing it with some size 10 earning two hundred thousand a year, did I?
 
   Not long after he’d entered the hotel, Carson returned, striding purposefully towards his car again. There was no parcel in sight now. 
 
   But there was a broad grin on his face. 
 
   Bastard! He’d bought the gift for the slut. 
 
   ‘Wow, that didn’t take long,’ Joel commented. ‘Maybe he didn’t do anything?’
 
   I looked at my watch. ‘Ten minutes is plenty of time, trust me.’
 
   Joel sniggered.
 
   When it was clear that Carson was headed back towards Brooklyn, Joel didn’t bother tailing him, but we still arrived back home just after my soon-to-be-departed husband had finished parking the car. Carson had always been a super cautious driver. 
 
   As I leaped from Joel’s car, Carson spied me, and even from across the street, the look of complete terror on his face was deeply satisfying.
 
   Yeah, I’d be scared too, if I were you. 
 
   ‘Would twenty be okay?’ I asked Joel, leaning in through the window.
 
   ‘On the house,’ he said, ‘unless you like me to arrange for him to be beaten up? That would cost about a hundred.’
 
   ‘No, thanks, I’ll handle it from here. But please, at least take ten, for the petrol.’
 
   Joel graciously accepted, and I patted his hand and strode over to where Carson was standing.
 
   Unbelievably, his face was now like thunder.
 
   How dare he be angry! 
 
   Before I could utter a word, my phoned binged, indicating a text.
 
   Lolly.
 
    
 
   Carson organized to come by and get you a gift. And I think he might have overheard me and Luce talking about how Robert likes you. I think he has the impression you are having an affair. Gross. Soz. Lx.
 
    
 
   Lolly was right, it was gross. Good. Let him think I was straying. Of course I’d told Lolly that Robert was a total psycho, but, typically, fate would have it that Carson didn’t hear that being relayed to Lucinda. 
 
   Plus, the gift that was supposedly for me had conveniently vanished, hadn’t it? 
 
   It was a gift for that lawyer, not me. 
 
   Lying bastard! 
 
   Lying to Lolly as well as to me. Didn’t he think I’d find out?
 
   Maybe he wanted me to find out?
 
   So that I’d dump him.
 
   Well, darling husband, your dreams are about to come true!
 
   Carson snarled at the sight of the phone. 
 
   ‘I suppose that was your mate Lolly. So much for your bullshit story about window dressing. Who is he?’
 
   ‘It wasn’t bullshit. If you could be bothered, you could go and see the windows. Not that you’d have the time, not with all your extra curricular activities.’ 
 
   ‘That’s not what I heard. Lolly and her girlfriend made it very clear.’
 
   Girlfriend? No, he didn’t mean like that. Carson wouldn’t know that lesbians existed. 
 
   ‘Tough.’
 
   What a nerve. Porking his lawyer ex and then accusing me of having an affair. Pot, kettle?
 
   I began to walk away. To pack. To leave. 
 
   Carson stormed after me. He grabbed my arm. ‘Tell me who he is?’
 
   ‘What?’
 
   ‘This guy. How did you meet him?’
 
   The situation was laughable. He was betraying me and trying to flip the situation to exonerate himself. 
 
   Well, it wasn’t going to work, MrFuckingIvyLeagueSmartyPants.
 
   ‘A decent person, unlike you!’
 
   I thought about Robert suggesting a three-way with the transsexual and wondered how I could even say he was decent with a straight face.
 
   Because Carson is cheating with that lawyer, that’s how.
 
   ‘I should have listened to my mother,’ Carson threw at me. ‘She told me you’d up and leave the moment someone better came along.’
 
   ‘After you being a lying, cheating arsehole, the reasons I am leaving are as follows: your rabid mother, closely followed by your insane slut of a sister.’
 
   ‘Come on, that was uncalled for. Mom never actually had rabies – it was a legitimate human virus.’
 
   I stared at him for a moment. He winked, and I realized that he was joking; treating me just like Jessie; placating me like a child.
 
   Taking a step towards him, he must have thought I’d had a change of heart, because he leaned as, as if expecting a kiss. 
 
   Instead, I snatched the car keys that were in his left hand, and jumped into our old bomb of a vehicle before he had time to register what was going on.
 
   Racing around to the passenger seat, he got in and tried to reason with me, as I sat there, observing the displays. 
 
   I’d had a couple of lessons when I was young – it couldn’t be that hard to drive a car, could it? Cecily 2 drove that huge truck of a thing Rufus owned, didn’t she?  
 
   Without a licence.
 
   ‘Scarlet, you don’t have a licence, so don’t you dare turn on the ignition.’
 
   I turned on the ignition.’
 
   ‘Scarlet, you don’t know how to put the car in gear, just slide over and–‘
 
   I shoved the clutch into first and revved the engine. The engine objected but complied. 
 
   Carson finally worked out I meant business.
 
   ‘Stop, you can’t! We won’t be insured if you crash. Think of the kids.’
 
   I turned to him. Why did I even think the watery blue of Robert Simpson’s eyes were more attractive than Carson’s? Even as angry as I was, his ocean blue peepers had a calming effect. 
 
   ‘Then just tell me the truth,’ I said, sotto voce. ‘Have you been with another woman?’
 
   He didn’t even blink. Did that make him a pathological liar? ‘No, of course not.’
 
   I revved the accelerator, engaged the clutch and released the brake a little. The car lurched forward. Luckily it was Christmas Day and nothing in front of me. 
 
   ‘Scarlet!’
 
   ‘Tell me the truth!’
 
   ‘I am.’
 
   ‘Last warning, Carson.’
 
   ‘Scarlet, there is no other woman, I swear on our children’s lives.’
 
   The complete and total prat! To lie on our children’s lives was beyond acceptable. 
 
   Depressing the accelerator, the car began moving.
 
   Fast.  
 
   And making a loud, horrible noise.
 
   ‘Change gears. Up to second, push the clutch in,’ Carson instructed.
 
   I did as I was told, and the car satisfyingly sped up even more. 
 
   In front of us was the park, with the gates open. 
 
   ‘You can’t go in there, it says park vehicles only!’
 
   ‘Then tell me the truth.’
 
   Carson tried to steady my steering. ‘I told you. Do you want me to lie?’
 
   A red mist washed over me and putting pedal to the metal, I zoomed towards the park, using the pond inside as a marker, ignoring Carson’s pleas for me to stop. 
 
   My plan was to stop at the last minute at the edge of the water, and demand the truth. 
 
   But that never happened.
 
   Instead, the car hit a tree, and everything went black. 
 
    
 
   

 
   

CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
    
 
   Christmas Day, December 25, P.M.
 
    
 
   ‘Giving up is not an option. Tell yourself that, 
 
   then watch how things improve.’
 
   Jocelyn Priestly
 
    
 
    
 
   WHEN WE WERE released from hospital, things only got worse; especially as we were presented with the huge bill.
 
   I tried not to think what had happened to my insurance since I had been fired from Flindes. Carson may be a cheater but I would be the one who made the kids homeless.
 
   Carson put the invoice in his pocket without a second glance, groaning slightly with the effort. 
 
   Obviously the knowledge that his indiscretion had led to even more debts was keeping his anger at the cost at bay. 
 
   And this only served to induce an even greater fury in me; far greater than that of the night before. 
 
   We went home and opened the presents. There was no present at all from Carson to me. I had given him Jocelyn Priestly’s new calendar, discovered in a clearance at a local market.  
 
   ‘At least it is not a re-gift,’ he commented dryly, moving tenderly to the table and taking a seat. He had bruised rips and nothing more. The car was totaled, but Carson and I were intact. Physically, at least. 
 
   My arms, fractured but not broken, were throbbing with the effort, but I made the Christmas dinner the kids deserved, and once it was eaten, they asked if they could go up to Hammertro’s.
 
   ‘Why?’ Carson grimaced at the mention of the name.
 
   ‘He’s got a nicked virtual computer device thing that’s worth a mint. Said we would use it before he sells it on.’
 
   After the spending most of Christmas in a hospital waiting room, I couldn’t refuse them, could I? 
 
   The moment the door creaked closed I confronted Carson. 
 
   ‘Now, the truth. Or I leave.’
 
   ‘Scar, listen.’
 
   I couldn’t take any further prevarication. ‘You’ve been cheating on me! While I’ve been working on my windows and looking after the kids, you’ve been cheating with some Harvard smartarse.’
 
   I didn’t think that my brief infatuation with Robert Simpson deserved mention or clarification. 
 
   Technically, I hadn’t actually gone there. 
 
   Carson had.
 
   ‘No, I haven’t,’ he said evenly. 
 
   Then the buzzer rang, indicating that someone was waiting downstairs.
 
   ‘That better not be Cecily 2,’ I warned Carson, as he got up to answer the door.
 
   ‘Why would it be?’
 
   ‘Why wouldn’t it be?’
 
   Carson peered at the videophone, then opened the door and dashed out.
 
   Where was he going? I raced after him and followed him downstairs to find him standing in newly fallen snow, talking to a pretty, slim, dark-haired woman dressed simply in a black wool coat and shiny, expensive-looking camel-colored patent boots. 
 
   This must be her. The nerve!
 
   It’s Christmas. Tis the season not to break up families! Didn’t they teach basic decency at law school?
 
   I wanted to sink into the snow and weep at the sight of her crisp loveliness, a dire contrast to my blobby frumpiness. I might have done too, if my throbbing arms hadn’t stopped me.
 
   ‘You still deny it?’ I half-pointed at Miss Perfect, who was staring uncomfortably at the ground. ‘You still deny the affair, even though she is standing right here?’
 
   Carson looked at the woman apologetically. ‘Yes, Scarlet, because it is not true.’
 
   ‘Then what the hell are you doing in that hotel room, on Christmas Day, with her?’
 
   ‘What are you talking about?’
 
   ‘That wasn’t what you think,’ the woman said quickly, looking up at Carson for direction. 
 
   ‘So you admit it?’ It was freezing outside but I felt as if I was burning up. 
 
   Carson tried to placate me. ‘Scarlet, please listen . . .’
 
   ‘Come on Carson, confess. The gig is up.’
 
   ‘The gig is up? Who are you? Charlie’s newest angel?’ He had the nerve to smile.
 
   I began screaming, ‘JUST TELL ME WHAT ARE YOU UP TO!’
 
   The woman told Carson it was time to fill me in. ‘She doesn’t look well, you know.’
 
   Bitch! We don’t all earn the hundreds of dollars a day it takes to look like you, do we?
 
   Carson took my arm. ‘Scarlet, calm down, I’ll tell you.’
 
   Here it comes, the end of my marriage.
 
   I braced myself.
 
   ‘I was studying for my State bar exam. Laura was helping me, as I’ve been offered a job in her firm. If I passed, I start 2nd January. And this morning Laura confirmed that I’ve passed. That’s why I went to Manhattan.’
 
   The world began to spin. Carson was studying. And he was studying law.
 
   Hang on!
 
   ‘Why did you buy her something from LollyBliss, then?’
 
   ‘As a thank you, for Laura.’
 
   ‘Why from there?’
 
   ‘Why not? You showed me that magazine cover with your window – it’s very trendy, apparently. And I don’t know where to buy stuff for women, do I? It was the easiest way to buy Laura something – plus I knew Lolly would let me in if I came after closing.’
 
   It was a reasonable enough excuse. But he was a clever guy. 
 
   ‘You want some proof, hah?’ His strong, lean arm was around me now. And Laura was smiling. 
 
   ‘Actually, yes.’
 
   ‘Here’s your Christmas present. Laura brought them around so I could give you one today.’
 
   He presented me with a business card. It declared that he was a junior associate at somewhere called Wider, Locke and Brimskate.
 
   I still couldn’t believe what I was hearing or seeing. Carson was a lawyer? He had a job . . . as a lawyer?
 
   Did this mean my life of penury was over?
 
   That we would be able to pay the hospital bill? And buy some decent food?
 
   And another car. One with decent brakes and airbags? 
 
    ‘I don’t know what to say?’ I told him. 
 
   ‘Say that you love me, and not the other guy?’
 
   His deep Caribbean blue eyes, the ones I’d fallen in love with, searched my own.
 
   ‘Carson, I was working for Robert Simpson, that’s all. He is a complete freak. You have no idea how unlikely it would be for me to run off with someone like him.’
 
   ‘You promise?’
 
   ‘Yes.’ I sighed. ‘He didn’t even pay me for the windows I did for Chocolato.’
 
   Laura the lawyer put a hand to her mouth. ‘But those windows are incredible.’
 
   ‘You saw them?’
 
   ‘There is a shop near the office – I couldn’t miss it. Loads of people at work have noticed them, too.’
 
   ‘Mom says she wants to see them, you know,’ Carson told me. 
 
   I had to shake my head to clear the fuzz. 
 
   ‘Really? Cecily?’
 
   ‘Says if they’re good you can do up the mobile home anytime. And if you do well at window dressing that maybe you can buy her a proper present next year.’
 
   I grinned at that. Taking his hand, I told him that at least now we could afford something semi-decent for Cecily next Christmas. 
 
   ‘Only semi-decent?’
 
   ‘Your mother would expect nothing more.’
 
   Laura, uncomfortable with the cozy banter, told Carson she’d see him at work in a week or so, and told me that it had been nice to meet me.
 
   ‘Nice, or horrifying?’ I smiled.
 
   ‘A bit of both,’ she replied honestly. ‘But we can work on that.’
 
   Carson led me indoors.
 
   ‘How much do they pay a junior associate, anyway?’ I asked, as we trudged upstairs. 
 
   ‘About three times what I’m earning now.’
 
   I thought about my own short-lived career and losing my job at Flindes. Now was as good a time as any to tell Carson I’d been fired. 
 
   ‘I’d take you out for a celebratory dinner if Dan Phillit hadn’t fired me.’
 
   ‘What? No?’ Luckily, the shine from his new job made it difficult for Carson to be more than a little concerned. 
 
   ‘I thought the window money might make up the balance until I found another job, but then Robert bloody Simpson refused to pay me.’
 
   ‘Why?’ His eyes searched mine.
 
   ‘He wanted me to make up a threesome. I refused.’
 
   ‘Ahhh.’ Carson wrapped me in his strong arms. ‘Then let’s make that one of my first assignments as a practicing lawyer, shall we?’
 
   I didn’t understand what he was saying. 
 
   ‘I’ll pay Robert Simpson a little visit. Tell him my firm will sue him if he doesn’t pay up.’
 
   ‘Can you do that?’
 
   ‘Basic breach of contract case, baby. And I should know. That’s what I’ve been doing after work all these months. Studying like a lunatic.’
 
   If I thought too long about how I’d treated him, when he was trying to work full time and study, I would burst into tears. Again. 
 
   Instead, I said, ‘Oh, stop boasting, you Harvard-graduate lawyer, you.’
 
   And then I kissed him.
 
   Like I hadn’t kissed him for years. 
 
    
 
   

 
   

CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
    
 
   Boxing Day, December 26 
 
    
 
   ‘Do what you can to make things better. Think of yourself second.’
 
   Jocelyn Priestly
 
    
 
    
 
   I GOT UP EARLY, AFTER having the best sex (and only sex) I’d had in months, and flipped over the calendar. For once, Ms Priestly didn’t have me reaching for a sharp object. There was something that still needed to be done – although I was in two minds about whether to risk it.
 
   Stuff it! Thanks to Lolly, I had some great shop windows in my portfolio, and the opportunity to expand my business, given Carson’s new job. 
 
   I owed her.
 
   Telling Carson I would be back in time to make the journey to the depths of hell – otherwise known as his mother’s trailer park – I slid on some jeans and a jacket, grabbed my coat, and raced downstairs. 
 
   Hammertro was there, dragging a Christmas tree through the foyer.
 
   ‘What are you doing?’
 
   ‘My life is over, I ain’t doin’ no celebrating.’
 
   ‘Cecily 2 said no?’
 
   ‘She isn’t answering my calls.’
 
   Shame. 
 
   ‘You did give Uncle Rabbit the money for the boxes, didn’t you?’ Hammertro’s uncle had turned out to be unbelievably handy when it came to window dressing. He had a knack for finding solutions to difficult problems and I now had his direct number, and promised to put more work his way.
 
   If I ever got another job, that was. 
 
   ‘Yeah. He was grateful.’
 
   I had never seen the rapper so down. 
 
   ‘Forget about Cecily 2,’ I told him. ‘She isn’t worth a moment’s second thought, you know. I’m related to her, and I can’t think of one good thing to say about her.’
 
   ‘But she and me, we’re like soul mates. Like Bony and Clyde.’
 
   ‘Don’t you mean Bonnie and Clyde?’
 
   In spite of himself, Hammertro grinned. ‘No, seexy momma, I don’t.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   The Boxing Day Sales meant that the public transport system was stuffed with women intent on returning the awful gifts well-meaning men had bought them, and swapping them for something they actually wanted. 
 
   Two hours later, I walked through the door of LollyBliss, only to find Lolly wasn’t there. 
 
   Now’s your chance.
 
   ‘Where is she?’ I asked Lucinda, who was so frazzled that her usually perfect hair was slightly rumpled at the back.
 
   ‘Who knows? But it’s nearly eleven and I have the worst hangover. I can’t even add up straight.’
 
   Should I? Dare I?
 
   Then Lolly burst in with a bunch of Chocolato boxes.
 
   ‘Scar, hi! What are you doing here?’
 
   ‘I was worried about you, I thought I’d come and take you out for a coffee.’ I pointed at the boxes. ‘Fraternizing with the enemy? He hasn’t paid me, you know?’
 
   ‘They’re for me,’ Lucinda said, pulling open one of the gold-wrapped boxes and stuffing a couple of white chocolate bears into her mouth. ‘Lolly asked what I wanted for Christmas, and this is what I wanted.’
 
   Before I could reply, Lucinda leaned over and kissed Lolly full on the lips.
 
   ‘No,’ I said, unable to stop myself.
 
   Lolly grinned. ‘Who knew it?’
 
   ‘I only came to work here because I fancied her,’ Lucinda said, between mouthfuls of chocolate. 
 
   ‘Amazing, congratulations you two!’
 
   ‘What’s with the chocolate?’ I whispered to Lolly, as we set off to have a good gossip. 
 
   ‘Domestic bliss,’ she said, hugging me tightly. ‘And Carson told me all about his news too. Next year is going to be wonderful, Scar. I can feel it.’
 
   And for once, I didn’t disagree. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   It didn’t take long for the gloss to wear off my new found appreciation of Cecily. My gift from the Teesons (‘we all chipped in, it was very expensive’) was an entire year’s membership to Weight Down.
 
   When the gift brought a tear to my eye, literally, no one spoke for a good five minutes. Then Cecily 2’s husband smacked his hand down on the coffee table.
 
   The glasses of beer jiggled festively. 
 
   ‘This is so pathetic,’ Rufus exclaimed, the bald patch shining under the plastic, illuminated mistletoe. ‘When are you people going to learn how to be polite to poor Scarlet?’
 
   Utter and complete amazement oozed through the collective consciousness of the Teeson family.
 
   ‘Um, it’s okay,’ I said, because Carson was looking at me, imploringly, willing me to resolve the situation. 
 
   ‘No, it isn’t!’ Rufus stood up. ‘I am sick of you,’ he waved an arm at his mother-in-law and wife, ‘being unjustifiably rude to poor Scarlet. She’s done nothing to deserve your contempt.’
 
   ‘What does contempt mean?’ asked Howie.
 
   ‘Dislike,’ J told him.
 
   ‘Does not,’ said Howie.
 
   ‘Does,’ said Jessie.
 
   ‘Shut up Rufus, no one cares what you think,’ Cecily 2 cackled, loudly of course.
 
   Rufus slowly and determinedly gathered his coat and keys. 
 
   ‘Where in the fuck are you going?’ Cecily cried. ‘We haven’t had the microwave Christmas pudding yet!’
 
   ‘Back to Canada,’ Rufus told her. He glanced at Howie. ‘The boy can visit me in the holidays. I’ll send him a ticket.’
 
   ‘Don’t you dare leave this trailer park, Rufus Teeson,’ Cecily screamed, unable to comprehend her Christmas was being ruined.
 
   And all because of the evil gift she’d bought me.
 
   But Rufus simply shot her Cecily 2’s favorite hand gesture and without another word, was gone.  
 
   ‘Well!’ exclaimed Cecily.
 
   ‘Fucker,’ yelled Cecily 2.
 
   After exactly one minute (I was clock watching, praying for some change in the time/space continuum), Cecily slapped her hands together, as if wiping off something sticky, and said, ‘Never mind, more turkey for us.’
 
   It was at that point that I decided to make Hammertro’s Christmas wish come true. The calendar had said to do something for someone else. Well, this was my good deed. Whether it would ultimately be good for my neighbor or sister-in-law (or me, for that matter), was a question I didn’t want to ask. 
 
    I texted Hammertro. 
 
    
 
   Cecily 2’s husband left her. Make your move!
 
    
 
   Look on the bright side, I told myself. If he moved in with Cecily 2 and Howie, I might have neighbors who didn’t composed 115 decibel rap tunes peppered with expletives. He couldn’t do that and Cecily 2 at the same time, could he?
 
   ‘Scarlet’s mother is coming to stay again in the new year,’ Carson said, changing the subject.
 
   ‘Really?’ Cecily said, jealously. ‘Does she have nice pins, then?’
 
   Trust Cecily to ask such an obtuse question. I hadn’t seen Mum’s legs since a holiday in Cornwall about twenty years ago. 
 
   ‘Not sure.’
 
   ‘Is she fat like you?’ Cecily 2 asked, seemingly over the abandonment by her husband already. 
 
   ‘She’s very thin,’ Carson told them.
 
   I grinned at him. Feeling guilty after inflicting so much trauma on Mum, the first thing we’d agreed to do when Carson got paid at the end of January was ship her back to NYC, to spend a lot longer with her grandchildren – and this time without the trauma of my financial and relationship woes to deal with. 
 
   My phone pinged.
 
   Must be Hammertro. 
 
   No.
 
   Lolly.
 
    
 
   Robert says he’ll pay. 
 
    
 
   Nothing more. What did it mean? 
 
    
 
   How come? I texted back.
 
    
 
   Lucinda’s dad is his banker. She marched down there and told him her daddy would cut off Chocolato’s line of credit if he didn’t. 
 
    
 
   Unbelievable. Texting back I said we should meet for a debrief later that night.
 
    
 
   Can’t. Busy. :) 
 
    
 
   Ah. I was so happy for Lolly and although I fully expected Lucinda’s father to be a man of influence, I had never imagined such influence to ever be of help to me.
 
   How strange life was.  
 
   Suddenly, Howie asked his mother if he could eat the last four chocolate Santas off the tree.
 
   ‘No, you’ve had yours,’ said Cecily.
 
   ‘Yes,’ said Howie.
 
   ‘No,’ said Cecily 2.
 
   ‘Yes,’ said Howie.
 
   ‘No,’ said Cecily 2.
 
   ‘Enough!’ roared Carson, letting go of my hand and taking up Howie so that his legs were dangling. ‘Howie, if you persist in this behavior you will end up like them,’ he indicated his mother and sister, who sat together on the sofa, looking like rejects from Jeremy Kyle. 
 
   ‘If you want to succeed and be a man, you need to say yes. Yes to good food, yes to education and,’ he turned to me, ‘yes to the right woman.’
 
   ‘You mean that?’ I asked Carson.
 
   ‘Of course,’ he said. ‘You are all I want. You always have been.’
 
   As we moved in for a soppy, cinema-style kiss, and J and Jessie started up a slow clap, Howie pulled at Carson’s sleeve.
 
   ‘Uncle Carson?’
 
   ‘Yes Howie?’
 
   ‘Do deep-fried Twix count as good food?’
 
    
 
   THE END
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