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Dedication

For Jessica Burdett.

Producer, dream-maker, friend, and fellow sufferer of sleeplessness. Thanks so much for everything. SP x

   


Epigraph

The monsters were never

under my bed.

Because the monsters

were inside my head.

Nikita Gill, Monsters

Trauma is a time traveller, an ouroboros that reaches back and devours everything that came before.

Junot Díaz, The New Yorker, April 2018
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Prologue

The other car comes out of nowhere.

There’s no warning screech of brakes, not even a sideways what the – glance through the window, just the hard whoomph of metal hitting metal at speed, an explosion of energy, a symphony of disaster. The impact is so great that glass shatters instantly, dispersing in a sharp, angry hail. The chassis ripples like water and the car lifts high in the air, the worst kind of fairground ride, tumbling over, hard into the roadside ditch.

After that, a terrible stillness. A slight creak as the metal settles and then nothing. The radio is no longer on. There is no more excited conversation. In a matter of seconds everything has changed.

Small movements in the passenger seat. Contained, trapped, broken desperation. A scream that is barely a wheeze.

The other car, a bull of a four-by-four, is still on the road, front end crumpled to a snout. The engine, surprisingly, is still running, an old man’s rattling cough, but going all the same. For a moment, a longer moment than it took to destroy the universe of life in the other vehicle, the driver sits trembling at the wheel. The sun is still shining, dappling through the trees. It’s still a beautiful early morning and the road is still empty.

The road is still empty.

No witnesses.

Only one mile or so from home.

The driver leaves it to chance. To luck. The airbag has not deployed. If the car will go, the driver will leave. They won’t look back. If it doesn’t, they’ll stay and face the consequences. Shaking hands shift the gears into first and then grip the steering wheel, suddenly aware of aches and pains coming alive from the impact. The four-by-four, a workhorse of a machine, grinds into movement, and turns, limping along the road. The driver does glance back. They can’t help it. A hand rises a little from the figure trapped in the passenger seat. A cry for help.

The driver moans. They’ll call an ambulance. From a phone box. But there’s no phone box on the short route. Someone will be along soon, though. This road gets busy by nine. Someone will help. They’re sure of it.
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Twelve days until birthday

There’s someone in the house.

It’s not a complete thought, but something feral, more instinctive, and I sit up, suddenly awake, my heart racing. The clock clicks to 1.13 a.m. and I stay very still, listening hard, sure I’m going to hear a creak from the hallway or see a threatening shadow emerge from a dark corner of the room. But there’s nothing. Just the patter of rain on the windows and the hum of night quiet.

My skin has prickled. Something woke me. Not a dream. Something else. Something in the house. I can’t shake the feeling, like when I was small and the nightmares would grip me so hard I would be sure I was back in that night and my foster mother would run in to calm me down before I woke the whole family.

Robert is fast asleep, on his side facing away from me. I don’t wake him. It’s probably nothing, but still, I’m alert with worry. The children.

I won’t be able to get back to sleep until I’ve checked on them and so I get up, shivers trembling up my body from my bare feet on the carpet, and I creep out onto the landing.

I feel very small as I look along the central corridor, the gloom making it appear endless, a monster’s yawning mouth ahead of me. I walk forward – I am a mother and a wife. A career woman. This is my house. My safe place – and wish I’d brought my phone with me to use as a torch. I peer over the landing banisters. Nothing moves in the dark shadows below. No thump of burglars shifting possessions in the night. No menace.

A flurry of wind drives the rain hard into our cathedral feature window, startling me. I go to the end of the corridor where it cuts into the wall, a perfect arch of black. I cup my hands around my eyes and press my face against the cold glass but all I can make out is the vague shape of trees. No light. No activity. Still, I shiver again as I turn back and head down the L bend ahead to the kids’ rooms. Footsteps dancing on my grave.

I feel better once I’ve pushed open Will’s door. My little boy, five years old and at big school now, is asleep on his back, the dinosaur duvet kicked away, and his dark hair, so like mine, is mussed up from sweat. Maybe he’s been having a bad night too. I carefully cover him up, but gentle as I’m trying to be, he stirs and his eyes open.

‘Mummy?’ He’s blurry, confused, but when I smile, he does too, and wriggles onto his side. His drawing book is under his pillow and I slide it out.

‘No wonder you woke up,’ I whisper. ‘Sleeping on this.’ It’s open on his most recent enthusiastic crayon drawing and I turn it this way and that in the gloom, trying to make out what it is. If I’m honest it looks like a dog that’s been run over. Twice.

‘It’s a dinosaur,’ Will says, and laughs and then yawns, as if even he knows drawing may not be his finest skill and he’s cool with that.

‘Of course it is.’ I put the notebook on the table by his bed and kiss him goodnight. He’s almost asleep again already and probably won’t even remember this in the morning.

I go to Chloe’s room next and she too is lost to the world, blonde hair fanned out on the pillow, a sleeping princess straight from a fairy tale, even though, at seventeen and a staunch modern feminist, she’d be quick to tell me that fairy tales are misogynistic rubbish. I go back to my own room, ridiculing myself for having been so afraid.

I get back into bed and curl up, Robert barely stirring. It’s only one thirty. If I fall asleep now, I can get another four hours in before I have to get up. Sleep should come easily – it always has done in this busy, exhausting, exhilarating life I lead, so I snuggle down and wait to drift. It doesn’t happen.

At three a.m. I check my emails – a midnight congratulations from Buckley for my result in court yesterday with the Stockwell divorce custody hearing – and then scan the news on my phone and go to the loo. Robert almost wakes then, but only enough to mutter something unintelligible and fling one heavy arm over me as I get back into bed. After that I lie there, my head whirring with my schedule for the fast-approaching day, becoming more and more frustrated that I’m going to be facing it tired. I’ve got to be at the office for seven thirty and it’s rare for me to get home before twelve hours later, and that’s only if I can get away without going for the obligatory drinks. There’s no room for slacking. Especially not now. I’m in line to be the youngest partner in the firm. But I love my work, I really do.

I practise some yoga breathing, trying to relax every muscle in my body and empty my mind, which sounds so easy but normally results in me pondering stupid things like whether there’s enough milk in the fridge or if we should change our gas supplier, and although my heart rate slows I still don’t sleep.

It’s going to be a long day.
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Eleven days until birthday

Work is busy. By ten forty-five I’ve had two conferences, dealt with some billing, and returned calls to three more clients to calmly explain that I can’t make the courts work any quicker, and nor can I speed up responses from their partners’ solicitors, however infuriating the delays might be, and that each time I have to call to reassure them, it’s costing them money. People always seem to be hastier to exit a marriage than they ever were to get into one.

I check my mobile. There are three missed calls from a number I don’t know but whoever it is will have to wait. I’ve got something else to deal with first. Alison.

There’s a knock at my door and I take a deep breath. Alison is never easy.

‘Come in.’

Alison Canwick is in her mid-fifties and of the mindset that age in and of itself brings authority, and the fact that she’s been a solicitor for a lot longer than me should supersede the fact that she’s my Junior Associate. If I make partner, she might actually kill me.

‘Well done with the ex-Mrs McGregor.’ I smile as I wave her to a seat she doesn’t take. ‘She must be happy with the result.’

‘As happy as someone can be when their husband of thirty years has run off into his sunset with a woman the same age as their eldest daughter.’

Just take the praise, I want to say. Alison’s forte is angry wives who want vengeance. I’m not even sure they all do want vengeance but Alison fires them up to go for broke, as she did herself when her own husband left her for another woman ten years ago. Maybe if she stopped fuelling rage in others, her own might fade. As it is, the McGregor result was all right, but it wasn’t entirely in her client’s favour. I only complimented her to try to smooth what I’m about to say.

‘Well, yes, there is that.’ I sit even though she’s still standing. ‘It’s about your billable hours,’ I say, and her face tightens. Here we go. ‘You’ve been below 80 per cent for two weeks now, and I thought I’d check that you weren’t under any pressures that we don’t—’

‘I’m sure that stupid computer programme doesn’t always log everything right.’

‘Please, Alison, let me finish.’ That’s the other thing. Alison is never wrong. Nor can she ever admit weakness. ‘I’m not pulling you up on it,’ I lie, ‘I just want to make sure you’re okay. You’re normally so good at hitting the targets.’ To be fair to her, that last is true. She’s quite competitive and she might not always be on top of things, but she definitely knows we need to be at 80 per cent minimum of our working hours being ones we can charge for.

‘I’m fine,’ she says, disgruntled. ‘I’ll make sure it’s better from now on.’

‘Any problems, I’m here to help.’ The moment the words come out I can see it was the wrong thing to say. Her jaw tightens and her eyes flash with indignation.

‘I’ll bear that in mind.’ She squeezes the words out through gritted teeth.

A second knock at the door saves us both. Rosemary, my secretary, also in her fifties but someone who oozes warmth and joy at the world, comes in carrying a large vase of roses.

‘Look at these!’ She takes them straight to the decorative table by the window. They are beautiful, at least twenty blooms.

‘For me?’ I’m confused. It’s not a special occasion and Robert would never buy me roses. He knows I’d rather have a plant that carries on living instead of something that’s condemned to rot even when it looks so beautiful.

Alison is lingering, curious, and I can’t be bothered telling her to leave.

‘This was in with the bouquet,’ Rosemary hands me a card. Oh God, Parker Stockwell. 

Once again, thank you. And if you ever feel like that dinner, just call. Parker x

I groan. While Rosemary looks at me quizzically, Alison is all knowingly snide. ‘Let me guess – Mr Stockwell?’ She turns and leaves, somehow managing an air of victory, which irritates me more.

‘I wouldn’t mind if he wasn’t such a creep,’ I say as I look at the flowers. ‘Asking me out for dinner. I don’t think he was expecting a no, even though I’m married.’

‘I should imagine he doesn’t get many nos.’

‘True. But he’s definitely not my type.’ I take a deep breath and cross Alison off my diary schedule for the day. ‘Perhaps I should set him up with Alison.’ I laugh a little at the thought. ‘Why does she have to be such hard work?’

‘She’s jealous, that’s all it is,’ Rosemary says. ‘You’re younger, more successful, got a lovely family and – ah, that reminds me – your sister called. She said she’s tried your mobile a few times. She wants you to call her back. As soon as possible, she said.’

Phoebe.

The flowers, and Alison, and my busy day and my lack of sleep are suddenly all forgotten. Phoebe’s called. I bring up the missed calls on my phone from the unknown number. A UK number. Phoebe. My sister. She’s back. And the only thing I can think is … Why now? Why so close to my birthday?
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I’m at the hospital. Ward fifteen. You’d better come.

That’s all she said before hanging up and, now that I’m here, I know why. She’s tricked me into coming.

This is a private ward, but it’s a geriatric private ward. I go past a couple of rooms and I can’t help looking in through the half-open doors. In one, a man, skin shrunken into his cheekbones, hair wispy thin, is silently descending into whatever comes next. In another, a patient is watching Homes Under the Hammer on a too-loud TV, and in the last one there’s a wheelchair folded against the wall and a woman is reading a magazine to an old woman, perhaps a mother or aunt, who’s listening and carefully sipping a cup of tea. Snapshots of lives. I don’t want to reach the room that holds the snapshot of mine.

‘Can I help you?’ A nurse makes me jump.

‘I’m Emma Averell. I mean Bournett. I’m looking for Phoebe Bournett?’

‘Emma? Patricia Bournett’s other daughter?’ And there it is. ‘Have you signed in?’ She’s loud and irritated, and even the woman reading to her mother in the room next to where I’m standing, stops and looks round. I step further away from the doorway.

‘I’m sorry, I—’

‘Emma. Here.’

Phoebe’s standing further up the corridor. My older sister.

Her hair’s grown long and hangs free around her shoulders, and in her tunic top, skinny black jeans and ballet pumps, it’s hard to believe she’s forty-two. But it’s a disguise. There’s nothing carefree about Phoebe, and a closer look at her face tells a different story. Lines are showing in her forehead and around her mouth, no longer gossamer threads, but sinking deeper, the fishhooks of time tugging her skin downwards.

‘You nearly gave me a heart attack, Phebes. I thought you were sick.’

She studies me for a long moment. ‘It’s uncanny.’

‘What?’

‘You look so much like her. Like she was then.’

Why can’t she ever say anything nice? Hey Emma, I’ve missed you. How’s work? I’m so proud of you. No, she has to go straight for the jugular. As if she resents loving me. Sometimes – now, for instance – I’m sure she does.

‘I’m nothing like her.’

‘You don’t remember.’ She shrugs. ‘But you do look like she did then.’ She frowns a little. ‘I mean, exactly like her. Quite disturbing.’

I refuse to rise to the bait. ‘I left work because I thought you’d had an accident. If you’re fine, then we can catch up later.’ In another couple of years probably.

‘You wouldn’t have come if I’d told you.’

‘This is about her, isn’t it?’ She’s right, I wouldn’t have come. And nothing is going to make me stay.

‘You mean Mum? She’s not Voldemort. You can use the word.’ She nods towards a closed door. ‘She’s in there. She smashed her head against a mirror in the night.’ She pauses as I take an involuntary step backwards. ‘Repeatedly. She’s got a life-threatening cerebral haematoma. I thought you’d want to know.’

I look around and frown. ‘Where are the guards?’

Phoebe laughs then, a burst of sharp surprise. ‘She’s a fragile seventy-five-year-old woman with a severe brain bleed who’s barely done more than shuffle and mumble in decades. She’s hardly a flight risk.’

‘They should still have someone here.’ I would feel safer if there were guards. Someone watching the door. Childhood fears go deep.

‘No one cares anymore, Emma,’ Phoebe, always so blunt, ‘about what she did. And it’s a secure unit she lives in, not a prison.’

Sometimes I google the place. I’ve been doing it more often recently. I don’t even know why; maybe it reassures me to know that she’s still behind several sets of security gates and metaphorical bars. Hartwell House Medium Secure Unit. For patients who have been in contact with the criminal justice system and who present a serious risk to others … In a superhero film it’s the kind of place that would be called ‘an institution for the criminally insane’.

‘Only because she was too mad for prison,’ I mutter. ‘And I care.’ Now it’s me who’s vehement. ‘I can’t believe you made me come here. I’ve always been clear I never want to see her,’ I say. ‘Actually, I can’t believe you’re here.’ A thought strikes me. ‘How are you here?’ How the hell would the unit have contacted her? I’m surely the easiest daughter to find. Phoebe doesn’t even live in the country.

She shrugs, the Phoebe non-committal, mildly annoyed shrug which normally means she’s about to drop a bombshell.

‘I’ve been visiting her.’

And there it is. I lean against the wall. I should be at the office. I’ve got a full day. This is something I do not need. ‘What do you mean, visiting her? When?’

‘Not often. But over the past few months.’

‘Wait.’ Last we heard from Phoebe she was living in Spain and working for some property firm. ‘You’ve been back a few months? And this is the first time you get in touch? For fuck’s sake, Phoebe.’ God, she makes me so mad. I’m too busy to be here and she should have known better than to make me come. I turn away, storming back down the corridor. The nurse is by the desk with the visitors’ book, gesturing for me to sign in. ‘Emma bloody Averell!’ I shout at her as I pass. She can sign me in and out herself.

I lean against my car, the breeze cooling the heat of my anger. Visiting time must be over because people from all walks of life come past me heading to their cars. Some have been here to see their mothers, no doubt. I am the worst daughter in the car park. The worst daughter of the worst mother. But I’m not the worst sister. I can’t even put my feelings into words. This is a proper kicker from Phoebe. Visiting her? And not even telling me she was back?

‘Emma!’ She’s coming towards me. ‘Wait!’

‘I can’t talk to you right now, Phoebe, I just can’t.’ I don’t have the energy for a public car park confrontation with my own sister.

‘I knew you’d be like this.’

‘Don’t turn this around on me. I’m always here for you. Always. It’s you who stays away.’

‘If it makes you feel better, then keep telling yourself that.’ It’s her turn to flash an angry look. ‘And I’ve been there for you plenty of times too. Back before you had all this.’ She nods at my new car.

‘What happened to the life in Spain? The job?’

‘It was my boss’s idea to come. They said it would be healing to spend time with her.’

‘But not with me.’ I’m cold and she’s defensive.

‘I really don’t have to explain my life choices to you, Emma. I also knew you’d be shitty about me seeing her. As it is, she was pretty catatonic, just like she’s been since then and—’

‘I don’t want to know about her. I don’t care about her.’ I pull open my car door. I’m nearly forty, too old to be so frightened of the monster. ‘But you? You hurt my feelings, Phoebe.’

‘Oh, like you care about seeing me. Look at you. New car. New house. Flash life. Always so busy. Saw that piece in the paper about you. Rising legal star. Your feelings aren’t hurt. You just like to be in control of everything.’ She looks so bitter and I can’t be bothered to go through our same old arguments again. ‘Anyway,’ she takes a step back. ‘She’s in a very bad way,’ she says. ‘Maybe seeing her would do you some good. Get some closure. Let all that fear out.’

‘I’m not afraid.’ I throw my bag onto the passenger seat and get in.

‘Sure you are.’ Phoebe holds the door open momentarily, her dark eyes sharp, a hint of a smile on her lips. ‘You’re forty in a week or so. You’ve always been afraid of that.’

‘Have a safe trip back to Spain, Phoebe,’ I say, before pulling the car door closed hard and quickly starting the engine. I can see her in the rear-view mirror, watching me drive away, and I’m sure she’s smiling.

How could she bring up my birthday like that?

She’s a bitch. What a bitch.
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I keep my eyes forward as I join the queue of traffic crawling towards the exit. Phoebe always said that turning forty didn’t bother her, but she dropped out of a steady job and cut off contact – what intermittent contact we ever had – a while before hers and it transpired she went to a cooking retreat somewhere in Eastern Europe, which was the least Phoebe thing she had ever done, so she can say what she likes, it bothered her too.

She’s been basically absent ever since. To me, anyway. And now, right before my own fortieth birthday she expects me to suddenly, after all these years, want to spend time with our mother. I can’t get my head around it.

It’s lunchtime and the traffic heading to the roundabout is in a slow stop-start, disgruntled drivers moody in the muggy heat. I turn the air con up. I need to get myself together.

She smashed her head against the mirror in her room.

As I turn left, the traffic finally picks up. I try to focus on the mountain of work waiting for me at the office and how I’m going to have to lie to everyone about why I was at the hospital because as far as they know my mother is already dead. I’m going to have to pretend Phoebe had an accident or something, but my mind keeps coming back to her. Our mother. The age-old jokes – What are you scared of? Turning forty. Turning into my mother – all terrifyingly true for me.

Forty has always loomed like a spectre in my life – more so for me than for Phoebe, because Phoebe was never called the mad child by our mother. It was me she’d whisper to sometimes, that I’d go mad like her, hissed in my face as her fingers dug too tightly into my arms. That I had the bad blood too. It ran in the family.

Most of what I recall of my childhood with our mother is vague snippets, except for that last day. Phoebe remembers more, but she was eight to my five. We were much more like sisters then. Bonded. And then that night came and broke us all up.

It’s the morning I remember the clearest. The last morning. I can feel the rough carpet under my knees as we made a card with a big 4-0 on the front that Phoebe drew so carefully, and I coloured in, and then her taking my hand, holding it firm as we went downstairs.

For a moment I’m back there, lost in the memory, and then a blaring horn pulls me into the present. Work. I need to get to work. But even as I park up I can feel the ghost of my mother emerging from the darker corners of my mind, and can almost feel Phoebe’s hand gripping mine, pulling me away from her.

You look just like her.

I wish they’d both let bloody go.

‘Funny, is it? Wrecking my life?’

I’ve parked and got out of my car back at the office, and for a moment I don’t realise that the angrily spat words are meant for me until I look up and see Miranda Stockwell, all sinewy nerves, blocking my path. 

‘Ms Stockwell, if you have anything further you wish to raise, I suggest you contact your own solici—’

‘You helped him steal my children from me!’ Her face is red, a mess of make-up, as she slams her hands down on the bonnet of my car. I flinch slightly. Other cars are pulling in around us, so I’m not overly concerned that she’s going to physically attack me, but having avoided a car park fight with Phoebe I have no intention of engaging in one here with a client’s ex-wife.

‘No, Miranda.’ My voice is soft but cool. ‘I didn’t do that. You did. But things can change. If you get some help, then I’m sure you can reapply for—’

‘Oh, now you’re giving me advice?’ she sneers. ‘Everyone thinks I’m crazy. You think I’m crazy.’ She hiccoughs a laugh. ‘He did well, didn’t he – turning me into a mad woman – and you all went along with it. Not stable enough to look after my own children. Such utter bullshit!’

I really have had enough of crazy for one morning, and this isn’t any of my business. Not anymore. The case is done.

‘I’m sorry.’ I’m wary but I do feel for her. I’d always rather parents split custody but her erratic behaviour made that impossible. ‘Speak to your solicitor if you want to contest it.’

‘Maybe I’ll take the law into my own hands.’ She turns, stumbling slightly, and I realise that she’s spent her morning drinking. ‘And we’ll see how you like that, you fucking bitch.’

She shouts the last words back at me as she walks away, and I lean against my car for a moment until she’s rounded the corner. My head throbs. Well, at least the day probably can’t get any worse.

It’s only later, when I sneak off at the end of the day without going for the ritual Friday drinks at Harry’s Bar, claiming to having to check on Phoebe’s sprained ankle, that I find that the day has indeed got worse. I’m so relieved to be heading home in plenty of time for Will’s bedtime and to have an actual Friday evening with my family and then I see my new car. The first thing that hits me is where the paintwork – if you want to make partner, Emma, you have to look the part – has been keyed all along one side, the jagged line clear against the blue, and then I see the note under my windscreen. A piece of paper from a spiral notepad, the sort I didn’t think people carried around with them anymore, especially not women like Miranda Stockwell. 

The word is scratched angrily in biro, so hard the back of the paper feels like braille.

BITCH

I stare at it and then look around. No sign of her. No sign of any cameras. I get out my phone and take a picture of my car in situ with the scratches on it – not that I can prove anything; then I get in and close the door, tossing the note into the cup well. Great. Just great.
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‘Hey, where’s Dad?’

‘I don’t know. His den, I guess. Is your brother ready for bed?’ I ask.

I’ve just got home and am getting a glass of water in the kitchen, browsing the mail stuffed by the kettle – some new insurance Robert sorted out, although I need to ask him why it’s so much more expensive than our previous policies, looking at this eye-watering premium – when Chloe appears, hovering in the doorway, holding her iPad. She’s taller than me now and blonde, charming and confident. Her father’s child.

‘I’ve set up that Facebook event he wanted,’ she says. ‘Had to add some of the school mums and dads to mine so I could invite them. Think I got everyone.’

‘What event?’

‘He didn’t tell you? He said he was …’ She turns and shouts down the hallway. ‘Dad? Dad! You didn’t tell Mum?’

‘Didn’t tell me what?’

Three minutes later and I’m in Robert’s den standing in front of the TV, blocking Leeds taking a corner or free kick or whatever it was they were about to do that might give them a chance of winning. ‘A birthday party?’ I say.

‘Emma! Come on, I can’t see!’ Robert leans over, trying to look around me. I don’t move and he finally pauses the game.

‘I said I didn’t want any fuss.’ I’m snippy. I can’t help it.

‘It’s your fortieth. You’ve got to do something. And anyway, it’s not a party as such, just a gathering. Life begins, and all that.’ He frowns, irritated. ‘It was supposed to be a nice surprise. Why are you so bothered?’

I don’t have an answer. I mean, I do but that’s for me alone.

‘You should own it.’ Chloe’s half in and half out of the room, and I realise her existence at home is mainly spent in doorways these days, never fully committing to sharing time with us, always with one eye on a quick dash to the privacy of her room. ‘It’s the patriarchy that makes women worry about getting older. You should embrace it. Your forties are going to be your decade of power.’

‘Well perhaps I should start showing my power by vetoing this party.’

‘Mum,’ Chloe throws one hand dramatically on a hip, ‘come on!’

‘It’s only about twenty people,’ Robert says. ‘Nothing major.’

‘Fine.’ I know I’m beaten, and Chloe’s already had two responses on the Facebook event invite. If we cancelled now it would look weird. ‘Okay. But you should have asked me first.’

I can picture them rolling their eyes at each other as I head off to find Will. I know I over-reacted, but my stomach is in a knot.

Forty. It’s really coming. And there’s nothing I can do about it. It’s only a number, I tell myself, as I feel the chill fingers of dread on my spine. Only a number. It’ll be here and gone before I know it.

Will’s almost finished brushing his teeth, a clown’s smile of toothpaste around his mouth when he pulls his lip down and studies his bottom teeth and then the top.

‘No loose ones yet?’ I’m not sure what he wants most, to have that first gap like some of his friends, or a visit from the tooth fairy. Whichever, or both, Will’s been feeling very short-changed by his still structurally sound molars.

He shakes his head, disappointed. ‘I thought my fuzzy head would make them wobble.’

I touch his forehead. He’s not hot and he doesn’t look too pale. I look at his pupils but they’re both fine too. ‘Did you have a headache?’

‘A bit fuzzy.’

‘Gone now?’ Maybe he’s coming down with something. He hasn’t had a bug for a while and is probably due. He shrugs, frustratingly non-committal, and heads off to his bedroom.

He chooses Paddington Goes to Hospital from the box set of his favourites and as we snuggle together, him under his dinosaur duvet and me lying on it, the book choice sours my pleasure of the moment. Paddington bangs his head with a boomerang and has to go to hospital. She smashed her head against the mirror.

Will’s body is warm and comforting on my chest and as soon as the story is done, I hand the book over so he can study the pictures and the words by himself for a bit. It’s good to have a few quiet moments before heading back downstairs for dinner. Chloe’s going for a sleepover at a friend’s so it will just be me and Robert. He’s going to ask how my day was and however I answer there’s going to be a lie involved. I can’t exactly tell him what happened with Phoebe – as far as he knows, as far as he’s ever known, our mother is dead. I told him the lie when we first met, back when I was twenty-one, and Phoebe went along with it. I have never regretted it. Would he understand if I explained? Probably. But I don’t want my mother’s story to be any part of my life.

I’ll suggest a film. He’ll nod off, or, more likely, I will. Whatever we do, I don’t want to think about her. Or Phoebe. And yet here I am, thinking about them. I drift into the past again, that last day, the family scrapbook in my head rolling fast through the pages.

‘Mummy?’

I’m so zoned out I don’t hear Will at first.

‘Mummy,’ he says again, and his tone startles me back into the moment. He wriggles against me. ‘You’re holding me too tight.’ And I am. I can feel the tension of my arm around him, my fingers digging into his shoulder. Squeezing far too hard.

‘Oh, I’m so sorry, baby.’ I let go immediately, shocked and appalled. I’ve never seen him look at me like that before, with that confused wariness. I don’t like it at all. ‘I was miles away. Do you want another Paddington?’

He smiles, sunshine after cloud, and I switch the books out. By the time the bear has done The Grand Tour, Mummy’s odd moment is forgotten and he’s snuggled into me. Mummy’s odd moments. I don’t want to think about those.

We have sex. It’s fine and practised in a paint-by-numbers way, everything done in the right order so we both finish satisfied; the routine we’ve fallen into over the years. There’s less sex now, and even less since Will was born and, awful as it sounds, when we finish I’m already crossing it off my mental to-do list for the week.

Robert goes to the loo after me and in the lamplight I can see that the bedroom needs hoovering and the laundry basket is overflowing. It’s not that different downstairs. This, combined with his snappiness when I mentioned that Will’s PE kit needed to be washed, and the general air of resentful distance that’s crept in between us, is giving me the distinct impression that Robert isn’t as happy being the stay-at-home parent the second time around as he was the first, but this was the deal we made all those years ago. He wanted this big house but it’s my job that pays for it. Maybe we should think about hiring a cleaner, but that’s more expense. There is a tension between us these days, and I’m not sure when it began, but now I’m finding myself irritated with him too. I’ll hoover in the morning, I decide. Anything to get it done, even though I can’t help but wonder why it always has to be the woman who ends up sorting everything at home. But first, I need to sleep away this crazy day.
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Ten days until birthday

I didn’t sleep. I was still awake at four thirty and then as daylight broke I catnapped for a couple of hours before all the noise in the house dragged me out of bed at seven. By the time we get to the barbecue at three I’m knackered.

‘Emma, you look tired!’ It’s the first thing Michelle says as she opens the door to us and I want to poke her in her bright and perfectly made-up eyes.

‘Busy week,’ I say. ‘And I didn’t sleep great.’

‘Have you tried camomile tea?’

‘I’ll give it a go,’ I say politely. Michelle is one of those women who has a suggestion for everything and, in the main, they’re pretty useless. I’m hoping I don’t need to try it.

She leads us through to the kitchen where the bifold doors are opened up onto their beautiful garden. ‘I find that works.’ She glances back. ‘With a splash of vodka in it.’

I let Robert go first as we go to join the others. The school gate gang. They’re Robert’s friends more than mine, although as he points out, ‘the girls’ are always inviting me to drinks or dinners or theatre trips, but working ten- or twelve-hour days I rarely take them up on it.

‘Matthew’s on the trampoline.’ Michelle has one hand on Will’s shoulder, casually caring, and I’m reminded of how blended they all are. After school clubs, grabbing each other’s kids when a hairdresser’s appointment overruns, all that kind of thing. The life Robert leads that I know so little about. ‘And there’s some Fruit Shoots in that icebox by the table tennis.’

‘Nice set-up,’ Robert says.

‘We see enough of them in the week, don’t we?’ Michelle hands him a beer.

‘True enough. How did you get on with the last lot of spellings?’

‘Oh come on, that was just a mental glitch! I was full marks this week.’

They laugh and I smile, pretending to be part of the group, as Will wanders over to the other side of the garden where the children are playing. Michelle’s youngest, Matthew, is one of Will’s best friends, but her seven-year-old, Ben, I’m less keen on. He’s a bruiser and likes to be in charge. Today though, Betty’s two girls are here and her eldest is ten and beautiful, so Ben will be doing whatever she tells him. There’s a trampoline, table tennis and a paddling pool all set up ready to go, even though it’s not too hot today.

As for the adults, there’s only us, our glamorous and handsome hosts, Michelle and Julian, and Betty and Alan, the newest of the posse, recently moved from Scotland. They’re all, the women anyway, in Robert’s school WhatsApp group. Maybe I should ask one of them to remind him to wash the PE kit.

‘Wine, Emma? G&T?’ Julian has set up a bar next to the large gas BBQ where he has various prepared plates laid out. I can see prawn skewers, chicken satay and fish parcels. I hope to God they’ve got sausages or something for the kids.

‘Have you got a Diet Coke?’

‘Come on, have one drink. Celebrate.’ He pours me a glass of white wine.

‘What am I celebrating?’

‘The Parker Stockwell divorce. There was a piece in the local rag.’

‘Oh really?’ It’s a nice surprise and will go down well with the partners, who’ll be pleased with the free advertising. Good for my promotion too.

‘My company does some construction for him,’ Julian continues. ‘Not someone to be messed with.’ He lifts his glass. ‘So well done.’

‘Thanks.’ I’m a little surprised because I’m usually in no man’s land at these things. The men don’t include me in their conversations about their work or golf or whatever else they talk about, and I can’t really talk school with the women, so this makes a nice change. I glance towards the paddling pool.

‘Chloe, could you go and keep an eye on Will for me for a bit?’ She’s standing close by me looking uncomfortable too.

‘I’m a guest, not free labour,’ she says, and then eyes my glass. ‘Although it looks like I’m going to be the driver.’

‘Ha, touché,’ Julian laughs. ‘Come on, I’m up for some ping-pong. I guess one parent should supervise these unholy monsters.’ He looks back over his shoulder. ‘Looking forward to your birthday bash, Emma. No children allowed, I hope!’

I force a smile at the mention of my looming big day and watch as Chloe nudges him.

‘Okay, old man. Get your game on,’ she teases. My daughter’s teenage moodiness is reserved for me only, it seems.

‘Challenge accepted.’ He looks to the others. ‘Alan? Can you get those chicken burgers on for the kids?’

Chloe walks away, laughing at something Julian says, and then slaps him on the arm before they take their ends at the table. Even she’s more at home with these people than I am, but then she’s looked after most of the kids at some point – her penance for being the accidental baby of my youth – and if I’m honest, I’m just glad she still wants to come out with us as a family.

As it is, by the time the burgers are cooked and the children sitting on a blanket eating, I’m having a good time. The wine has given me a pleasant buzz and Betty has that Scottish wry sense of humour that makes me think that in different company her jokes would be filthy and that would be a night out that could be fun. She’s mercilessly mocking some of the other school mums, and even though I don’t know them beyond their names, her comic timing has me laughing out loud. Maybe I could be friends with these women if I try harder. I add it to the endless to-do list. Try harder with the mums. Perhaps I could have them over to ours. Or take them out for dinner – that would be easier.

‘You had one, didn’t you, Robert?’ Michelle calls across, and Betty’s story stops immediately. ‘A battered old Land Rover? A while ago? They’re very in vogue now.’ She’s loud. Did she start on the wine before we all got here?

‘Yeah, he did.’ I’d forgotten all about that boy-toy. I bought it for his thirty-fifth birthday after I made senior associate. ‘It was jinxed.’

‘I only had it about six months,’ Robert drains his beer. ‘So, have you all responded to Emma’s fortieth—’

‘Jinxed how?’

‘I’m exaggerating,’ I laugh. ‘It was old and cheap, to be fair. But something was always wrong with it, and then Robert wrote it off. Right before we decided to move, wasn’t it? I was away at a seminar and came back to find a bruised husband and the Land Rover sold for scrap.’ How had I forgotten about that?

‘The steering failed and I went into a tree.’

‘Good job we got rid of it,’ I say, looking at my daughter. ‘Otherwise that could have been your first car, Chlo. A little run-around for uni. Eighteenth birthday present.’

Chloe looks distinctly unimpressed. ‘I’m thinking about a year out, actually.’

This is news to me, but she changes her mind with the weather, so while the others all start asking her why, and recalling Interrailing around Europe and summers in Thailand and whatever else they were lucky enough to have done, I let it ride.

‘At least you’ll have an extra year before having to stump up the fees,’ Alan says.

‘Could you sound any more stereotypically Scottish?’ Betty says. ‘So rude! Sorry.’

‘This is Emma we’re talking about,’ Robert says. ‘The money’s already put aside. She’d saved for her first car by the time she was fourteen doing paper rounds and Saturday jobs.’ He finishes with a laugh and it niggles me, as if wanting a better life made me some kind of prude.

‘Must be nice to have a wife who saves.’ Julian leans forward and refills his wine glass. ‘But then it must be nice to have a wife who earns. How lucky you are, Robert.’ He lifts his glass. ‘To Emma.’

Michelle looks slapped and for a split second there’s real hurt in her eyes before she gathers her composure. ‘Thank you so much, darling.’ Her voice is brittle ice. ‘That’s reminded me to buy some new shoes on Monday.’

‘Michelle works hard,’ I say. ‘Same as Robert. I bet your hours aren’t any shorter than mine and there’s no way I could do such long days if Robert had a proper job.’ Only as I finish the sentence do I realise that now it’s Robert who looks appalled.

‘Actually, Em—’

The shriek cuts through all conversation and I’m on my feet in a split second, heart racing. That’s my child. A mother knows. The trampoline.

‘He was supposed to be jumping! But he wouldn’t!’ Ben has his hands on his hips, standing on the trampoline. Will is sitting on the grass, crying. ‘I was trying to help!’

‘Did you push him?’ There’s a safety net around the trampoline but it’s baggy and needs replacing. ‘Did you?’ I glare at him and then quickly check Will over. No blood. Nothing broken. His tears are slowing down and I’m relieved that he’s not hurt, just shocked. I turn my attention back to Ben as the other kids shrink back quietly.

‘Get down here and apologise! That could have been nasty. What you did was mean.’

‘It was a bloody accident.’ Michelle is suddenly between me and her eldest son. ‘And don’t shout at my child.’ She’s swaying a little. We stare at each other, both holding back, both knowing how close we are to saying things we won’t be able to take back and will probably – definitely – regret. She’s drunk and I’m tired. It’s time to go home.
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‘She’s a bitch.’ Chloe is more irate about Michelle telling me off than I am.

‘Oh, I’d have been the same if she’d shouted at Will.’ I’m in the back seat with Will, who’s quiet but okay as he stares out the window, and with my daughter driving it’s like we’re in some kind of weird role reversal. ‘And you shouldn’t call her a bitch. What happened to the sisterhood?’

‘The sisterhood is about allowing women to be whatever they choose to be. She chooses to be a bitch.’ She looks at me in the rear-view mirror. ‘It’s also about sticking up for your mother.’

She smashed her head into the mirror in her room.

‘Hey look,’ Chloe sits up straighter as she turns the car into the avenue, her voice excited. ‘Is that – Oh my God, is it Auntie Phoebe? On our doorstep?’

Oh God. Everyone turns, and even Will twists in his booster seat. There she is. Phoebe, standing, uptight, in the doorway. Our eyes meet and I think I see something there. A glint of vicious pleasure at my discomfort? Whatever it is, it’s momentary, and then she’s grinning and holding out her arms as if her visit is the best thing ever.

My heart is in my mouth as I watch as my daughter rush to her, shrieking with excitement, Will at least still holding my hand, and looking on, shyly.

‘Come here, Will,’ Chloe calls back. ‘It’s Auntie Phoebe!’ He lets go of my hand and before he can say no, she’s swept him up into her arms and is planting a big kiss on his cheek. She can turn on the warmth when she wants to. Will hasn’t seen her since he was three so doesn’t remember her, and yet still he looks completely at ease, giggling in her arms as she blows a raspberry on his cheek. I feel betrayed.

‘This is a nice surprise,’ Robert, looking equally as shocked as me, kisses her on the cheek.

‘I was in the area so I thought I’d drop by.’

‘You should have called,’ I say. ‘But then you rarely do.’ I smile as if it’s a joke.

‘Are you going to invite me in?’

What is she playing at? Why is she here?

‘Of course.’ Robert swings the door open and Phoebe leads the way. She’s wearing a T-shirt minidress over leggings and maybe she kept up the yoga after her birthday because I have to admit she’s looking really toned.

‘Is that tie-dye, Auntie Phebes? So retro cool.’

‘The dress? Yes. You can have it if you like. I’ll drop it in.’

I wonder why she’s suddenly dressing like this, like the art student she once was. She’s not young or free. Neither of us is. She sells houses on the Costa Brava. She’s probably got a wardrobe full of
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