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Chapter 1- Silence
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I woke up

The room was bright. Too bright. Sun beamed through the curtains, illuminating a space that felt less like a bedroom and more like a showroom. My alarm hadn’t sounded yet, but my body knew. 7:00 AM. In the old days, this was the hour of the Great Awakening—the shouting, the thumping of feet, the desperate hunt for a clean school shirt.

Now, it was deafeningly quiet.

A few seconds later, the smart speaker broke the tension. A 90s ballad—something soaring and falsely nostalgic—began its programmed 7:00 AM slot. I laid back, stretching my legs into the cold, vast corners of the king-sized bed.

What day was it? Did it even matter? Not today it didn’t. Yesterday was my weekly shift at the local craft shop. My only rock-solid commitment of the week.

My calendar used to be a battle plan, football matches, parents’ evenings and swimming lessons.

I threw back the duvet with a forced bit of theatre. "Ok, I’m up!"

My feet hit the floorboards with a clinical, lonely tap. I walked to the wardrobe. My clothes were hung by colour, then by season.

Linear. Organized. I took out a pale blue cotton shirt and dark blue wide legged jeans, hanging them on the back of the door ready for when I decided to get dressed.

Days of the overflowing laundry basket were no more - that musty smell of muddy football kits or grass-stained jeans. The calamities of time had finally smoothed everything out, leaving me in a world that felt like a high-end furniture catalogue.

I followed the routine. Bathroom. Straighten the bedding. Open the curtains. It was a beautiful Yorkshire day—clear blue sky, birds singing a manic chorus. I threw on my dressing gown and headed downstairs.

"First things first," I whispered. "Let the puppies out."

I stopped. The air in my lungs felt thin. Puppy. Singular. Eddy had been gone for months, but my mouth still reached for the plural.

In the corner of the kitchen, Poppy’s grey fluffy bed was tucked neatly into its spot. Amongst the mass of fluff, you could just distinguish a tiny grey mass.

"Hey baby—good morning."

The mass stirred. A tiny head turned, and an old, wrinkled mouth yawned with the slow effort of the very old.

"Come on, baby. Time for toilet." I gave her a little nudge. Her thirteen-year-old body struggled for balance, her legs stiff as if they’d forgotten how to walk overnight. I watched her wander out onto the patio—just far enough to be functional—before she retreated back to her cloud of fluff.

I stood by the kettle. The modern electric hum was the only rival to the silence. This kitchen was a masterpiece of granite and polished wood. No crumbs. No sticky rings from a juice cup.

Poppy was the last living bridge to the noise. She was the only one left who remembered the chaos of a morning.

I took my coffee over to the sink. The white wooden Venetians were drawn tight, keeping the room in a respectful dimness. I reached for the silver chain, the cold metal rattling against my palm, and pulled. I expected the slats to flip and reveal the same sterile, clear blue sky I’d seen from the patio.

But the light didn’t beam in here. It hit a wall of grey.

The window was filthy. It was caked in a textured grime, a map of old rain and neglected dust. I reached out to touch the latch, intending to throw the window wide, but I stopped. Through the smear on the glass, the garden wasn’t empty.

I saw a raucous symphony.

Two puppies—vibrant, somersaulting balls of fur—were tearing at a stray trainer. One was Poppy, back when her muzzle was dark and her legs were springs. The other was Eddy, full of the cheek and chaos that I’d spent ten years trying to manage. Behind them, the BBQ was a disaster of ash, and a red and white football was wedged underneath the frame. Then I saw him. My youngest, Joshua, barely a teenager, sprinted across the grass. I could almost hear the grass crunching. He planted the ball in the back of a plastic goal—the one we’d complained about for the extent of its life. He let out a silent, explosive cheer.

I saw a younger version of myself through the glass. No effort made—jeans, a sweatshirt, hair tied back in a messy knot. I looked exhausted. I looked like a woman who was counting the minutes until bedtime.

I pressed my forehead against the cold, dirty pane. Behind me, the speaker was playing another song about "forever." But here, through the dirt, "forever" was happening in real-time.

I pulled back. My breath left a fog on the glass that slowly obscured the memory. My hands were clean. My house was ordered. The sadness of the empty nest wasn’t that the children were gone; it was that the windows were starting to clear, and I wasn’t sure I wanted to see what was actually outside.

I moved to the patio door, coffee in hand. The football goal was gone, replaced by a huge clematis shaped around a wicker archway. Poppy brushed against my leg—the silent reminder of the necessity of mealtime. She followed me to the cupboard, and I took one precise scoop of kibble and added to her stainless-steel bowl.

Once, that bowl would be empty in seconds. Now, it was a fifteen-minute marathon of chewing.

I swallowed the last of my coffee and walked back to the sink, turning on the tap to give the mug a quick rinse, leaving it to dry on the draining board. I peered through the pane again, a frantic, prickly energy taking over.

The washing line was suddenly full. Little socks and t-shirts dancing in the breeze. A muddy football strip. The wooden gate creaked open, and a second boy rode in on his bike. Fourteen. This was Andrew, Drew. Fluorescent bag. Hi-vis vest. The 7:00 AM paper round. Do people even have newspapers delivered anymore? He parked the bike against the wall and vanished into the patio door.

I spun around. I expected the door to swing open, to hear the clatter of the bike as it fell and the heavy tread of teenage feet.

Silence. The door was shut. The boy had vanished.

Through the haze of the past, this door had been a battlefield.

The lower half of the glass was a map of frantic necessity. I saw them—the puppies. Not just the one, not just the grey mass in the bed, but the duo. Poppy and Eddy. They weren’t old and frail; they were bundles of muscle and desperation, jumping in a synchronized dance of "let us in."

Their claws made a sound like a frantic typist against the pane. I looked down and saw the scars—long, vertical scratches etched into the plastic frame where their excitement had met the stubborn resistance of the lock. And the paw prints. Oh, the paw prints. They were layered like an archaeological dig of the week’s weather. There was the dark, cakey mud from the flowerbeds after a Yorkshire downpour, and the faint, dusty ghosts of paws from a dry afternoon on the moors.

Those marks had been a constant source of irritation. I remembered the sigh I’d let out every evening, spray bottle in hand, attacking the glass to erase the evidence of their lives. I had wanted a house that didn’t look like a kennel. I had wanted a view that wasn’t obscured by the muddy enthusiasm of two dogs who just wanted to be where I was.

"Get a grip," I whispered, my heart hammering against my ribs. I grabbed a cloth and swiped at the grime. I hated it. I hated the dirt, the smear, the way it mocked my tidy, organized life.

It didn’t budge. If anything, it got worse. The smear widened, darkening like a bruise.

I moved the cloth across the glass, and the scene shifted. The younger boys were there now, the youngest, Joshua splashing in a rainbow-coloured paddling pool, the other, Drew, was climbing the steps of a small, red and green slide, his face a mask of concentration before he splashed into the water at the bottom

Then I saw him. My ex-husband. Patrick. He was younger, his hair still thick and dark, un-greyed by the divorce that would eventually rip us into two separate lives. He was sitting on the grass, and as our youngest, Joshua shrieked with joy, he looked up.

Through the glass, the younger version of me walked into the frame. I was wearing an old sweatshirt, my hair hanging loose. Patrick reached out, pulling me down beside him on the grass. He kissed the top of my head and wrapped his arms around me—a small, private gesture of "we’re in this together"—and for a second, we were a fortress. We were a happy, loving family, unaware that the clock was already ticking toward the silence I was currently standing in.

Nearby, a third boy was kicking a football around the lawn. This was Noah. He was older, maybe fourteen, but he still had that childlike innocence in his face that the world hadn’t touched yet. At his feet was a golden fluff ball. Maisy.

She was a joyful blur, her tail a golden metronome as she chased the football at his feet. Maisy had been gone for fourteen years, buried under the old oak tree in our previous house, yet here she was, her coat shining in a sun that didn’t exist anymore.

I scrubbed at the glass, my knuckles white. I didn’t want this. I didn’t want to see the kiss, the golden dog, or the boy who still looked at the world with wonder. I wanted the light. I wanted the clear blue sky of now where nothing hurt because nothing happened.

I threw the cloth into the sink. It hit the stainless steel with a wet, pathetic thud.

I looked at Poppy. She was watching me, her head cocked. She didn’t see the memories. She only saw a woman standing in a silent room, fighting with a window that wouldn’t clear.

The grime wasn’t dirt. It was the skin of my life, layered and thick, refusing to be wiped away by a little soapy water.

I walked away from the sink, my hands trembling slightly as I gripped the edge of the granite breakfast bar. The stone was cold; a slab of expensive grey that had never known the heat of a spilled pan or the sticky residue of a toddler’s fingers. I looked at my reflection in the polished surface. I looked like a woman who had everything under control.

"It’s the light," I whispered to the kettle. "Refraction. A smudge of oil from a fingerprint catching the morning sun."

I tried to convince myself, but the logic felt thin. I went to the pantry—the one with the soft-close drawers that slid shut with a ghostly hush. I reached for a box of cereal, but my hand hovered over the shelf. Everything was decanted into glass jars. Flour, sugar, pasta—all lined up like soldiers in a glass barracks. It was the pantry of a woman who had nothing but time to organise the things she no longer used.

I remembered the pantry of days gone by. It had been a disaster of half-opened bags, spilled rice, and hidden stashes of chocolate I’d kept for the bad days. It had smelled of life. This pantry smelled of nothing.

I turned back to the window. I wanted to see the paper boy again. I wanted to see the way he leaned his bike against the wall—the specific, careless way a fourteen-year-old boy moves when he thinks no one is watching. I wanted to see that innocence in his face one more time, before the world told him he had to be a man.

I sat at the granite breakfast bar, my smashed avocado on its toasted white muffin looking like a photograph from a lifestyle magazine. I picked up a small silver spoon and sprinkled the seasoned seeds—sesame, poppy, sunflower—with the precision of a diamond sorter. It was a beautiful plate.

I took a bite. It was fresh, clean, and entirely uninterrupted.

I looked up at the kitchen window, the silver chain of the Venetians still swaying slightly from my earlier pull. Through the grime, my world vanished again.

The granite turned into the scarred pine. The silence replaced by the sizzle of the grill and the rhythmic, aggressive thwack thwack-thwack of a knife against a wooden board.

I saw my youngest son. He was sitting at the end of the table, his eyes fixed on his special wooden board—the one shaped like a shield, with the two indentations for his boiled eggs. He was serious about his soldiers, dipping the buttery strips of toast into the dripping, golden yolks with the focus of an artist.

"Don’t drip it on your top!" the younger version of me barked, though I didn’t even look up from the counter.

I was a whirlwind. I had a phone pressed to my shoulder, a lunchbox open in front of me, and I was mid-pitch, throwing a ham sandwich, a bag of salt-and-vinegar crisps, and a club biscuit into the lunchbox like I was loading a weapon.

Then there was the bacon. I could almost smell it —the salty, smoked fat crisping up for my eldest. Some mornings he wanted the dripping yolk of an egg to coat the bread; other mornings, he just wanted a thick, indulgent dollop of rich red ketchup that would inevitably end up on his cuff before he reached the garden gate.

In this world, my coffee was a myth. It was a half-filled mug of lukewarm brown water that I had moved from the counter to the microwave three times and I still hadn’t tasted. I was too busy. I was kneeling on the floor, a tin of Cherry Blossom polish in one hand and a rag in the other, desperately attacking a pair of school shoes that had been immaculate but ten minutes later were caked in Yorkshire mud from a "shortcut" across the field.

My gaze drifted over to the corner to my own boots, tucked neatly under the granite breakfast bar. They were sturdy, expensive leather, and they shone with a deep, dark lustre. I’d take the tin of Cherry Blossom—the same red and black tin I’d used for more than twenty years—and a soft rag. I’d work the wax into the leather in slow, meditative circles until my reflection stared back at me from the toe caps.

Back then, polishing was a battle. Now, it was a ceremony.

I could see the younger me, kneeling on the linoleum floor. I wasn’t performing a ceremony; I was performing a miracle.

Drew was leaning against the counter, his weight shifting impatiently as he tried to balance on one leg. I had his school shoe in my hand, a scuffed, battered thing that had certainly seen better days

"How do you get mud inside the lace-holes?" I snapped, though my hands were moving with a practiced, frantic speed. The only response I received was a shrug of the shoulders.

I popped the lid of the Cherry Blossom tin. That sharp, chemical tang of naphtha and wax filled the air—a smell that, to me, will always be the scent of a school morning. It was a pungent, honest smell. It cut through the aroma of the frying bacon and coffee.

I remembered the smudge of black that always ended up on my thumb, no matter how careful I was.

"You’ll wear a hole in those if you keep rubbing, love," Patrick would say, his voice humoured but soft. "They’re only going to get mucked up again by break-time."

"That’s not the point," I’d mutter, buffing the leather until it gleamed with a stubborn, defiant pride.

The point was that I wanted them to go out into the world looking cared for. I wanted the teachers to see the shine and know that someone was looking after the details. Every circular stroke was a silent prayer that they’d be safe, that they’d learn something, that they’d come home with all their buttons intact.

I looked at my hands now, resting on the cool granite. They were spotless. No black wax under the nails. No frantic urgency.

The younger me looked up, catching the eye of Patrick. He was leaning against the fridge, nursing the only hot cup of coffee in the house, watching the familiar chaos with a mixture of amusement and poorly hidden guilt.

"I’m going to be late," I snapped at him, my hair escaping its knot, a smear of egg yolk on my thumb.

I remembered that feeling. The bone-deep irritation of being the only one who knew where the PE kits were or why the ketchup was running low. I had looked at that chaotic kitchen and dreamed of a morning where I could sit down. I had fantasised about a breakfast that didn’t involve polishing shoes or hunting for a tie.

I looked down at my avocado muffin. I had the chair. I had the time. My shoes were polished, and my coffee was hot.

But as I watched Joshua carefully decapitate his second egg on his special wooden board, a lump formed in my throat that no number of seasoned seeds could move. The sadness wasn’t that the kitchen was dirty back then; it was that the dirt was the only proof I was needed and that it was real.

Again, I found myself watching the younger version of myself.

The door had finally clicked shut. School run and the high-pitched yapping of the puppies had settled into a rhythmic, post breakfast snooze.

The younger me didn’t move for a few minutes. I stood by the sink, shoulders dropping an inch, my head bowed. Then, I did it. I reached for a mug—not a plastic beaker, not a stained travel cup—and I made a fresh pot of coffee.

I remembered that specific peace. It wasn’t the deafening silence of now; it was a living, breathing quiet. It was the sound of the clock ticking, the hum of the fridge, and the soft, heavy sigh of Maisy as she collapsed onto the rug. It was a time to "just be." I’d sit at that scarred pine table, wrapping my hands around the heat of the mug, and for twenty minutes, I wasn’t a cook, a cleaner, or a referee. I was just me.

That peace was a recharge. It was the fuel I needed to face the next calamity—the school pick-up, the football practice, homework.

I looked around my kitchen. The smart speaker was silent now; the 90s ballad having finished its shift. The granite breakfast bar was a cold, grey continent in the middle of the room.

I had all the "fresh coffee" time in the world now. I could "just be" from 7:00 AM until sunset if I wanted to. There were no mud-stained shoes waiting for me, no lunchboxes to scrub, no husband to tease me about my polishing.

Peace is only a gift when you’re hiding from a riot. Without the riot, it’s just a vacuum.

I reached for my phone on the counter. I wanted to call them. I wanted to hear the fourteen-year-old’s voice—the deep, Manish version of it—just to break the spell. I wanted to ask if he’d polished his shoes lately. I wanted to tell him I’d seen him on his bike this morning.

But I didn't dial. I knew what would happen. He’d be busy. He’d be in a meeting, or at the gym, or living his own calamity miles away. He’d be kind, but he’d be hurried. He wouldn't understand that I was currently standing in a kitchen that was half-filled with his ghost.

I put the phone back down. I looked at the dirty window one last time before the morning light shifted and the memory began to dissolve.

The younger me was finishing her coffee. She looked refreshed. she looked ready. She picked up the special wooden egg board to give it a scrub, a small, tired smile on her face as she looked at the mess left behind.

"Enjoy it," I whispered to her through the glass. "Enjoy the crumbs. Enjoy the mud. Because one day, you’ll have a kitchen that stays clean forever, and it will be the hardest thing you’ve ever had to endure."
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