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Emma Cooper is a former teaching assistant, who lives in Shropshire with her partner and four children. She spends her spare time writing novels, drinking wine and watching box-sets with her partner of twenty-four years, who still makes her smile every day.

Emma has always wanted to be a writer – ever since childhood, she’s been inventing characters (her favourite being her imaginary friend ‘Boot’) and is thrilled that she now gets to use this imagination to bring to life all of her creations.


About the Book

‘Our life – no matter what happens in between – starts and ends with a heartbeat: our own personal rhythm, our own song’

If Melody hadn’t run out of de-icer that day, she would never have slipped and banged her head. She wouldn’t be left with a condition that makes her sing when she’s nervous. And she definitely wouldn’t have belted out the Arctic Monkeys’ ‘I Bet You Look Good on the Dancefloor’ in assembly at her son’s school.

If Dev hadn’t taken the kids to the zoo that day, then the accident wouldn’t have happened. He wouldn’t have left Flynn and Rose without a dad. Or shattered the love of his life’s heart.

But if they hadn’t seen the missing-person report that day, they might never have taken the trip to Cornwall. And, in the last place they expected, discovered what it really means to be ‘Us’.


For Us
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Melody

Our life – no matter what happens in between – starts and ends with a heartbeat: our own personal rhythm, our own song. A song can rise and fall like the breath in our lungs; it can start with one solitary note and then expand with each verse: a family of sound. To me, however, a song has deeper meaning.

‘That’ll be eighty-seven pounds and sixty-six pence, please,’ the supermarket cashier announces, filling me with dread.

I can see, from your point of view, that this is not terrible news. A respectable amount for a family of three’s weekly shop. After all, the masculine-looking cashier clerk is not implying that I have one week left to live or that my skirt is tucked into my knickers. My problem lies with my bank balance; I know that today, 21st February, my bank balance totters along a tightrope of eighty pounds.

I hear the first bars of ‘Can’t Buy Me Love’ by The Beatles. This may not seem a big deal. Songs are played in supermarkets worldwide; their upbeat tempos drive the dead-eyed shopper shuffle. But this is why the cashier’s few words fill me with fear: I try to explain my bank balance predicament.

‘Excuse me?’ the slightly alarmed, suet-faced cashier questions me, as well she might. You see, I’m not explaining my situation with a droop of my shoulders and a ‘life sometimes gets you down’ expression.

No. I’m not just hearing The Beatles’ classic: I’ve started singing it – theatrically. Perhaps you’re wondering why I’m singing – with gusto – The Beatles to a supermarket cashier? Well, the answer is, I don’t know. In fact, I’ve seen several different GPs in the past two years and not one of them knows. Nor do the consultants, specialists or psychiatrists (of which there have been many).

Let me tell you what I do know.

I woke up one blustery, icy January morning – nothing remarkable about that. There was nothing special about the fact that it was Grey Wheelie Bin Day, or that I was outside in my wellies, pink-marshmallow dressing gown wrapped around my Christmas-excess stomach, attempting to drag said bin up my steep drive. I say this is not special because my life, even then, was disorganised. Chaotic. Slapdash. If I had been the orderly, controlled person that I always intended to be every New Year’s Day, then my bin would already be standing outside my house: a brave soldier facing the elements, awaiting its disembowelment with resolute pride. If I had been that person, I wouldn’t have run out of de-icer the day before and so used boiling water to defrost the window of the car. There wouldn’t have been a frozen patch of black ice right next to the kerb. I wouldn’t have slipped backwards and cracked the back of my head against the path. There wouldn’t have been an ear-splitting scream from my eleven-year-old daughter when she found me bleeding and unconscious twenty minutes later. My distraught son wouldn’t have been filled with panic as he clumsily used his scouting skills to try to find my weak pulse and – of course – I wouldn’t have been lying with my own urine freezing against my legs while my children waited a lifetime for the ambulance to arrive: tears, fear and too much responsibility shaking their gangly developing bodies, as they anxiously debated how many chest compressions they should give me.

By now, here in the supermarket, I have really hit my stride, explaining all of the things that I just cannot buy to the cashier: my voice triggering a ripple of uneasiness through the shop. I watch – as I have so many times before – the expressions, first of shock, then uneasiness, and finally amusement, passing over their contemptuous faces. Now, be honest with me: how would you react? Would you look the other way? Point and jeer? Put yourself here, now, standing in this queue behind me. A mundane Thursday lunchtime and a thirty-something, petite brunette is singing ‘Can’t Buy Me Love’ at the top of her voice at the checkout. Not only is she not a brilliant singer – although thankfully in tune – but just look at the facial expressions and hand gestures! Now come on, you’d have a good old gawp, wouldn’t you? I would! Just look at me! How is it possible to widen your eyes so much it looks as though they are about to pop right out and land, in all their spherical glory, on the grubby tiles? Oh here I go, repeatedly reinforcing the point that I couldn’t give two hoots about the material things in life because it really can’t gain you affection; have you noticed how my bottom is swaying like a pendulum? And just look at my index finger, wagging in front of the cashier’s podgy face! Have you noticed how red she has gone? Look at her squirming in her seat, frantically pressing the button to herald someone, anyone, to take this mad woman away. You’d think with a moustache like that, she’d have a bit more compassion for the unusual. Hasn’t she heard of waxing? Oh Christ, am I about to spin? Yep, here I go, hands stretched out like a demented traffic warden as I do a full turn and did I just . . .? Yep. I’ve just punched the air. Did you see me? I actually punched the air as I held my final note.

Silence. Not a peep from a grumpy child. Not even the beep of a scanner. All I can hear is the last of my self-respect shattering into tiny pieces.

One Mississippi, two Mississippi, three Mississippi. And there we go. Three seconds is all it takes the British public to turn a deaf, dumb and blind eye. But I know they’re there, sniggering behind raised hands, texting their friends, uploading me to YouTube (yes, that’s happened – nineteen times, the last time my technologically gifted kids checked), filing it away to tell their friends over drinks tomorrow night.

Breathing heavily, I fumble in my bag and with a shaking hand – no doubt a side effect from all the finger wagging – try to pull out my bank card.

‘Sorry,’ I mutter, ‘but could I take the beef joint back? I, um, I,’ breathe, ‘I don’t think the card will . . .’ Calm. Down.

For reasons the medical talents of this country can’t explain, my ‘condition’ seems to be triggered by stress. That is to say, I’m not a singing, dancing act all the time. When the symptoms started to present themselves – first in the form of ‘I Will Survive’ by Gloria Gaynor, swiftly followed by an encore of ‘Crazy’ by Patsy Cline – I didn’t dance at all. I just sang. My voice a captive beast, clawing and writhing out of me: desperate to be heard; desperate to escape; desperate to destroy. The dancing is a fairly new addition. Dr Ashley suggested that this might be a way for my subconscious to control the situations out of my control, by turning my outburst into a more ‘acceptable act’. Quite how grinding to ‘Boom! Shake the Room’ in the middle of the leisure centre changing rooms makes it a more acceptable act, I don’t know. Most of the time, I’m perfectly normal.

I try to give – I glance at her name badge – ‘Sue’ a reassuring smile.

Uneasily, she nods slowly, retrieving the beef from the packed bag, maintaining eye contact as if I’d just pulled out a gun, instead of paying a heartfelt tribute to John and Paul. Stay calm. Breathe. She looks like a man and her name is Sue . . . Oh chuffing hell. Don’t think about Johnny Cash, stay calm. I’ll be fine as long as nothing else happens. Breathe. Don’t think about it. As I pass her my debit card, I can hear the questions in the air and the muted comments of ‘freak’ shoot through with a ‘lunatic’ chaser. I can feel it begin to pulse through me: the urge – the release which my broken body is desperate for. Don’t think about it, don’t think about it. I close my eyes briefly and concentrate on the sound of my breathing. I’ll be fine as long as I don’t think about that song, but it’s fine. See how I’m calming down? As long as I keep thinking about something else, I’ll be out of here and home. My affliction nothing more than a story for others to devour.

‘Really?’ She smirks to the other clientele. ‘Melody? Your name is Melody?’

‘Mmhmm.’

I know; the irony is not lost on me. Several of the psychiatrists I have been to have implied that this may be a genuine link between my subconscious and my ‘condition’. Another superior ‘we’re all in this together’ smirk nearly sends me into dangerous territory, but I keep breathing. Keep thinking of what I’m having for tea and ‘Sue’ will soon be but a distant memory. Sue. Sue. Sue.

‘Cash?’

Oh arses.

‘Mum?!’

I stick my head out of the steam and peer around the shower curtain, head still soap-sudded and smelling of apple.

‘I’m in the shower!’ I call as the thud-thud sound of my daughter Rose running up the stairs penetrates my steamy orchard.

The door flings open.

‘Why are you in the shower? It’s half-three in the afternoon.’

‘Spit,’ I reply, giving myself a final blast of hot water.

‘Oh. On the bus?’

‘Supermarket.’

‘Ouch. Complete works or just one verse?’

I turn off the taps and stick my hand out for a towel. Rose passes me a purple one which could do with a wash itself. I wrap it around me regardless, and step out on to the grey slate lino.

‘Two.’

I look at her sheepishly, my pretty redhead.

‘Two verses? That’s not so bad.’

‘Songs.’

She visibly flinches.

‘Was there anyone who knows us there?’ I grab a smaller towel and rub my short hair with it.

‘Don’t think so.’

‘So why the spit?’

‘Boy Named Sue.’

‘I don’t know that one.’

‘It’s about a boy who is called Sue by his dad to make him tough, which would have been fine if the cashier hadn’t been called Sue and had a clear aversion to waxing her upper lip.’

‘I see your point. Style?’

‘Country.’

‘Oh crikey. Dance moves?’

I stop rubbing my hair for a moment. Short spikes of hair stick out at opposing angles. I chew my bottom lip as I remember it all with dismay. Rose looks blank, slowly processing her vague knowledge of country music.

‘Oh no. You didn’t? Mum! You liiiine-danced?’

‘I didn’t even know I could.’ I throw the towel down on the floor. ‘It’s amazing really.’ I grab the hairbrush and tear through my hair. ‘I started doing all these moves that I used to do at junior school. I’d forgotten how much I enjoy pretending to throw a lasso; in fact, I Googled it and it appears that I apple-jacked, did several ball changes and duck walked.’

‘Christ.’

‘Don’t swear.’

‘“Christ” isn’t swearing, “shit” is swearing.’

‘True.’

The downstairs door slams and the tst, tst, tst of heavy metal through headphones announces the arrival of my son, Flynn. Another door slams as he disappears into his room. I look at Rose expectantly.

‘How’s he been? Did you see him at school today?’ She finds something that resembles dried up yoghurt on one of the white tiles and gives it her full attention. ‘Rose?’

‘You might need to get some more antiseptic,’ is her reply. Great. He’s been fighting again.

Here is where I let you know that I’m not a bad mum. There are those of you who will, no doubt, have brilliantly behaved children who wouldn’t dream of saying ‘shit’ or getting into a fight. Those of you who can, hand on heart, say that your children have been brought up to respect you as well as others and know the clear boundaries of what is right and wrong: the enforcement of the naughty step from age two; the reward charts that praise good behaviour and the Monopoly-and-Disney-film-filled Sundays. Allow me, if you will, to plead my defence. My children have been through emotions that most of you only experience later on in life; emotions that some of you may never have to feel. Let’s start with terror. Pure, untainted, wholesome terror.

When Rose was two and Flynn was five, Dev – my husband – took them to Chester Zoo for the day. I stayed home; our washing machine had broken and I was waiting for the engineer to come out and fix it. On their way home, they stopped off for Dev to pick up some painkillers – he’d had a few beers the night before whilst watching the rugby – and some pop and crisps for Flynn. Dev had asked Flynn for a swig of the cola to wash down the pills, put some singalong nursery rhymes on to keep Rose happy and they set off, homeward bound, to be back in time for Rose’s bedtime at seven. But they didn’t make it home for Rose’s bedtime because, at seven o’clock, Flynn was being lifted into the air ambulance with severe face and head injuries. Dev stood – holding a confused, tired and distraught Rose – as they watched the stretcher being carried off into the March darkness. Rose was unharmed, well protected by her car seat, and Dev was left with only a small cut above his right eye from a piece of the shattered windscreen. But Flynn . . . Flynn hadn’t put his seat belt back on after he had passed the Coke to Dev. And when Dev looked away for a second to put ‘Twinkle Twinkle Little Star’ back on, he didn’t notice the sharp turn to the right opposite the oak tree. He didn’t know that Flynn was being catapulted forward at thirty-five miles per hour, and he didn’t know that, for the rest of his life, his son would be blind in one eye and have a scar across his cheek that he would try to hide at every opportunity.

How about desolation? How many of you can say with all honesty that you have been truly desolate? Try having your father disappear. As in, without a trace.

The year of the crash was the bleakest of years. Dev had nightmares constantly and we argued over the smallest of things. The cost of hospital journeys, hospital parking charges, terrible-two tantrums. You name it, we argued about it. But there were also moments of exquisite anguish, where our devastation would turn into a love for each other so powerful it would take us over entirely: holding each other desperately through the night, whispering words of adoration to each other over and over as if we could fix each other with love. And then one day he wasn’t there. Poof. He was gone. Like Keyser Söze.

And then we have shame. Imagine watching your mum at a parents’ evening burst into a rendition of ‘Baby Got Back’. I did. I ‘told’ Rose’s rotund maths teacher in no uncertain terms that I liked big bottoms and couldn’t lie about it. As I’ve said. Shame.

Hesitantly, I knock on Flynn’s door.

‘Can I come in?’

‘Not if you’re going to bollock me.’

‘Don’t say bollock,’ I say as I open the door. He’s sat leaning against the metal headboard, headphone in one ear, long wavy brown hair covering the left side of his face, and dressed top to toe in this season’s black.

‘Let me see.’ I step over the teenage debris of crisp packets and dirty clothes and reach for his hand. ‘Oh, Flynn.’ The knuckles of his right hand are raw. ‘What happened?’ He shrugs.

‘The usual. Rob called me Quasimodo, so I twatted him.’

‘Don’t say twatted.’

‘OK. Thumped . . . the twat.’ I shake my head as he fleetingly smiles.

‘I line-danced in Asda.’

‘Cool.’

‘I was really busting out the moves.’

‘Don’t say busting.’

‘Jerking?’

‘Mum, that is wrong in a whole other way.’

‘MUUUUUUUUUUM!’ We both turn to where Rose is bounding through the door, red hair blazing behind her. ‘I’ve been on the website and there is a person that fits Dad’s description!’

‘Rose,’ I interrupt. We’ve been through this so many times: the hope, the optimism, the desire to fix the unfixable. ‘Calm down, remember there are a lot of people that fit Dad’s description.’

‘But this time it’s different.’

How can I tell them? How can I tell them that Dev is dead? When I’m the only person who knows?


2

Rose

21st February

I’ve decided to write a diary. Is it OK to start one in the middle of the month? I suppose so. I’m the only one who’ll read it. My ‘counsellor’ suggested it might help me to organise my thoughts, so here goes. I don’t understand why Mum isn’t more excited. I know that I’ve thought we’ve found Dad before but this time it’s different.

Although Megan understands that I want to find my dad (I mean she should, I’ve been her best friend since we were three), I know she thinks I’m weird and I can see her point. When most of my class are on Instagram at break time, I’m on www.mymissingfamily.co.uk, and I get it. I do. I heard Becca Grimstone telling Ben Stone (who always picks his nose and eats it when he thinks no one is watching – ugh) that I was a ginger freak, obsessing about dead people. Stupid cow. Mum says that people who say horrid things are really just jealous of you. Yeah, right. I’m sure Becca, who’s already a C cup, has perfectly formed features and is in top set, is really jealous of me. I’m ginger, way more clever than everyone else in my class and I’m not just being big-headed, I’m just saying it like it is . . . My maths teacher actually cried at our last parents’ evening when she said that she felt she was ‘letting me down’ by not giving me even more challenging work – the government has a lot to answer for. Mrs Turner is holding on by a fine thread if you ask me, and I’M the one going to a counsellor?! Mum sympathised with her and her ‘workload’; by that I mean she sang ‘9 to 5’ by Dolly someone. Thank God we had a separate room for our appointment after the ‘Baby Got Back’ incident, so only the teacher saw it. What was I saying? Oh yeah, I’m also sister to – by his own admission – the most antisocial boy in school AND Becca knows that Dad left us and that my mum . . . well, there is no point even going there, is there?

The nights are getting worse. How can we tell her that the reason we look so tired isn’t because we’ve been up all night on our tablets but because we have to listen to a soundtrack of her dreams each night? Take last night. She started quietly with ‘Shake It Off’. Swifty is not one of my favourites, especially at half-one in the morning. Sometimes it’s only snippets of songs, which change as quickly as her dreams. We know when she’s having a bad dream because ‘Wake Me Up Before You Go-Go’ starts. But the worst is when it repeats. Like last night. From between two and five we had ‘Don’t Stop Believin’’. Three times me and my brother passed each other on the landing; bed hair and irritated grumbles has become a regular thing as we try to subtly disturb her enough to shut her up. If we have a test the next day or something, we take it in turns to sleep downstairs. It kinda works, even though we have to set the alarm for half-six so we’re up before Mum.

When the night songs started, Flynn told Mum when she got up that he was too tired to go to school because her rendition of ‘Sweet Dreams (Are Made of This)’ had gone on for hours. Mum was so upset she spent the whole morning crying and got so cross with herself that she flew into an Eminem mash-up. That was not pretty. It’s worse if she doesn’t know the songs very well because she makes up the lyrics and as she’s not Eminem’s biggest fan, the lyrics during that episode were so messed up it sounded like a middle-aged gangster mum with Tourette’s. So that was that. We don’t tell her.

Anyway, back to Dad. It might seem strange that I’m so obsessed with finding him when I can’t even remember him, but it’s like I do. Know him, I mean. Mum talks about him all the time and then there are the home videos that I’ve watched, like, a hundred times. Mum looks really different on them, her nails are always painted dark red and she’s all sort of hair swishy (it was really long then, almost to her bum) and pretty. She’s still pretty, I guess, even with her hair in a slanted bob. She’s not like Megan’s mum, all fake tanned and head to toe in branded gear, Mum just looks plain and pretty at the same time. Her make-up looks nice and her eyes are this weird colour between green and grey and they are wide apart, a bit like an alien, but in a nice way. Dad is good-looking, I guess, he had one of those chins with a dimple in it, Mum said she used to call it his bum chin. He had shoulder-length, russet coloured (that’s what Mum always puts on the missing-person forms) curly hair. The hair is one of the things that Mum was always going on about when I’ve read the missing people forms that she’s kept. Seriously, she has one of those old-fashioned filing cabinets in the garage with all the forms and reports and everything. It’s like crazy insane stuff. He was quite tall, like over six foot, and he was quite slim.

They were proper in love. Mum and Dad. You can see it on the videos, he’s always making her laugh and they are ALWAYS touching each other. Not in a creepy way, just, you know, like a hand on the knee or stroking an arm. That way. AND they danced a lot. Gran says when he first went missing, Mum spent months and months looking for him constantly. She visited every missing persons’ bureau she could and even hired a private detective. Gran said the police got a bit fed up with her in the end because she rang at least twice a day to see if anything had turned up. She just refused to stop looking. I can remember when I was six, being strapped into my car seat for what seemed like days as we travelled to London to go homeless person watching. I remember being quite scared. Of Mum as well as the homeless people. And then it all stopped. It was like she just gave up. Which is why I don’t understand why she’s not more excited about this one. He had a tattoo on his left shoulder of three swallows, to represent the three of us, Mum says . . . and this guy – the one on mymissingfamily.co.uk – has got that tattoo.

Anyway. That will do for tonight. I want to go online to check the school shoes in Shoehome; Mum has got to take me shoe shopping (cringe) and I want to be in and out before she gets stressed and sings ‘The Hills Are Alive’ like last time.
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Melody

‘Brogues? Aren’t they a bit, you know? Old-fashioned?’ Inwardly, I wince at the irritated look on my daughter’s face; clearly, I have failed in some way . . . again.

Do you remember that wondrous instant when the most innocuous of things – a little pink line – smiles at you? That little pink line, heralding news that seeps through your consciousness: a jigsaw of your past, present and future, a universe of electrical currents fusing your thoughts and emotions together, as an image of this tiny entity swallows you entirely. Your mind becomes a collage of tiny fingers, tiny toes, tiny hairs, tiny worries that grow in simple synchronicity as you – and your world – expand and you ask yourself, am I strong enough to ever contain this infinite, consuming love? I stroke that memory fleetingly as the little pink line pulls back her hair, bundles it into a knot and sighs.

‘Can we just get these and go? They are the only ones that I like in the whole shop,’ she announces, as I bend down to pick up a pair of patent black shoes that are similar to the ones that she has just grown out of. As I stand back up, I see her glancing around, scoping the environment for threats – not the threat of stranger danger or pickpockets: no, my Red Rose is looking for threats that may hinder her chances of escaping without being recognised; I’m the threat, ever encroaching upon her beautiful anonymity.

At leisure, the throbbing bud starts to uncurl from its seed. Pulsing from within my stomach, it starts to stretch in the rays of my anxiety as I realise the reason that Rose is so quick to choose the pair of shoes that she wants: she has chosen them. Already. As I start to hear a church organ introduction judder through my core, I realise that it is too late. I look at Rose with panic as I watch the colour drain from her face. She knows it’s coming.

‘Oh no, Mum, not now.’ I watch helplessly as my vibrant Red Rose pales; she looks towards a group of teenagers jostling each other just outside the shoe shop door.

Go, Go, GO. I practise the word in my mouth before the stem can stick its thorns into my subconscious.

‘Go.’ With relief, I get the word out before trying to clamp my lips together, breathing in through my nose and trying to puff out through my mouth, lips pursed in a whistle pose as I try to calm myself down, but it’s no use; I can hear the last bars of the introduction. Rose releases her hair and tries to let it hang over her face as she picks up her denim backpack and slings it over her shoulder.


‘And did those feeeet . . . in ancient time,

Walk upon England’s moun-tains green . . .’



My voice peals out of my body and I taste the sweet relief that it brings, along with the horror and shame etched on my daughter’s face as she looks over her shoulder at me with a mixture of dismay, pity and pure embarrassment. As for me, I’m standing with my back straight, my hand still clutching the black school shoe – which I now use as a conductor’s baton – swishing and flicking it from side to side, à la Harry Potter. I begin to swoop a gentle figure of eight motion with my free hand, thumb and index finger pinched as I start to introduce – what I can only imagine my subconscious thinks is – the string section.


‘And was the ho . . . ly Lamb of God

On England’s pleasant pastures seen?’



My bottom lip starts to tremble as I register the agony in every step that Rose takes towards the door: towards her peers.


‘And did the Count-en-ance Divine,

Shine forth up-on our clouded hills?’



A nudge, a snigger, and strained necks surround us.


‘And was Jerusalem builded here?

Among those dark Sa-tanic Mills?’



By the time I have been brought my bow of burning gold and arrows of desire, Rose has almost made it out of the shop. With tears tracing my remorse, I continue introducing various parts of the orchestra of my mind with my patented baton.


‘I will not ceeeease from Mental Fight,

Nor shall my sworrrrrrd sleep in my hand!’



I see the boy who has been in Rose’s school year since she was in nursery. The one who gave her the nickname ‘Goldfish’, a name referring – of course – to her red hair and full lips; I note with annoyance that he’s turned into an attractive young man: crooked smile, bright-blue eyes and one of those perfectly coiffed quiffs that seem to be the thing at the moment. He smirks at her and nudges his less attractive, pimpled pal.

Rose adjusts her bag, keeps her head down as she veers left, past the bargain bucket of PE black pumps and almost through the door.


‘Till we have buiiiiiiiillt . . .’



I narrow my eyes.


‘Jer-us-a-lem!’



Pull back my arm.


‘In England’s greeeeen and plea-sannnn-t land.’



And with my final note, I throw the well-aimed baton across the shop floor, past the fake designer boots, and land it straight between those twinkling, startled blue eyes.

With a maestro’s flourish, I bow, but sadly I’m not met with a cascade of red roses at my feet; I’m met with a glare of hatred from my daughter before she shoulder-barges past the group of teenagers, and dives into the sea of Saturday shoppers.

Saturday night and what am I doing? Sitting in my bedroom, wearing my old fleece pyjamas covered in Scotty dogs; drinking tea and faffing about on my laptop. I double-click on the information that caused Rose so much excitement and stare again at the details.

Gender: Male

Age range: 30-40

Ethnicity: White European

Height: 1.88 m

Build: Slim

Date Found: 20/02/16

Circumstances: Male found collapsed outside shopping centre, Taunton at 1600 hours. Later disappeared from Musgrove Park Hospital. Suggested name of Tom: was wearing an inscribed silver wrist band.

Hair: Dark, clipped, approx 1cm length

Eye colour: Green

Distinguishing features: Tattoo – left shoulder blade – 3 swallows, shaded dark blue

Clothing: Headwear: woolly hat – grey

Jacket: Dark brown with logo on right chest

Shirt/Blouse: Green-checked padded shirt

Trousers: Jeans – dark-brown, good condition

Footwear: Boots – desert, brown.

Possessions: One ten-pound note, 2x£2

South West England

20/02/16 Avon and Somerset Constabulary 

The eye colour is wrong; it can’t be him . . . although, if he was tired or had been crying they did tend to go sea-green rather than grey/blue. Grey/blue. I’m so used to describing them like that. It’s frustrating when you’re filling out form after form, that you are reduced to that. You can’t say that your loved one’s eyes are the colour of the Welsh sea on a summer’s day, or that they crinkle at the sides when he sees you walk into a room, or the way they half close if he is eating something nice, or that they water at the mention of King Kong. Grey/blue. I scratch the back of my head and wonder where the hell Taunton is, just as there’s a knock on my bedroom door. What am I doing? He’s dead. But even so, I can feel the old pull of hope, a rope that I hung on to for so long that it cost me my friends and ultimately, for a short time, my sanity. That rope swung me back and forth into insomnia and the dark world of missing people, of permission slips and days where I forgot PE kits and lunchboxes. My friends, mostly parents of Flynn’s friends, started to keep their distance as my appearance became more unkempt, my concentration more erratic.

My closer friends, friends who I’d had my first drink with – a bottle of Tia Maria stolen from Pauline’s nan’s house – friends who I had excitedly told when I had my first kiss, and then when I’d first been dumped, and who I opened my GCSE results with, had still kept in touch, but both Pauline and Emily live on opposite sides of the country and so didn’t see the woman I had become.

Still, we sent texts: hope you are OK, Ben has taken his first step, I’m pregnant again, we must meet up soon, oh my God, really? Are you OK? Let’s get together soon . . . and we did. We went out for dinner and drinks, but I had been so nervous after not seeing them for so long that I’d sung the whole tune to Friends before we had left the bar and taken our drinks to the table. Pauline had always been conscious of her weight and before I knew it I was singing ‘Fat Bottomed Girls’ by Queen. She had tried to carry on as if it hadn’t bothered her but when I started on ‘Whole Lotta Rosie’ I knew that I had to leave. It wasn’t fair on them. I hated seeing them looking around the bar with embarrassment but more than that, I hated that I had hurt one of my dearest friends. I knew it was for the best that I no longer met up with them, no longer replied to their texts, no longer called them friends.

‘Mum?’

I close the laptop and quickly shove it under my bed.

‘Come in. What are you still doing up, Flynn? It’s half-eleven.’

‘You’re, um . . .’ He nods towards me; I furrow my brow in question.

‘What?’

It’s then that I realise that my mouth is dry and my throat is sore. I’ve been singing. It happens sometimes. I’m distracted in some way that I don’t notice it happening. How can you possibly not notice? I hear you ask. Simple really. It’s like having a song stuck in your head. For example, think about that song by Kylie Minogue, ‘Can’t Get You Out of My Head’, got it? Can you hear it in all its glory? Good. Now notice how you are still sitting in a relaxed position. You are still breathing in and out and I’d wager that you’ve probably just blinked a few times too. See? It’s easy to function, even with Kylie robot-dancing somewhere inside your hippocampus. You hear it, it irritates you, but you still manage to function through your day without it having any impact on the outside world. It’s the same for me except I vocalise it. Damn Kylie, now it’s stuck in my head too.

‘Sorry. I’ll go and make some camomile tea.’ I stretch and smile at my boy. ‘You OK?’ He shrugs his shoulders and leans against the door frame, chewing on the inside of his thumb. I tilt my head then tap the space beside me on the bed. He ambles towards me and flops down, all elbows, Adam’s apple and Lynx spray.

‘What’s up?’

‘I’ve,’ he begins, his deep adolescent voice bumbling his sentence out, ‘we’ve, um, got a meeting at school on Monday morning.’

‘OK.’

‘It won’t be a good one so you might want to, you know, take some of that stuff.’

By ‘that stuff’, he means my ‘medication’. I’ve been trying different combinations of anti-anxiety medications. So far, I’ve tried celery seed, feverfew and valerian root, to name but a few. I gave up on the real stuff from the doctors; I felt like I was in a constant state of oblivion, always balancing on the brink of sleep, wobbling around the edge of life but never quite part of it. Sometimes, I have a few blasts of Rescue Remedy before I know I’m going to be in a stressful situation. It seems to help; the last time I had to ring the gas people, I only sang the first part of ‘Jumpin’ Jack Flash’ rather than the whole of ‘You’re the One That I Want’ that the electric company was subjected to.

‘OK. Would you rather I do it over the phone?’

‘Nah, I don’t really care about, you know.’ He gives me a lopsided smile. ‘I’m already a freak. If anything, you being a weirdo can only make me look better.’ I smack his arm as he starts to slope off the bed.

‘I had a call the other day from a behavioural support teacher? He says he can get things in place to help you feel more settled. Maybe that’s what it’s about?’ He shrugs his shoulders – before he changes the subject.

‘Oh, Gran called earlier. Asked if you could give her a call back because she can’t decide on the red-checked curtains or the—’ He looks up, trying to remember the details. ‘Green? No. Purple? I dunno. Anyway, something like that.’

My mum and I have always been on opposite ends of the spectrum. Her house is immaculate, mine is a mess; she is surrounded by friends, I have none; she runs, I sit. Her life has always revolved around herself; throughout my childhood, my mum’s needs came before me. I’m painting a bad picture. She wasn’t – isn’t – a bad mum. I always had clean clothes, Clarke’s shoes; I was polite. I’ve always felt loved, never felt like I couldn’t turn to her and I always felt safe. But. My first school play, Mum was helping a friend move into her new house. My first broken heart, Mum had to go out, it’s the opening of the new library and you’ll be fine, there’s plenty more fish in the sea. My engagement party, of course I’ll pop in but I promised Reverend Daniel that I’d help with the bingo. She loves me but it’s as if having me was a box ticked off on a to-do list: find suitable older man with means – check; have child – check; join WI – check.

My dad was well into his fifties when she had me. I barely remember him apart from the sense of a rather bland man who was mildly disappointed with life. He faded from my life and into a home when dementia set in. I can’t say it had a dramatic effect on me; it was as if I was a pet. A quick pat on the head when I was well behaved, a scowl if I had displeased him.

The only thing my mum and I agree on is my kids. Flynn and Rose can do no wrong in her eyes. Birthdays and Christmas presents are always thoughtful and perfect. She spoils them, excuses them when they behave badly, blaming it on the school, their lack of sleep, the weather. They love her too. Hours of card games and jigsaw-making, which she never did with me, cementing their relationship.

After a shared bottle of wine one night, she had told me, ‘It’s different with your grandkids, you’ll see; your mistakes don’t matter because they go back after the weekend.’ I wonder if she was so worried about being the perfect parent that it stopped her from being the perfect parent.

‘OK, I’ll call her tomorrow.’ I smile at him as he reaches for the door, closing it quietly behind him.

‘Mrs King?’ I receive a limp handshake from the chinless head teacher, Mr Smythe. Honestly, is that the best you can do? I want to ask. If a fish could shake hands this would be what it would feel like. How hard is it to give a firm handshake? And not only is it as weak as wilted spinach, but his palm faces downwards. Now, I’m no psychologist, but surely a submissive, wet handshake is not a good sign from a man who has your child’s education in his aquatic palms. As I fake-smile at his glassy, gormless eyes, I notice that he really does have a very fishy face. His mouth hangs open and his glazed eyes are too wide apart to ever be thought of as attractive. I pull my hand from his clammy – pun intended – grip and turn to the other man, who I presume is the head of year. Mr Greene grasps my hand and pumps it enthusiastically. It’s a handshake that attempts to befriend me, get me on side; it says: ‘Hey, we’re already buddies,’ but I’m not his buddy, not anywhere close. He is tall, wiry and has yellow stains under the arms of his blue checked shirt. I look around the grey-blue room and walk towards the pair of seats in front of the flat-pack, beech-toned desk.

‘Take a seat,’ he adds. Flynn is oblivious to the formal introductions; I hear him sigh as he lowers his rangy frame into the chair. ‘So,’ Mr Greene begins, stretching himself briefly on tip-toe, hands now in his pockets, before he takes his seat next to Mr Fish Face, and I wonder who is really in charge of this school.

‘So,’ I reply, my lips a tight line.

‘I’m sure you know why we’re here. Flynn’s behaviour.’ I hear a quiet click as the door behind me opens and shuts, allowing another person into the room. This unnerves me for a moment, knowing a new party to this little tête-à-tête is hovering outside of my view.

I purse my lips together as the word ‘Quasimodo’ echoes through my brain.

‘Flynn’s behaviour?’ I ask with a raise of my eyebrows.

‘I’m not sure if you are aware of this, Mrs King, but your son has assaulted one of our outstanding students.’

‘Outstanding students?’ I ask, puzzled.

‘Yes. Rob Hunt. He’s one of our reliables.’

‘Reliables?’

‘Yes. He has an exceptionally bright future and unfortunately . . . your son’s recent acts of aggression towards him may have jeopardised his chances of being selected for the next Star Wars film.’

‘Pardon me?’ I can feel my whole body begin to vibrate; a fury of crescendos, power ballads and workout tunes explode through my body. Strands of jazz and blues go hand in hand around my head and then evaporate, my brain unable to anchor one note to another.

‘Star Wars?’ I tilt my head. ‘Star Wars?’ I repeat once more, aggressively this time. Mr Greene tips on his toes again and Fish Face sits blinking.

‘It’s a George Lucas film,’ he explains.

‘Actually it’s Disney now,’ a disembodied voice from behind me adds. Too furious to take my gaze from Greene, I don’t join in with the debate.

‘You have asked me here to discuss how my son spoiled someone’s chance to be a Stormtrooper?’

‘He’s too short to be a Stormtrooper,’ Flynn puts in.

‘True,’ the voice agrees. Flynn sniggers.

‘Can we stop talking about Stormtroopers?’ I ask a little hysterically.

‘Mrs King. The fact of the matter is that your son’, Greene gives me a condescending look, ‘seems to lack the social blocks which enable him to see a clear right from wrong.’

‘Well he has only got one eye working,’ the bodiless voice adds again from behind me. Startled, I watch Flynn bring his hand above his left shoulder to receive a high five from behind. This gesture was so relaxed, so natural, that I find my thoughts tilted towards this new dimension of my son. Fish Face and Greene give each other a strained, annoyed look.

Invigorated by this new confidence in Flynn, I pounce upon the control that I have, before these jumbled melodies find stable ground.

‘Mr Greene, let me tell you about my son’s behaviour.’

Again, that condescending look. What is wrong with this man? ‘Let’s start at the beginning of each day . . . when he spends a considerable amount of time rubbing Vaseline into his scar to help relieve the tightness that builds up overnight. That’s followed by a vast amount of time taken to arrange his hair over his eye so that the left side of his face is as covered as it can be. Now let’s talk about his behaviour when he gets home from school: he helps cut the grass, does the washing-up or fixes things that I can’t reach because he is forced to be the man of the house. And shall we talk about his behaviour when his mother performed an impromptu rendition of Artic Monkeys’ “I Bet You Look Good on the Dancefloor” at his class assembly?’

‘Good song,’ the floating voice contributes. I continue regardless.

‘He didn’t die of embarrassment and glare at me, did he? He smiled and waved, even though his peers laughed and poked fun at him. And what about the time he had to call an ambulance while he put his mother into the recovery position when he was only thirteen years old?’

‘Mum—’ I put my hand up to quieten Flynn.

‘You talked about your “outstanding student”? My son has endured eight operations so far. Eight. He had his eyeball forced into his eye socket. He has survived a broken cheekbone and severe cuts and scarring. Have you ever had a scar that itches so much that you want to tear off your own skin, Mr Greene?’

‘No.’

‘My son was five years old. He survived this at the age of five. Now that’s pretty outstanding, no? Do you know how difficult is it to do simple things such as cross the road when you’re blind in one eye, Mr Smythe?’ His fishy face blinks his response: no.

‘You can’t see objects until they are almost past your face unless you turn your head a full forty-five degrees. This is just one example of how difficult my son’s life has been and will continue to be. You say my son has seriously damaged another pupil? Do you know how many names Flynn has been called? Do you know how many times I’ve had to listen to him defend his peers – when he says they are only having a bit of a laugh? Do you have any idea how much damage that does to my son? And then you talk about your so-called “outstanding student” . . .’ I look at Flynn for his name.

‘Rob C. Hunt.’

‘You’re joking?’ I ask.

I hear a chuckle behind me as I raise my eyebrow. ‘Where was I? Oh yes, Rob C. Hunt, who according to you has an exceptionally bright future? I’d like to point out that this boy’s most “outstanding” and original put-down is “Quasimodo” . . . which, incidentally, we’ve heard about six times this year already.’

‘Seven,’ Flynn corrects.

‘Seven times. I’d rather you spend more time assessing who the real outstanding pupils of this school are, rather than pinning your hopes on the next Luke Sky Diver.’

‘Walker,’ Flynn and the voice say in unison. Another high five.

Flynn has a bond with this person. Flynn trusts this person. This person knows my son. This person could help him. I calm my breathing as heavy notes start to take hold. This person – I stand and look over my shoulder – this person . . . is hot.

‘I think we’re done here,’ I squeak.

I pull Flynn up by the arm and hold my lips tight together; he notices my composure unravelling.

‘Mrs King, we haven’t yet discussed . . .’

I just about hear, ‘You heard her, gentlemen, she said she’s done,’ before the saxophone intro starts, my head filling with Tom Jones’s gyrating hips. Flynn ushers me out, closing the door quickly just as ‘Sex Bomb’ erupts from my mouth. I look at him, my beautiful son, mortified, while I explain, in a low, husky voice, how to press my button on. He laughs, mutters, ‘You’re gross,’ and, shaking his head, throws his bag on his shoulder and heads towards the boys’ loos.

‘Dum-dum, dum-dum . . . you are a dum-dum . . .’ I sing as I walk down the chipped grey corridor towards the double doors, hesitating every now and then as I gyrate my hips and continue to urge any passer-by – the sixty-year-old, steel-grey haired receptionist included – to see that they are an exploding device about to have the opportunity to make me very happy indeed.


4

Flynn

My mum is amazing. I know it’s not what you would expect to hear from your average sixteen-year-old, but I’m not your average sixteen-year-old. She has this thing, right, where she sings at the wrong time and she makes a total dick of herself. I mean, like that Star Wars kid on YouTube, the one where he’s pretending to be a Jedi with a broom handle? That dude was tortured at school, it’s had like thirty million hits or something. That kid is in therapy for the rest of his life. But Mum? She does things that embarrassing almost every other day AND it gets YouTubed. A lot. OK, so I’ll give you an example. When we went to my mate Josh’s birthday thing at the pizza place (she was just going to drop me off, she hates putting me in a situation where she might embarrass me, but I mean, how stressful can going for a pizza be, right?), so she dropped me off, but like a Muppet, I left his card in the car. She came in, spotted me, and waved the card, so I got up. Then, my other mate Jacob says (in the loudest whisper possible, ever), he says, ‘Mate, your mum is fit,’ so OK, gross, that is not a cool thing to say, like ever, but Mum heard it. I think she was kind of pleased but at the same time I could see the telltale signs: she was starting to do this thing where she looks like she needs a pee and her lips kinda clamp shut. I walked as quick as I could towards her but by then she had started singing this lame-ass song from the eighties, which basically meant she was telling Jacob that if he thinks she’s sexy and that he wants her, then he should tell her, you know? It was by that Rod Stewart guy, I think . . . like I said, lame. OK, so I can see from the outside that it was funny, especially when she started doing this striptease thing with her cardy that she couldn’t pull off her arm because the button got caught on her watch strap. The more stressed she got, the louder the singing and the more mixed up the lyrics became. By the time she had started calling him a whole load of sweeteners, there must have been about fifteen phone screens pointing her way. Last time I checked, that little episode has had 2,154 hits. Like I said, embarrassing. But, unlike the Star Wars loser, she doesn’t go into therapy. I mean, she cries from time to time but she just has this way of looking at it. She says when Dad disappeared, next to me or Rose getting killed, the worst thing has already happened to her.

Here is what I remember about my dad. Before the accident I remember he was funny. I remember playing Lego with him for hours, we would do things like build a tower of it until it reached the ceiling. We’d lie it on the lounge carpet and we would have to call Mum in to help us lift this multi-coloured tower and hold it to see if it reached high enough. I remember Mum going away, for a night I think, but Dad made me sit at the table and make this banner that said ‘Welcome Home Mum’. Each letter was a whole A4 sheet and we coloured each letter in with different patterns. It took ages, but Dad just kept making it fun, like, ‘Let’s see if you can draw more circles in your letter than mine. I bet you can beat me.’ Everything was always a game. ‘I bet I can throw this wrapper into the bin before you can run and put yours in.’ I remember that when it was Christmas morning he would always make us wait outside the lounge door and then say, ‘No, he hasn’t been . . . back to bed,’ but we always knew he had been. I remember Mum laughing. She laughed a lot. I never quite understood what Dad had said that was so funny, but she did.

I remember going to the zoo. I remember having to walk all the way over to the other side just because Rose wanted to see the flamingos. She even had a flamingo Christmas decoration for the tree from the gift shop. I had a penguin in a snow globe. I remember wanting to stay and see the penguins being fed but the zoo keeper was late and we had to go. I often wonder how different my life would be if that zoo keeper had been on time. Maybe, if he’d not stopped to give directions to somebody on the way to the enclosure, things would be different. When I was about seven, at bedtime, I would close my eyes really tight and try to make that keeper run to feed the penguins. I would imagine him sprinting with his bucket of fish: ‘Sorry, I can’t stop to give you directions, the penguins need feeding!’ He would smile and continue running, the water in his bucket of fish sloshing over the side. But when I slowly opened my left eye and kept my right eye shut, there was still nothing but black.

I remember the accident. I remember the noise: it sounded like a horse neighing for a really long time. And I remember flying and feeling numb and weightless, but I think I might have made that bit up.

I remember Dad after the accident. Mum didn’t laugh very much then. They didn’t look at each other the same way. I remember feeling like I had upset him, my dad. He would look at me with this weird expression, like I was so deformed that he couldn’t bear the sight of me. I heard him screaming in the night once. I started screaming too. I didn’t know what the noise was that had woken me up. Mum tucked me back into my superhero duvet and said that sometimes even grown-ups have nightmares. She stroked my hair and sang ‘Can’t Help Falling in Love’ by Elvis, until I started to drift off to sleep, but I can remember hearing Dad making this whimpering sound in the background. But the most afraid I’ve ever been, wasn’t when I had the car accident, or realising that grown-ups have nightmares; it was when I heard Rose’s high-pitched voice calling my name from outside, and seeing Mum unconscious with blood matting the back of her hair. That was the most afraid I’ve ever been – and the most afraid I can ever imagine feeling for the rest of my life.

What I’m trying to say is OK, being sixteen sucks and don’t get me wrong, my life is a long way from being perfect. But I kinda think if I’ve survived my life so far, I think I’ve got a pretty good chance of turning out OK. Even when twats like Rob have a go now and then, I think I can handle it because I know I can handle life. Life has already given me a beating and I’m still OK. So, when Rose starts delving further into this missing person thing and she comes up with that guy with the tattoos? I start to feel something new. I feel, I don’t know, defeated? Like I can handle most things you can throw at me, but that look? That look that Dad used to give me? I don’t think I could handle that, and if I don’t handle it . . . who will take care of Mum and Rose?


5

Melody

Christ, what now?

My hands are full of this week’s essentials from the corner shop – quite when red wine and Pringles became my weekly essentials, I’m not sure. I shoulder-barge the front door open, with both my home phone and mobile ringing simultaneously. With hurried care, I put the bags at my feet, slam the door shut with my denim-clad bottom, and breathlessly answer the black plastic, wall-mounted phone that would, in all honesty, not look out of place in a retro novelty shop.

‘Mrs . . . King?’

‘Yes?’

‘Hello, it’s Summerfell Academy here? I’m ringing about Rose.’

Rose? I’m used to getting calls about Flynn, but this is new.

‘Oh, is she poorly?’ I ask over the repeating rings of my mobile.

‘Um, no.’

Oh, I bet it’s about that competition that she’s got to go to. She was really upset about it, some gifted and talented thing that she had to go to last year, but this year she has to go with a kid who is horrid to her. She asked me to ring the school and request that she doesn’t go, but they were less than helpful, and basically said she had to suck it up. ‘She, Rose, well I’ve been asked to call you by the head teacher, Mr Smythe, he’s asked that you come in and see him. Today, if possible.’

‘Oh, um, OK . . .’ I mentally kick myself for not going and picking up another bottle
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