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Prologue

Something is wrong.

I’ve a deep, primal instinct screaming that I need to get home to Connor. It isn’t just because of the row we’d had. The horrible, hurtful things he had said, it’s something else.

A knowing that, despite being seventeen, I should never have left my son alone.

Hurry.

The flash of neon orange cones blur through the window as I gather speed until the roadworks force me to a stop. The candle-shaped air freshener swings from the rear-view mirror – its strawberry scent cloying.

My fingertips drum the steering as I will the temporary traffic lights to change to green. The rain hammers against the roof of the car, windscreen wipers lurching from side to side. It isn’t the crack of lightning that causes my stomach to painfully clench, or the rumble of thunder, even though storms always take me back to a time I’d rather forget, but a mother’s instinct.

I’ve felt it before. That bowling ball of dread hurtling towards me.

Drawing in a juddering breath, I tell myself everything is fine. It’s only natural that worry gnaws at me with sharpened teeth. Every mother in our town is on high alert right now after the disappearance of two teenage boys. I have more reason to be on edge than most.

It’s not as though I’m thinking Connor has been taken, but it’s one thing for him to ignore my calls, he’d never ignore Kieron’s.

Never.

Particularly when he had asked Kieron to call him after his hospital appointment.

Why didn’t he pick up?

In my mind’s eye I see him, bounding down the stairs two at a time, balancing on a chair to reach the snacks he doesn’t realize I know he hides on the top of his wardrobe.

An accident, or something else?

Something worse?

My stomach churns with a sense of foreboding.

Calm down.

I’ve been under so much pressure lately that I’m bound to be anxious. Edgy. But… I jab at my mobile and try Connor once more. My favourite picture of him lights the screen. We took it five years ago during an unseasonably hot Easter. Before Kieron was diagnosed, before everything changed. We’re on the beach, the wind whipping his dark curls around his face. His grin is wide, traces of chocolate ice cream smudged around his mouth.

We were all so happy once. I don’t know how, but I have to believe that we can be again. The alternative is too painful to bear.

The phone rings and rings. Fear brushes the back of my neck.

Frantically, I try calling again, from Kieron’s phone this time. He still doesn’t answer.

The lights are taking an age.

Next to me, Kieron sleeps. His head lolling against the window, breath misting the glass. The dark sweep of his lashes spider across his pale skin. The hospital visit has exhausted him. The red tartan blanket I always keep in the car has slipped from his knees and I reach across and pull it over his legs. The passenger seat is swallowing his thin body. At thirteen he should be growing, but his illness is shrinking him. It’s shrinking me. Sometimes I feel as though my entire family is disappearing. Aidan barely talks to me, never touches me. In bed there’s an ever-increasing space between us. Both of us teetering on our respective edges of the mattress, a strip of cold sheet an invisible barrier between us. My head no longer resting on his chest, his leg never slung over mine, his fingers not stroking my hair anymore.

Connor is monosyllabic and moody in the way that seventeen-year-olds often are but he never was, before…

But it isn’t just that, it’s also this sickness that isn’t just Kieron’s. It’s everybody’s.

The lights turn green.

Hurry.

Before I can pull away there’s a streak of yellow. Through the rain a digger trundles towards me, blocking my path.

Kieron sighs in his sleep the way his brother sighs when he’s awake. Sometimes it seems the boys only communicate through a series of noises and shrugs. But that’s unfair. It’s hardly surprising Connor’s mouth is a permanent thin line as though he’s forgotten how to smile. It’s not only his concern about his brother on top of everything he went through before the summer that has turned my sweet-natured son into a mass of guilt and unhappiness, but the sharp truth that out of his friendship group of three, two of them have disappeared.

‘The Taken’, the local paper calls them, reporting that out of those who were there that tragic day, Connor is the only one left.

But Connor knows this as he hides in his room, too scared to go to school.

We all know this.

Tyler and Ryan have vanished without a trace and the police have no idea why.

It’s up to me to keep Connor safe.

I glance at Kieron.

I’ll do anything to keep both of my boys safe.

The driver of the digger raises his hand in appreciation as he passes by me. Before I can pull away, the lights revert to red once more. Frustrated, I slam my palms against the steering wheel.

Calm down.

Rationally, I know Connor hasn’t been taken.

He’s at home.

The door is locked.

He’s okay.

But still…

He never ignores Kieron.

Never.

Hurry.

Despite the lights being red, I pull away. There’s no approaching traffic. I snap on the radio again. The newsreader relays in cool, clipped tones that the missing boys haven’t been found but police are following several lines of inquiry. Nobody else is missing. The unsaid ‘yet’ lingers in the air, and although I know Connor is safe, my foot squeezes the accelerator. Home is the only place my anxiety abates. When we’re all under one roof and I can almost pretend everything is exactly how it was.

Before.

Visibility is poor. Frustrated, I slow, peering out through the teeming rain. If I have an accident I’m no use to Kieron, to anyone. My heart is racing as there’s another crack of lightning. I count the seconds the way I used to with the boys when they were small.

One.

Two.

Three.

A grumble of thunder. The storm is closing in. Everything is closing in, crashing down. My stomach is a hard ball, my pulse skyrocketing as a sense of danger gallops towards me.

Hurry.

The urgency to be at home overrides the voice of caution urging me to slow down. I race past the old hospital, which has fallen into disrepair, the white and blue NHS sign crawling with ivy, and then the secondary school. I barely register the figure cloaked in black stepping onto the zebra crossing but on some level I must have noticed him as I blast the horn until he jumps back onto the path. He shakes his fist but I keep moving.

Hurry.

My chest is tight as I pull into my street, my driveway. A whimper of fear slithers from my lips as I see the front door swinging open.

Without waking Kieron I half fall, half step out of the car, my shoes slipping on wet tarmac as I rush towards my house.

‘Connor?’

The table in the hallway is lying on its side. My favourite green vase lies in shattered pieces over the oak floor. The lilies that had been left anonymously on the doorstep are strewn down the hallway.

Funeral flowers.

‘Hello?’ My voice is thin and shaky.

Blood smears the cream wall by the front door. Lying in a puddle of water from the vase is Connor’s phone, the screen smashed. My feet race up the stairs towards his bedroom. A man’s voice drifts towards me. I push open Connor’s door just as shots are fired.

Instinctively, I cover my head before I realize the sound is coming from the war game blaring out of Connor’s TV. His Xbox controller is tangled on the floor along with his headphones.

His bedroom is empty.

The Taken.

It’s impossible.

‘Connor?’

He was here.

He was safe.

The front door was locked.

Quickly, I check every room in the house until I’m back in the hallway, staring in horror at the blood on the wall, trying to make sense of it.

Connor has gone.






Part One








Chapter One

Lucy

Thirteen days before Connor is taken

It’s there again. The car. Small and white and out of place. Parked under one of the beech trees that guard our street, lending us a sense of safety.

Who are they?

This is a family area. Most of our neighbours have four-by-fours, double garages with space on their neat blocked paved driveways for visitors’ vehicles. Nobody parks on the street.

‘Why are they just sitting there?’ I ask Aidan as he pulls out onto the road. ‘It’s the third time this week.’ Again, the car is parked far enough away that I can’t identify the shadowy figure inside, but near enough for the driver to be able to see our house and I do have a sense that it is my home they are interested in.

My family.

I shield my eyes against the bright rays of sunlight that slant through the windscreen.

‘Don’t you think it’s odd?’

‘Don’t we have more important things to worry about?’ Aidan asks wearily. I bite back my retort as I take in his grey face, the way his fingers are clutching the steering wheel. He’s right to be worried. We both are. There’s a lot riding on today.

‘Are you okay?’ I twist around in my seat.

‘Yeah.’ Kieron flashes me a tired smile. He’s so used to hospital visits they don’t faze him in the slightest, although I’ve made him aware this one is different. I’ve explained to him what I’m going to ask for during our appointment and he nodded. He’s been expecting it.

We all have.

Aidan drives too fast.

Our journey across town is peppered with awkward silences that I try to fill with conversation, choosing my words carefully. I’m conscious that I don’t want to glare a spotlight on the things Kieron is missing out on. He’d only been discharged from hospital a few days ago after a particularly nasty infection and he’ll be absent for the start of the academic year tomorrow.

‘Do you think my new form teacher will send me homework too?’ School is on his mind as well.

‘I expect so; they don’t want you falling behind.’ It’s not only his education that concerns me, he’s missed periods before because of the frequent bacterial infections that accompany his disease, but the social aspect he is sometimes excluded from saddens me. He can’t always play out with his friends. He hasn’t always the energy for his swimming club. Aidan and I try not to treat him any different to Connor, but the truth is, he is different to his brother. Set apart from other thirteen-year-olds.

Since being diagnosed with PSC – Primary Sclerosing Cholangitis, a chronic liver disease – five years previously he’s stopped growing at the rate of the other kids. Stopped living almost, although I’m overdramatizing again. If you asked him, Kieron would say he is happy and he is. He lives day-to-day like most kids do. Often he feels okay and thankfully he has very little pain. His side effects are manageable, mostly. But his bouts of infection and jaundice are terrifying.

It’s a relief when we pull up outside the nearest entrance to the paediatric unit. Aidan drops us off before he begins the game of chance where he’ll circle round the too-small area with the too-few spaces, eyes peeled for someone with keys in their hand, heading back to their vehicle.

There was a time I’d have waited, when we’d have stuck together.

Instead, we go ahead without him.

Hospitals have a smell. A taste that stings the back of the throat. So many people say they hate them but I suppose I’m more used to medical units than most. I’m comfortable amid the hustle and bustle. Inside this red-bricked building lives are changed. Lives are saved.

‘Here we are!’ I push through the swing doors and log our arrival on the touch-screen check-in system. We perch on hard orange plastic chairs in the cramped waiting room. It’s so hot in here, my skin is sticky.

My knee jiggles with nerves. Every few seconds I glance at the door, willing Aidan to arrive before we are called through.

‘I’ve got PSC,’ I hear Kieron saying to the little girl sat next to him, curly haired doll on her lap.

‘What does that mean?’ she asks.

‘My skin used to itch all the time but it doesn’t anymore,’ Kieron says simply, but it’s so much more than that.

PSC – three letters with mountainous implications. Possible cancer of the bile duct being the one that lurks frequently in my mind. There’s no known cause – that’s the frustrating part. It can be triggered after an infection, it can be genetically predisposed or it could be an autoimmune disorder. It could be caused by something else entirely. Nobody really knows.

It isn’t curable.

‘Kieron?’ The nurse that has come to fetch us addresses him directly. Kieron stands and follows her; I throw one last glance over my shoulder, before I step inside Mr Peters’ consultation room.

‘How are you today, young man?’ the doctor asks.

‘Fine.’ Kieron raises his hand and Mr Peters high-fives him.

‘He isn’t,’ I cut in, my tone sharper than I intended. ‘Fine, I mean. He’s lost weight. He barely has an appetite and he’s constantly exhausted. He was on the ward last week again—’

‘Let’s have a look at you, shall we?’ Mr Peters examines Kieron’s eyes, his skin. ‘We’ve got the results of the bloods and the latest scan.’ Kieron is monitored every three to six months. ‘There is some change but overall…’ He trails off as a breathless, red-cheeked Aidan rockets through the door, fringe damp above apologetic eyes.

‘I think it’s time,’ I say quietly. Mr Peters scrawls on Kieron’s notes. The wait for him to speak is unbearable. My heart hammers against my ribcage. Suggesting my youngest son undergo a liver transplant is not a decision I’ve taken lightly. We all knew it was a probability, but prayed it wouldn’t come to this. PSC is typically a slow-progressing disease. Statistically, Kieron shouldn’t be at this stage after five years, but we find ourselves here anyway. It seems Mr Peters doesn’t agree.

‘I’m going to tweak Kieron’s medication.’

‘He’s been in hospital three times in the past two months. He’s getting weaker.’

‘It’s not ideal but I’m not unduly alarmed, Lucy. You know that thirty per cent of kids with PSC need a transplant around ten years after diagnosis. Kieron’s not ill enough to be added to the transplant waiting list. I know it’s frightening but he shouldn’t suddenly deteriorate to the extent that—’

‘But…’ I swallow back my anger. ‘Mr Peters – Rob – Kieron shouldn’t have this disease full stop. It’s uncommon in kids of his age and you can’t predict… you can’t guarantee—’

‘Lucy, no one can promise—’

But it’s promises I want. The promise of a future.

‘Look,’ I say, ‘if we wait too long then Kieron could be too ill for major surgery. It’s becoming clear his liver has a limited mileage and no, PSC shouldn’t have progressed this quickly but it’s not unheard of and it has. If Kieron’s liver is at the beginning of ongoing deterioration, it’s better to catch it now than wait.’ I try to sound measured and calm, not come across as a hysterical mother but a hysterical mother is how I feel. Tears burn behind my eyes. I blink them away.

‘It’s a fine line, Lucy. Of course we don’t want to wait until Kieron isn’t strong enough to undergo an op but I don’t see this is necessarily the beginning of liver failure—’

‘But I know what—’

A hint of agitation creeps into Mr Peters’ voice. ‘We’ll know when the time comes and—’

‘There was this case where a young girl, without warning, deteriorated so rapidly…’ I’m aware that Kieron is in the room so I don’t finish but I don’t need to.

‘That’s extremely rare, Lucy.’

‘I know it’s rare. The disease is rare but it’s happening.’ I’m talking too fast. ‘It’s happening to us. And I just want… I just want Kieron to feel well and—’

‘I’m okay, Mum.’ Kieron slips his hand into mine and gives it a squeeze. He is so brave, my boy.

‘Let’s keep a closer eye on him.’ Rob taps on his computer. ‘We’ll keep on the antibiotics. I’ll see you in two weeks. Is the nineteenth okay?’

‘But—’

‘Lucy, if Kieron doesn’t need surgery that’s a good thing.’ Aidan pulls out his mobile and opens his calendar app. ‘I’m booked onto a conference on the nineteenth but Lucy can—’

‘But he will need surgery at some stage. We can’t pretend that he won’t.’ For a moment I stare at Rob, challenging him to meet my gaze. To talk to me as an equal rather than a parent. I’m incredulous that Aidan accepts everything he’s told. I can’t just put my blind faith in anyone with a white coat and a name badge, but, from the set of Rob’s jaw, I know it’s fruitless arguing. I can see that he has never felt the terror of a parent with a sick child. I don’t want to distress Kieron so I gather my bag and my doubts and my fears and we leave.

On the way home Kieron dozes. I don’t speak to Aidan. I can’t say what I want to say because I have left all of my words at the hospital, all of my hope.

I stifle another yawn as we pull into our street in silence. The spot under the beech tree is empty. The white car has gone but that doesn’t ease the sense that the house is being watched.

That I am being watched.

‘I’ll unlock the door before we wake Kieron,’ I tell Aidan as I climb out of the car.

I reach the front door but before I can slip my key into the lock I see it.

The dead bird on our doorstep.

Its black feathers are glistening, guts spilling over the concrete. My stomach drops, rollercoaster fast as I stare at it with repulsion.

‘I’ll get rid of it before the boys see it,’ Aidan says from behind me.

‘But…’ I swallow hard. ‘How do you think it got there?’ I want to ask who put it there but I’m desperate for a rational explanation I can hold tightly against my chest.

Someone has been watching me.

‘A gift from a cat, most likely,’ Aidan says.

But we don’t have a cat.

And neither do any of our neighbours.

It’s not only the weight of the unknown future pressing down on my shoulders, but the past.

It’s catching up with me.

‘Guilt is a rope that wears thin’ the old saying goes.

I can almost feel it tightening around my neck.






Chapter Two

Lucy

Aidan snaps on a pair of blue latex gloves from his work truck and scoops up the lifeless bird – as a vet, he’s used to dealing with animals. It’s out of sight but I can still see its glassy eyes staring up at me.

I can’t quell my feeling of panic.

Had a cat left it? There aren’t any on our street and besides, I thought cats only brought dead animals to their owners.

‘Mum?’ Kieron calls from the car, rubbing sleep from his eyes.

‘Let’s get you inside.’ As I usher him into the hallway, my eyes linger on the dark droplets of blood spotting the step. A chill snakes down my spine. I throw a glance over my shoulder as I close the front door.

The street is empty.

Once inside, I hang up my coat and hold my hand out to take Kieron’s anorak. ‘Do you want to snuggle on the sofa while I cook dinner?’

He shakes his head.

‘I’ll go upstairs.’ He’s wiped out. His footfall slow and leaden. I wish I could hoist him onto my hip and carry him the way I had before he grew too big, too heavy. It’s not only a desire to hold him that floods me but a desire to be held. I miss the closeness I shared with Aidan. A sick child hasn’t brought us closer together, it’s pushed us apart.

Music blares from the bathroom. The Arctic Monkeys singing ‘Do I Wanna Know’ over the sound of running water. I knock on the door.

‘Connor, we’re back.’

He doesn’t hear me, or pretends he doesn’t.

For years, he waged his own personal war on cleanliness, fighting against washing his hair, cleaning his teeth. All that changed when he got his first girlfriend and when I recall the way that turned out, how broken he was – is – my heart contracts.

It’s all my fault.

‘If you stop blaming yourself, Connor might stop blaming you too,’ Aidan keeps saying, but how can I?

‘Do you want a game of cards or something?’ I ask Kieron when we reach his room.

‘No. I’m going to read.’

‘Let me guess.’ I place my index finger on my chin as though I’m thinking. ‘The Hunger Games?’ Kieron is obsessed with the trilogy, his walls are plastered with posters from the film, the pale blue paint underneath barely visible.

‘Yep.’

‘You’ll get bored of them one day.’

‘Never.’

His solar system duvet cover is patterned with planets and I turn it back so he can slip into bed. The mattress dips as I kneel across him to switch on the star-shaped fairy lights which twist around his bedstead. Before I tuck him in, I pull off his shoes and socks. A lump rises in my throat at the sight of his feet, now almost as big as Aidan’s. Memories of tweaking his toes, this little piggy went to market, rise as though it were only yesterday when his only concern was the little piggy who didn’t get any roast beef.

Now he might die.

Covering my mouth with a curled fist, I turn my sob into a cough. I can’t think like that.

I won’t.

It’s a slow-progressing disease.

Not always.

Shut up, I tell the voice in my head.

‘Can I fetch you a drink? A snack?’ I ask once he’s settled.

‘No thanks, Mum.’ His face relaxes as though he’s safe once more in his own private space where Xbox games about war contrast with the Star Wars Lego models gathering dust on his shelves. Edward, his imaginatively named teddy bear, lies sprawled on top of his chest of drawers next to a pot of L’Oréal hair wax Connor gave him along with a half-empty bottle of Nivea aftershave. My boy is inching across the tightrope between boy and man. Will he ever reach the end of the wire and step off into his new life or will he fall? Without a liver transplant Kieron’s life expectancy since diagnosis is between nine and eighteen years. He has already had five of those years. The thought that without surgical intervention he might only have four more years left steals my breath. Kieron might not make the age that Connor is right now.

I blink away tears and offer him a bright smile. ‘Shepherd’s pie or roast chicken?’

‘A Sunday dinner on a Monday?’

‘Why not.’ I don’t know how many Sundays he has left. God, I must stop. He’s fine. Right now he is fine. Should be fine for years. ‘With extra stuffing and Yorkshire puddings.’

‘Thanks, Mum. Can you ask Connor to come and see me?’

‘Yes, as soon as he’s out of the shower.’

Connor’s room is a mass of balled-up socks, crumpled T-shirts, empty crisp packets and cans littering the floor around the overflowing bin. Scuff marks cover the dove-grey walls. We must decorate.

While I wait for him to come out of the shower, I lift his uniform from his wardrobe. Today was a teacher training day but school starts again tomorrow. We should have checked his blazer still fits, he hasn’t worn it since he finished school at Easter, weeks earlier than study leave actually started, because he was too upset to face everyone. Too ashamed. He isn’t the only one. What happened has changed the earth beneath my feet and I still stumble against it. I’m trying to regain my footing.

I hang his blazer on the back of his door. The rules on sixth-formers wearing uniform might change now anyway. The head teacher – Mr Marshall – had insisted on it. He was big on appearances and results, but he won’t be there tomorrow – one of the mums posted on the Facebook parents’ group that he’d been sacked after what happened. I’m sure it’s the right thing for Connor to go back, to be with his mates, Ryan and Tyler, and have a semblance of normality again.

Perhaps I’ll ask Melissa and Fergus, Ryan’s parents and our oldest friends, if they want to come to Center Parcs with us in October half term. That will give us all something to look forward to. I grew up in the same street as Melissa. Ryan was born several months after Connor and the boys have always been close. We had such a great time last year. Mel whisking me off to the spa to relax while Fergus took Kieron for pancakes so Aidan could try the adrenaline sports with Connor and Ryan. They’ve both been so supportive.

With a change of scene, we might see a return of the old Connor. The one who joked and smiled.

I miss him.

‘Lucy?’ Aidan calls up the stairs.

‘I’ll be down in a minute.’

It smells in here of teenage boy – Lynx and feet and a whiff of something rotten.

I cross to the window to crack it open. I can’t help sweeping my gaze up and down the road looking for the white car and, as I do, I remember the mutilated bird. The world is full of cars and cats. It could just be a coincidence but still goose bumps spring on my arms.

Just because I feel I deserve to be punished doesn’t mean I am being punished, does it?

There’s nobody around. Outside of the house on the corner where the new family moved in over the weekend is a mountain of packing boxes waiting to be recycled. I must take them over a bottle of wine and welcome them to the area.

From across the street, a movement behind the curtains. Is somebody watching me?

I’m being ridiculous. It’s only old Mrs Simpkin’s house. I do her weekly shopping and Aidan keeps her drive clear of snow every winter, but still, quickly I move out of sight, catching Connor’s desk with my hip. His laptop screen illuminates. My eyes are drawn towards it and when I see the open tab my heart accelerates. Fleetingly, I wonder whether Ryan and Tyler are still haunted by what happened in the way that Connor seems to be.

The way that I am.

It was an accident. A horrible, terrible accident but clearly he still blames himself in the way that I still blame myself.

We have both failed the people we loved.

If only, if only, if only.

My stomach twists as I stare at the screen. How can he ever move on if he’s torturing himself daily?

But then not a day goes past when I don’t think of it too.

How can any of us move on?

From outside comes the tormented screech of a bird and I’m reminded of the crow on the step, the blood, the fear it must have felt in its final moments.

The fear I feel right now.






Chapter Three

Connor

Connor digs his fingertips into his scalp wishing the shampoo could wash away the angry thoughts that ricochet around his mind. He presses down harder and harder until his knuckles ache and his bones feel as though they might snap. Releasing the pressure on his head, he twists the temperature dial, forcing himself to stand still while thousands of red-hot droplets of water slice at his skin like razor blades. His muscles tense, his jaw clamps shut suppressing the scream of pain that builds and builds deep in his gut. Pain is the only thing that stops his thoughts. Soon, he begins to sway, black flecks dancing in front of his eyes. Just before he passes out he yanks the dial the opposite way. The icy water is a punch to the stomach, snatching his breath. Rather than cooling his skin it hurts and he takes pleasure in that. It’s no less than he deserves.

He sets the water again to warm. Spotify has been streaming ‘AM’ through his phone on repeat and he doesn’t know how long he’s been in the cubicle. It’s like his own personal time machine. He daydreams he can travel back to Easter and change everything. Sometimes it’s the thump on the door from his mum or dad that drags him into the present and he realizes he’s been standing under the jets of water for over half an hour, minty shower gel frothing around his feet.

‘Do you know how much the water bills are?’ Dad would complain.

‘Leave him alone, he’s making up for all the years he’d sit on the edge of the bath pretending to wash.’ Mum would smile at him.

Dad used to be the funny one, now they’re both as stressed as each other but Mum’s better at hiding it. She thinks Connor doesn’t notice the black crescents that hang under her eyes like bruises. She thinks Connor’s fooled by her fake smiles that don’t crinkle her skin, her mouth curved, the rest of her face static and stiff, like the Mr Potato Head he and Kieron used to play with. Sometimes when she fakes a grin he longs to reach out and touch her lips, moulding them back to the thin straight line they naturally fall in nowadays. Christ, no wonder he finds it impossible to talk about his emotions. Nobody in this family discusses anything that matters. It’s Ryan’s dad, Fergus, who sporadically checks that Connor is okay, asks whether he wants to talk but then he was there that day too, supervising, so perhaps he feels in some way responsible even though he wasn’t. His own parents pretend it never happened but it did and, because of him, things are a million times worse than they were.

Unimaginable.

Unfixable.

Reluctantly, he switches off the water, releasing a cloud of steam as he pushes open the cubicle door. He roughly dries himself before padding into his room, feeling a snap of rage as he sees Mum bent over his computer, scrolling down his screen.

‘What the actual…’ He marches over to his desk and slams his laptop shut, almost trapping her fingers.

‘Connor, I…’ A flush stains her cheeks. ‘I wasn’t… I didn’t mean to invade your privacy. I knocked your desk when I opened the window and your laptop just came on.’

‘Right.’

‘Are you ready for tomorrow?’ Briefly, she flashes her Mr Potato Head smile before it slips away. ‘School?’ she adds as though he’s forgotten.

As if.

‘I don’t want to go.’

‘But it’s your last year. Your A levels.’

‘I’ve missed too much.’

‘But—’

‘Will you LISTEN!’ The thought of facing the other kids, the teachers, conjures a hot panic that flies out of his mouth disguised as anger.

Mum gives a barely distinguishable nod of her head. Her hands nervously wringing together.

Connor lowers his voice, not wanting his fury to drift down the landing to Kieron’s room. ‘I want to leave. Get an apprenticeship.’

‘In what? You have a dream, Connor. You can’t abandon it now.’

A sadness expands inside him as he remembers what he’d been working towards. It’s gone, the passion he once felt for medicine. He’d longed to be a medical scientist, not the person who would treat symptoms like Kieron’s but someone who might discover a cure for PSC and other diseases.

It seems wrong now to admit he wants to reach his goals, as if he has no claim to a full and happy life.

Mum speaks again. ‘You want to go to uni—’

‘I don’t.’ He’s no longer shouting.

‘Kieron would give anything to go back to school tomorrow.’ She covers her mouth with her hand as soon as the words fire from her lips. Connor glares at her, hating her, but he softens when he sees that she hates herself enough for the both of them.

He despises her and he loves her. He wants her to suffer and yet he doesn’t. He wants to push her away but he so badly needs a hug.

Over these past few months she’s been slowly unravelling and as often as she tells Connor that it wasn’t his fault, he can’t look her in the eye and tell her the same although he knows she longs to hear it from him. Needs to hear it from him. Still he stabs the sharp pin of blame into her again and again with more force than necessary, the way he had once tried to fix the tail onto the paper donkey she had carefully drawn for his birthday party.

She looks so small. So tired.

‘How did it go at the hospital?’ His words are a white flag.

Her body droops – a balloon released of air. This time her brief smile is genuine. Grateful Connor isn’t picking a fight.

‘It was…’ She looks at him helplessly.

‘Mum, I’m not a child any more. Tell me what happened.’

‘Dr Peters says that Kieron isn’t at the stage of needing a transplant.’

‘And you?’ Connor asks. ‘What do you think?’ He sees the surprise on her face and notes her hesitation before she replies as though she’s saying what she should, rather than what she actually feels.

‘Maybe I’m overreacting and it is a little soon.’

‘But… four more years, Mum.’ It hangs over them.

‘Potentially. It won’t come to that. Mr Peters is certain and we have to trust him. He’s the expert.’

‘But you’re—’

‘About to start dinner. Kieron wants you to go and see him, okay?’ She glances out of the window, chewing her lip nervously, before she leaves.

‘Hey.’ Connor pokes his head around Kieron’s door.

‘Connor!’ The joy in Kieron’s voice is palpable. Connor knows that in his younger brother’s eyes he is Santa Claus, Luke Skywalker and James Bond all rolled into one. Connor plucks the paperback from this brother’s hands. ‘I’ll read to you.’ He settles himself on the bed, swinging his legs up, and clears his throat in readiness for the voices he’ll do for each of the characters, but before he begins he double-checks.

‘Are you positive you want this one? We both know the story off by heart now.’

‘But I love it.’

‘Are you sure it’s not just Jennifer Lawrence you love?’ Connor raises his eyebrows as he tilts his head towards the poster of Katniss Everdeen, crossbow in her hands.

‘A bit.’ Kieron blushes. ‘What’s it like?’

‘What’s what like?’

‘You know…’ Kieron’s eyes flicker to the open door, reassuring himself Mum isn’t hovering on the landing, the way she sometimes does. ‘Kissing and stuff.’ He lowers his voice to a whisper. ‘Sex.’

‘Whoa!’ Connor holds out his hands. ‘Easy there.’

‘Tell me.’

‘What makes you think I know about… sex.’

‘You know everything.’ Again that unwavering, misplaced trust in him.

‘You’ll find out for yourself soon enough, Kieron.’

‘I might not.’ Kieron’s optimism slips along with the duvet as he sits up. ‘I might not live that long.’

‘Don’t be so dramatic, idiot,’ Connor says, hoping his voice doesn’t betray his own fear. He starts to repeat the words that he has endlessly read on Google. ‘Your prognosis is—’

‘Connor. Don’t. Just don’t.’

Connor reaches for his brother’s hand, their fingers linking together. Kieron is always hopeful, never self-pitying. Connor wonders whether that’s his default setting or whether he’s also wearing a mask. Putting on a brave face. He shouldn’t have to pretend.

Connor feels sad and angry and helpless.

He feels all of those things again. He can’t help pulling away, standing up.

‘Please don’t go. Tell me what it was like… with Hailey.’

At the mention of her name, Connor pinches the skin on his arm, digging his nails in, welcoming the pain.

The punishment.

‘Connor?’ Kieron prompts.

‘I… Another time?’

Images strobe. Hailey’s face pale, worried. Ryan and Tyler urging her on. The pleading look in her eyes as she turned to him. His indecision – his girlfriend or his friends – the nod of his head. It’ll be okay.

But it wasn’t okay.

It isn’t.

‘I… I’ve got to go.’ He turns his back on his brother and stalks out onto the landing but the memories, the memories come with him.

Back in his room, he opens his laptop once more and studies her Facebook page. The photos of them together, his arm awkward around her shoulders. Inexperience and hope shining from their eyes. He clicks on Messenger and sends two words:

I’m sorry

Just like all his other messages, they remain unread.






Chapter Four

Lucy

In the kitchen, Aidan is peeling potatoes. The smell of herby roast chicken already drifting from the oven.

‘How did you know that’s what I was going to cook?’

‘Because I know you.’ He scrapes peelings into the bin. ‘And because I was on call yesterday so we missed our roast.’

I sit at the breakfast bar. Classical music – soothing strings and a tinkling piano – drifts out of the Alexa.

Aidan pushes a coffee towards me. My favourite mug is printed with a tiny green handprint on one side and a footprint on the other. Aidan had it made for me on the first Mother’s Day after I had given birth and I had cried when I’d seen it. For a long time, I wouldn’t use it, it felt too precious and I was scared it would break, but as the years passed I needed that physical reminder that these impossibly small hands and feet once belonged to my child. Ever practical, Aidan reassured me that he had a spare so if it did accidentally smash I could have another.

Some things are so easily replaceable, but not everything.

‘So.’ I take a sip of my now lukewarm drink.

‘Lucy…’ There is such weariness in that one word. ‘Can we just… not. Not today.’

‘But we need to talk.’

‘All we do is talk about Kieron and we go around in circles. Words can’t heal him no matter how much we want them to.’

I know that’s true but I believe that words can heal us. The right words anyway, but I fumble to find them, to pluck them out of my mind and form them on my tongue in the correct order. Lately, almost everything I say sounds accusatory or argumentative. I wish I could say what’s in my heart which is, ‘I need you. I love you. I want us to feel like a family again.’

‘Aidan,’ I whisper, hurt pulsing inside of my chest.

His sorrowful hazel eyes meet mine, the eyes I’d looked into when he’d slid the thin gold band onto my finger and promised me forever. Does he regret marrying me? Is forever too long? Too hard? Too much of everything?

Marriage takes work.

My nana had told me this when I’d splayed my fingers and glittered my engagement ring at her. I’d told her not to worry. Aidan and I were so in love I couldn’t envisage a time we wouldn’t be happy. Now I can’t quite remember what happiness feels like. It visits us fleetingly: sharing a Saturday lunchtime pizza with Fergus and Melissa, the four of us playing rummy while we lingered over coffee; me and Aidan curled onto the sofa sharing a bottle of wine. The other night something funny came on the TV and we laughed aloud before we’d both snapped our mouths shut as though we had no right to experience any joy.

I miss him.

I miss us.

‘Can I help?’ Once I wouldn’t have asked, we’d have stood side by side, both knowing instinctively what the other needed.

‘I’ve got everything covered.’ He’s crushing garlic for the potatoes, rosemary sprigs from the garden already washed.

‘What do you think about going back to Center Parcs in October half term? With Mel, Fergus and Ryan?’

‘Is that fair on Kieron? He can do less this year than last.’

‘He loves the pool. And the wildlife. He was so happy watching the deer and squirrels eat the food he’d put outside our lodge every day. Mel’s addicted to the spa there and Fergus loves all that adrenaline stuff. It’s partly why he volunteered to go along on the school residential to supervise. Or are you just worried he’ll want a turn at the activities this year and you might have to—’

‘Fergus offered to sit out with Kieron—’

‘I know. I was only teasing.’

Aidan slices into a carrot with more force than necessary.

Wanting to change the subject, I search for something to say, topics that we might have talked about before tragedy reached out with its dirty fingers, staining our hearts with its blackness, a common ground that doesn’t involve the boys but nothing comes to mind. Our conversations usually centre around Kieron and now there’s Connor to worry about. Everything circles back to the kids in one way or another.

It’s the ringing of my phone that breaks the silence, the screen alight with the face of my best friend.

‘Hi, Melissa.’ I assume she’s ringing to find out how Kieron’s appointment went today but instead all I can hear is the sound of her crying.

‘Mel? What’s wrong?’

‘Have you seen Fergus?’

‘We haven’t seen Fergus?’ I raise my questioning eyebrows towards Aidan and he gives a shake of his head. ‘Is something wrong? I can come—’

‘No,’ she says sharply.

‘Mel… What’s happened?’

‘It’s… He’s… Fergus,’ she speaks falteringly, releasing one syllable at a time. ‘Fergus has left me.’

Fergus adores Mel and Ryan. Working as a pilot he’s often away and when they’re together they are always touching, holding hands.

‘Left you?’ I’m parroting her but I can’t process what she’s telling me.

Aidan’s expression flitters between confusion and alarm. ‘What’s going on?’ he mouths.

‘Mel… Why has Fergus gone? Where has he gone?’

She ignores my question. ‘He hasn’t been in touch with you? Or Aidan?’

‘Neither of us have heard from him, Mel… You’ll be able to sort things out, won’t you?’

There’s a beat before she says, ‘Some things can’t be repaired, Lucy.’

I glance at my mug. Those tiny hands and feet.

‘If Fergus gets in touch with either of you can you let me know?’

‘Of course but I’ll come over. Give me half an hour and—’

‘No! Please don’t.’ There’s an urgency in her voice combined with something I can’t quite identify. ‘Just don’t. And if Fergus turns up on your doorstep, don’t let him in.’

‘But—’

‘I’ll be in touch.’

The dial tone whirrs against my ear.

‘What’s going on?’ Aidan asks.

‘He’s left her.’ It’s hard to believe. Fergus and Melissa seemed like one of those bulletproof couples, built to stand the test of time. We haven’t seen much of either of them since the residential and I recall the first time I saw Fergus afterwards.

‘I’m so ashamed,’ he had whispered. ‘I just didn’t—’

‘Shhh.’ I had swept him into a hug. ‘Nobody is to blame.’ But had he blamed himself? Is his running away a result of his festering guilt?

‘Did Mel say why he’s left?’ Aidan’s phone beeps with a message. When he reads it he tightens his grip on his handset, his skin stretched tightly over tensed muscles.

‘Is that Fergus?’

‘No. The Thompsons’ horse isn’t right. It’s probably colic again. I’ve got to go.’

He heads towards the door, his limp more pronounced than usual, which is a sign he’s tired or stressed. I wish he didn’t have to leave. I’m used to him being called out at odd hours, missing meals, weekends, but tonight I’ve such a sense of impending doom.
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