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Author’s Note

Although not the central focus of the story, this novel touches on themes of suicide and grief as part of a wider narrative. While the act itself is not depicted, the emotional effects are explored. If you find this subject difficult, please do read with care.

Louise x




Prologue

Blood has a taste.

A smell.

It catches at the back of my throat. I’m in the bath on my hands and knees, retching again. Crimson-tinged water helter-skelters down the plug hole. Despite the steam rising, I’m shivering.

Oh, God.

There’s so much blood. I think that after this, whenever I close my eyes, I’ll see it.

I can’t breathe. 

The acrylic is slippery as I rock back and forth. Whimpering.

What have I done?

Panic skitters around every cell in my body. I’m hot and cold.

I can’t breathe.

Shaking, shaking. I don’t know what to do but I need to do something to hide the evidence from the children.

From everyone.

Thoughts of the kids bring another tidal wave of panic.

What have I done?

I try to calm myself. Remind myself that everything I do – everything I’ve done – is for them. To keep them safe.

Focus.

It takes a gargantuan effort to push myself back onto my heels. From the soap dish, I grab the brush I usually use to get the mud from my nails when I’ve been gardening. I scrub and scrub. Registering on some level that it hurts but welcoming the pain, feeling as though I deserve it.

Eventually, I raise my hands and examine the palms for blood, turn them over and check my nails.

Clean now.

But I don’t think I’ll ever really feel clean again.

A noise?

My stomach lurches. Has someone come home? I can’t let anyone see me like this.

Especially not the kids.

It’s this fierce maternal instinct that drives me to my feet. My legs feel too weak to support me and it takes a moment before I can step out of the bath, one hand against the tiles, steadying myself. Almost crumbling as I catch sight of the droplets of water left behind, pink now instead of red. Again, my mouth floods with bile.

Swallowing hard, I wrap a towel around myself, creep over to the door on tiptoes. Crack it open.

I’m motionless.

Listening.

But all I can hear is my own frantic heartbeat. My pulse whooshing in my ears.

‘Hello?’ I call out. ‘Lottie? Chris?’

Thick silence wraps itself around me. Suffocating.

I can’t breathe. 

My heart thud-thud-thuds.

I hear something.

Behind me.

I start, spinning around. But it’s just the last of the blood-tinged water being sucked down the plug hole.

I turn away from it. Turn away from my guilt.

I need a plan.

Focus.

Where is my mobile?

I hurry out of the bathroom. A knot of anxiety tightening in my stomach. I hadn’t had anywhere else to go at the time I had moved into this modern glass house, and I’d thought how lucky I was. The patchwork of countryside surrounding it is stunning. But now I see it for what it is.

Too isolated.

Too conspicuous.

Because here’s the thing. The transparent walls might allow me an unobstructed view of the outside, but it also allows unseen eyes to peer in. Frightened, my gaze is drawn to the darkness as I hurry towards my bedroom, but with the lights illuminating the landing, all I can see is my own pale face staring back at me.

My guilty face.

All at once I feel such a sharp pang of longing for the life I had before I accidentally became a viral sensation, when I was unknown, invisible – but you can’t change the past, can you? No matter how desperately you want to.

Can’t rewind a month, a year, two years.

Not even just two hours. If I could, then I wouldn’t have …

Focus.

I drag my attention away from the windows because, even if there is someone lurking out there in the shadows, someone who has seen the terrible thing I’ve done, I can’t do anything about that now.

But there are things I can do.

Have to do.

My mobile is on my pillow. My hand trembles as I pick it up. I haven’t changed my screensaver in ages. In the photo, Sean has his arm slung around my shoulders, the kids crowded either side of us. It was taken years ago.

Before … everything.

We had laden our wicker basket with food and set off to a pick-your-own-sunflowers field. The air had been fragrant: sweet and spicy, a warm breeze kissing my bare arms. Despite slathering myself with sun cream, the scorching August sunshine had drawn freckles on my skin.

Charlotte had turned cartwheels amongst the bright-yellow flowers until Chris had slapped her on the shoulder. ‘Tag. You’re it.’ She’d raced after Sean, hands outstretched, trying to catch him. I’d filmed them, their feet pounding against the dry earth, dust clouds trailing in their wake. Even then, I was obsessed with filming everything. Sudden loss had left me with a fierce desire to try and hold on to each perfect moment.

Later, we had sprawled over a red tartan blanket and feasted on plump, juicy strawberries, and a Victoria sponge I’d made, spread thickly with pale buttercream and sprinkled with pastel hundreds and thousands because, well, just because the kids liked them.

I had angled my phone to take a picture so that we were all gazing upwards, chins tilted towards the clear blue sky.

We look so happy. How had we gone from that to … to …

I taste the blood as I drag in air.

I message the kids: Sorry I’m going to be a little late. I’m not feeling well.

That much, at least, is the truth.

I dress hurriedly. Black jeans. Black long-sleeved t-shirt. Hair tucked under my baseball cap.

Outside, the air is biting. My breath clouds in front of me. Despite the temperature, it’s a clear evening. There’s a velvety blanket stretched above, popping with stars. Before I climb into my car, I take a moment to look up, overcome, because it’s one of those things you take for granted, isn’t it? The sky. The moon. That, whatever happens to us, the world will keep spinning, even though mine has again been thrust violently off its axis.

The car park is deserted when I slowly pull into it, turning off my headlights. There’s the smell of hot oil and onions in the air from the burger place at the bottom of the road. A dull thud-thud-thud of bass coming from a club.

A crash.

My heart leaps into my mouth. In the distance, a cat darts out from behind the skip. Hurrying, I clench my car keys in my fist, ready to defend myself, wondering if I’ll always feel this sense of being on high alert. Pre-empting danger around every corner.

When I reach the skip, I take a furtive look over my shoulder before tossing the bin bag amongst the other rubbish. Alongside the dress I had been wearing are our stripy beach towels and the Little Mermaid bathmat all splattered with blood. Charlotte had grown out of Disney years before but somehow the mat had stayed. Perhaps I have been clinging on to the last trace of her childhood before it fades away altogether. Perhaps we both have been because when Chris teases her about it and I offer to throw it away she won’t let me.

And then I get back in my car, planning to head home and apply make-up with a shaking hand before joining my family and pretending to be normal.

Pretending is something I’m good at.

I’ve been doing it for years.

If I’d been paying attention, I might have noticed the glow of blue lights as I approached our house.

As it is, I am so distracted, on autopilot really, when I spot two police cars. There’s a policeman leaning against the bonnet of one, talking into a radio.

Our eyes meet and my mouth instantly dries.

There’s the click of my door opening.

My numb fingers fumbling for the catch on my seat belt.

And the words.

Oh god, those words.

‘Mia Finch, I’m arresting you on suspicion of murder.’

Dark spots flicker in front of my eyes. Vision tunnelling. Sounds muffled.

Words running into each other except the one that’s all-consuming.

Murder.

I can’t make sense of it. I can’t make sense of anything.

How did I get here?

But I know how I got here.

I know how my story began.

Once upon a time, I had fallen in love.

But as I’m led into the police car, a hand covering the top of my head as I duck inside, I don’t know how my story will end.




PART ONE




Chapter 1

Who’s Watching You Documentary

Jake Lawler (host): Welcome to Who’s Watching You – the most factual true crime series on TV. Today we’re looking at a case I’m sure you’re all aware of. There’s a lot to unpack with the Finch family tragedy. (pauses for effect) A lot. The nation has been gripped by the rise, and subsequent fall, of the social media stars who seemed to have it all. (gestures to a photo of the family on the screen behind him)

The Finch family YouTube channel had over a hundred thousand subscribers at the height of their posts. This figure has risen dramatically after these past few weeks, although it’s not as though they can post new content anymore, is it?

On average, their most recent videos have six-figure views. But not everybody watching was doing so because they rooted for the family after everything they’d been through. (walks to camera)

It’s like this. Even if you have a small, private Facebook account and believe your posts can only be viewed by family and friends … can you be sure? (small, sad shake of head)

Even if you’re certain your privacy settings are watertight, how can you trust there aren’t lurkers? Shadows hidden amongst the brightness of your grid. (pauses)

Do you use social media? Do you really know who’s behind the likes and the comments on your page? Do you really know who’s watching you?(holds solemn expression)

Because you can bet your life, somebody probably is. And something as innocuous as Mia’s desire to share part of herself with the public, however good her intentions to help other people were, has led to a twisted tale of tragedy and betrayal. We have stalking, blackmail, three deaths, multiple arrests and murder. And don’t forget that shocking confession. Join in the conversation with #WWY. (hashtag flashes up on screen)

We’ll be interviewing those connected with the case, but first, even though it’s sad looking at this footage, knowing that not every member of the Finch family is alive today, (hand covers heart) we need to go back ten years and find out where it all began.

(cut to a shaky home video of Sean, Mia, Mia’s mum Beverley, along with Sean’s sister Esther. In front of them, fidgeting with excitement, Esther’s kids Daisy and Felix, and a much younger Chris and Lottie Finch, stand in front of a modest house, waving.)

‘Hello, we’re the Finch family. Welcome to our home.’

The siblings nudge each other, laughing.

‘Go on,’ whispers Mia, smiling.

(fade into another image, a different house; blue and white police tape flapping in the breeze; zoom in on a blood stain)

(voiceover from the children from original video: ‘If you love what you see, don’t forget to like and subscribe’)

@Avocadomonkey Oh, they look so normal there. It’s really sad seeing them like that #WWY

@Lamadrama23 Finally! This is going to be SO good!!!

@Blackcat1970 I don’t agree with using tragedy for entertainment

@Jamie2983 And yet here you are




Chapter 2

Mia

Nine months before the documentary airs

Once I watched a video on YouTube of a female elephant fighting off a crocodile that was trying to attack her calf. As the calf screamed in terror, his mum had stomped and bellowed, driving the crocodile back, her distress palpable until her child was out of danger. Then she gently wrapped her trunk around her baby and pulled him close to her, keeping him safe.

If I could pull Lottie to me and keep her safe, I would.

I would fight crocodiles and lions with my bare hands for my daughter.

As it is, though, I’m fighting with my GP because I know something is seriously wrong with her.

I know.

This is not an innocuous childhood bug, the spring virus that is going around, or her having eaten too many Easter eggs, or any of the other things he’s suggesting to me. Yes, he’s right that Lottie is fifteen and teenagers can be lazy, but this lethargy isn’t the usual weekend mum-I-want-to lie-in-bed-till-midday kind. This is several weeks of … something.

‘Her gums bled when she brushed her teeth this morning and she has so many bruises.’ I point out the ones on her legs to the doctor while Lottie sits, listless and pale, the sleeves of her black hoodie tugged down over her hands. Her nails are short, bitten, purple varnish chipped.

‘So how do you feel, Charlotte?’ Dr Corcoran asks.

‘Dunno.’ She shrugs. ‘Knackered.’

‘Are you one of these vegans?’

‘Nah.’

‘And have your periods been heavier than normal?’

Lottie shakes her head.

‘We eat plenty of iron-rich foods.’ I’m defensive.

‘I wasn’t suggesting you don’t, Mrs Finch.’ He focuses on Lottie again. ‘Any weight gain? Hair loss?’

‘Nah.’

‘If anything, she’s lost weight,’ I chip in. ‘Her appetite has been non-existent.’

He gently feels the glands in Lottie’s throat.

‘Everything feels fine. You don’t have any other symptoms of hypothyroidism. Are you sleeping okay?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Under any stress? How’s school?’

‘Fine.’

‘And you’re … What? Year ten? First year of GCSEs?’

‘Yeah. We picked our options last year.’

‘All that studying must be tiring. I don’t think it’s anything to be alarmed about.’ He leans back in his chair and smiles. ‘You might be a little low on iron so make sure you eat plenty of leafy green veg, and if you don’t feel better in a—’

‘No.’ I shake my head. ‘Her brother, Chris, is in the first year of A levels and he’s … he’s … ’ I swallow down the emotions that are rising. ‘Can you do some bloods at least?’

He might know medicine, but I know my child, and I have a dark, swirling mass deep down in my gut. A maternal instinct I just can’t ignore.

Without replying, he turns back to his keyboard and tap-tap-taps. I’m not sure if he’s writing up our appointment notes or putting into place the next step.

I draw in a deep breath. The air heavy with bleach and antiseptic. It’s been unseasonably warm for April and, in denim shorts, my bare legs are sticking to the hard plastic chair.

I shift uncomfortably. I’ve a strong urge to remove the spider plant from the windowsill with its browning unruly leaves, heft open the small sash and stick my head out, just to give myself a moment.

Just so I can breathe. Block out the incessant ringing of the phone from the reception area outside this door. My head is throbbing.

I’m frustrated and sad and frightened and horribly close to tears. I don’t feel heard. He isn’t listening to me. Ridiculously, for the second time this morning, I wish there is an adult who can take charge, but even though I don’t always feel like it, at forty-four, I am the adult. Sometimes I wonder when I’ll actually feel calm and capable. I always thought, growing up, that once you reached eighteen you’d have all the answers. I’m not sure I even know all the questions, but what I do know is that I won’t be fobbed off as an over-anxious mother although that’s how I feel.

‘Dr Corcoran.’ I straighten my spine. I will not leave this drab magnolia room with its harsh electric lights and grey wipeable chairs until I get a concrete plan of action. I think he realises I’m not going anywhere because, after pushing his keyboard away and taking a pointed glance at his watch, he sighs and says he’ll find out the availability for blood tests.

My fingers cross automatically as he picks up his phone and speaks in a low voice to reception. I’m painfully aware that if I wanted blood tests I’d be told to ring at 8 a.m. the next morning, then the next, then the next. Appointments are as rare as my teenagers bringing their empty glasses out of their bedrooms and stacking them in the dishwasher. The system must work differently for a child, though, because he asks us to return to the waiting room until the nurse calls us.

‘Everything okay, Mum?’ Chris asks, still on the seat where we’d left him. At seventeen, his voice is so deep now it’s sometimes a shock to hear it coming out of his mouth. In my mind, he’s often the little boy who refused to take off the Batman cape. ‘My little superhero’, I used to call him, and this is true today. He should be at school, but he was worried about Lottie; there’s only nineteen months between them and they’ve always been close in spite of being polar opposites. Whereas Lottie is colour and noise and mischief, he is a quiet black and white. He gazes up at me, serious, his long legs stretched out in front of him, crossed at the ankle. When he stands, he’s taller than I am now. Almost taller than Sean, too.

‘They’re going to do a blood test to be certain, but Dr Corcoran doesn’t think there’s anything to worry about.’ I lift my mouth into a smile. Lottie may be the one who wants to be an actor but I’m good at pretending. I think as a mum, you have to be, don’t you?

Lottie slumps on one of the chairs, head resting against the wall, and one glance at the lack of colour in her cheeks spikes terror in my heart again. She’s always been my get-up-and-go ray of sunshine. Ever since she could walk and talk I’ve been begging her to slow down, to quieten down. Now that she has, I can’t bear it.

‘You get off to school.’ I force myself to smile brightly again at Chris. It’s an important year for him. His mock A levels are coming up in a few weeks. He’s been talking about being a vet and I was so proud when he said that. He’s nurturing and it feels like a good career for him, but right now I don’t care what my children will be when they’re adults as long as they are happy.

Healthy.

‘So, they took some blood.’ I tilt my head to the side, cradling the phone between my cheek and my shoulder while I spoon Nescafé into a mug.

‘What are they testing for?’ I hear the concern in Esther’s voice. She isn’t solely my best friend; she’s also my sister-in-law. We’ve been friends since we met at uni, but it wasn’t until several years later, at her wedding, that I met her brother, Sean. They’re incredibly close but in a different way to Esther and me.

‘Oh, I’m not sure.’ I’d been so intent on pushing for some sort of tests I didn’t think to clarify what they were. ‘Dr Corcoran mentioned Lottie’s thyroid, and anaemia. I’m not sure what else.’

‘I’m sure it’s nothing to worry about. The kids are all under a lot of pressure.’

Esther’s children, Felix and Daisy, are the same age as Lottie and Chris. Often they study together.

‘You sound like Dr Corcoran.’

‘Sorry, Mia. I didn’t mean you aren’t right to worry. I just didn’t want you to, well, worry, you know?’

‘I know. You’re an idiot but I love you.’

‘You’re an idiot but I love you too.’

It’s what we’ve always said to each other, ever since we met as freshers, sharing a flat. We were getting ready for a night out, wrapped in tiny once-white towels while we did our make-up, when there was the blare of sirens outside. We couldn’t see what was going on from our window, so Esther went rushing out to the corridor in search of the drama. When she didn’t return, I followed her out onto the landing. The door slammed behind us, and we looked at each other in horror.

‘Please tell me you put the door on the latch?’ she asked.

‘No. Do you have a key?’

‘Where would I put a key?’ She glanced down at her towel.

Our eyes met again, and I knew this would be a definitive moment. We’d only known each other a month and, although we’d really clicked, would our friendship endure walking through campus to student services, practically naked?

‘You’re an idiot,’ she said before she started to laugh. ‘But I love you.’

That’s when I knew we’d always be friends.

Even though we see each other all the time, there’s always something to talk about.

It’s unfamiliar and unsettling that there’s nothing else to say right now.

I’m in the kitchen, preparing a dinner that I hope Lottie can eat at least a little of. She’s stretched across the sofa, streaming Bruce Springsteen through the Bluetooth speaker. She gets her taste in music from Sean. ‘Born in the USA’ blasts out too loud and usually I’d ask her to put her AirPods in, but I’m just thankful she’s showing an interest in something. Our tabby cat stares out of the window, ears twitching. He’s grown up with the kids. Chris had chosen him from a kitten and Lottie had named him Michael Finnegan because she used to love the rhyme so much. He’s barely left the house since Lottie got sick, as though he senses something is wrong with her.

Chris is sprawled on his stomach, on the floor, textbooks spread out before him. I don’t know how he can possibly focus. He’s munched his way through an entire punnet of grapes. That boy is permanently hungry.

I don’t hear the front door open and close, but Sean’s voice drifts through before he appears beside me, kissing the back of my neck and plucking a piece of red pepper from the chopping board.

‘How long did the doctor say the results will take?’

I had texted him straight after Lottie’s appointment to let him know she’d had some tests.

‘About five working days but it could be more or less.’

‘Not too long then,’ he says but it seems an age to me.

‘Sean, I’m really worried about her.’

‘I am too, but let’s put things in perspective.’

‘I’m not catastrophising. This isn’t anything to do with my dad. Look at her.’

‘I know. Sorry.’ He gives my shoulders a squeeze.

I lost my father when I was young. He was seemingly strong and healthy, although that day he had complained of a headache. Mum gave him a glass of water and some paracetamol and took me swimming to give him some peace. When we came home he was still in his chair, but he’d slipped away. Just … gone. I’d shaken him, trying to wake him up. Even now I find it hard to process.

I glance over my shoulder before furtively grating aubergine and courgette – vegetables the children claim to hate – so I can sneak them into a Bolognese sauce. Although they’re long past the toddler stage, my parenting technique can still consist of distraction, bribery and sleight of hand. Not like some of the channels I watch on YouTube of parents who are seemingly, effortlessly, doing it all.

It’s my guilty pleasure. All of us mums perhaps have one once the kids are in bed. Wine o’clock, a soap opera, endless hours frittered away on Candy Crush.

Social media is mine. Sean tends to go to bed early; he’s often up before the sun has properly brushed away the violet streaks of dawn. Sean is a health and safety executive, with his own business, but it means he has to travel.

Later that night, as I scroll, I sip Pinot, orange table lamp glowing, iPad balanced on my lap. A vanilla-scented candle flickering on the hearth. I hover over one of my favourites: ‘Hi, I’m Harlow.’ She’s one of the biggest parenting channels with a high six-figure following and is quite the local celebrity. Her son, Marco, is the same age as Chris, although they have absolutely nothing in common. Marco goes to a private school. Harlow’s husband, Javier, is a property developer. Their house is gorgeous. There’s always a huge vase of fresh lilies on their marble worktop; she says Javier has them delivered to her every Friday.

Esther laughed at me when I told her how perfect Harlow’s home is. ‘Don’t be so gullible. Appearances can be deceptive.’ And I know that – god, I know that – but I’m both envious and entertained by the sparkle in everyone else’s life while mine is … not dull exactly. Just ordinary.

I’d once tried to start my own YouTube channel on a whim. It was stupid. I had filmed the whole family outside our three-bedroomed terrace, waving at the camera. ‘Hello, we’re the Finch family. Welcome to our home. If you love what you see, don’t forget to like and subscribe.’

I’d hesitated before posting it because … well, I didn’t want to draw attention to myself, but then I thought stop being silly. Everyone has a skeleton in their closet, don’t they, and they don’t stop living their life because of it. Anyway, the kids had egged me on and, if I’m honest, I’d loved the rush of adrenaline I’d felt when I’d clicked to make the post public.

In the morning, I’d felt quite anxious and had reached for my phone before I’d even properly opened my eyes.

Zero views.

I’d put up another couple of videos after that, but I didn’t really have anything to say.

I never bothered deleting the channel; it’s still there. On a whim, I check it now. There are a grand total of about twelve views, and in truth, eleven of them were probably me.

I should get rid of my profile; I’m not using it.

But, really, if I leave it up, what harm can it do? It’s lovely looking back at Lottie and Chris, Daisy and Felix before they grew so tall.

No. It shouldn’t be there, just in case …

I jab at menu options on the screen, but it isn’t obvious how to deactivate it and I’m not sure which email I used to set it up, or what my password might be.

Yawning, I add it to the ‘To Do’ list on my phone that never seems to shrink, but I never get around to deleting the video because, before I can, before I can tick anything else off my list, the bottom falls out of my world.




Chapter 3

Mia

I’m gripping Sean’s hand so tightly it must hurt, but thankfully he doesn’t once ask me to loosen my grip. It feels as though the world has let go of me and he’s the only one keeping me from floating away.

‘Aplastic anaemia,’ I repeat for the third time, somehow hoping that if I voice the words aloud they will lose their power but, of course they don’t, because I don’t understand what they mean. Sometimes there’s nothing as terrifying as the unknown, is there? A tremor of fear spreads through me, starting at my toes, feet moving of their own accord. Knees jiggling up and down. Fingers twitching until I’m shaking so hard my teeth are rattling together.

‘It’s a relief it isn’t cancer or … ’ Sean trails off as he sees the expression on Dr Chadha’s face. Her mouth, bare of lipstick, in a thin, straight line. She looks too young to be a paediatric haematologist, and I have to stop myself demanding to see her qualifications. She has to be wrong, doesn’t she?

‘Is it serious?’ I don’t know why I’m asking, because of course it is. We’d been called to the hospital once the results of Lottie’s blood tests came through, so it can’t be nothing, can it? But still, even as I sit here trembling, tears stinging behind my eyes, I hope.

‘I wanted to see you both without Lottie because we can’t be one hundred per cent certain until we’ve taken a biopsy, but the bloods, Lottie’s bruises, fatigue, bleeding gums … Experience tells me that it’s probable. More than probable.’

‘But what is it?’

‘It’s a blood condition. The bone marrow and stem cells are no longer able to produce enough blood cells for the body to work normally.’

‘Why?’ Sean sounds so bewildered, so out of his depth. We both are. A tea trolley clatters past the door. Nurses chatter. Sharp angry blasts of a car horn sound outside the window, another bun fight in the car park, no doubt. Life is, somehow, going on, but I feel as though we’re stuck in this moment, and my heart is racing, desperate to escape it.

When Lottie was a toddler she’d cover her eyes with her small hands – if you can’t see me, I’m not here. I’m fighting the childish urge to cover my ears – if I can’t hear you, it can’t be true.

‘It’s impossible to pinpoint the exact cause. It can be inherited.’

‘Inherited?’ My mind travels to another place, another time. ‘My dad died of a brain aneurysm, very suddenly. He was here and then he was gone.’ I still recall exactly how I felt that day because fear is the one emotion that can return with a memory and have an overwhelming sense of realism. I feel that same fear again now.

‘I’m sorry you lost your father, but there won’t be a connection there. Sometimes AA can occur after a virus, sometimes it’s linked to toxins, and often there’s no obvious reason.’

‘Toxins?’ A flash of shame rockets through me. ‘Is it something I’ve fed Lottie? What about pesticides? Or the cleaning products I use?’

‘Mrs Finch.’

‘Call me Mia, please.’ Because if she calls me by my first name it will seem more like we’re friends. Like we’re in this together. It’s such early days but I already know I need a strong team – Lottie needs a strong team – to fight this. Whatever this turns out to be.

‘Mia. It won’t be anything you’ve done. This isn’t your fault.’

‘But,’ I flounder, looking around, needing something, someone to blame, because I can’t help feeling that this is some sort of divine retribution. A punishment for the terrible thing I once did.

Dr Chadha’s voice pulls me back to now. ‘It’s generally idiopathic.’

‘Idiopathic?’ I repeat.

‘There’s no known cause.’

‘But it’s not … I mean is it … ’ I gaze at the doctor imploringly.

‘Every case is individual, but it can be very serious.’

‘But it’s never—’ there’s a hard weight in my chest, making it hard for me to whisper ‘—fatal?’

Dr Chadha links her fingers together, resting them on the desk in front of us. ‘On occasions, unfortunately, it can be, but we’re a long way from that and we have lots of options.’

‘You have medicine?’ Sean asks and we exchange a look. Both of us knowing that the sticky pink Calpol Lottie still prefers over swallowing a paracetamol tablet for temperatures and sore throats won’t be enough, but hoping that there’s something similar out there that will cure it.

‘There are various treatments but, look, let’s not get ahead of ourselves. I wanted you to be clear what it is I think we’re dealing with. We’ll carry out a biopsy—’

‘You can’t cut Lottie open.’ The thought of it obliterates my senses and for a moment I don’t know where I am or who I am, but I can feel myself swaying in my seat. I’m slipping under until I feel Sean’s hand squeezing mine again. Shakily I lean forward for my glass of water.

‘Are you okay, Mia?’ Dr Chadha asks. I nod and she says, ‘A biopsy isn’t as terrifying as it sounds. We’ll use an anaesthetic, so Lottie won’t feel anything, and then insert a small needle into the bone. The lab will process the results quite quickly.’

The results, when they come, are exactly what Dr Chadha had pre-empted.

Aplastic anaemia.

‘So, the bone marrow—’ Sean’s in fix-it mode. I can see it from the set of his jaw. Forever the practical one, tell him a problem and he finds a solution, always. ‘Sorry, I don’t think I’m sure what bone marrow actually is?’

Dr Chadha picks up a pen and draws on a piece of paper as she explains. Blood cells, platelets.

When she looks up to make sure we understand, she slides a box of tissues towards me. I hadn’t even registered that I am crying. I think of Lottie alone in the waiting room, waiting to be called in and given this news, and I cry even harder.

I rocket from never having heard of aplastic anaemia to becoming an expert in a matter of days. Googling, always googling. Typing out lists of questions, which I now read from my phone.

I’ve read up on blood transfusions and immune suppressive therapy through AGT and ciclosporin, but neither of these is the route Dr Chadha wants to take.

‘That’s the route we might have once taken with children,’ she explains. ‘But they’re very different to adults and do respond better to stronger treatment options.’

‘A bone marrow transplant.’ I’ve been half expecting it, but the word transplant almost gets stuck in my throat; it’s scary, isn’t it?

‘It’s the most likely treatment to lead to a normal blood count, without too many side effects, and it will eradicate the need for long-term medication.’ She pauses. Holds me with her eyes. ‘Often a sibling is the best match.’

The feelings that tear through me are indescribable and that’s what I feel my emotions are doing, tearing me into pieces. Dr Chadha is holding out a possible solution, but I want to knock it out of her hands and stamp all over it. I can’t put Chris through any unnecessary emotional distress or physical discomfort. I can’t.

But then, fighting against this instinct is the desire to snatch the solution from Dr Chadha and slot it into place. Chris donates, Lottie recovers, and we all live happily ever after, don’t we?

One look at Sean’s anguished face and I know that he’s battling against the same tidal wave of worry that I am.

I hunch over, elbows on my knees, feeling I might actually throw up.

Feeling I have no choice but to agree.

Lottie, though, once she’s in the room, objects. ‘No. I don’t want Chris to miss any school. It’s an important year.’

‘I think it has to be his decision, Lotts. You’d do it for him,’ Sean says.

‘Will it hurt Chris?’

I wince as Lottie asks this, as though I am already feeling his pain.

‘The first step to testing is to take some DNA and then if he’s a basic match we’ll take some blood.’

‘But—’

‘Lottie.’ She turns her head towards me. Her ponytail is becoming loose, and I remember when I used to be the one to brush her hair every morning before school.

I can’t decide if I want a plait or a bun today, Mummy. 

It seemed like such a huge decision at the time. I wish it was all she had to worry about right now.

‘It’ll be up to Chris,’ I reiterate, ‘but we don’t even know if your brother is a match yet.’ I address the doctor. ‘Can you test me at the same time?’ I’m adamant we go through this together, as a family.

‘And me.’ Sean is firm.

‘We will, but siblings are far more likely to be a match than a parent.’

‘Thank you.’ I’m grateful.

Perhaps Sean and I being tested is standard procedure and it shouldn’t feel like a victory because, ultimately, we are all on the same side, we all want the same thing, and yet somehow it does. I allow myself a moment to feel that warm flush of triumph because I’m so scared I’ll never feel it again.

Lottie’s life – our lives – are going to change unimaginably. I’m learning that there are so many things I’ll have to deal with. We’ll likely need to isolate as Lottie’s immune system will be compromised. I might not be able to visit Mum, which will be confusing for her. She’s not long been living in the care home and, on the days she remembers who I am, I don’t want her to think I’ve forgotten her. There’s my job. I write content for an online magazine and my firm has already made so many redundancies thanks to AI. Still, I can figure everything out once Lottie is well again because I have to believe that Lottie will get better.

She will.

Won’t she?





In our living room, Sean is explaining the potential transplant to Chris and Esther while Lottie scrolls through her mobile. She’s obsessed with Instagram. Will she be allowed her phone in hospital? Will the signal interfere with the equipment? The handset be an infection risk? There is so much I still don’t know. Although I’ve been known to nag her about her screen time, I don’t want it to be another thing she loses.

As Sean talks, my eyes are drawn to our wedding photo. We’re beaming at each other, the future full of possibilities. Chris is on my hip. His legs not quite hiding my pregnant belly. It wasn’t until I was expecting Lottie I felt I needed the security, the stability of marriage. It seemed right somehow to cement our family of four together.

We were so happy, and we’d taken it for granted. Looking back, it perhaps became too fairytale perfect after the hard time we had been through. Those stories I used to tell Lottie, spinning straw into gold. But now everything is returning to straw. Decomposing.

I have to stay positive.

I wrench my gaze away from it but instead land on the picture taken earlier this year. We had been to the fair with Esther, Felix and Daisy. The cousins are hurtling down a giant inflatable slide, side by side, joy radiating from them. Even though it’s slightly out of focus, I had framed it because now they’re teenagers they are outgrowing things at an alarming rate and who knows if they’ll ever whizz down a slide again. You often don’t know when it’s the last time for anything, do you? The last time they’ll cuddle their teddy bear at night, the last time they’ll want to be pushed on a swing. I’ve tried to treasure every moment, but—

Silence.

Sean has finished explaining about the potential transplant to Chris and Esther.

Then, Chris’s indignant voice.

‘Are you mental? Of course I’m going to be fucking tested.’ He rarely swears, not in front of Sean and me anyway; his eyes are blazing. ‘I can’t believe you think I shouldn’t be.’

‘Yeah, well, basically, I just don’t want you to fall behind at school,’ Lottie says.

‘Yeah, well, basically, I just don’t want you to … to … .’ He stops his sentence there, but we’re all thinking it.

She might die.

‘I’ll be tested too,’ Esther says.

‘Are you sure?’ The pinch of pressure in my forehead relaxes a little.

She puts her hands on her hips the way Chris had and says, with attitude, ‘Are you mental? Of course I’m going to be fucking tested.’

Nothing should be funny right now but still we laugh.

‘You’re an idiot but I love you.’ I hug her, hug everyone. Hope lifting my spirits.

A couple of days later, we return to the hospital.

I’m rummaging in my bag for a tissue when footsteps approach.

‘Hello, Charlotte, I’m Alma Rutherford. I’m going to be your nurse today and, moving forward, I’ll be your point of contact if you have any concerns or questions and Dr Chadha isn’t available.’

I look up, my eyes lock with hers. An expression I can’t read flickers across her face.

Alma?

Alma Rutherford?

Alma isn’t a common name. Her surname is different though, her hair colour and style too. She’s larger. Wears glasses. I’m not convinced it is her and she hasn’t said she recognises me.

I study her as she scribbles things on a clipboard. Perhaps I’m mistaken; it probably isn’t her. I haven’t seen her for nearly sixteen years. Not since that night. It wasn’t as if I knew her well.

I’m reading too much into a name because I’ve convinced myself, and I know it’s irrational, that Lottie is being punished by some higher force as some kind of divine retribution because I didn’t tell the truth to the police at that time.

Alma begins to run through what will happen this morning and I focus on what she’s telling me, keeping my fingers crossed as she swabs my cheek for DNA.

And then we wait.

But still I wonder if it is the same Alma, my heart racing as I’m reminded of that night.

The police.

The lies.




Chapter 4

Who’s Watching You Documentary

Jake Lawler (host): Our first guest is Alma Rutherford. Alma was Charlotte’s assigned nurse and can give us a rare insight into the Finch family during the time of Lottie’s illness, which, of course, I think it’s fair to say, was the catalyst for everything that followed. Thanks for coming, Alma.

Alma Rutherford (nurse): (whispers) Thanks for, (clears throat) thanks for inviting me. (speaks louder) It’s great to have the opportunity to raise awareness of bone marrow transplants. Not nearly enough people donate. I think it isn’t because they don’t care but because they’re not really aware of how simple the process is. The lives it can potentially save. Now, with everything with the Finch family …

Lawler: Yes, let’s talk about the Finches.

Rutherford: But I just wanted to say about the bone marrow register—

Lawler: We’ll be sharing links to info about how people can donate. (smiles at the camera)

Rutherford: If I can just ex—

Lawler: (hand covers heart) Having a sick child is every parent’s worst nightmare, isn’t it? Is there any such thing as a typical reaction? Was the Finches’ reaction typical?

Rutherford: (hesitation) Lottie was phenomenal. She had chemo to prepare her for the transplant. She lost her hair, but I never once saw her cry.

Lawler: And what about Mia and Sean during this time?

Rutherford: (shifts uncomfortably in seat) Everyone is different. I’ve pretty much seen it all. Couples who pull together, couples who can’t take the strain and separate, families who blame each other. I’ve witnessed both mums and dads turn to drink, to religion, but there are also those who take it in their stride.

Lawler: And was there any indication when you met Mia, Sean and Chris as to what sort of family they’d be?

Rutherford: They seemed very committed to each other. Sean seemed like a good man despite what people online have said about him.

Lawler: And Mia? What were your first impressions of Mia?

Rutherford: (lowers gaze, pulls at a thread hanging from the end of her sleeve; the camera pans as her thumb and index finger nervously twist it around the little finger of her opposite hand) I thought I was here to explain aplastic anaemia to the viewers? To raise awareness of the importance of donating bone marrow?

Lawler: You are absolutely raising awareness but, of course, everyone is interested in your opinion of Mia and Sean. You had access to this family when they were under extraordinary pressure.

Rutherford: Yes. (close-up of her face as she frowns and crosses her arms)

Lawler: (smiles, leans forward) You must have amazing insight and empathy, being a nurse. Can I just say how much I (makes a sweeping gesture with his hand towards the crew) we all admire you, and how grateful we are to you and our wonderful NHS. I really value your opinion. What did you think when the news first broke?

Rutherford: (blushing; uncrosses arms and rests hands in lap) Let’s just say it didn’t surprise me, what happened.

Lawler: Really? (edges forward on his seat) Why?

Rutherford: I mean, when you know a member of the family has had an association with criminals in the past, you become … well, I didn’t let it affect my care of Lottie.

Lawler: How did you know about that association?

Rutherford: (flustered; picks up the glass of water from the table, camera zooms in to see her hands tremble, water spilling) Everyone knows. It’s been all over the papers.

Lawler: But you said knowing didn’t affect your care of Lottie? Your care of Lottie was way before any of this came to light.

Rutherford: I just … (panicked glance at the camera) I just meant that I had a feeling something wasn’t right with the Finches and then when it all came out in the papers it made sense.

(pause)

Lawler: Right. So you first met the Finches when Charlotte was admitted to the ward you worked on?

Rutherford: (hesitation. Eyes flicker around the studio) Umm. Yes.

Lawler: And Mia and Sean were married.

Rutherford: Yes.

Lawler: Have you ever been married, Alma?

Rutherford: No.

Lawler: Have you ever changed your surname, or has it always been Rutherford?

Rutherford: What? I … I don’t see what—

Lawler: Our expert researchers have uncovered—

Rutherford: Stop. (colour drains from Rutherford’s face) I thought I was here to talk about Lottie? To help other kids by getting the viewers to donate. I said I didn’t want to talk about anything but her illness. I told you. (stalks off the stage, pulling microphone from t-shirt)

Lawler: (raises eyebrows) We’ll see if we can persuade Alma to come back out later. For now, we’ll go to a break.

@Lamadrama23 That nurse is hiding something!!!

@Blackcat1970 You’re such a drama queen. I never judge anyone

@Avocadomonkey #WWY will reveal the facts. It always does. This series is EPIC

@Jamie2983 Shame it’s hosted by such a twat




Chapter 5

Mia

Alma’s voice on the other end of the phone is both unexpected and unsettling.

‘Hi, Mia. It wouldn’t normally be me who rings but I got your number from the file because I wanted to call you myself.’ She pauses.

It’s her. 

It is her. 

She wants to talk about that night. 

‘Good news! You’re a match.’

‘Me?’ I’m momentarily thrown. After everything we’d been told, I’d expected it to be Chris. We’d all expected it to be Chris. Despite this, Sean, Esther and I had been tested. Lewis, Esther’s husband, had brought her to her appointment, but he’d chosen not to be tested himself.

‘I don’t like needles,’ he had said. ‘If I am a match and had to inject myself every day to prepare for the procedure I just couldn’t cope.’

Esther had looked embarrassed, Sean had been furious, but I wasn’t surprised.

I know what Lewis is.

Who he is.

But I can never tell.

‘Yes,’ Alma says again, ‘you’re a match, Mia.’

She gives me a moment to let it sink in.

I’m a match! Lottie is going to be fine.

My hopes soar, untethered, as high as the balloons that Mum and I had released when I was a child. Messages scrawled in my uneven handwriting and stuffed inside them. Before the days we knew how bad balloons were for the environment, of course. Even now I can recall
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