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Chapter 1

Friday

Mel

The text, when it came, unfurled the dread that had always been there in the pit of Mel’s stomach. The dread she carried from living a lie. The constant fear of being found out.

Of being found.


7 days. You have 7 days or I’ll ruin your life like you ruined mine.






Chapter 2

Saturday

jen

Something has broken inside Mum. I see it in the haunted look in her eyes, the way she anxiously keeps checking her phone. From the lack of colour in her cheeks to her smile, tight and forced.

We’re in the kitchen, the radio on. Music usually cheers her up.

‘I love this song.’ I nudge her when she doesn’t answer. ‘“7 Days”.’

She visibly jumps. ‘What? What did you say?’ Her eyes are wide.

‘Craig David. “7 Days”.’ I begin to sing but she doesn’t join in. ‘Mum, are you okay?’

I wave my hand in front of her face as she stares off into space. ‘Earth to Mel Abbott. Come in, Mel Abbott.’

‘Sorry, Jen. Did you say something else?’

If I ask again, she’ll say she’s okay. My concerns will be batted away with a light and airy ‘I’m fine’ as though I’m six, not twenty-six, and need protecting, but then that’s Mum. Always trying to protect everyone. If I press her she’ll tell me that work has been tough, and I don’t doubt that it is. As a social worker she has seen things I never want to see. Battled against the system, the lack of funding, limited resources, trying to do her best for the kids. I think, if she could, she’d like to hide some of them away, somewhere safe, rather than filling out endless paperwork, waiting for court orders.

She won’t discuss her cases with me. She can’t, so instead of pushing her, I ask, ‘How about a picnic today?’ I guess it’s kind of a distraction technique, the type she’d used on me when I was young. A bag of chocolate buttons produced in one hand so I stopped focusing on my scraped knee.

‘Jen, it’s freezing.’

‘It isn’t. It’s really mild for November and who knows how long we’ve got before the winter weather hits?’

‘I don’t kn—’

‘Please, Mum,’ Amy chips in. ‘We can wrap up warm.’ At thirteen she still has that cute factor as she flutters her eyelashes.

‘I don’t know. We don’t have lot of food in.’ She’s wavering.

‘We can go to the shop. Come on, sis.’ Amy is pulling me to my feet. Both of us hurrying out of the door before Mum can change her mind.

At the little Tesco we sling food haphazardly into the basket. Me, going for anything with a yellow reduced sticker on, Amy chucking in whatever she fancies. I discreetly remove some of her selections when she isn’t looking. Despite Mum and I working full-time, money isn’t stretching as far as it used to, not that we’ve let Amy know that.

It’s while I’m waiting at the self-service checkout drumming my fingers impatiently against my leg as the red light flashes that I need help, that I think I see him and for a second I feel the floor rock beneath my feet. My fingers tighten around the handles of my basket. Is it him? The profile is the same, the bump in his nose from where it had been broken.

‘Are you okay?’ The young assistant stalks towards us, high ponytail swinging. I want to tell her that I was, but now I’m not, when Amy chimes in, ‘We’ve accidentally scanned the quiche twice,’ and I realise she wasn’t talking about me at all. I glance out of the window while the assistant punches in her code but the street is quiet, empty. I’m left with a sense of unease though as I stuff everything into our canvas bags. Whilst we hurry home I manage to convince myself that I must have been mistaken.

In the kitchen, it’s too quiet. Mum staring absentmindedly out of the window, nursing a cup of milky coffee, a skin forming on the top. We’re usually a house of music and laughter. I flick the radio back on. TLC streams out of the speakers. Amy and I begin to sing, Mum finally relaxing a little, joining in as she butters the bread I’ve unpacked from the bags. ‘Don’t go, Jason Waterfalls.’ Amy and I exchange a look, a grin, knowing there’s no point telling Mum there is no Jason Waterfalls because by the next time she hears this song she’ll have forgotten. She always gets lyrics muddled up. So we sing the same words, me grating cheese, Amy piling on Branston pickle, our voices growing louder as we plead for Jason Waterfalls not to go. Amy and I dance around each other, my hips swinging as I rinse grapes under the tap, Amy filling up our pastel Chilly’s bottles with water. We’ve always pulled our weight, the three of us a team. Perhaps it’s Dad not living with us that has strengthened our bond. Mum is the stitching holding us together. It’s a testament to her that we never felt his absence as keenly as we could have. As a family, we’ve never felt less.

The mood is definitely lighter by the time we pack up the car.

‘Shall we ask Camilla and Mason?’ I ask. Until seven weeks ago my best friend and her four-year-old son had lived with us. Sometimes I forget we’re not related. She’s been part of our family for years and we’re all missing them.

‘Yeah.’ Amy bunches her hair off her face, securing it with a purple scrunchie that had been looped around her wrist. She’s changing, growing, her face leaner. She’s beautiful and she doesn’t even know it yet.

Picnic! You in? I text Camilla. We can pick you up?

Still in pyjamas, join you later! 

I don’t need to tell Camilla where we’ll be. Ashwood Forest has always been our go-to place. Not just for casual outings but for birthday parties where Mum would tie bunting around branches and laden a trestle table, wobbly on the uneven ground, with bowls of Wotsits and mini sausage rolls. Playing hide and seek amongst the trees. Paddling in the lake because Mum never let us actually swim in it – ‘It’s deeper than you think, dangerous.’

The tranquil surroundings look anything but dangerous as we bump down the uneven track, a glimpse of glistening water visible through branches that have shrugged off their orange and golden leaves. The patch of grass where the few dog walkers and hikers who do know about this place park their cars is empty. There’s another beauty spot a five-minute drive away. Wakefield Woods. That one has a café, ice cream kiosk, toilets, dedicated bike tracks and a pretty courtyard lined with local craft and produce shops.

Here it is normally deserted. Even the wooden hut that used to host school trips is rotting away after funding was cut.

‘Last one down to the lake is a loser.’ Amy is out of the car before Mum has properly parked and then she’s running, badminton set clutched to her chest, twigs cracking underfoot, leaving a trail of shuttlecocks in her wake.

The boot opens with a click and I lift out the heavy rucksack before Mum can grab it, handing her the blankets to carry instead. As a child I never really thought about how much Mum did for us in her role as both a mother and a father. She’d heft our bikes onto the rack on the roof of the car, uncomplaining. Fix grease-smeared chains, flat tyres. Looking back through adult eyes I can see that she coped with a lot, taking everything in her stride. Suddenly I feel an overwhelming urge to tell her how grateful I am, how much I love her, but she’s already racing ahead. Calling for Amy to stop and give her a hand carrying things. Mum shoves the pile of blankets into Amy’s arms when she comes back to help, before pelting towards the sparkling water, turning as she reaches the clearing first, forming an ‘L’ with her fingers on her forehead, breathless, laughing.

‘That’s not fair,’ Amy says.

‘Life isn’t fair.’ I jog past her, rucksack bumping on my back, straps digging into my shoulders.

‘Hey.’ Amy catches up with me, overtakes me. ‘Jen’s the loser,’ she shouts as she joins Mum but I think, as I’m overcome with a rush of affection for my family, that really I’m the winner.

By the time I reach the clearing I’m dragging in air that isn’t fume-filled like our street can be, but fresh, earthy. We’re only twenty minutes from home but it feels like a million miles. Even the sky is clearer. We’ve been here before at night to show Amy the constellations. Lying under the velvety darkness with a million popping stars shimmering above us. The sense that we were the only three people in the world.

Mum spreads out the blanket and after I’ve dumped the rucksack Amy and I string a net up and try to play badminton. A robin cocks his head from a nearby branch, watching us. I don’t know why we put ourselves through it, we should know by now how rubbish we are. We blame the breeze for snatching the shuttlecock, the sun for shining in our eyes, the slight slope for making running impossible. Everything except for the fact we’re both uncoordinated. Unfit.

We flop to the ground. Mum produces a pad of magenta Post-it notes and three pens.

‘Who am I?’ Amy pounces on a pen and begins to scrawl a name on her note. Likely someone we’ve never heard of from one of the obscure Eighties detective shows she’s obsessed with. Mum’s looking thoughtful but she’ll pick a singer, she always does.

Who am I?

A chill snakes down my spine because, aside from this game, it’s a question I’ve been giving a lot of thought to.

Especially today.

Especially since I thought I saw him.

Who am I?

Stop it.

I am fine. We are safe. Everything is just as it should be.

‘Hurry up, Jen,’ Amy urges and I quickly scribble ‘Charlotte Brontë’ not solely because I’m an English teacher but because I think she was inspirational. She had something to say and she didn’t let the fact that women didn’t have careers, that it was almost unheard of for them to publish novels, prevent her from chasing her dream.

I stick my Post-it to Amy’s forehead. ‘You can go first.’

‘Am I an author?’

‘Might be.’ I shrug.

‘Jen!’

‘Okay. Yes.’

‘One of the Brontës.’

I try to keep my expression neutral while Amy studies my face before grinning triumphantly.

‘Charlotte Brontë.’ She punches the air with her fists. ‘Got it in two questions! Beat that.’

I think I can at least equal it because we all know each other so well.

Or so I thought, then.

‘Am I a singer?’ I ask Mum.

She says yes and I wait, knowing that she’ll inadvertently begin softly humming one of their songs.

‘ABBA!’ I recognise the faint strains of ‘Dancing Queen’.

‘Friday night,’ Amy begins to sing knowing Mum will join in with a ‘See that girl, watch her scream’.

I laugh when she does and Mum looks affronted. ‘What?’

‘Nothing. Your turn, Mum.’

Mum makes multiple guesses before turning to me for help. We interrogate Amy before giving up.

‘It’s Zeus and Apollo.’

‘The Greek gods?’ Mum asks. ‘But—’

‘No. The doberman dogs from Magnum, P.I.’

‘You can’t have two names.’

‘Says who? You can’t separate them. Anyway, I knew you’d never guess two names, but that’s the point, isn’t it? To win?’

We are squabbling over whether Amy broke the rules when we hear a high-pitched giggle.

Seconds later Camilla and Mason emerge from the trees. He’s wearing bright yellow wellington boots. She’s dragging a large fire-engine-red cart, damp leaves sticking to the wheels. It’s the one we bought last year when we all went to Norfolk. The path down to the sand was steep and the amount of paraphernalia we took for a day at the beach with a small child was ridiculous. Today, Mason is still clutching his bucket and spade. After the recent rain, the earth should be soft enough to dig.

Camilla waves.

‘You should have texted you were here, I’d have come to help,’ I say.

‘It’s okay. It’s not like I’m carrying anything.’ She steadies the cart while Mason scrambles out.

‘Wow, that’s a lot of toys you’ve brought.’ Mum lifts a football out.

‘Aunty Lissa.’ Mason couldn’t pronounce Melissa when he began to speak and I don’t know why he didn’t go with Mel, but it’s Lissa that stuck. ‘You can go in goal. Amy, you are on my team. The other grown-ups,’ he waves his pudgy arm dismissively at Camilla and me, ‘can be on the other team.’

We form a makeshift goal with our coats.

‘First one to five.’ Amy dribbles the ball, kicking it gently to Mason, who picks it up and runs towards Mum before launching it at the goal. Mum makes a show of trying to save it, diving dramatically to the side.

It’s good to see her having fun, laughing. Whatever has been troubling her momentarily forgotten, but then Mason has that effect on everyone. It’s virtually impossible to feel low while he’s around.

It isn’t long before Camilla heads over to the blankets, wrapping one around her shoulders. ‘Are you okay?’ I ask. She looks tired and has lost weight since she moved out. Mum and I usually split the cooking, Camilla hates it, and although I know she’ll be feeding Mason a decent diet, I hope she’s looking after herself too.

‘Still adjusting to living alone.’ She smiles but it doesn’t reach her eyes.

I don’t tell her she didn’t need to move out, she knows she didn’t, or tell her that she can always come back, she knows she can. Instead, I ask if there’s anything I can do.

‘Feed me.’ She covers her stomach dramatically and, laughing, I unpack the food.

We chat as we eat. Mason carefully removing all of the pastry from a pork pie, squidging it into Mum’s hand before he eats the meat. I pass Camilla an apple. She pulls out the multitool that Mum gave her on their first camping trip and deftly slices it with the knife attachment.

When we’ve cleared away, Mason wants to play football again.

‘I don’t know where you get the energy from,’ Mum says. ‘How about charades while we let our lunch go down?’

Mason springs to his feet. ‘Me first, me first.’

He jumps into his cart, it wobbles but Camilla has grabbed the handle before it can roll. He places both hands on the top of his head like a light. ‘Nee naw, nee naw.’

‘You’re an … ice cream van?’ I guess.

‘No, silly head.’

‘A shark?’ Amy breaks into the theme from Jaws.

‘No. Aunty Jen? What am I?’

Who am I.

Later, back at home, we’ve eaten salt-and-vinegar-drenched chips. Mason is dozing off at the table.

‘Time to get you home.’ Camilla lifts him onto her hip. ‘Goodness, I don’t need to go to the gym anymore, lugging you about.’

‘Do you want to stay?’ Mum offers.

Camilla hesitates, Mason pitching in with an ‘I want Aunty Lissa to read me a story.’

‘I need to get him used to the flat.’ Camilla’s almost apologetic.

‘Why don’t I come to you and help with bedtime?’ Mum says, although she looks just as exhausted as Camilla.

After they’ve left, Amy heads up to her room.

I sit on the sofa, shattered. There’s a new crime series on ITV. The police have unearthed a body. Are uncovering secrets.

My mind drags me back to Tesco.

That profile.

That broken nose.

Him.

And yet, it can’t be.

I startle as there’s a clatter from outside, followed by a yowling.

‘Marmalade?’ I call out the front door. Our ginger cat comes padding in.

Back on the sofa, I stroke his back rhythmically. The sky is darkening, blue to grey to black.

It’s nine thirty. Well past Mason’s bedtime.

Mum still hasn’t come home.




Chapter 3

Sunday

jen

Mum got home late last night. ‘Mason wouldn’t settle,’ she tells me. Her movements are slow and leaden as she lumbers around the kitchen this morning as though exhaustion has rendered her incapable of moving her body properly. Last night, I had heard crying, muffled sobs into the pillow she’s taken to spraying liberally with sleep spray, but when I’d gently tapped on her bedroom door, stepped over the threshold into the lavender-scented room, the soft carpet swallowing my footsteps, Mum had feigned sleep.

It could be that it was a wrench leaving Mason. He’s like a grandson to her. Camilla another daughter. Or it could be something else entirely.

Him?

I need to broach the topic of who I thought I saw in case Mum has seen him too, in case that explains her weird behaviour, but I don’t think this is the right time, although I’m at a loss to know when will be.

Not when it could change everything.

Ruin everything.

The new life we’ve carefully built for ourselves suddenly seems paper-card fragile.

I hadn’t slept well either. Lying stiffly on my back as the hours slid by, listening to the traffic outside, tensing as headlights passed by the window, light and shadows creeping across the ceiling. My fingers gripping the edge of the duvet wondering who was in the cars driving by in the early hours.

What they wanted.

Who they wanted.

The cutlery drawer rattles as Mum yanks it open.

‘Why don’t you sit down? I can make you some breakfast,’ I offer.

‘I’m already on it.’

The smell of coffee, strong and dark, is the kickstart I need. I wrap my hands gratefully around the mug Mum pushes towards me; it has the words ‘World’s Best Daughter’ on it. I don’t think I am, even though I’ve spent years trying to make amends. It was a stocking filler last year. Mum had also bought one for Amy because, despite our age gap, despite everything, she’s always treated us the same.

Mum’s spreading golden honey carefully onto toast, reaching all the corners, the knife dripping sticky globules onto the table.

‘Here.’ She slides it across to me but I don’t have an appetite. While Mum pops two more slices of white bread under the grill I press my thumb against the crumbs around the rim of the plate but my mouth is dry and I cannot swallow them down.

I have to tell her.

‘Mum,’ I begin as she says, ‘Amy hasn’t surfaced yet? I remember when I used to be able to sleep through Sunday mornings.’

‘Oh to be thirteen again,’ I reply instinctively, stupidly, my eyes stinging with tears, even after all this time, remembering what had happened to me as a teenager, what I did. It’s a time period I never want to return to. I know I’m overemotional today because I’m tired and, in truth, scared, but this doesn’t stop my throat closing as unwanted memories tug at me.

But then I’m pulled to my feet by smoke spiralling from the grill, the smoke alarm shrilling.

While Mum plucks out the charred toast with two fingers, dropping it into the bin, I flap a red-and-white-chequered tea towel towards the plastic disc on the ceiling until the noise stops.

‘At least we know the alarm works.’ Mum rinses her fingers under the cold tap, wincing.

‘We know that from the landlord’s visit on Friday.’ I crack open the window, the breeze immediately splattering droplets of rain onto the sill. It isn’t the unseasonably cold morning air snaking into the kitchen that causes a shiver to dart down my spine but the thought of the landlord in my bedroom. Mum had called him to look at the leaky bathroom taps and he’d asked that while he was here could he carry out an inspection on the rest of the property?

Mum had rushed to Amy’s room to carefully peel her posters from the walls because, despite us paying an extortionate amount of rent every month for our home, it isn’t supposed to resemble one. The walls are devoid of picture hooks, painted magnolia, not the bright, patterned wallpaper we’d prefer.

In the kitchen, I had quickly hidden all traces of Marmalade, shoving his bowls into a Tesco bag at the back of the cupboard, shooing him from his favourite spot in the patch of late-afternoon sunlight that illuminates the window seat by the back door. We’d never intended on getting a pet but he’d showed up one day on the doorstep, ear torn, so thin his ribs were visible, and fixed us with pitiful eyes. He hadn’t been chipped, and I was worried if he’d gone to a shelter then nobody would adopt him. He wasn’t exactly pretty. Amy had fallen in love with him too and we’d tag-teamed Mum to break the rules, which I guess was unfair as we both know how Mum likes to abide by them.

After I had turned the polka-dot seat pads upside down to hide the ginger animal hair, I had leaned against the worktop, arms crossed, staring out at a sparrow with sharp claws curved around the feeder, pecking furiously at the fat balls.

‘At least he agreed we can sublet,’ Mum says.

I don’t answer. I’d felt violated when he was here somehow, and that’s the way I feel again now when I think of what’s to come.

‘Mum?’ I don’t want to be awkward because I owe so much – everything – to this strong and stoic woman who would lay down her life for her family if she had to, but I cannot prevent the thoughts in my head from spilling out of my mouth. ‘Are you sure about this lodger?’

It’s an effort to keep the whine from my voice, I am not eight years old anymore – Do we have to go to the dentist? The optician? The supermarket? – because although I am an adult now, regardless of my achievements, sometimes I fall into the role of a petulant child. Part of me had hoped that the landlord would refuse permission when Mum had asked him at the weekend whether we could rent out the room Camilla used to share with Mason, but he’d bared his yellowing teeth into a smile as he’d agreed, looking at Mum’s cleavage, not at her face.

Creep.

‘I am, but we don’t have to have someone else living here. I thought you were okay with this?’

Mum’s words are nuanced and although there is no pressure in them, I feel it pressing down on me regardless. After the bills are paid and the groceries bought, there isn’t much left over at the end of the month. I know the extra rent won’t be spent on luxuries. Mum wants to help out Camilla who doesn’t have anyone but us. This hasn’t explicitly been said but Mum worries about Camilla, worries about everyone. Even I have doubts about how Camilla will manage, living alone for the first time since she’s become a mum. The cost of raising a child, the cost of everything right now, is crazy. She had looked exhausted at the picnic yesterday. Her Etsy shop selling handmade jewellery is doing well but is it enough?

I’m only half-listening, drifting away, wondering what it might be like.

A stranger in our home.

My bare feet in the shower, standing where theirs have stood, in the residue of their soapy water.

Flakes of their dead skin, invisible on the mattress, the sheets. Their sweat soaking into the pillow.

Their eyes travelling over my drying underwear draped over the clotheshorse on the landing, once-white Bridget Jones pants and greying bras fraying at the strap.

An enquiring gaze sweeping over our family photos which are crammed onto every available surface, privy to our most intimate moments. Mum cradling a newborn Amy in a pale lemon blanket while I gazed in wonder at the new addition to our family. My first day at school, white socks bunched around my ankles, and later, Amy standing proudly outside the local primary, pigtails tied with bright red ribbons. The pictures of Dad have long since been removed but the ones of the three of us – the three musketeers, Mum calls us – remain constant. We’re so alike with our dark, unruly hair, our brown eyes.

Will the lodger judge us?

Me, for sometimes throwing things into the recycling tub without washing them out properly, Amy retrieving them, grumbling as she rinses tin cans clean. Lecturing me about the environment, which I do care about but admittedly, occasionally, I’m not as diligent as I could be. Amy, for her obsession with ancient crime shows on obscure channels, Cagney & Lacey, Dempsey and Makepeace, terrible hairstyles and terrible fashion and she loves everything about them. Mum, endlessly singing, tunelessly, most of the lyrics mixed up and back to front.

‘Jen?’ The sharpness in Mum’s voice brings me back to now. ‘Are you listening to a word I’m saying?’

‘Of course.’

‘It’ll be handy having a plumber here, won’t it? Saves calling the landlord if we have an emergency. I hope you like him when he comes later. Make sure you apologise for my absence. It’s a shame that he has to move out of his house in the eastern district, it sounds so nice, but—’

‘What? When’s he coming? Why am I the one meeting him?’

‘I’ve just explained all of this. He’s coming this afternoon. I’ve already met him and liked him. I want you and Amy to meet him too. Make sure you’re comfortable before he moves in.’

‘But where will you be?’

‘I’m popping up to see Uncle Donald,’ she says nonchalantly as though this is an everyday occurrence. It isn’t. Not when popping there means a three-hour round trip.

‘Is he sick?’ This is my immediate thought.

Mum seems to slump, pain flickering across her face. She gathers herself, straightening her spine. She shakes her head while rummaging in her bag, hair falling across her face, masking her expression.

‘Aunty Carol?’ Then an even worse thought slams into me. ‘Mum … are you ill?’

‘No. Aunty Carol’s fine. I’m fine. Everything’s fine.’

But nothing is fine and Mum is leaving and I haven’t even told her the thing I need to say, which gnaws away in the pit of my stomach.

‘Why don’t Amy and I come with you?’ I could do with a change of scene and I haven’t seen Uncle Don for ages.

‘Because the lodger is coming,’ Mum reminds me. ‘Taking a lodger isn’t a decision I’ve come to lightly. Not with you and Amy in the house, but I’ve checked out his references and they’re good. He’s paid a holding deposit but I can always give him that back.’ Mum runs through who she’s spoken to and what she’s found out as Amy shuffles into the kitchen on pink-unicorn-slippered feet. ‘If you really don’t like him then we’ll forget it, but if it’s just that you’re opposed to change then—’

‘Smoke alarm woke me up.’ Amy yawns. ‘I figured as no one came to rescue me the house isn’t actually on fire. Any Coco Pops?’

‘Good morning to you?’ Mum tries to plant a kiss on her head but Amy wriggles away, rolls her eyes at me in a she-still-thinks-we’re-babies way.

‘What do you think about us getting a lodger?’ Unfairly, I fish for back-up. We’ve never really needed a ‘them and us’, not even when Dad was around, but sometimes Amy and I fall into a team, united that yes, we do want pizza for dinner again, yes, we will look after a cat between us.

Amy shrugs. Stirring the cereal Mum had placed before her, the milk turning chocolatey around her spoon.

‘It’ll be cool. Someone else here. It’s too quiet without Camilla and Mason. Yesterday was fun at the forest.’

This is something we all agree on. It’s understandable that Camilla wants her own space, that Mason is too old now, at four, to share a bed with her – he’ll be starting school next year – but their absence stretches to every corner. The flattened patch of carpet that runs in front of the sideboard in the living room where Mason’s play mat used to be. As a baby he’d lie on it, wearing only a nappy, kicking his chubby legs, small hands reaching for the activity gym above his head, a mirror, a rattle, a dolphin that squealed, all dangling enticingly within reach. As a toddler he’d crouch on the mat on his haunches, vrooming cars across it. Despite our multiple hoovering efforts, the beige pile has not sprung back up.

I still find myself twisting sidewards in the hallway as I head for the front door, despite there now being space where the buggy used to be.

Camilla is only around the corner, we still see each other all the time, but then, like after the fish and chips last night, she leaves and it’s just not the same.

Perhaps I am not scared of change per se, but reluctant about it. Craving the familiarity because there was a time when everything was so overwhelming, so uncertain, that I relish the structure, the routine I have now. Without Camilla and Mason the shape of my world has changed and I need to adjust to the new form it’s taken.

‘I’m off now.’ Mum scoops her car keys from the hook by the back door. ‘Look after your sister.’ Mum pulls Amy in for a hug before she turns to me and says exactly the same thing. ‘Look after your sister.’ She wraps her arms around my neck. There’s no waft of hairspray the way there would be if it were a work day and she’d tried to tame her curls. Instead she smells of Mum, and I hold her forearms around me because suddenly, inexplicably, I don’t want to let her go. I have such a strong sense of foreboding. An unknown change hurtling towards me.

‘I don’t need a babysitter anymore, Mum.’ Amy wipes a dribble of milk from her chin with her sleeve. ‘What are you going to do with me when Jen moves out?’

Mum’s arms stiffen around me.

We both know why I haven’t moved out yet, why I won’t.

Why, however much I sometimes want to, I just can’t.

I close my eyes, picturing what I thought I saw yesterday.

Who I thought I saw.




Chapter 4

Sunday

jen

I’ve a sense of being trapped after Mum has left. Trapped inside of this house, unable to go out until the prospective lodger has come. Trapped by my own tumultuous thoughts.

‘Want to play a game?’ I ask Amy.

‘Nah. Maybe later.’ She stomps upstairs and I hear the door to her bedroom noisily close.

Welcome to the teenage years.

Yesterday at the forest it was great, but she has reached the age where she doesn’t always want to be around her family. That became apparent when, after qualifying two years ago, I had taken my first teaching post at Amy’s school. It wasn’t for her year group so I wasn’t expecting her to be so mortified.

‘You can’t teach at Sommerford!’ Revulsion had crossed Amy’s face and I had actually stepped backwards as though I’d been pushed. ‘You’re my sister. It’ll be totally embarrassing.’

‘I …’ I had trailed off. Not knowing what to say. Whether I should decline the position. There’d be other schools, perhaps not so close to home, but before I could formulate a response Mum had stepped in.

‘You should be proud of your sister, Amy, not embarrassed. Sommerford is a great school. It’s a really good opportunity for Jen.’

‘Suppose,’ Amy had said reluctantly and I had relaxed, but then when I’d been putting some laundry away in Amy’s room I had seen the open notebook on her desk. Her latest story, ‘The Mystery of Why My Sister Ruined My Life’, was about a girl whose sister became her teacher, and my stomach had dropped. Although, as an English teacher, I was usually proud of Amy’s imagination and her stories, all I had felt was an immense wave of hurt.

It had been tempting to confront Amy. To ask her how she thinks I had felt when, at a time other girls my age were experimenting with make-up and dates and hanging around shopping centres, I was dragged along to soft-play areas and farms. Seeing the way my friends stared at Mum pushing a buggy when we were out. Hearing them make jokes about how gross it was Mum having sex when she was ancient, and although now I’m in my mid-twenties I can see now that Mum being in her thirties when Amy came along wasn’t old at all. Still, the sniggering had stung at the time. But even when I had been embarrassed, I had never, not once, thought that Amy had ruined my life. Not when she was born. Not when Dad, unable to cope with an unplanned arrival, with another bout of middle-of-the-night feeds and nappy changing, had left.

I had taken that notebook to Mum, my eyes full of tears. ‘I have to turn down the job at Amy’s school.’

‘She’s just a child, she doesn’t mean it,’ Mum had said.

A shadow falls across the table. ‘I was just thinking of you,’ I say as Amy wanders back into the kitchen in her pyjamas.

‘What about me?’

‘Your reaction when I got the job at Sommerford.’

‘Yeah, sorry about that. I was a bit of a bitch.’

‘You don’t mind I teach there now?’

‘Nah. The boys voted you hottest teacher at the end of term. They’re all nice to me in the hope I’ll invite them around and they might get to see your bra or something. I know they’re not real friends though. It’s … What do you call it when Marmalade jumps on your lap because he wants something?’

‘Cupboard love.’

‘Yeah that. Basically, out for what they can get.’

I’ve showered and dressed when the doorbell chimes. By the time I reach the front door it’s open. Mason hurtling towards me with his arms spread wide. ‘Aunty Jen, Aunty Jen.’

I sweep him into my arms, hitch him onto my hip and smother his cheek with kisses. His mouth is stained red and he smells of strawberries and rain. His hair damp.

‘You’ve grown since yesterday. You’ve got even heavier.’ I bend my knees sharply, pretending to drop him. He shrieks with laughter but then, spotting Amy over my shoulder, wriggles to be free. ‘Amy, Amy. Look at my Thomas the Tank Engine shoes. They flash when I run!’

‘Show me,’ Amy encourages, even though she has – we all have – seen them umpteen times before. They pound upstairs together.

Camilla is shimmying out of her raincoat, tugging off her wellies.

‘You don’t have to ring the bell before you let yourself in, you know?’ I say. ‘You okay?’

Camilla’s eyes are circled with deep violet bags. Her hair is unbrushed, scraped back into a ponytail.

‘I didn’t sleep too well.’

‘Coffee?’

‘All of it, please.’ In the kitchen, she says, ‘I was hoping to talk to your mum. I tried calling several times but she’s not answering her phone.’

Mum is usually glued to her phone unless she’s with clients of course. She’s so dedicated to her job she even has her work calls forwarded to her personal mobile. She isn’t good at setting boundaries.

‘She’s driving right now. She’s gone to see Uncle Don. She left about an hour ago, should be there soon.’

Camilla’s face crumples, her eyes filling with tears.

‘Hey,’ I thread my fingers through hers, ‘what is it?’ I wait, noticing the tremble of Camilla’s lip while she tries to compose herself.

‘It’s nothing.’

‘Admit it.’ I gently let go of her hand, holding mine up, palm facing her. It’s our way of calling each other out, stemming from our first year in secondary school. The art teacher had accused Camilla of hiding some craft supplies. She’d concocted an elaborate, implausible story of why it couldn’t have been her.

‘Camilla Hernandez, are you being deliberately mendacious?’ Miss had asked.

‘Yes.’ Camilla had replied and immediately got detention.

‘I thought she meant tenacious,’ she had told me later. ‘Why couldn’t she have just asked if I was lying?’

‘Would you have admitted it?’

‘Not to her, no.’

‘But to me?’ It had seemed imperative that I knew she would always be truthful because our friendship was brand new and there had already been so many lies in my life.

‘I’ll always admit everything to you.’ She had solemnly held up her hand as she had made that vow and I had pressed my palm to hers. ‘I did hide some of the supplies but only because I knew we were supposed to be making necklaces for our mums and I didn’t want to because I don’t have one.’

‘You can share mine,’ I had immediately said and, over the years, she had.

Now, I can feel the warmth of her hand while I wait for her to answer.

‘Okay. There is something wrong.’ It then falls out in a garbled rush. ‘I’m so bloody tired. Mason’s sleep has regressed and I don’t know whether it’s moving out of here that’s unsettled him. Although he’s dry in the day, he doesn’t always go through the night anymore, and he’s awake so many times that even when he’s asleep, I’m lying there waiting for him to wake again and tell me he wants the toilet. Melissa was so good settling him last night after his stories, but the minute she went home he was up again. I was hoping she might have some good advice.’

‘It’ll pass. It’s just a stage.’ I’m out of my depth. What do I possibly know about raising a child on my own? I can’t give her the answers she needs, but I can offer her a break. ‘Why don’t you leave Mason here? Have some time to yourself. I can drop him off tomorrow, sometime before lunch. It’s teacher training day but I’ve only got to go in for a couple of hours and then there’s an online thing I can do from home. Amy will be around if you want him to stay for dinner so you could have the whole day?’

I notice her hesitation, understand why. ‘You’re a wonderful mum but everyone needs a rest sometimes. You must have some commissions to be getting on with?’ Camilla’s bespoke jewellery is stunning. She’d love her own physical shop and is steadily growing her business hoping to achieve that. She’s built such a good reputation already through online reviews.

‘I do have a fair few orders with Christmas coming up but I don’t know about leaving Mason. I don’t know if I can bear to be without him. We’ve never spent a night apart before.’

‘We’re only five minutes away if he needs you.’

‘But you look exhausted yourself, Jen. Are you all right?’

‘I’m fine,’ I lie.

My eyes meet hers. In mine is a plea. I want her to hold up her hand. Ask me to ‘admit it’ because I desperately need to talk to someone even though I’ve never told her about him, Andy, but she’s already turning away, calling upstairs to ask Mason if he wants to sleep over. Hugging me a thank-you as we finalise arrangements before trudging down the garden path. Shoulders rounded, hood pulled over her head.

The rain has picked up. I shiver. Close the door.

After lunch we play Twister. It’s Mason’s current favourite game. His arms and legs are so much shorter than ours so he tends to lie across the mat, stretching out to all corners. Spotify streams as we take our turns.

Once the album I had chosen ends, Mum’s go-to playlist – Eighties rock – blasts out. Mason begins to jump up and down to Bon Jovi’s ‘Livin’ on a Prayer’. ‘It doesn’t make a difference if we’re naked or not,’ he sings with sincerity. Amy and I collapse into laughter.

‘What’s funny?’ He tilts his head to one side.

‘Perhaps don’t learn lyrics from Aunty Lissa.’ Amy ruffles his hair.

Mason is in bed and Amy is watching Netflix in her room. The soft, saggy sofa sighs as I sink onto it, chilled glass of wine in hand, bowl
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