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And hereupon it was my mother dear Did bring forth twins at once, both me, and fear

Thomas Hobbes 1588–1679
English philosopher




PROLOGUE

My friends used to tell me that I had it all. And I used to say that that was a matter of opinion. To which they would roll their eyes and tell me not to be so modest – that it was plain to see that my life was charmed, like living inside a snow globe or a doll’s house.

Often on such occasions, and increasingly so that winter, I would fall silent.

Even snow globes and dolls’ houses were made by someone, I thought to myself. Behind the luxury, shimmer and plastic, there was labour.

I had worked so hard for everything. My friends knew this, which was why they could tease me about my gains. They had known me since school. Not the cleverest or the prettiest, I had always had my hand up, my head down, my ponytail screwed on tight. I had even kept a scrapbook – an eighties version of the modern vision board, where I stuck pictures of my life goals as a way of manifesting them.

I still have that scrapbook. It is somewhere in storage, out of sight. Perhaps if I had heeded it sooner, had turned its glue-wrinkled pages to see what it had been trying to tell me, then everything would have been all right.

But I didn’t. The scrapbook stayed where it was, and in my stomach that January there grew a sense of unease.

It was strongest when my friends were gathered, perhaps because this was the only opportunity that I had to stop and ponder. I found myself drifting in and out of focus, catching fragments of the conversation. My head was turned towards the world outside, watching the skeletal trees twitching in the cold afternoon wind. It felt as though something were about to happen, as though life were about to lose its balance and tip over.

During those reflective moments, I often thought of something my mother used to say about not making the gods jealous. I had never known what to do with this piece of advice. It didn’t seem very progressive or positive. It felt intrinsically female, the fear of being seen to have too much. Yet it had been repeated so often to me as a child that the warning had been heeded.

Or so I thought.

Had I known what was about to occur, I would have put down my coffee cup and run straight home. I would have turned the key in the lock and held my children close. I would have nailed the roof tighter and shuttered the windows and barred the door.

That’s the thing about dolls’ houses.

Anyone can reach inside.


PRELIMINARY MEETING

Monday 27 March, 2017

From outside, the building is daunting. I hesitate at the foot of the steps, but then the large door swings open and a man appears. It is clear, even without my staring, that he is devastated. His face is ashen; he is holding a tissue to his nose.

I stand aside for him, gripping the handrail, feeling myself become brittle with emotion.

I hadn’t thought that there would be others here like me. So personal, so life-changing, the experience feels unique. Like weddings or funerals, you don’t expect anyone else to be going through the same thing, let alone on the same day, in the time slot before or after yours.

I glance at my watch, my stomach shifting nervously. Behind me, normal life goes on – shoppers with designer bags, tourists taking selfies. I don’t want to leave them; even though it’s an illusion, for their lives are no more normal than mine. Still, I eye a passing shopper with envy. She isn’t having to do this.

Or maybe she is. Maybe she just doesn’t know it yet.

I turn back to the door, tell myself that I am being cowardly. I must go in.

I ascend the steps. The brass door knob is worn yet shiny. I push it and the door gives. Inside I am swallowed up by the warmth – by smiles, leather chairs, fresh orchids, brochures.

It’s not the receptionist’s fault, but I know that I will regret the day that I first saw her.

‘How can I help you?’ she says pleasantly.

‘My name’s Suzy Taylor,’ I say. ‘I have a twelve o’clock.’
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The February morning that we buried my mother was so cold, the six-foot hole awaiting her was laced with frost, like a greedy mouth rimmed with sugar.

I gazed up at the sky, yet its white glare made my eyes throb. There was nowhere else to look but at the elm coffin. I had opted for The Chiltern – simplistic, white gown, white satin interior. The brochure wording had sounded oddly bridal to me.

As they lowered her down, tiny snowflakes appeared, tumbling on to the elm casing as though a flower girl were scattering rose petals after my mother, another poignant echo of her wedding day.

I sniffed and Mike drew me closer, tipping me slightly off-kilter. I balanced myself against him, grateful for his being there. He was my tall, handsome rock in his black pea coat, not that anyone would have noted this. There were too few of us: Mike and I, and half a dozen of my mum’s elderly neighbours – white-haired, arthritic, dewdrops on noses.

The reverend began to speak in a quiet voice. The graveyard was silent, as though the deceased were listening in. One of the mourners was cupping his hand to his ear, his hearing aid whistling forlornly.

‘Our eyes, dear Lord, are wasted with grief, as we remember the life of Annie Stone. And we pray for her only kin, Suzy Taylor …’ The reverend raised his hand towards me in acknowledgement. ‘… That she may find comfort in You …’

I was her only kin and never before had I been so painfully aware of the fact.

I had tried hard to bolster the numbers for the funeral, but there just hadn’t been enough people to invite. And now it was clear for all to see: my mother’s life had been small, insignificant.

I took a gulp of air and reached for my tissues, finding that Mike had beaten me to it and was unfolding a baby-blue handkerchief. I held the handkerchief to my face, inhaling the comforting scent of laundered cotton.

I was thankful then that my children were at school. Some people believed that children belonged at funerals. Perhaps I did too, just not today, not here. My distress would have scared and disturbed them. I had been doing my best to contain my grief at home, limiting it to after lights out; keeping it all together had been the hardest part of everything I’d experienced of late.

My mother would have done the same thing. I had learnt from the best.

I pressed the handkerchief into the sockets of my eyes, catching the tears before they fell. I was trying not to picture my mother inside the coffin – her floral socks, oversized knickers. No one ever talked about the details, forewarned you. It had come as a shock that I was to decide what to dress her in. Bra or no bra? That one decision had floored me. In the end, I had chosen no bra. Above all, I wanted my mum to be comfortable.

As the reverend said his closing prayers, I was thinking of the list of wording suggestions for the headstone. It was another awful choice, one that I had been advised to postpone. Yet it was bothering me nonetheless. I was convinced that the first item on the list of suggestions wasn’t even legitimate but planted there just for me.

Resting where no shadows fall.

I was being paranoid, I knew.

‘All right, my love?’ Mike squeezed my hand. He looked cold, his lips tinged lilac. I glanced about me, saw that the ceremony was over. The mourners were beginning to shuffle away. We had organised a wake of sorts in the village hall – tea and biscuits.

‘Do you need a minute?’ Mike said, reaching down to wipe a tear from my cheek.

‘Please,’ I said.

I’m not sure how long I stood there with Mike beside me. I wasn’t looking at the hole in the earth, but at the yew trees lining the graveyard. They were utterly still, sentry-like. My mother had loved trees. She used to say that trees and children were the most beautiful things in the world, that they made it all worthwhile.

‘Bye, Mum,’ I said, my throat swelling painfully. I didn’t stop the tears now, couldn’t have caught them had I tried.

If there was something else that I could have done to offer her comfort, I would have done it then. If I could have slipped the sun beside her to keep her warm or sprinkled her with stars to give her light, I would have.

But there was nothing more I could do.

I was turning away, when something caught my eye. I stared at the dark corner of the graveyard where the yew trees grew. The area was overgrown, with headstones leaning amongst the long grass as though bending back to talk to each other.

I had thought that something or someone was there. But it was nothing; a cat perhaps, or someone tending to a grave who had vanished through the back gate.

We left, our feet clipping on the concrete path. Each step felt as though I were being pulled away from my mother. It felt unnatural, like deliberately going in the wrong direction.

I could see her waiting for me by the school gate, stirring supper on the stove. I could see her tickling me, tucking me into bed.

I could see her thin wrists, her freckles, the telltale salty streaks of dried tears under her eyes.

‘You were a good daughter, Suzy,’ Mike said. ‘That must have meant a great deal to her.’

I nodded, too heavy-hearted to reply.

We walked the rest of the way to the village hall in silence, Mike’s arm around me. As we pulled open the door and a gust of warmth air-kissed our cheeks, I felt my stomach churn once more with doubt, misgivings.

I hadn’t wanted a burial for my mother. We hadn’t discussed the subject in the past. I had just assumed that she would want to be cremated as it felt like the softer way to go. Her written request for a burial had surprised me.

I didn’t have to adhere to it, could have overruled it. Yet I hadn’t wanted to do that either.

So, a burial it was. But why? My mum hadn’t been a traditionalist, a church-goer. Why would she have wanted to be incarcerated in the cold, deep earth?

This question had niggled at me throughout the funeral and the grey days that followed.

And then, within only a handful of weeks, the answer came to me.

You had to be truly frightened in order to understand the appeal of burial. To my mother, going underground must have felt like the safest place to be.
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My four-year-old daughter liked to play with her vintage paper doll set just inside our front door. On that particular Wednesday morning, I slipped ungracefully on a paper dress.

‘Mummee!’ Ruby said. ‘Look what you’ve done!’

‘Sorry, poppet,’ I said. ‘I’ll iron it later.’

‘Iron it?’ Ruby said, wrinkling her nose.

‘Yes. You can iron anything.’

‘Even snails?’

I smiled. One week after the funeral, my smiles were still tight, pulled on my eyes. ‘No. Not snails …’ I raised my voice: ‘Jakey?’

‘Are you painting today?’ Ruby said.

‘Yes.’

‘Can I help after school?’

‘P’raps not,’ I said, tugging her skirt straight. ‘You don’t want to get paint on your uniform, do you?’

‘No,’ she said. ‘Maybe just a flapchat then.’

Flapchat was Ruby’s way of saying flapjack. Valinna was her favourite cupcake at my deli. I sometimes made them just so I could hear her say it.

‘Jake?’ I called again, buttoning up my coat. I hadn’t looked outside yet, but it seemed very dark.

There was a rustle in the doorway and Jake appeared, eyes downcast. When he was lost in a book, heaven help the rest of us.

‘I’ve got to go,’ I said. ‘Can you watch Ruby whilst Daddy’s in the shower … Jake?’

‘Huh?’ He gazed at me, blinking. He was tall for eight years old and dark like his father. Ruby was fair, like me. My friends said that we looked like a catalogue family.

‘Please watch Ruby for a moment,’ I said, kissing his forehead. ‘I’ll see you later, sweetheart.’

‘OK,’ he said, but was reading again.

‘Well, I’m off,’ I said, picking up my work holdall which was bulging with Tupperware and paperwork.

Mike appeared then, calling out to me. ‘Wait a sec, Suzes.’ He was coming down the stairs, towel around his waist, steam rising from his shoulders.

He halted before me. ‘Let me know if you need anything,’ he said, kissing me on the lips.

‘Will do,’ I said. ‘Bye then, everyone.’

And I left the house, going out into the jaundiced fog that had been hanging around the street for several days now.

That morning, as I walked down the hill to work, I didn’t feel entirely alone.

I didn’t believe in ghosts, not even now. There were things that I would have asked my mother were she to appear, but I didn’t think that was going to happen. I was forty and the years had somehow passed in silence, with my questions unspoken.

All the administration work surrounding her death had been completed, aside from clearing her apartment, a job that I would defer as long as possible. Everything about my mum was contained in that tiny space, as though she were homeless at heart.

I shivered, glancing about me as I continued on my way. It was so quiet, so still, I could hear a milk float purring along a neighbouring street, out of sight, bottles softly clinking. A rural city in the main, Bath was set in the base of a valley. It wasn’t unusual to encounter moments of silence within it, even in the centre, in its deepest pouches. At this hour, you could easily find yourself alone.

As I turned the corner on to the high street, I caught sight of my shop and felt my spirits lift. A beam of sunshine had struggled through the fog and was highlighting the new sign: THE BIG LITTLE DELI. It used to be just THE LITTLE DELI, two doors down. The old place looked lonely now, windows whitewashed, sign removed.

As I unlocked the door of the new premises, pausing on the threshold to take in the sight of the dust sheets, paint cans and cardboard boxes, I realised that for the first time in weeks I felt hopeful, happy.

That night when I arrived home, I was weary, my body aching.

I was just unlocking the door, pushing it open with my hip, when I stopped. I could smell smoke.

I set my bag down on the floor, looking about me. Mike and the children weren’t back yet from Ruby’s ballet class. The house was silent, a freeze-frame of activity, Jake’s sweater spreadeagled on the floor, Ruby’s paper dolls by my feet.

As I crouched down to pick up the doll set, I noticed something lying on the floor underneath the sideboard. Reaching forward into the cobwebs, I pulled out a red Rizla wrapper.

I set the wrapper on my palm and stared at it.

A sudden draught made me shiver. I had left the front door open. Behind me, the fog was yellow, shifting underneath the street lights.

I closed the door, lost in thought. How had the smoke and the wrapper got there?

Perhaps someone had been smoking whilst making a delivery earlier. They had dropped the wrapper and it was swept indoors by feet or the wind.

I didn’t have time to dwell on the matter. Mike was going out tonight with old friends from the police force. I scrunched the wrapper up and went downstairs to the kitchen to start making dinner.

When Mike and the children arrived home, it was later than expected so our meal was rushed. Mike kissed us goodbye and headed out again, telling me not to wait up.

Naturally, I did wait up. I always found it hard not to.

After settling the children down for the night, I got into bed with a cup of tea and a bundle of paperwork.

By the time Mike returned, I was yawning over my diary.

‘Did you have a good time?’ I asked, putting the diary aside to look at him. I liked watching him undress. Ten years of marriage hadn’t changed that.

‘Not bad,’ he replied, unbuttoning his shirt. ‘Just the usual.’ He noticed then that I was watching him. ‘What?’ he said, tossing his jeans onto the chaise longue.

‘Nothing,’ I said, smiling.

He had recently turned fifty but didn’t look it. Forced to retire from the police seven years ago because of a leg injury, relegation had kept him young, determined as he was to stay in shape.

He pulled back the bedcovers, got into bed. ‘How come you’re so awake?’ he asked.

‘Not sure.’ I glanced at the diary. ‘Did you know it’s …?’

‘Mufti day tomorrow?’ he said. ‘Yep.’ He yawned. ‘All sorted.’

‘Thanks, honey,’ I said, kissing him.

I felt like welling up with gratitude but didn’t. If I had cried every time Mike did something without my asking, I’d have been crying all the time. I knew how priceless he was as our stay-at-home dad. And if I ever forgot this, my friends would soon remind me.

‘’Night then, love,’ he said, kissing me before rolling over, taking a handful of duvet with him.

‘’Night.’ I lay still for a moment, gazing at his back. ‘Mike, did we have any deliveries today?’

‘No,’ he said into his pillow.

‘No one called round? Not a door-to-door salesman, oddjob man or anyone?’

‘No.’ He rolled over to face me again. ‘Why?’

‘Just that I found a Rizla wrapper. And I smelt smoke.’

‘Smoke? Where?’ He rested his head on his elbow, frowned.

‘Inside the hallway.’ I gazed at him. ‘Have you been smoking?’

He laughed. ‘What? I’ve never smoked in my life!’

‘Then who?’ I said.

‘I dunno. Jake?’

‘Jake?’ I said. ‘He’s eight!’

‘Not Ruby,’ he said, in mock alarm.

‘Glad to see you’re taking it seriously then,’ I said, hitting his arm lightly.

‘There’s nothing to take seriously. It’s just a freak incident. The wind changed direction … some kid having a sneaky smoke in next door’s garden … It’s nothing.’ He patted my waist. ‘Get some sleep.’

I sighed, reached for the bedside lamp, then lay down, staring into the darkness.

Mike was probably right. It was a freak incident. So why was it troubling me?

I changed position in agitation, the mattress bouncing.

That was one of the biggest challenges of grief – the way it addled the heart, stirred up the past until it was cloudy. Since my mother’s death, I had replayed almost every moment that I could recall spending with her, going back to my early years.

And in those early years, I could see the red Rizlas, my father’s fingers dexterously rolling cigarettes, his eyes screwed up against the smoke.

I had used the smoke as my official reason not to draw near, rather than confess to the dread and revulsion that I had felt just being in the same room as him.

‘You still thinking about that Rizla wrapper?’ Mike said.

‘’Course not,’ I said.

And I closed my eyes.


PRELIMINARY MEETING

Monday 27 March, 2017

‘Take a seat, Mrs Taylor,’ the receptionist says. ‘Mr Cassidy will be right with you.’ She turns back to her screen and begins to type impressively quickly.

I look about me. There are four leather tub chairs in a row, each with their own small table. The set-up feels both intimate and alienating, suggesting that many people come through this way, yet the experience is acutely solitary.

You have your own table, your own chair, your own turmoil.

I sit in the nearest chair and pick up a magazine with no intention of reading it.

The typing noise is agitating me. It’s so fast, so clicky. I wish it would stop.

I consult my watch. Mr Cassidy is running late. I keep my eye on the white door that will surely open any minute now.

No one comes or goes. I tap my foot, flick through the pages of the magazine.

The door doesn’t open until twenty past twelve. When I see Mr Cassidy coming towards me, I feel perspiration break out on my top lip.

Am I sure about this? I glance at the front door, wondering if it’s not too late to slip back outside with no harm done.

But Mr Cassidy is standing before me.

He will be used to shaking clammy hands; I need not worry about this.

He shakes my hand so heartily that the motion jangles my shoulder. He is tall, with a bald head and glasses so thick that his pupils are tiny dots. The effect is menacing, but he cannot help this. He is smiling, doing his best to reassure me.

‘Shall we?’ he says, pointing to the white door.
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On the Friday, three days before the deli was set to open, I went into work early to meet with a new supplier.

The day ahead was easy enough, but I was feeling jittery. My mother’s death had unsettled me in ways that hadn’t materialised yet. It was like waiting for something to hatch from an unidentifiable egg.

My friend, Helen, would have said that grief had knocked my chakras out of alignment. I wasn’t sure that I knew what chakras were, but I did feel vulnerable and my inclination was to slow down and keep my children close.

Doing the latter would be easier now. I had installed a book corner in the new deli with Jake and Ruby in mind. They had helped me to furnish it and now whenever I caught sight of Jake’s rowing boat bookcase, I felt a pang of happiness.

Part of the reason for upsizing was to incorporate children – mine and others – into the business more effectively. Not only would I be able to spend more time with Jake and Ruby, but hopefully the move would also prove profitable given the amount of families that came this way every day just after three o’clock.

The new supplier that I was meeting with that morning made vegan quiches from home. We had been talking for some time when I realised that I hadn’t asked her how she proposed to make her quiche vegan.

The secret was chickpea flour mixed with water to make the fluffy filling. Evidently, I wouldn’t be able to tell the difference. This sounded terrific, so I agreed to a trial run.

I saw the supplier out and was just crouching down to undo a cardboard box, when someone tapped me on the shoulder.

I gasped, jumped up. Nicole was standing there, trying not to laugh.

‘Crikey,’ I said, hand to heart. ‘You gave me a scare!’

‘Sorry, hun,’ Nicole said. ‘I didn’t mean to.’ She pushed her dark hair from her eyes to gaze around the room. ‘Wow. The place looks amazing.’

‘It’s getting there,’ I said.

She went to the book corner, picked up one of the velvet cushions and held it to her face. ‘These are cute. Did Ruby choose them?’

‘Yep,’ I said.

‘And Spiderman,’ she said, pointing at the wall motif. ‘For Mike?’

‘You’ve guessed it.’ We both laughed.

Sometimes it felt as though I had spent my whole life laughing and mucking about with Nicole. We had met on our first day at senior school and had got on well from the outset. I was more studious than her; she was prettier than me – beautiful. Together, we were the perfect woman.

‘Got time for a coffee?’ I asked.

‘Better not,’ she said, glancing at her phone. Then she smiled at me excitedly. ‘Nervous?’

‘A little,’ I said.

‘Well, you’re bound to be. But really, it’s the same as before, just bigger … Isn’t that your motto in life anyhow?’

‘Yeah, right,’ I said, rolling my eyes.

Nicole often made little jokes about my have-it-all lifestyle. I let her get away with it, didn’t mind, because she had had a hard time of it over the past decade. She was a single mum to nine-year-old Zack and didn’t suit the role too well, like an extrovert being forced to work in solitary confinement. A property valuer for an estate agent, she liked being part of a team – still missed her serial-cheating ex-husband.

Seen through her eyes, I did appear to have rather a lot, especially given the fact that I had Mike close at hand to help. I did feel guilty about this sometimes, until I reminded myself that it had taken a horrific car crash and several complicated leg operations to bring this good fortune about.

Still, when the subject arose with Helen and Donna, our two other friends from school, they agreed with Nicole: I was blessed indeed.

There was no use arguing. Besides, it was just a bit of fun – the sort of banter that only old friends could get away with.

‘You’d better get going,’ I said, kneeling on the floor to undo a box of cappuccino cups. ‘Leo will be here in his shorts in a minute and won’t want you ogling him.’

Nicole, along with many of my customers, fancied handsome Leonardo. Hailing from Florence, he was working for me before moving on to something more ambitious. I was making the most of my time with him because he was a gifted baker and nonchalant. I was calm under pressure, but Leo’s composure was celestial.

Yeah, Nicole liked to say – calm, celestial. That’s what most springs to mind about Leo.

‘And here he is …’ she said, as the doorbell tinkled and Leo appeared in his running gear, his forehead glistening with sweat.

‘Morning, ladies,’ he said, going straight downstairs to shower.

Nicole was smirking at me. Then she consulted the time on her phone again. ‘Whoops. Gotta go … You sure you’re all right?’

‘’Course,’ I said. ‘Why wouldn’t I be?’

‘I dunno …’ She gazed at the box in my arms, as though the answer lay in my chinaware. ‘Well, look after yourself. I’ll be in on Monday to toast the new place.’

‘Thank you,’ I said, kissing her goodbye.

Then I went outside to the back of the shop to break boxes down. I was in the middle of doing so, was lost in stamping and snapping cardboard, when someone spoke from behind me.

‘Oh, my goodness!’ I said, swinging round to see Leo standing there. ‘Leo! You scared me.’

He shrugged. ‘You want this where?’ he said, a painting of David Bowie propped on his hip.

‘In the side room, please,’ I said. ‘Next to Blondie.’

‘Righty-ho.’

Within several minutes, he returned. ‘And this?’ he said, holding up an angel figurine on a silver thread.

‘Above the front door, please,’ I said. ‘It’s to protect us … Just a silly little superstition of mine.’

‘I understand,’ he said coolly. And disappeared.

By five o’clock, our work was done. Leo had left for the day and I was on my own. We had aired the building to banish paint fumes and now it was chilly inside. I wrapped my arms around me and walked through the rooms, taking a moment to admire the details.

Lit only by the string of fairy lights behind the counter, the deli felt enchanted. The book corner was waiting for its tiny visitors; the row of high chairs was waiting for even smaller guests. In the adjoining room, the regulars would eat in peace, whilst still enjoying the busyness of the main space. And in the front side room, with its oak dining tables and glass ceiling lamps, the workers who had dashed in formerly for takeouts would now be able to sit down with clients to do business.

The Big Little Deli would be many things to many people, not least of all to Mike, my children and me.

And the thought of my family made me want to lock up and start the weekend.

As I hurried up the hill to home, I barely noticed the steep, habitual incline. On my left were Georgian apartments with door wreaths still in place from Christmas and front rooms where televisions were talking seemingly to themselves.

The road evened out now and our house came into view.

From this distance, the house looked toy-like, as though the roof and shutters could be fitted on and off with a satisfying click of plastic. It was a Grade II listed building with original fireplaces and vaults – uncannily similar to the dream home that I had glued wishfully into my scrapbook as a teenager.

Our front gate had been left open. Ruby normally liked to close it with a loud twang. Tonight, she wouldn’t have bothered because she would have been stroppy about having to go to Jake’s football training.

I was smiling about this, when I spotted a toy on the railings of a neighbour’s house several doors along from ours. A child must have dropped the toy and someone had set it on the railings for safe keeping.

As I drew parallel with it, I stopped, stared.

It was a knitted monkey in blue and white, with a chunky red ‘1’ that looked like a squashed heart on its chest. My father had brought me back an identical toy from a business trip to France many, many years before.

I had never liked that monkey. Not only had it seemed male and unrelatable, but my father had gifted it to me in compensation for an especially rough episode at home.

How could there be a toy – so unique, so loaded with meaning – just sitting there on the railings like that, near my house?

I continued to walk slowly, distractedly, glancing back at the toy. I couldn’t get over it, was trying to explain it to myself in a way that sounded plausible. But really, it was just a coincidence.

I glanced over my shoulder and then all around me to check that I was alone. It certainly seemed that way and, as if to exaggerate the sense of loneliness, from somewhere above me a bird began to caw plaintively.

Opening the front door of my home, I saw that there was a piece of junk mail lying on the welcome mat. I bent to pick it up, my scarf swinging in front of my face. Pushing the scarf aside, I peered at the leaflet.

Experience the Lake of Lights at Talkin Tarn Country Park, near Carlisle, Cumbria.

I gazed at those last two words in disbelief. Then I turned the leaflet over, read the other side.

Talkin Tarn will be transformed with hundreds of lights on the surface of the lake. Why not come along and personalise a light to remember a deceased loved one?

What on earth was this doing here, so far from home?

I set the leaflet down on the sideboard, catching sight of myself in the hallway mirror. I was gaunt from grief, my cheekbones angular in the gloomy light.

I took a moment to inhale deeply, to pull myself together. There was no need to be melodramatic. So, I had found a Rizla wrapper, and a toy that looked like an old one of mine; and now a piece of junk mail that happened to originate from my childhood home.

So what?

Grief was turning my head backwards, that was all.

I decided not to think any more of it.

I went to the kitchen to make a cup of tea, which I took back upstairs to the sitting room, with its magnificent view of the eastern slopes of the city. I couldn’t see much at this time of night, only a multitude of lights in the dark, but it was surprising how comforting seeing all those lights could be.

I tried to relax on the sofa, grabbing a few precious moments of rest. Yet I couldn’t shift the sense of unease that was creeping across my skin, as though I had just watched a horror film.

My tea became cold and the night sky blackened as my thoughts grew darker.

So, when I heard a sudden movement behind me, I jumped, spilling my tea.

It was the children. They came running into the room, jumping on to my lap, full of chatter about goals, KitKats, Radio 1 tunes – talking all at once, smelling of winter, their noses red, Ruby’s hair crackling with static.

I asked them to go upstairs and start running their bath, whilst I went to find Mike, who was kicking off his boots in the hallway.

My gaze fell on the junk mail, which was lying where I had left it on the sideboard. ‘How did it go?’ I said.

‘Good,’ he said. ‘Jake’s really coming along.’

‘That’s great,’ I said.

As Mike moved away to hang his coat up in the cloakroom, I plucked up the leaflet and slipped it into my pocket.

‘Just going upstairs to bath the kids,’ I called out.

‘OK, love,’ he called back.

In the bathroom, I ripped the leaflet up and dropped it into the bin. The bin squealed as I took my foot off the pedal and then snapped shut.
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The next day, Saturday, was one of those sunny days in winter that couldn’t go to waste. We decided to make the most of it and go for a walk along the canal, setting off from our house on foot. As we passed our neighbour’s railings, I noted with some relief that the toy monkey had gone.

We walked down the hill to the high street, towards the deli. ‘Is it ready, Mummy?’ Ruby said, skipping alongside me.

‘Yes, sweet pea. It is,’ I said, glancing in the deli windows as we passed by.

‘It looks so pretty,’ Ruby said.

‘Mummy’s clever, isn’t she?’ Mike said, taking my hand.

‘Are we going to be multimillionaires?’ Jake asked. He was kicking a tennis ball along the pavement, unable to see the point of walking without a ball.

‘No, Jake,’ I said. ‘Not selling quiche we’re not.’

‘Just well fed,’ Mike said.

When we had gone some twenty yards along the canal path, Ruby pulled on my arm and stopped. ‘Is this going to be a long walk?’ she asked.

‘Yes, it is,’ Mike said frankly.

I pulled a foil packet of brownies from my pocket. ‘Would this help?’

‘Yes, Mummy!’ Ruby said, jumping up and down. Jake stopped kicking his ball, looked over in interest.

‘You shouldn’t have to bribe her,’ Mike told me.

‘No,’ I said. ‘But it makes for a nicer walk. Want one?’

He sighed, took a brownie and we continued on our way, chewing, the afternoon sun on our backs.

There were no tantrums, tears or fights that day. Everything went smoothly, as it did every once in a while. I could not have been more rested by the time Mike and I headed up to bed.

‘Wasn’t today just perfect?’ I said, as we settled down to sleep.

‘Yep,’ he said drowsily, putting his arm around me. ‘Love you.’

‘Love you too.’

I nestled against his chest, the faint scent of sandalwood from his cologne lulling me to sleep, when a sudden noise made me jump.

It was Jake, coughing upstairs. He suffered from asthma and was prone to a winter cough that, left unchecked, would morph into a nasty chest infection.

I threw off the bedcovers. ‘Where are you going?’ Mike said.

‘Jake’s coughing,’ I said. ‘Didn’t you hear him?’

‘No,’ he said. ‘He’s fine.’

‘I’ll check on him, just in case.’

Mike yawned, plumped his pillow. An excellent father, it still amazed me – his ability to be so blasé about his children’s well-being, especially if sleep were being compromised.

I opened the door, entered the darkness, grappling for the light switch before ascending the narrow staircase to the children’s room.

I pushed open their bedroom door and stood looking about me. After a few moments, the toadstool nightlight afforded me enough light to see the children’s faces.

Jake began to cough again and I glanced about for his inhaler, recalling that it was in the kitchen, three flights of stairs down.

I set off downstairs, flicking on light switches as I went.

By the time I was in the kitchen, barefoot on the cold floor, the wind rattling the window panes, I didn’t feel quite so brave. I was intending to turn out the lights and run back upstairs, when I noticed something lying on the counter by the back door.

I approached hesitantly.

I could read the words even though they were upside down, could see the image of the lake with its floating candles.

‘Mike!’ I called.

He wouldn’t be able to hear me. I picked up the leaflet and hurried upstairs, taking two steps at a time, still calling for Mike.

By the time I got to the next floor, he was coming down the stairs. ‘What’s going on?’

We met on the landing. I held the leaflet out. ‘Did you put this in the kitchen?’ I said.

‘What is it?’

‘A tourist flyer … for Cumbria.’

‘Cumbria?’ He frowned. ‘Why–?’

‘It came through our door yesterday and I ripped it up and put it in the bin. So, why’s it still here?’

He scratched his head. ‘Does it matter?’

‘Well, I think it’s a bit strange, that’s all.’

‘I see,’ he said. ‘And is that it?’

He meant – was there anything other than a piece of junk mail that we needed to discuss in the middle of the night?

‘Um,’ I said. ‘Yes … Sorry.’

He stared at me for a moment, before heading back upstairs.

‘I’ll ask the children if they know anything about it,’ I said, following him.

He stopped, turned to look at me. ‘Not now?’

‘No, silly,’ I said. ‘In the morning.’

Back in Jake’s room, I shook his shoulder, eased him upright. His eyelids were heavy, but he sounded wheezy. I had done the right thing, waking him up to take his inhaler.

For one moment, I was tempted to ask him about the leaflet.

But I didn’t. And I was proud of myself for that.

I was the first to rise the next morning. I put a pot of coffee on and whisked up a pancake batter, watching the bubbles pop as I fried spoonfuls in a griddle pan. Like most of the rooms on this side of the house, there was an attractive view from the kitchen of the surrounding hills. Spring wasn’t with us yet, but there were signs in the garden of its imminent arrival. It was raining lightly – very straight rain, since there was little wind. One hill beyond was lit with an intense patch of sunshine.

Ruby appeared on the kitchen steps, sniffing the air. ‘Are you making pancakes?’

‘Yes,’ I said, before kissing her good morning.

‘How super!’ Ruby had picked up this phrase from school and had been saying it a lot lately. She sat down at the table, her hair flicked neatly over her shoulders. She always looked immaculate, even in her nightie.

‘Rubes …’ I said, picking up the leaflet and holding it before her. ‘I don’t suppose you put this in the kitchen yesterday, did you?’

She cast an eye over it. ‘Nope,’ she said.

Jake appeared then in his Liverpool FC pyjamas, hair stuck on end.

‘How about you, love?’ I said, showing him the leaflet. ‘Have you seen this before?’

He rubbed his eyes. ‘No,’ he said. ‘Why?’

‘It’s nothing,’ I said, returning to the stove.

Mike came up behind me. ‘Happy now?’ he said, kissing the back of my neck.

‘No,’ I said. ‘Still no idea how the leaflet got there.’

‘One of life’s little mysteries. Let it go. We’ve got too many other things to worry about.’ And he turned away, satisfied that the matter had been dropped.

I would have left it at that too. As a working mum, a business-owner, I didn’t have time to overanalyse things.

But then I went outside with the food scraps for recycling and came to a sudden halt.

There, in front of me, on the railings that fenced off the patio area, was the toy monkey.

‘Mike?’ I called.

He appeared, blinking at the bright light. ‘What?’

‘Look,’ I said, trying to point to the toy with my chin. Mike didn’t follow the gesture, took the food parcel from me instead and dropped it into the bin.

Jake poked his head out of the back door. ‘When are we eating, Mummy?’

‘I’ll be there in one sec,’ I said. He retreated indoors.

‘What’s up?’ Mike said, returning.

I stared at the toy. ‘Someone’s messing with me.’

‘Hey? What do you mean?’

‘Leaving things lying around, things that only mean something to me.’

‘Like what?’

‘Like that,’ I said, pointing to the monkey.

Mike turned to look. ‘That ugly thing? What is it?’

‘A stuffed toy. It was out in the street yesterday. And now it’s here. How do you explain that?’

‘Mummy!’ Ruby shouted from the kitchen. ‘Can we start the pancakes?’

‘Be right there!’ I shouted back. ‘It’s not just the toy,’ I said, lowering my voice. ‘There was the Rizlas and the smoke and that junk mail from Cumbria … What if someone’s creeping about the house?’

‘What?’ he said. ‘Why? How would they even get in?’

‘I don’t know. But my father used to smoke red Rizlas and I used to live in Cumbria, plus I had a toy monkey just like that one. You’ve got to admit – that’s quite a few coincidences in the space of a—’

‘Your father? What’s he got to do with this? When did you last see him, even? Thirty–?’

‘Thirty-four years ago.’

‘Well, then I’m confused,’ he said, folding his arms.

‘Maybe someone wants me to think about him, Mike. All these clues lead to him.’

He smiled sympathetically then, placing his hands on my shoulders. ‘Look … Maybe you’re the one who wants to think about him. You’ve just lost your mum. It’s only natural to be a bit sentimental.’

‘No,’ I said. ‘It’s not that. I don’t feel sentimental at all. Especially not about him.’

‘And why is that?’ he said.

I looked back at him, opened my mouth to reply and hesitated, my cheeks colouring.

Beyond Mike, I could see the monkey gaping at me, taunting me behind his back.

‘Because he left us,’ I said. ‘I hated him for that.’

He nodded. ‘Then there’s no reason to believe that anyone would want you to think about him, is there?’

My face flushed a deeper red.

If that version of events were true then yes, that would have been a fair assumption to make.

But it wasn’t true. My father hadn’t left my mother and me. Far from it.

I would have loved to have told Mike the secret then that I had kept all my life and throughout our marriage. But when you had stayed silent about something for so long, it became easier to maintain the silence rather than shatter it and possibly everything else around you in the process.

Mike had always looked at me with love. Even now, with my eyes squinting horribly in the sunlight, he was looking at me as though I were beautiful.

I couldn’t bear for him to ever look at me differently.

Nothing would take his love from me – not a stuffed monkey, a Rizla wrapper, or junk mail about a morbid lake.

‘You’re right,’ I said, looking up at Mike. ‘It’s my grief, playing tricks on me … Come on.’ I took his hand, led him indoors. ‘The pancakes are getting cold.’

Later that day, when we were outside in the garden enjoying the sunshine, Jake decided to shoot the monkey with his Nerf gun. When he upgraded to stoning the toy, trying to dislodge it from the railings, I didn’t stop him.

Eventually it took a fist in the belly from Jake to topple the monkey from its perch and down into the wintry rose patch where it remained, unsolved, unclaimed.
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