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All of this book is dedicated to Ben and Polly. Except for a few chapters towards the end, which are for Meg and Saul.
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Poltergeist: a type of ghost or spirit responsible for loud, chaotic and destructive disturbances. A noisy ghost.

From the German poltern (to make sound) and geist (ghost).

 

 

Some people think we don’t exist.

They’re wrong.
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WHEN YOU’RE BORN, you’re a baby. That’s something we can all agree on. But you’re not just a baby. No.

You’re a story.

A beautiful, bouncing, gurgling story.

A tale to be treasured.

And not just one story either. You’re all of the stories, all of the time. You’re an adventure, a love story, a thriller, occasionally a horror – yes, I am looking at you, you naughty little scamp – all rolled into one. And every day is story time now you’ve arrived.

Basically, babies are page-turners, and will only get more fascinating with each passing day. Or that’s what their parents think anyway.

Even if no one else does.

Parents love talking about their children, don’t they? Stick around any school gate long enough and all you’ll hear is: ‘my treasure this’ and ‘my darling that’. And what do they love to talk about the most?

Our beginning.

Also known as the Birth.

This part is special.

It is sacred.

It is long.

Have a look around. Go on.

Are there parents nearby? Is their conversation turning towards childbirth? Do any of them have a funny misty-eyed look on their face? Is anyone – this is the clincher – clearing their throat?

If the answer to any of that is yes, then I ask you this. Have you got an escape route? If you have, run to it. Now.

If not, tough luck. Did you have something planned for the day? Not any more you don’t. Because when a parent breaks into a birth story, it takes a while and there’s nowhere to hide.

You will hear:


a.	When the contractions started.

b.	Which hospital they decided to drive to.

c.	What song was on the radio in the car.

d.	Whether that glitchy traffic light had been fixed.



Not to mention:


a.	How much the parking cost.

b.	Whether that was reasonable.

c.	What pain relief was available.

d.	And how much the baby weighed.



(This last bit captivates them all, for some mysterious reason. Like farmers and their prize-winning turnips, parents are obsessed with how much their babies weigh. Why? Who knows? Ask them, if you don’t mind waving goodbye to another day of your life.)

Anyway, you’d better pay attention. Make sure you listen closely and nod thoughtfully in all the right places, as if you’re having a fantastic time. If you don’t listen hard enough, they’ll somehow know, with that uncanny parental sixth sense, and start all over again from the top. Then it will be YOU asking for pain relief.

For your ears.

And I’ll tell you another thing. For your entire life, how you were born will be used to explain you. Why you are how you are. Parents will say stuff like ‘Oh, it’s no wonder our Jasper is so good at ballroom dancing – after all, he was born on a Tuesday just after I’d had a ham sandwich’ or ‘Well, of course Deidre’s a dawdler – she was born just shy of the M25!’, and all the other parents will nod solemnly like this makes total sense, pour themselves another cup of tea, and say, ‘Tell me again what she weighed.’

Mine were the same. They’d bring up the way I was born at the drop of a hat. Especially when I was cross. And they’d always say the same thing: ‘Well, that’s what happens when you’re born in a storm.’

This, of course, would only make things worse. I mean, it’s very difficult to discuss the injustice of the recycling rota when your parents just keep bringing up the weather.

From eleven years ago.

It didn’t end there either. Once they started, there was no stopping them. My birth story was so well rehearsed in our house it was like a duet. My parents had their lines and they knew them well.
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That’s how Dad would start. ‘Salty from the get-go, you were.’ (Frances Frida Ripley is me by the way. Hi. Except I’d rather you didn’t call me Frances, if that’s okay. Frankie’s fine.)

Then Mum would interrupt. ‘Well, love, that’s not completely true. Frankie was a very peaceful baby girl. A little wet, a bit cold, perhaps, but so calm. So still. You looked as if you didn’t have a care in the world.’

That would have been the hypothermia kicking in, Mum.

‘Yeah, you were peaceful, for all of a second,’ Dad would add. ‘Right up until the moment you took your first breath.’ Tiny smiles would fly between them, like birds swooping home. ‘That was when you started raging. And you haven’t really stopped since.’ Then, at a look from Mum, he’d mutter, ‘But we wouldn’t have you any other way, of course’ and lope off towards his painting shed.

But here’s my take on it: what did they expect? Of course I lost my temper when I was born. I mean, they were the ones who decided to have a baby on a freezing beach! On top of some pebbles! In the middle of winter! In a storm! No wonder I got a bit eggy. Any sensible baby would.
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ANYWAY, IT WASN’T my fault. It was their idea to head down to the beach that day, even though Mum was heavily pregnant with me. Even after they saw the thick black storm clouds circling our small village.

They could have done something sensible instead, like driving to the nearest hospital on a test run, making a careful note of how much the parking cost and whether that was reasonable. Perhaps then I would have turned into a very different child and this would be a very different story.

But they weren’t practical people.

‘I wanted to paint the storm,’ Dad said. ‘Stand inside it. See its colours.’

Dad said stuff like this regularly. He was an artist. He was nuts about colours. For his day job, he painted pet portraits. Didn’t matter if they were scaly, hairy, sweet or scary, if you had £275 to splash out on a nine-inch by twelve-inch painting of your pet (unframed) then Dad, also known as Dougie Ripley, also known as –
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– was your man.

In his spare time though, he painted the sea.

‘I’ll never get close to showing the sea the way she looks in my head,’ he’d say to us – us being me and Birdie (my six-year-old sister).

‘Why paint it then?’ we’d ask.

In reply he’d tap the side of his nose and smile his wonky smile. ‘It’s the pull of it,’ he’d say then. ‘You can’t deny the pull of it.’

Whatever that meant.

And don’t even get me started on Mum. She was practically nine months pregnant on the day of the storm. She could have sat about on the sofa complaining about her swollen ankles, like any normal pregnant woman. She could have said, ‘No, Douglas Ripley, we are not going to the beach in the middle of a hurricane, not on your nelly. Now drive me to the nearest hospital so I can have this baby, and put the radio on because apparently that’s important.’

But she didn’t.

‘I was sick of staring at our four walls, Frankie, and I thought the sea air would make me feel better. You weren’t due for another week anyway, so you can take that look off your face for starters.’

Here’s what they didn’t take:


1.	A phone.

2.	A car.

3.	Anything practical in case one of them gave birth.



Here’s what they took:


a.	A moth-eaten picnic blanket.

b.	Mum’s favourite coral lipstick.

c.	Dad’s easel and paints.



Anyway, unsurprisingly, Mum went into labour just after they got to the shingle beach down by the harbour. No one else was around, what with it being January. And the storm. And having normal brains.

And without 1, 2 and 3, it finally dawned on Mum and Dad that I was going to be born right on top of a. The moth-eaten picnic blanket. So they threw it on top of some lumpy pebbles and hoped for the best. Which was completely against NHS guidelines at the time, especially under the bit called ‘Good Places to Have a Baby’.

I was not swaddled in a comfy hospital blanket and cooed over by nurses. Instead I was bundled into a damp hoodie and seagulls squawked over my head. To cap it all off, I opened my mouth for some milk but got a mouthful of salt spray instead. And that was my first taste of the world:

[image: Image Missing]

According to Mum, it moulded me for ever. ‘You changed, right then and there,’ she’d say. ‘I watched the storm come over you, as sudden as a fever. You clenched your tiny fist and you raged up at the sky, like you were having a competition about who could be louder.’

A coral smile would flash on her lips, quick as a fish. ‘And sometimes I think a bit of that storm’s been stuck inside you ever since.’

Then she’d wander off in the direction of her study, stopping on the way to make her one billionth coffee of the day. Then, just as I’d begin to think I’d got away with it, she’d say, ‘Oh, and don’t forget to put the recycling out.’

And that was my birth story.

But here’s an inescapable fact about being born. You might live until you’re 101, experience wild success and mountain peaks and dancing monkeys, but however you live and whatever you do, the story of your life will end with a death.

Yours.

That’s the deal. Because the thing about human stories is: they all finish more or less the same way. On the final page. The end.

But because you’re dead you never normally hear that bit. Normally.
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THAT LAST CHRISTMAS – our last Christmas – I grew strange to myself. My emotions felt wilder, my moods harder to control. I’d slam doors and cry for weird reasons.

‘Hormones,’ Mum would sigh to Dad when she thought I couldn’t hear.

I’d heard about those. I wasn’t completely sure what they looked like, but I had a feeling they weren’t good. Like dark things flapping about inside me. Like the massive wasps’ nest we’d found behind the wall in Birdie’s bedroom once.

Recently I’d been wondering if there was just a thin wall between me and my hormones too. That if you peeled back my skin there’d be an angry, quivering nest deep within my bones and all my words would turn to buzzes

        that

              no one

                     understood.

[image: Image Missing]

Other words I heard a lot: Hot-tempered. Temperamental. Moody. Volatile. Quite bolshie, for an eleven-year-old. They were written in my school reports. They were uttered in parent meetings. They were said about me so often that sometimes I didn’t know where I ended and those words began.

And I’m not saying that to excuse all of this – I’m just saying it. In the interests of a balanced debate.

It was the last day of the Christmas holidays. I was in Mum’s study. My best friend Ivy was on the phone.

‘Can you come for lunch at the Crab Pot?’ she asked.

The Crab Pot was the new restaurant down by the harbour. I’d never actually been inside, but I’d heard good things. Its white chocolate cheesecake was the talk of the village. Ivy said it was delicious.

So did Thea Thrubwell.

Thea Thrubwell had been hanging around us for an entire term. She looked like she was angling to become Ivy’s best friend instead of me. I felt like I’d been signed up for an invisible competition that no one was talking about, but which I was frankly losing.

Thea was in Ivy’s Guides group, and I wasn’t.

 (I’d been thrown out because of a disagreement with my Guides leader. Well, I called it a disagreement – she called it arson. But I never meant to start a fire during the annual Scouts and Guides fundraiser disco. It was those tea lights that were faulty and, like I told the investigating officer at the time, you didn’t need a Fire Safety Badge to see that.)

Thea had a pony.

Thea had shiny brown hair that didn’t go frizzy in the rain.

Thea hadn’t burnt down any buildings.

Allegedly.

‘Oh, and Thea Thrubwell is coming too. Is that okay?’ said Ivy.

Obviously, it was not okay.

‘I guess that’s okay,’ I said.

Thea Thrubwell was bringing her family too, which was just great.

‘Our mums get on really well,’ said Ivy. ‘They do yoga together in the hall. Well, they did, until it was shut for the refurb—’

‘Mmm.’

‘Okay. See you at See Pee then.’

‘Where?’

Ivy laughed. ‘It’s just what we call it. It’s the initials for Crab Pot. CP?’

‘Oh, yeah. Great. See you at the Pot. That’s just what we call it, me and, er, them.’

I put the phone down and took a few deep breaths. Then I walked to the sitting room.

Arthur Christmas was on the telly for what felt like the hundredth time. Birdie was doing her new jigsaw puzzle. Mum was flicking through a magazine with one eye on the screen. (And the only yoga she was doing was stretching for the bottle of Prosecco by her feet and pouring it into her chipped QUEEN MUM mug.) Dad was fiddling about with paper and kindling in the fireplace.

‘Can we go to the Crab Pot for lunch?’ I said.

‘That pricey place in the harbour?’ Dad looked as enthusiastic as if I’d suggested grabbing a bite at the local crematorium. ‘I guess. One day.’

‘No, can we go today? Ivy’s going with her family and invited us along too. I said we’d go.’

‘You should have checked with us first,’ said Dad, lighting a ball of newspaper in the grate.

‘I’m checking with you now.’

Mum and Dad looked at each other.
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 ‘It’s a nice idea, love,’ said Mum, lifting my hopes, only to dash them again by adding, ‘but we need more notice than that. Also, there’s no point eating out when we’ve got so many leftovers. All that turkey isn’t going to eat itself. Another time.’

‘But if you want a fancy lunch out,’ said Dad, missing the point entirely, ‘how about an al-fresco lunch in the garden? It’s got the best view in the village, and it’s totally free – you can’t argue with that.’

He really did think everything was brilliant if you did it in terrible weather. Even then, he was staring outside at the drizzly rain and churning ocean as if it was the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen.

Our house was called Sea View for a reason. A three-hundred-year-old, small fisherman’s cottage built at the top of the highest hill behind Cliffstones, it offered panoramic views of – you guessed it – the sea, from every single room at the back of the house. When Mum and Dad had bought it, it hadn’t had any electricity or running water. As they were fond of reminding us, our house was a labour of love. They’d spent almost every evening and weekend doing it up. Dad had been up on the roof the day of their wedding, and they spent their honeymoon putting in window frames.

And although Dad often talked about it like it was the greatest masterpiece he’d ever done, to be honest with you, I didn’t think it was completely finished. It was rickety. It was rackety. It was freezing in the winter if we ran out of gas or wood. The roof was always leaking somewhere. And it wasn’t that clean and tidy either. According to Ivy’s parents, Mum and Dad were ‘free spirits’. Now, I don’t know what free spirits do elsewhere, but in my house, they stayed up late listening to terrible folk music, took us camping in woods with no toilets, and were generally allergic to housework.

Those coffee cups dotted on every surface in Mum’s study would sit there for weeks, quietly growing little personalities of their own, until she decided to do something radical about them, like take them to the kitchen. The piles of paperwork on her desk were so layered they could qualify for their own archaeological dig.

Dad wasn’t much better: he wore the same jeans until they fell apart, had permanently grubby fingernails, and trailed a smell of paint, turps and rollie cigarettes wherever he went. And, as you’ve just seen, he had very random ideas about what we should do with our spare time, and it wasn’t eating lunch at the Crab Pot. According to him, if you wanted to do something cool, all you had to do was paint in a storm, give birth somewhere inappropriate or (and this was scraping the barrel) literally look out of a window.

‘Drink in the colours, girls!’ was the rallying cry in our house. ‘Take in those views!’

As you can imagine, this could get annoying. As far as I could tell, the sea came in three different colours: blue, green and grey. It was like being told to constantly admire a bruise.
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I RENEWED MY efforts in the Crab Pot Campaign. ‘But I haven’t seen Ivy for ages!’ I said. ‘Not for the entire holidays! Please can we go? Please?’

‘You’ll see her tomorrow,’ said Mum, ‘when the new term starts.’

I glanced around the room in desperation and saw, above the Christmas cards on the mantelpiece, someone equally unimpressed. Me. Glaring back at me from the mirror.

Mum always said I’d grow into my face, but that was easy for her to say. Her jaw and mouth seemed to get on with each other, and even though her hair was also a mass of tight curls, just like mine, hers never went frizzy.

Dad told me to embrace my uniqueness. I was unconvinced. It was all right for him to have thick black eyebrows that almost met in the middle, ruddy cheeks and a strong wide jaw that shoved everything else out of the way so it could bask in the spotlight all by itself. He spent most of his life in his shed in the garden, plus he could grow a beard.

I’d definitely got the dregs of the gene pool, no question. Birdie looked more like Mum, with her hazelnut eyes and silky hair that in no way looked as if it had been accidentally electrocuted.

Dad shuffled the pages of his newspaper. I caught a glimpse of the headline. FREAK EARTHQUAKE ON COA—

Mum sipped from her mug and wiggled her toes. ‘It’s special, the last day of a holiday, isn’t it? All of us, at home, nowhere we have to be.’

‘It’s not that special when you’ve been at home all week,’ I muttered.

Dad shot me a warning, disappointed glance. In our house, you could lose your socks and homework, you could even lose your book bag at least once a week, mentioning no names, but hi, Birdie – but you could never, ever, lose your temper.

‘Shouting creates negative energy and harmful interpersonal toxicity,’ Dad would say. ‘Plus it does our heads in.’

 ‘Frankie,’ he said now, once.

Birdie’s face creased with worry. She patted the carpet. ‘Do my puzzle with me, Frankie,’ she offered. ‘It’s got sunflowers on. Look.’

She gave me a little smile.

My brain flickered like the lights on the tree.

On.

Off.

On …

Off.

Where it would end up was anyone’s guess.

Perhaps I will sit down. Perhaps I will do that puzzle. Perhaps Mum’s right, and today’s a day for family, and family only.

But then I remembered that easy way Ivy had said, ‘It’s just what we call it. The CP?’

She and Thea were so tight now, they were a ‘we’. She didn’t even have to say her name. Me and Ivy had been like that once. If I missed this lunch, would she ever invite me again? Would Thea Thrubwell speed ahead to the finishing line in our invisible competition for ever?

I rotated my scowl back towards my parents and regarded them with frustration. There was something they weren’t saying. This wasn’t about leftovers. This wasn’t about sacred family time. This was about money. My bones went
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And – I’ve had some time to think about this, so am fairly confident with this theory – that’s when things began to go horribly wrong.
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DAD’S OUTPUT WASN’T being consumed in line with current market trends, according to his bank manager. Or as Dad put it, pet portraiture was a noble, misunderstood and dying art. Or as Mum put it, we were broke.

Because, for some mystifying reason, not enough people in our village – or any village, actually – were gazing at their pets and thinking: Do you know what I’d love to do, oh sweet guinea pig of mine? Immortalise you in paint, and fiddlesticks to the cost.

Dad blamed the internet. For just £9.99, people could upload a photo of their pet from any battered mobile and a mere two days later receive a tea towel, T-shirt and key ring printed with that pet’s face. Getting all of that for under a tenner seemed, to most of the British public, a better deal than the £275 Dad charged for one painting. Which took him a month to paint, not two days.

And he wouldn’t even change the price to £274.99, for crying out loud.

‘Mum?’ I turned pleading eyes on her. Mum worked in catering recruitment and found work for chefs and waitresses. ‘You had a bumper month in December, you said!’

But she was shaking her head. ‘Well, yes, technically, but we’ve set aside my commission to spend on stuff that keeps us alive, like food and heating—’

‘Which doesn’t even work—’

‘Oi,’ said Dad. ‘Lower your voice. The energy fields in this room literally just died. I felt it inside me. Very sad.’

I rolled my eyes as loudly as I could.

‘I heard that,’ he muttered.

‘Oh, please stop,’ wailed Birdie.

‘Yes, pack it in,’ said Mum. ‘My favourite film is starting in a minute—’
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I snapped.
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 ‘That’s enough.’ Dad made some vague sweeping gestures around the room, as if he was trying to shoo the energy fields out of harm’s way. ‘Go away, Frankie,’ he said, ‘until you’ve calmed down.’

‘But—’

‘Now.’

I glared at him, realised there was no point, and stomped up the stairs towards my bedroom, those words in my mouth writhing with frustration. What happens to strong emotions if you’re not allowed to feel them? Where do they go?

Because adults are always at it, aren’t they? Sorting out and tidying up our feelings, squishing them into other shapes if they don’t like the look of them, as if they’re made of Play-Doh or something, right from the moment we’re born. ‘Hush Little Baby, Don’t You Cry’ is essentially just one long lecture about keeping quiet, but set to music. Then when we get older, it’s always ‘Don’t be cross!’, ‘Calm down!’, ‘Buck up’ and

    ‘Do not set fire to the

        village hall,

            even

                if it

                    is by

                        accident.’
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If we’re sad, we’re told to be happy, but if we laugh, it’s a bit too loud. If we’re excited, we’re told to be quiet. And then they say, ‘Everything all right? You’re very quiet.’ It’s a losing game all right.

No one ever says: ‘You know that big, bad, loud feeling you’re experiencing? Well, you go right ahead. Feel away. Don’t let us stop you. Look at you, clever girl, expressing your wonderfully complex personality by shouting, going bright red and slamming doors. We admire your efforts to be so in tune with your inner self and applaud your enthusiasm in this area. Here, have a trophy.’

No. They don’t. Trust me. I did my research in the field, put it that way.
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TWENTY MINUTES LATER, there was a knock on my bedroom door.

‘What?’ I said.

Mum poked her head round. Her cheeks were flushed from the fire Dad had lit downstairs, and her mid-morning Prosecco.

‘I do know how important friends are, Frankie. Especially at your age. And me and Dad both recognise that you need opportunities to enjoy peer-to-peer interactions.’

I nodded, not entirely sure what she was talking about, but encouraged anyway.

‘And your birthday is coming up …’ she added, smiling.

‘Seven sleeps.’

‘So if it means that much to you, as an early birthday treat, we’ll go to the Crack Bot for lunch. I mean the Crat Pop. The Crab thingy.’

She looked at me in a meaningful way. ‘But it’s not because you shouted at us. I know, underneath it all, you’re trying to control your temper. We know it’s a challenge for you, and I love you for making an effort, I do. But honestly, Frankie, sometimes I wish you’d find something more important to get angry about.’

I leapt off my bed and hugged her. ‘Thank you,’ I muttered into her woodsmoke curls.

She paused for a moment, as if she wanted to say something else. After a while, she hugged me back. ‘Now go and say sorry to Birdie, please, because she hates it when you get cross, and then let’s get dressed for our posh lunch.’ She glanced out of my window and smiled. ‘It’s stopped raining. Looks like the sun’s trying to come out.’

So I went and made amends. It wasn’t a good apology. I was desperate to get going. I mumbled out ‘Sorry’ and ‘Didn’t mean it’. But Birdie didn’t seem to mind. She just said, ‘It’s all right’ in that husky voice of hers and hugged me tightly, because that’s what she was like. Hopeless at bearing grudges. It was hard to believe we were sisters sometimes.

I had to prise her arms away in the end, saying I needed to get dressed. When she asked if I would put a braid in her hair, I said, ‘Not now’ and ran to my room to get changed.

Not, admittedly, my best moment as her big sister. If I’d known how things were going to turn out, I’d have done it all differently. I’d have cuddled her back as tightly as I could. Plaited her hair for hours. Told her how much I loved her, and why.

Then I’d have stood at the front door and said, ‘I’ve changed my mind! Let’s not go anywhere near the harbour. We’ll stay at home all day – what a great idea. Consider yourselves under house arrest!’

But I didn’t say any of that. Instead I stood in the porch with a face on, and said, ‘What’s taking you all so long?’

I hurried them.

Me. I did that.

Me.

We walked up and down Legkiller Road so much back then I could have navigated it blindfold. It was our path to school, to the harbour and the village. Its real name was Kegmiller Road, but everyone called it Legkiller because of how steep it was. Its other distinguishing features were nettles, brambles, cow pats and potholes, and to reach it you had to cross a rutted field with a scary bull in it called Alan.

But I was so happy about lunch that it might as well have been paved with candyfloss. I practically skipped down it. Within minutes, we crested the hill, and began the slow descent down to the village.

‘It’s so quiet,’ Dad muttered. ‘Can’t even hear the birds singing.’

It was true. The silence around us felt heavy. There was a weird pressure on my eardrums, and by the look of pain on Birdie’s face as she rubbed her ears, I wasn’t the only one. And when we got down to Harbour Street, which was packed with people enjoying the weak winter sun, all its usual sounds felt muffled. Even the screaming gulls and jangling boat masts that provided a noisy soundtrack to every harbour visit were subdued. It felt like Cliffstones was holding its breath.

We went into the restaurant. The others were already sitting at a table by the window.

‘You made it!’ said Ivy, giving me a hug.

‘Course.’ Over Ivy’s shoulder, I gave Thea Thrubwell a big beaming smile, a real face-stretcher, and was rewarded by a baffled stare back. Not the cosy twosome you were expecting, Thrubwell?

‘Sorry it’s rather dark,’ said the waiter as he took our coats. ‘There’s just been a power cut.’

‘Oh dear,’ said Mum.

‘Nothing to worry about,’ he added. ‘Be up and running in a jiffy.’

‘Well, as long as the Prosecco doesn’t get dangerously warm,’ she said.

Outside, a small white terrier by the harbour wall began to bark.

‘Sea looks odd, doesn’t it?’ said Dad, settling himself into his chair.

The dog’s yapping grew more frantic. It kept turning around in frenzied circles, then snarling at the sea. The teenager holding its lead looked confused.

‘Yes,’ said Mrs Thrubwell. ‘Glassy.’

‘Heard about the earthquake?’ said someone. ‘France, wasn’t it?’

‘Only saw the headlines,’ said Dad. ‘Didn’t realise it was—’

‘Yes. Not too far away from us either, as the crow flies.’

The little white dog was almost beside itself by now.

The teenager had stopped laughing at it in confusion and was trying to drag it away from the harbour wall. Some people were pointing at the horizon and their mouths were open and their eyes were wide.

‘What’s everyone looking at?’ muttered Mum, squinting into the sunshine.

‘Is it dolphins?’ gasped Birdie, jumping out of her seat. She had a thing about dolphins.

I looked.

         It

                  wasn’t

                           dolphins.

[image: Image Missing]




[image: Imges Missing]

THERE’S BEEN AN accident.

My bed was wet. Oh no. That hadn’t happened in a while. Not since I was five, at least. I was soaking in it. And not just in my pyjama bottoms either. It was everywhere.

My cheeks. My hair.

My eyelashes. Wait – I had wee in my actual eyelashes? How is that even possible? I had literally sprayed myself with my own wee overnight. Did I drink too much hot chocolate last night, when we came back from …

For a scary, sucked-out moment, my brain went blank … The Crab Pot? Course. Must have drunk too much hot chocolate when we got home. Although – had we got home?

I couldn’t remember. Couldn’t scrape together any memory of saying goodbye, or walking back up Legkiller. What had we had for lunch, even? How had the cheesecake tasted? Nothing was there.

Wait.

No.

I did remember something. There had been a dog. Barking. Is that really the only thing you remember? said a voice inside my head.

I frowned and fidgeted uncomfortably in my puddle of wee. No. There were other bits and pieces. Not very nice.

Running?

‘Faster, faster.’ Mum’s voice, hollow, black.

Why had we been running? I waited, holding my breath, to see if anything else would unspool. But nothing. My mind felt like a field at dusk, filled with secrets I couldn’t see, things that rustled in the grasses.

I reached up to dab the wee out of my
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