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Chapter One

Bea didn’t fit in here. For a start, it was a long time since she’d had egg-shaped buttocks like the other mothers in the playground. Hers probably looked like two hot cross buns squashed at the bottom of a carrier bag. She tugged down her sleeves to warm her hands, her gaze fixed on the double doors, trying not to imagine how Phoebe must feel when she watched all her classmates skip towards their mothers. Eventually, Phoebe appeared, flanked by the classroom assistant, Kelly. Bea rushed to greet her.

‘Aunty Bea!’ Her niece held out her arms and Bea crouched down, wrapping her in a hug. ‘I didn’t know you were coming today.’

Bea pulled back, looking into Phoebe’s face. The birthmark covering most of her right cheek and eyelid was livid against the rest of her pale skin. She wondered if Phoebe was tired or cold since it was a darker red than usual. ‘I’m doing early shifts this week, so I can pick you up.’ Planting a kiss on Phoebe’s dark hair, she stood, feeling her knees creak with the effort. She smiled at Kelly. ‘All okay today?’

‘There was a bit of unpleasantness, but we dealt with it, didn’t we?’ Kelly rubbed the top of Phoebe’s head, seemingly oblivious to the little girl’s grimace. Phoebe reached up to flatten her hair.

Bea stiffened. ‘Anything I need to tell her dad?’

‘It’s fine.’ Phoebe flapped a dismissive arm and set off across the playground.

‘We’re on it,’ Kelly said, touching Bea lightly on the wrist before turning and heading back inside.

By the time they reached Bea’s old Yaris, the car park was almost empty of the SUVs and sports cars that usually jostled for space.

‘Blimey, what did you have for lunch? Lead weights?’ Bea groaned as she lifted Phoebe into the passenger seat and the little girl giggled, stopping when Bea leaned over to pull the seatbelt across.

‘I can do it,’ she said, a note of defiance in her voice.

Bea smoothed down the maroon tunic she hadn’t changed out of since her shift at Sweetingdale and stood back, listening for the click. The memory of a passenger in another car where the seatbelt hadn’t been done up made her wonder if she’d ever see Phoebe in a car without the ghost of her mother coming along for the ride.

* * *

When they arrived at Phoebe’s home, Bea switched off the alarm, standing aside to let her niece skip past the glass-encased staircase, which would have a permanent mosaic of sticky fingerprints if Bea didn’t know how to wield a microfibre cloth. She kicked off her trainers, popping them into the cupboard hidden under the stairs. The temptation to abandon them on the polished wood floor was strong. It would be funny to watch the consternation on Ewan’s face when he came home to a house that didn’t look like something from an interior design magazine.

‘Homework,’ said Bea, with a mock stern voice, following Phoebe to the kitchen. She deliberately slapped the satchel onto the white table and made Phoebe jump. The little girl sniggered.

‘It’s smellings today, isn’t it?’ She remembered Immy at the same age as Phoebe, giggling when she told Bea she’d accidentally called spellings smellings in front of her teacher. The memory stung the back of her eyes for a moment before she blinked it away.

She opened the kitchen drawer where Ewan kept the stationery. It was neater than any in Bea’s house; the pens, pencils and felt tips all segregated like knives and forks in a cutlery drawer. Plucking out a sharp pencil, she pointed at one of the emerald velvet dining chairs.

‘Come on.’

Phoebe clambered onto the chair and opened a page with a list of ten printed words glued in. ‘These smellings are easy,’ she said. ‘I can do all of them with my eyes shut.’

‘Let’s see if you can.’ Bea could still recall the distress on her husband Oli’s face when Ewan called to tell them why his beautiful baby had started having seizures. A brain scan had revealed that the birthmarks covering much of the right side of Phoebe’s face and upper body were also on the occipital lobe of her brain. She shoved the memory back, concentrating on the bright, funny girl at the table.

Taking her scarf from the bottom of her bag, she picked off the sweet wrappers that were stuck to it and gently blindfolded Phoebe, who squealed in delight. She wrote the words with her eyes closed, then said them out loud before Bea relented and put the book back in the bag. Placing the pencil back into the slot with the felt tips, she slid the drawer closed.

‘Want to help make dinner?’

‘What are we having?’

‘Your daddy asked me to make fish pie and salad.’ She lowered her voice. ‘But I’m not allowed to add any chilli to the dressing because we don’t want to …’ She let the sentence hang, watching Phoebe’s eyes dance as they both said, ‘Blow Grandma’s head off!’ and laughed at the familiar joke. She doubted Joyce would find it funny. What would her mother-in-law find funny? Maybe next door’s cat being run over so it couldn’t crap on her lawn?

Opening the fridge, she felt her smile chill in the cold air. In the last year she had gone from occasionally picking Phoebe up from school and making her something to eat, to frequently making dinner for Ewan, too. Recently his texts asked if she’d mind making enough for Joyce and taking it down to her house. If it wasn’t too much trouble.

* * *

Phoebe’s chatter was like soothing music as she nibbled on the fish pie. This was the highlight of Bea’s day. When she finished her last mouthful, Bea leaned her elbows on the table and yawned.

‘Am I keeping you up?’ Phoebe asked. It was as though her grandmother’s words were coming out of the six-year-old’s mouth.

‘Ha, ha. I’m a bit tired. I was in the shower by five this morning. Then I did an eight-hour shift before collecting you from school.’

Phoebe’s eyebrows dipped in the middle. ‘Does that mean you won’t come and get me anymore?’

Bea sat up straight, forcing her eyes wide. ‘Don’t be daft. I want to pick you up. It’s my favourite thing to do. I’d only be at home on my own if I wasn’t here and that would be no fun, would it?’

‘I like it when you say daft like that.’

‘Well, it’s not daaarft, is it? There’s no “r” in it. You sound like Immy, taking the Mickey out of my accent.’

Phoebe’s gaze dropped to the floor. Bea froze, then busied herself plating up two meals for Ewan and Joyce. She made sure three quarters of Joyce’s plate was made up of salad, with the merest gloss of light vinaigrette. Heaven forbid the woman should be exposed to too many carbohydrates. They were for people with poor self-control, apparently.

She covered the plate and prepared to take it outside, down the gravel drive, past the two neighbouring houses and into the beautiful Arts and Crafts house her husband grew up in and which her mother-in-law still presided over like Queen of The bloody Crescent.

As she bent to slide on her shoes, her eyes rested on the photograph on the hall table. Any feelings of resentment about how much help she was expected to give to this family melted away when she saw a three-year-old Phoebe, wrapped in the arms of a stunning young woman who shared the same bright eyes and blunt brown fringe as the little girl. Gemma’s chin rested on Phoebe’s tiny shoulder. Her creamy cheek nestled against the bright red of her daughter’s as they smiled identical, beautiful smiles.

Bea stood and hugged Phoebe tightly to her.

‘What’s that for?’ Phoebe’s voice was muffled against her tunic.

Softening her hold, Bea took her niece’s face in her hands. ‘I just love you, that’s all.’

But that wasn’t all. That wasn’t nearly half of it, but she couldn’t say how sorry she was; how much she wished she’d been a better mother to Immy. If she had been, she was sure things would have turned out differently. She lifted the plate and trudged down the road to make one of a million amends that would never amount to enough.




Chapter Two

The plate was too hot to hold comfortably. Bea swapped it to her other hand as she and Phoebe waited on Joyce’s doorstep in the miserable autumn drizzle. Joyce opened her front door and smiled. Or, at least, gave her version of a smile, which was a minute drawing back of her ruby lips and the narrowing of her blue-lidded eyes. Joyce had worn the same style of make-up for the twenty-seven years Bea had known her. Now eighty, the black kohl along her upper lid was sometimes shaky, and the red lipstick bled into the lines around her mouth, but with the tight plait wound around her head – grey where once it was chestnut brown – it was still a strong look.

A strong look for a strong woman.

‘Fish pie?’ she asked, nodding towards the plate as Bea and Phoebe stepped into the wood-panelled hallway. ‘How nice.’

Bea rolled her eyes at this pretence at surprise and wondered why Joyce bothered. They both knew Bea would follow orders. She was like a broken-in horse, keeping her kick firmly under control. She never deviated from what Ewan suggested in his texts. She never reared up and showed her teeth. This was her penance for what had happened three years ago. She knew it was the least she could do.

Joyce’s march was slower than usual, her gait uneven as they wiped their feet then followed her past the grandfather clock into the kitchen.

‘Your leg alright? Are you limping?’

‘I’m perfectly fine.’ Joyce’s back straightened.

Bea put the plate on a slate mat that sat, lonely, on the table.

‘Would you like us to sit with you while you eat?’ She took the cellophane from the plate, the delicious smell of the pie wafting up with the steam.

‘No, thank you. I’m used to my own company.’ Joyce peered at the plate. ‘Prawns?’

‘It’s nice, Grandma,’ said Phoebe. ‘I ate all mine, didn’t I, Aunty Bea?’

Bea touched her niece’s head, wondering how Joyce could resist scooping her into a hug whenever she saw her. She remembered Joyce telling her to leave Immy to cry when she woke in the night as a baby, and her saying how Bea had spoiled her by picking her up when she raised her pudgy arms towards her as a toddler. Guilt crept over her skull as she remembered how sometimes, when they visited Joyce, she’d fought her instincts and let her child cry. She wondered if the wails of her infant daughter had been absorbed by the wood lining these walls. Maybe that was why she hated being here so much. Or at least partly why.

She rested her arm around Phoebe’s shoulders. ‘You did really well, poppet.’

‘Prawns have no place in a fish pie.’ Joyce scraped the curled pink creature to the side of the plate and dug under the potato, examining the creamy filling.

‘I think they add something,’ said Bea, grabbing the prawn and popping it into her mouth, not looking at Joyce. A small moment of rebellion before she returned to her stall. She picked up yesterday’s clean plate from next to the porcelain sink and gestured to Phoebe to follow her back out to the hall. ‘Enjoy your dinner.’

‘Can you take the rubbish out with you, Beatrice?’ called Joyce. ‘It’s behind the door.’

Bea widened her eyes at her niece and Phoebe covered her mouth with her hand to stop her giggles as Bea said, ‘No problem.’ She dipped back into the kitchen and grabbed the black sack.

She swerved around the side of the house and dumped the bag in the wheelie bin, jumping out of the way of the rainwater sloshing off the lid. She peered up at the dormer window above the garage, feeling a familiar twinge of longing; imagining Oli’s face at the window after he came back from travelling, when, to save falling back into the old patterns of doing whatever his mother dictated, he’d moved into the room above the garage while he did his post-graduate teaching course.

It was the first place Bea had stayed with him in Belmoat. She’d travelled down from Yorkshire to meet his family and stayed in that chilly room as he tried to persuade her his mother did like her, that her snootiness was just a façade.

If that was so, it was a heavily fortified façade. Bea had only ever seen through it when she’d interrupted Joyce playing with Immy as a young girl. But as soon as Immy stopped being compliant and golden, the barriers went back up. Years later, even Phoebe couldn’t get past them.

As she walked back to the front of the house, she clocked Phoebe’s screwed-up face, as though she was grappling with a difficult decision. In response to Bea’s questioning look, she said, ‘I’ve found something in my craft box. Do you want to see when we get home?’

‘What is it?’

‘Some writing in a book.’ Phoebe sounded hesitant. ‘Stories, I think.’

‘I like stories.’

‘Mummy wrote them.’

Hearing Phoebe say ‘mummy’ caused Bea’s knees to weaken. She stumbled. Phoebe grabbed her hand and Bea bit back tears. Phoebe shouldn’t be taking care of her – not when she was to blame for everything. She squeezed Phoebe’s hand and steered her to the inside of the pavement, avoiding the puddles dappled orange by the streetlights. ‘I’ve got to clear up after dinner, then you need a bath. Maybe another day, okay?’ She wasn’t strong enough to read stories Gemma had written for her daughter. Not yet. She didn’t know if she ever would be.

Phoebe paused to tap her shoe in a shallow pool of water and Bea waited, tense.

‘Okay.’ Then, as though the thoughts were a sequence, she asked, ‘How does Grandma know she doesn’t like fish pie with prawns in it?’

Bea exhaled with relief at the change of subject. ‘I don’t know.’ They ambled back up The Crescent, towards Ewan’s square, modern house. ‘Perhaps she’s had it before?’

‘But she hasn’t had your one before. She might like that one.’

Bea nodded. ‘It’s easy to get stuck in your ways, to think how you’ve always done things is the right way.’

‘But then you might miss out on something new, and that new thing might be better.’ She turned her head towards Bea and Bea’s heart melted.

‘You are very wise, Phoebe James. Do you know that?’

‘Yes,’ said Phoebe confidently, ‘I do.’

I’m sorry you had to grow up before your time, thought Bea, and held Phoebe’s hand a little tighter.

* * *

When Bea pushed open her front door that evening, white envelopes slid across the faded ‘Welcome’ on the mat. Bending to pick up the paper, she realised she was tired to her bones. She was tempted to lie down right there in the narrow hallway, which still had the patches of paint she and Oli had daubed on the wall. Smears of what might have been.

She flopped down next to the mat. There was nobody to notice if she slept there. She could nod off looking at the different patches of green on the wall and remember laughing with her husband as they wrote the names of each colour underneath in faint pencil. Who thought that Lichen was a good name for a paint? She read Oli’s pencil marks Ball Green, hearing the ghost of his voice say that sounded like a matter for the doctor, not a painter and decorator.

They’d never got around to painting the hallway, of course. She pushed her hands against the carpet, heaving herself up to standing. She wandered through to the kitchen, knowing she shouldn’t be shoving unopened bills into the drawer. But we don’t always do what we should, do we? She slammed the drawer closed, made a cup of strong tea, and opened her laptop for her evening ritual of scrolling the internet, scrutinising the missing persons websites and social media groups.

For months, when Immy first went missing, she’d toured the streets on her bike, scouring the faces of strangers, dismounting, heart thudding, if she saw a dark-haired girl curled in a doorway, or a slim figure in a sleeping bag. Soon, hostel workers knew her voice at the end of the phone line. They were kind, but eventually, they asked her not to ring, that they wouldn’t be able to tell her if Immy was there. She’d left her number anyway.

The small pile of postcards stacked on the windowsill caught her eye. One arrived every so often from random cities across the country. They were always blank, the address in block capitals, no signature, not even a hint that they were from Immy. But Bea chose to see them as a sign that her daughter was still alive and still thinking of her. Despite everything.

She lifted one from the top of the pile. It was from Morecambe and had a picture of The Midland Hotel on the front. She pinned it on the fridge with a magnet in the shape of The Tower of London, which they’d bought on a trip for Bea’s fortieth birthday, just before Ewan and Gemma’s wedding. Seven years, and another lifetime ago. She viewed it for a minute before snatching the magnet away and dropping the card back on the windowsill. It hurt too much to see it there, as if it were a postcard from a family holiday. Anyway, Ewan or Joyce might see it and ask who it was from. Then she’d have to tell them how much she hoped it was from Immy, and they’d all feel her betrayal.

She gave a humourless snort. As if Joyce or Ewan would ever deign to call here. If you lived on The Crescent, people came to you.

Scrolling through her emails and texts, the residue of hope that Immy might have messaged lingered. Emails from utility companies had ugly blue dots at the side telling her they wanted to be opened. She closed the page.

Typing ‘Harley Davidson Fatboy 2001 sale price’, she scrolled through the results, assessing whether selling the motorbike could solve some of the financial mess she’d amassed in the last four years. It could. But the thought of a space in the garage with just the oil stain on the floor, instead of the bike they’d ridden on, her arms wrapped around Oli’s waist, or his around hers, the muted sound of the engine rumbling through the helmet, was too much to bear.

The letters in the drawer with the mortgage company’s logo in the corner taunted her as well. The house, the bike, they were all she had left of the life she’d had before, when she’d been a wife and a mother. When they’d been happy.

She couldn’t lose anything else. She’d find a way through this. She had to.




Chapter Three

In the staffroom at Sweetingdale, Jan unbuttoned the bottom of her tunic and groaned. ‘Our Ciara made a Victoria sponge last night and it’s gone already.’ She sat on the chair next to Bea.

‘Oh yeah?’ Bea nodded at Jan’s gaping buttons. ‘I suppose you had nothing to do with that?’

Jan’s mouth opened in mock indignation, her chin disappearing into the roll of soft flesh below. ‘Me? They’re like bloody gannets, that lot. You know the scene in The Birds? It was like that. As soon as she smeared the last bit of jam and slapped the top on it, they swooped in. Didn’t even wait for her to sprinkle the icing sugar on.’ She made a beak shape with her hands, pecking at Bea’s neck.

Bea batted her away. ‘Get off.’

Jan pointed at Bea’s hair. ‘Did you come on the bike today, or is that a Kate Bush look gone wrong?’

‘Rude!’ Bea scooped her hair off her neck, trying to tame it into a ponytail. ‘You’re right, though, I came on the bike. The childminder’s picking Phoebe up today, so I thought I’d give it a run.’ She didn’t add that she was trying to squeeze as much freedom and joy from it as she could, in case she couldn’t cling on to it. She pulled the hairband from her wrist and gathered her hair in an untidy bunch.

‘So, you’re not on duty at Lord Ewan’s this aft?’

When she’d first met Oli’s little brother as a jumped-up student studying business at Durham, she’d given Ewan that nickname. Jan was one of the few people she’d shared it with. ‘Free as a bird.’ As she said it, the thought of going home at two with the rest of the day ahead of her made her stomach flip. Still, she tried to keep her voice light.

‘Fancy a brew and a catch-up at yours? We could do mine, but there’s no cake left. and Ciara’s given up college again, so she’ll be hanging around like an eggy smell.’

‘Yeah, that’d be good.’ Bea could have kissed her friend. It would be bloody brilliant. ‘Are you stressed about Ciara?’ She tried to imagine how she’d have reacted if Immy had given up on a series of courses the way Jan’s eldest seemed to. But she could hardly talk. Immy hadn’t exactly taken the route she and Oli had planned for her. Joyce had always banged on about how important it was for Immy to get into a top university, but by the time Immy was applying her interests could be listed as underage drinking and a bit of light shoplifting. Maybe Bea should have tried harder to explain Immy’s increasingly wild behaviour to Oli’s mother, but how could she when she hadn’t really understood it herself? Maybe Joyce was privately satisfied her predictions about Bea’s parenting had come true. She shook the thought away. Even her mother-in-law wouldn’t be that malevolent.

‘Nah. She’ll find her way eventually. I mean, look at me.’ Jan gestured to herself, puffing out her chest. ‘I didn’t know I wanted to be plumping up pillows for loaded nannas when I was seventeen, did I? But here I am, living the dream.’

A loud sniff came from the doorway. They both jumped and turned to see Lynn standing with her hands on her wide hips. Bea wondered if the woman hovered instead of walking, she moved around so quietly. She imagined her sticking felt to the soles of her sturdy shoes so that no one ever heard her coming.

‘I hope you’re not being disparaging about the residents, Jan? They deserve our respect as well as our care.’

Jan slumped back in her chair. ‘Would I ever?’

‘Make sure you don’t.’ Lynn crossed the room and clicked the kettle on. Bea tried not to giggle as Jan stuck up two fingers behind her back and danced her hand up and down, dropping them just in time when Lynn turned around sharply. ‘Kenny’s reported a theft.’

Bea’s heart sank. This spate of thefts was getting worse, and it always seemed to happen when she was on shift.

‘He said a hundred pounds in cash has gone missing from his locker. He said it was there last night but when he looked an hour ago it had gone.’

‘What was he doing with a ton in his locker?’ asked Jan.

‘That’s not really the question, is it?’ Lynn cocked her head to the side. ‘We need to ask where it’s gone.’

‘Where do you think it’s gone?’ Jan’s tunic rustled as her shoulders shifted. Bea wanted to put her hand on her friend’s arm to calm her but couldn’t risk antagonising Lynn.

‘Is he absolutely sure it’s gone missing?’ she said, in her most soothing voice.

‘You were on that corridor this morning, so perhaps you should check with him,’ Lynn said to Bea, dipping a teabag into the hot water twice before dropping it in the bin.

‘We’ve all been here this morning,’ Jan said pointedly.

Lynn blew into her steaming mug. ‘I’ve tried to placate him, but since it isn’t the first time this has happened on Primrose corridor, we need to be extra vigilant. I have my suspicions, but if you see anything out of the ordinary, or if you suspect one of your co-workers, you need to come straight to me.’

Lynn gave Bea a prolonged gaze before gliding out of the room.

* * *

Jan’s Fiat was parked outside Bea’s 1930s semi when she pulled the bike into the driveway and turned off the engine. Her friend waited patiently by the front door while Bea dragged off the helmet, blowing at the hair stuck to her face.

‘With you in a minute.’ In the garage, Bea breathed in the smell of the engine oil, allowing the memories it conjured to settle before heading to the house.

More white envelopes sat on the mat. Bea opened the door wide for Jan to pass through before bending to pick them up. She hung her leather jacket on the banister and followed Jan into the kitchen.

‘You haven’t washed up your breakfast bowl. I’d have something to say if you left that out in my house.’ Jan tutted. ‘Slippery slope.’ She raised her eyebrows and peeked over her glasses.

‘Need to have something to do when I get home.’

Jan laughed at what she clearly thought was a joke, and Bea smiled along with her. But what was the point in clearing up straight away when you lived alone? She opened the drawer, dropping the envelopes on top of the others.

‘You not going to open those?’

Bea’s jaw tightened. ‘Did you just come to have a go at me? Because I’ve got enough people in my life who do that, thanks.’

Jan’s face fell. ‘Sorry. God, sorry. I’m so used to bickering at my lot, it’s hard to get out of the habit.’

Bea dropped into a chair. ‘Ignore me. I’m in a funny mood.’

‘Anything to do with those unopened envelopes?’

‘They’re not helping.’

‘Anything I can do?’

‘Have you won the lottery?’

‘Would I be cutting pensioners’ toenails three days a week if I had?’

Bea hoisted herself from her chair and walked over to the drawer. She trusted Jan. Jan was good with money. Maybe she could help her find a solution because the envelopes and the unopened emails were making her brain too heavy in her head.

She dropped the pile on the table. ‘I’ve made a mess of everything.’

‘Nothing is unfixable.’ Jan reached for her hand across the table.

But she was talking as a woman with a husband and four kids at home. Maybe it was possible to fix things when people were still there. But Oli was gone and Immy was gone, and the mortgage company wanted to take back her home. So, Jan was wrong. Some things couldn’t be fixed.




Chapter Four

Ewan was working longer hours than usual, and Bea felt increasingly resentful on Phoebe’s behalf as she waited in the school playground, her hand shielding her eyes from the weak October sun. She knew he would never get these precious years back. Phoebe would grow up despite him. Soon, she’d have a boyfriend, start drinking, and he would lose whatever power he had to keep her safe.

She reined her thoughts back in as Phoebe bounced towards her. She was six. She wasn’t Immy. Bea wasn’t her mother.

‘Alex has got a baby in her tummy.’ Phoebe waved at children she passed, each one studiously ignoring her. Bea glowered at the mothers who were oblivious to their children turning their heads away from the little girl, avoiding her eyes, or running in the other direction when she shouted their names.

Focusing all of her attention on Phoebe, she plastered a smile on her face. ‘Has she? That’s exciting, isn’t it?’

‘Babies take up a lot of time, so, she won’t be able to look after me when it comes out.’

‘Is that right?’

Watching Phoebe nod vigorously, the muscles in Bea’s shoulders tightened. If Alex was pregnant, who would be Phoebe’s childminder first thing in the morning and after school? Alex was perfect. She lived on the estate around the corner and could fit working with Phoebe around her shifts at the local pub. And it took time to understand Phoebe’s epilepsy medication. A random babysitter couldn’t just take over.

‘Bye, Sydney!’ Phoebe waved at a child with long blonde hair who walked alongside an older woman who must be her grandma.

When Sydney ignored Phoebe, the woman nudged her. ‘That little girl spoke to you, Sydney. Where’s your manners?’

The girl stared at her feet and said, ‘Bye,’ quietly.

The woman fell in step with Bea, peering down at Phoebe. ‘That looks sore.’ She pointed at Phoebe’s face. ‘Did you burn yourself?’

Bea tensed. ‘No. That’s just one of your birthmarks, isn’t it, poppet?’

‘It’s not sore.’ Phoebe poked at her cheek. ‘Look.’ She rubbed her hand up and down the port-wine stain, beaming up at the woman, whose brow formed an ugly V.

‘Bless you, poor thing,’ she said.

Bea wanted to slap her. A thousand words gathered in her throat but before she could find any appropriate to say in front of small children, Sydney ran off towards another girl with glowing, pale skin. The woman scurried after her calling for her to be careful not to fall.

Phoebe squinted up at Bea, her eyes narrowed against the bright sky. ‘They don’t hurt.’

‘I know, sweetheart.’

‘They might do, after I’ve had the thingy, though.’

Bea crouched down, her face level with Phoebe’s. ‘You mean the laser treatment at the hospital?’

Phoebe nodded. ‘Daddy said it might hurt a bit.’

‘It wasn’t too bad last time, was it?’ Bea remembered rubbing moisturiser into the bruised skin under Phoebe’s chin two years ago, after the laser treatment to lighten the colour of the port-wine stain on her face and neck.

‘Not too bad.’ Her face broke into a smile. ‘Daddy let me have ice cream and watch the iPad in bed.’

‘Wow.’ That didn’t sound like Ewan at all. It broke Bea’s heart that after Gemma died, he struggled to show Phoebe the kind of love a three-year-old who has lost their mother needs.

She nodded towards Sydney, who was playing a complicated clapping game with another child. Phoebe made the same motions with her hands as she walked along, playing with an invisible partner.

‘Do you play with her?’

‘Yes,’ said Phoebe, seriously. ‘She’s my friend. But she doesn’t want to play with me.’

Bea’s heart pumped faster. ‘Why not, if she’s your friend?’

‘Some of the girls are my friends, but they don’t want to touch me. They’re scared they’ll catch my birthmarks.’

Forcing herself to carry on walking, Bea resisted the compulsion to turn around and march straight into the Headteacher’s office. She’d thought the bullying was getting better. Phoebe no longer came out of school crying because the children called her names or picked on her. This felt worse. She was still being excluded by these entitled brats, but they were clever enough to dress it up as fear rather than nastiness.

‘Did you tell them you can’t catch birthmarks?’

‘Yes, but I’m not sure they believe me because they still run away.’

Bea held Phoebe’s hand, avoiding looking at any of the mothers in case she lost control and told them some home truths about their little angels. They shouldn’t allow their children to behave like that.

Bea’s heart lurched as she replayed that thought. What kind of mother brings up a child who can cause so much pain? A mother like her. That’s who.

* * *

Bea started as she heard the slam of the front door. Ewan was early. The office must have burned down or something equally dramatic to get him home in time to eat with his daughter.

‘Daddy!’ Phoebe jumped down from the table, abandoning her five times table, and ran into the hall.

Bea looked at her watch. She hadn’t thought about dinner yet and realised she hadn’t received the customary text from Ewan today. She closed her eyes and exhaled, remembering there was nothing that would constitute a meal in her fridge at home. The thought of calling in at the shops to get a ready meal for one made her tired bones ache.

‘I didn’t know you were coming home early today,’ she said, as Ewan strolled in, dropping his suit jacket on the back of a chair, the pink lining clashing with the green velvet.

‘Sorry. Forgot to message. Thought we could have a family dinner for a change.’

Bea felt her chin retract. ‘What were you planning for dinner? There’s not much in.’ She mentally scanned the contents of the fridge, wondering if she could rustle up a Spanish omelette. That’s the inside of two fridges she’d pictured in her mind’s eye in the last minute. Add the fridge she kept her sandwiches in at Sweetingdale and there was the metaphor for her life: Cold, dark, and generally ignored until somebody wants something.

‘I thought we might get a takeaway. Quattradicci?’

Phoebe wiggled her bottom in an excited dance. ‘Can I get pizza?’

‘They don’t do pizza, but you could have lasagne?’ Ewan pinched his daughter’s chin.

Bea lifted an eyebrow. ‘Posh.’

‘Mother’s coming over, so it’s the only place I could think of ordering from.’

‘You don’t think she’d fancy a vindaloo?’

Ewan ran his fingers through his hair, pushing the grey-streaked waves back in place. ‘Very funny.’

Bea sat at the table watching Ewan flick through his phone to find the menu. ‘What’s all this in aid of?’

‘Sorry? What?’ He glimpsed up and she recognised his feigned misunderstanding. Joyce’s genes were strong in this one.

‘Don’t pretend this is spontaneous. What’s going on?’

He let the phone hang in his hand. ‘Alright. I want to ask you something. But wait until Mum’s here, okay?’

She wrinkled her nose. ‘I’ll have the rib-eye steak and chips, then, if you’re ordering.’

‘Right-ho.’ He lifted the screen up again. ‘And would you mind giving Phoebe a quick bath before the food comes? It will give us more time to talk afterwards. Thanks, Bea. What would we do without you?’

‘What indeed?’ He didn’t look up to see her shake her head then gesture to the little girl to follow her from the room. Even though he was home early, he still didn’t see it as an opportunity to spend time with his daughter. Bea might be getting steak tonight, but not before she’d sung for her supper. She checked herself. She was only doing Phoebe’s bath because her own mother wasn’t there to do it. It was only right she did everything she could to lessen the impact of that, given her own role in it.

* * *

Joyce arrived at the same time as the food. She was dressed in a Chinese-style silk jacket.

‘I wish I’d had some notice before this dinner.’ Bea tugged at the bottom of her maroon tunic. ‘I feel underdressed.’

They didn’t reply. Ewan was busy dancing around his mother, settling her in her chair as though she were a visiting dignitary, so Bea dished up the food from the various containers onto matching crockery and set it on the table, feeling like the hired help. Maybe her uniform was the right outfit after all.

When they were all seated, Bea felt reassured to see Joyce poke at the ridiculously expensive food from the Italian restaurant in the same way she examined the food she cooked for her. She thought privately Joyce may have missed her calling as a crime scene investigator. She’d spent her life being judge and jury instead. Bea shoved another chip in her mouth and chewed, making sure her lips remained closed, and she didn’t speak until her mouth was empty.

‘How’s everything at Sweetingdale?’ Ewan glanced up from his food, then back at his plate.

Bea took a moment to take the question in. Was Ewan genuinely interested in her work-life? This had never happened before. A piece of gristle refused to be severed by her teeth so she swallowed it down, hoping she wouldn’t choke. ‘Not too bad, I suppose.’ She coughed, trying to dislodge the meat from her throat. ‘There’s been a few suspected thefts recently, so everyone is behaving a bit oddly.’

‘Oddly?’ The way Joyce sat with a straight back, head swivelling, reminded Bea of a meerkat.

‘Until we find out who the culprit is, everyone’s a bit suspicious. I suppose it’s only natural, but it’s not the ideal working environment.’

‘Are you under suspicion?’ Joyce’s voice was clipped.

‘Don’t be silly, Grandma,’ said Phoebe. ‘Aunty Bea wouldn’t take anyone else’s things.’

‘I didn’t ask if she were culpable, I asked if anyone else thought she might be.’ Joyce’s head twisted to Phoebe, who looked confused.

Bea shrugged, wondering if using words a six-year-old wouldn’t understand made Joyce feel superior. ‘I suppose I’m as much under suspicion as anyone else.’ She turned to Phoebe with widened eyes. ‘Let’s hope the burglar makes a bungle soon and we can cart them off to jail.’ She ignored the rumbling feeling that she seemed to be the only person at Sweetingdale Lynn was watching closely.

‘Well, that’s hardly likely, is it, with the policing system stretched to capacity and the leniency of namby-pamby judges these days? They’d probably get a warning or something equally ineffectual.’

Bea checked Joyce was looking away and made a face at Phoebe, who grinned back.

‘How’s the bike running?’

Another question from Ewan that didn’t include her schedule for looking after Phoebe. He was clearly having some kind of episode. Should she call a doctor? ‘Good, although I suspect the head gasket is spraying. I smelled burning oil last time I took it out, so I’ll have to get that looked at.’

‘Sounds expensive.’

Bea sighed. ‘I’ve been thinking about selling it.’ She glanced around the table and noticed Ewan staring at her as though he actually saw her, not just the help. It was quite unnerving. She started to backtrack. ‘I know Oli loved that bike. So do I, but since I’m picking Phoebe up more and there’s the insurance and maintenance even when I’m not riding it …’ She trailed off.

Ewan turned to Phoebe and her empty plate. ‘All finished? Good girl. Upstairs to do your teeth and get into your pyjamas.’

Bea put down her knife and fork. ‘I’ll give you a hand, poppet.’

‘The child is old enough to brush her own teeth,’ said Joyce. She turned to watch Phoebe climb off her chair. ‘Come down to say goodnight when you’ve finished.’

Phoebe looked as if she were about to complain. Bea gave a tiny shake of her head and her shoulders dropped. She sloped from the room.

Bea was aware of Ewan and Joyce’s eyes on her, and her neck grew warm under her hair.

‘Are you selling the bike because you can’t afford to keep it?’ asked Joyce.

Bea bristled. If Joyce was concerned about her financial affairs, she could have offered to help back when all the trouble started. Not that Oli would have accepted anything from his mother. He felt he had to prove his independence after Joyce was so critical when he decided to become a history teacher at a comprehensive, instead of a city banker like his father and brother. The stubborn genes hadn’t skipped a generation, however different he felt to the rest of the family.

‘As I said, it’s just sitting in the garage most of the time. It seems wasteful to spend money on it.’

‘But you’d prefer to keep it?’ Ewan’s gaze was still fixed on her.

‘Well …’ She felt a stab of irritation, which melted into sadness. Of course she’d prefer to keep it. It was one of the few links to Oli she had left.

‘Are you keeping up with the mortgage?’ Joyce asked. Her lipstick had worn to show pale pink skin where her lips met.

Bea sat back in her chair, crossing her arms. ‘What’s going on?’

Ewan turned back to his plate and attacked the remains of his steak with his knife and fork. ‘Nothing. We’re showing an interest.’

Bea shook her head. ‘No. You arrive home early, order a fancy takeaway, then you two start interrogating me on my financial affairs. What’s all this about?’

Their heads turned as they heard Phoebe’s footsteps bounce down the stairs. She appeared in the kitchen doorway, opening her mouth wide and showing off her tiny teeth with a gap where one at the front was missing. ‘All done.’

‘Good girl. Say goodnight to everyone and up we go.’ Ewan rose from his seat.

‘Can Aunty Bea read my story?’

Ewan flopped back in the chair. ‘Bea?’

‘Course I can.’ She stood and watched Phoebe reach her small arms around Joyce’s neck while the old woman sat stiffly, patting Phoebe’s back over her pink pyjamas. Bea remembered Joyce pulling Immy onto her knee at this age, smothering her face in kisses. She had been like a different woman when Immy was small. She was cold to Phoebe in comparison and the unfairness was another needle in Bea’s conscience. Joyce had allowed Immy into her heart and Immy broke it. Now, Phoebe suffered the consequences.

Snuggled next to Phoebe in her bed, Bea decided she’d far rather be up here than downstairs with Ewan and Joyce. She tucked her arm under her niece’s small body, breathed in the scent of toothpaste and strawberry shampoo, and gave her a tight hug. Kissing the top of her head, Bea opened the cover of My Naughty Little Sister and started to read.

* * *

‘Bea!’

Her eyes snapped open and she blinked at the whispered sound of her name.

‘Beatrice.’

She’d fallen asleep next to Phoebe. Grimacing, she mouthed sorry to Ewan, who put his fingers to his downturned lips and tiptoed out of the room.

Wiping drool from the corners of her mouth, she shuffled downstairs, finding Ewan and Joyce on the sofa and armchair at the far end of the kitchen. They both watched her as she entered. It was so unusual to be the centre of their attention she felt she should do a high kick and a bit of a twirl to make it worth their while. All she could muster was a yawn.

‘Must’ve dropped off. Sorry about that. These early shifts are a killer.’

She watched Joyce take in her words but knew she would never be able to understand. She’d never had a job. Her grandfather was a wealthy architect who designed the house she lived in and the other older houses on The Crescent. Her father worked in the city, and she’d married young and stayed at home with her boys. No five o’clock starts for her. No Lynn looking at her watch, no mortgage to pay every bloody month. She yawned again, remembering too late to cover her mouth.

‘Join us,’ said Ewan. ‘We have a proposition for you.’ His suit trousers rustled as he crossed one leg over the other.

‘Right.’ Bea drew the word out as she exhaled and perched on the edge of the sofa cushion. She’d been correct in thinking they were up to something, then.

Ewan licked his lips and flicked a glance at his mother before he spoke. ‘Since you’re having difficulties at work and experiencing financial problems—’

‘Hold on,’ Bea cut him off. ‘That’s not what I said.’ She thought of Oli and his refusal to be defined by his family and their expectations. She wasn’t about to start taking handouts from them now.

‘Please. Hear him out.’ Joyce’s voice was warmer than usual, a request rather than an instruction.

‘Okay. Go on.’ She crossed her arms and sat back.

‘The owner of my fund wants me to relocate to New York.’

Bea squinted from him to Joyce. ‘But, Phoebe? She’s got her treatment coming up. You can’t move her now.’

‘Yes. Phoebe is the problem.’

Bea felt a surge of rage. ‘The problem?’

Ewan put his palms up. ‘That’s not what I meant. It’s—’

‘Oh, for goodness sake.’ Joyce’s voice was exasperated. ‘You never could articulate.’

Ewan seemed to shrink into the chair.

‘What he’s trying to say is that we could work together to solve all our difficulties collectively. This is a brilliant opportunity for Ewan. A prestigious position. I only wish his father had been offered such a lucrative package. It will set him up for life.’

She smiled as though she’d made everything clear. Bea shook her head. ‘I still have no idea what you’re saying to me.’

Ewan cleared his throat. ‘We’re asking if you’d consider leaving your job and coming to live here. To take care of Phoebe … and help out with Mother while I work abroad. The job I’ve been offered is a big promotion. It will mean I can afford to slow down and spend more time with Phoebe when I come back. In two years.’

‘Two years?’

Joyce nodded. ‘A mere twenty-four months.’

Bea laughed. She looked from Ewan to Joyce and back again, but they weren’t even smiling. ‘Are you on drugs?’ It came out before she could stop it.

Joyce’s face turned to stone. ‘I think you’ll find that kind of behaviour doesn’t run through our side of the family.’

Winded, Bea stared at Joyce in disbelief at her cruelty. She opened her mouth to bite back, but the icy glare from her mother-in-law silenced her. What could she say, anyway? She had no choice but to listen to Ewan, who was still speaking as though he were in a board meeting suggesting a company takeover. That’s what it felt like, an ambush to take over her life.

‘The timing works well because Alex is expecting a baby, so she’s leaving anyway.’

How convenient. They had it all worked out. ‘When would the job in New York start?’

‘I’m leaving in a month. The fund manager wants to make sure everything’s set up correctly and I’m the only man he trusts to get it right.’

Bea gaped at him. ‘You’re leaving? You’ve already accepted the job?’ This was looking more like a hostile takeover.

His chest deflated, and she felt a flash of anger. Had he expected her to congratulate him on being the big man? ‘Yes. In four weeks.’

‘You want me to give up my home, and my job?’ Bea blew out her cheeks. She didn’t add that they made up her entire life because that sounded sad, even to her. She owed them, but surely they could see how much they were asking of her. ‘And if I say no?’

‘Why would you?’ Joyce rubbed a polished fingernail under the collar of her jacket. ‘In two years’ time you could be in a much better position. Ewan would pay you well. Yours is the kind of job you can simply slot back into, isn’t it? You could see it as an opportunity, rather than a sacrifice.’

She opened her mouth to argue, but they’d had time to plan what they were going to say and she was on the back foot. Words formed in her mind, but she didn’t seem to be able to mould them into a cohesive sentence. How could she explain to these two, who valued money and status above all things, how much her job and her home meant to her? How she loved the residents at Sweetingdale, how her house bound her to the people she’d lost. The fact Ewan and Joyce could ask her to give up so much showed how little they appreciated the life she’d been left with. It might be small, but at least it was hers.

More words formed in her throat. She wanted to explain that she’d always planned to get her diploma and move into management after Immy started senior school, but she hadn’t factored in how time-consuming living with a teenager could be. The management of her emotional upheaval was a full-time job. Then there was the ferrying her around to show rehearsals and friends’ houses. There never seemed to be any time left, even before everything went so horribly wrong. She shook her head. They would never understand.

Ewan’s eyes flicked between the two women. He licked his lips again, like a lizard assessing its prey
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