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Prologue

Charlie

There are many different kinds of love.

Charlie watches her as she lies beside him, the rise and fall of her chest. Outside, there’s the thrum of a passing car, but here they are, cocooned in their own world.

He wishes they could remain in this moment.

The afternoon sun pushes through the window, casting a small circle of light over her heart which he knows beats for him. He doesn’t want to break it, and the thought that he might is the source of infinite sorrow.

The clock ticks.

Time marching forward.

Time running out.

I love you.

He feels the shape of those words stuck to his tongue, heavy and cumbersome, weighted with the memories of the last time he uttered them. Charlie’s chest tightens painfully.

He takes three slow, measured breaths.

This is not the same.

She shifts her weight, her mouth lifting at the corners before relaxing again. He doesn’t need to study her features to commit them to memory; every time he closes his eyes, he sees it all: the curve of her smile, the sweep of black lashes framing light blue eyes, the smattering of freckles across her shoulders. It doesn’t seem fair that now he has found love, now that he is certain of it, it is, perhaps, too late. Still Charlie cradles the feeling carefully on the palm of his hand, knowing it is something rare and fragile and beautiful, not wanting to release it. She is blissfully unaware, her face slackened with sleep, the taste of her still on his lips. The inevitability of goodbye is torturous, but he has made a promise to his family. His family who he has let down in the worst kind of way even though, he thinks, he is not the worst kind of person.

Or is he?

It has been an age now, but he still deliberates whether it was all his fault. Sometimes he’s convinced it was but often the memory is as hazy as the muted recollection of a dream, not entirely tangible and open to interpretation. Although some of the details are a blur, he does remember with clarity the way the fabric of his universe had been ripped apart at the seams. Afterwards things were never quite the same however hard he had tried to repair the tear with clumsy stitches, looping the coping techniques he had been taught over and over his pain until it was barely visible. The inexorable truth was that he had endlessly questioned who he was, what he felt. How had his life been built on a lie? It didn’t seem possible and yet, somehow, it was. Even into adulthood he had found himself constantly scrutinising his reality, reaching out to touch it with his fingertips, trying to fathom what was real and what wasn’t.

She.

She is real and his battered heart isn’t quite ready to let her go.

She sighs and rolls over onto her back, her head lolling to one side, her blonde hair fanned across the pillow.

Charlie dips his mouth towards her ear, the smell of her coconut shampoo drifting towards him as he whispers his secrets; the hopes and dreams he had for them.

He tells her it all.

Everything.

And that is how he unequivocally knows she is the one.

He trusts her in a way he hasn’t trusted anyone in years and years; not since that inimitable day.

Gently, he brushes her hair back from her face; her skin is warm and soft.

The light changes in the window. Rain patters against the panes as the sky cries ceaseless tears.

It’s almost time to make an impossible decision that will end in heartbreak.

Charlie’s heartbreak.

He loves her but can love be enough?

She is going to leave unless he makes her a promise that will be impossible to keep.

He thinks of the threads that tie him to this house through his tangled past and his complicated present and, for a single blissful moment, he imagines cutting himself free. Floating between his family and her. Which way would the wind blow him?

There are many different kinds of love and if he has to choose one…

He has to choose one.

Today.

Now.








Six Months Before








Chapter One

Charlie

Charlie is a terrible son.

This thought runs through his head as he knocks on the front door as though he is a stranger, as though this hadn’t once been his home. It’s been so long since he was last here, he can’t quite remember if he still has a front door key or where it might be. Not hanging from his key ring where he might see it every day, where it might remind him of this house.

Of everything.

Reassuring himself that there is good in the world – his world – he glances at Sasha as she stamps her feet against the cold beside him, her breath billowing a white cloud in the freezing air. The sight of her still makes his heart flutter, which isn’t a very macho thing to say, but then Charlie isn’t what you’d describe as an alpha male. Sasha flashes him a smile – the smile that made Charlie fall for her – and again he thinks how lucky he is that he’s finally found happiness. Finally ceased endlessly questioning whether he deserves it.

The front door creaks open and there she is, his mother, looking the same and yet somehow different. Her long brown hair now streaked with more grey than when he last saw her. How long has it been since he last visited? Easter, he thinks. He bought tubs of sweets for his younger siblings, which they loved.

Mum’s eyes crinkle around the corners with delight as she gestures them into the warm hallway. It still has a shabby brown carpet although years of thundering footsteps have trodden down the pile which is interwoven with white animal hair.

On cue, a dog – the same dog he can smell despite the vanilla air freshener lingering in the air – hurtles towards Charlie. He sets down his case and crouches, opening his arms, and she flings herself at him, paws scrambling for traction as she attempts to fit her too-large body onto his lap, her rough tongue covering his face with love and licks. Some of the tension he’s been carrying begins to dissipate as he scratches her behind her ears, her eyes closed in rapture. She’s a mongrel, part poodle they had ascertained from her curly coat when she became part of the family several years ago. Nowadays she’d be given some fancy name, some sort of ‘doodle’ or ‘poo’ he supposes.

‘This is Billie,’ Charlie says to Sasha as he wipes the drool from his cheek with his sleeve. ‘And this is my mum, Ronnie.’ He stands. ‘Mum, this is Sasha. My…’ he trails off. Girlfriend seems too small a word, but he can’t say fiancée. Not yet. In his pocket he fiddles with the ring box, small and hard. He’s been carrying it around for weeks, but it never seems like the right time. Tonight, New Year’s Eve, is perfect, but they are in wholly the wrong place. This tiny Derbyshire village isn’t where he wants to form new memories, good or bad. Besides, he hasn’t yet shared the shame of his past with her and this he must do before asking her to spend the rest of her life with him.

Mum squeezes past Charlie and reaches for Sasha, sweeping her into an enthusiastic greeting, not the obligatory peck on both cheeks that is the way in his London life but a genuine I’m-delighted-to-meet-you hug.

‘Charlie hasn’t brought a girl home before.’ His mum grins.

Irritation shivers down Charlie’s spine. He has taken plenty of girls – well, three if you’re counting – home but this… this isn’t his home. That is apparent from the way he stands awkwardly in the cramped space, still wearing his coat, still wearing his shoes. He is thirty-three but here he reverts to being a child, awaiting instructions.

‘Charlie!’ His stepdad sticks his head around the door from the lounge, his booming voice filling the silence. ‘Don’t stand on ceremony, lad.’

They traipse a crocodile line into the living room. ‘Hello, Bo.’ Charlie and his stepdad fold themselves into a bumbling one-armed hug. Bo has raised Charlie since he was a teenager; a difficult age for most, an impossible one for Charlie. They draw apart and Bo gently pats the bristles that spike Charlie’s chin.

‘You need a shave, lad.’ A smile passes between them, and, Charlie thinks, a shared memory. Charlie at fifteen carefully lathering shaving foam onto his skin for the first time under Bo’s watchful eye, the scratch of the razor as it sliced at the hairs that had begun sprouting above Charlie’s upper lip.

‘Oh, I quite like a beard.’ Sasha bestows a beaming smile as she shrugs off her faux-fur coat, teetering on her heels on the parquet floor. ‘You have such a cosy home, Ronnie.’ Sasha is never tongue-tied, searching for conversation. She has an easy way with people.

‘Take a pew.’ Bo settles himself on the black leather couch, which is criss-crossed with duct tape covering the places Billie has broken the ageing material with her claws or teeth.

Sasha sits, crossing one denim-clad leg over the other.

‘Tell me about yourself, Sasha,’ Mum asks. ‘Where are you from?’

‘London. I’ve never lived anywhere else.’

‘It’s funny but I never think of people being born there, more moving for work. Do your family still live there?’

‘There’s just my parents, but yes.’

‘No siblings?’

‘No.’

‘It must be lovely for your mum and dad to live so close to you and see you regularly.’

There’s a beat before Mum turns to him, a too-bright smile on her face.

‘How’s city life then? I can’t imagine living anywhere so busy.’

‘Same as usual,’ Charlie quickly replies. He had asked Sasha not to mention his forthcoming transfer to New York next month. He doesn’t want to upset his parents before their big night. They don’t need to know yet that he’s here to say goodbye.

‘You made good time this morning? We weren’t expecting you so soon. You must have caught an early train?’ Mum asks.

Charlie glances at Sasha. He doesn’t want her to think he’s a natural liar – he’s not; there had been enough lies in his childhood – but it would hurt his mum immeasurably to learn they’d travelled up last night but had chosen to stay in a hotel instead of here, with her, his family. ‘Blended’ they’d be categorised as nowadays, but Charlie still views them as two separate entities. Them and him.

‘London isn’t too far really,’ Sasha says as she places her hand on his knee, deflecting the question. ‘Not like your trek today. How long does it take to get to Cornwall from here?’

His mum pulls a face. ‘Colesby Bay is about six hours away.’

‘Must be some party you’re going to.’ Sasha tucks a strand of blonde hair behind her ear.

‘It’s a gig. On the beach, so we’ll probably freeze but there’ll be a fire and food and fireworks.’

‘That sounds so cool,’ Sasha says. ‘Who’s playing?’

Mum’s eyes flicker towards Charlie before settling on Sasha again. ‘We are.’

‘Seriously?’ Sasha elbows Charlie. ‘You never told me your parents are in a band.’

‘Were,’ Charlie corrects.

‘We have the photos to prove it.’ Mum crosses to his nana’s old sideboard and slides open the doors.

Charlie inwardly shrinks. ‘We don’t want to make you late—’

‘Nonsense.’ His mum cuts him off as she squeezes between him and Sasha, her arms laden with photo albums. ‘Marty isn’t picking us up just yet; besides, if we don’t spend some time with you now, when will we, if you’ve got to rush back to London tomorrow night?’ Her eyes, the same brown as Charlie’s, fix on his. ‘We missed you at Christmas, Charlie.’

‘Sorry.’ He doesn’t offer transparent excuses, instead focusing on softly stroking Billie’s muzzle with his index finger as she bumps her head against his ankles as though, if she doesn’t make a connection every three seconds, he might disappear again for months on end.

Mum opens the album, the photos suffocating under tight plastic, and lovingly smooths out an air bubble with her knuckles before she angles the page towards Sasha.

‘That’s Bo when I first met him.’

‘Wow.’ Sasha’s eyes flicker between the picture of the younger Bo, the tan, his hair falling past his shoulders, sunglasses pushed on top of his head, to the man he has become with his short back and sides and pale skin, his stomach overhanging the waistband of his trousers. The guitar Bo is holding in the photo is plastered in stickers, a peace sign, a cannabis leaf – it was all very seventies, but the fashion was all wrong for that era. ‘When was this?’

‘Eighteen years ago. After… I’m sure Charlie told you about…’ Mum falters.

Charlie gives an imperceptible shake of his head, glances at Sasha, worried she might probe into what his mum is leaving unsaid, but she’s too engrossed in the photos to notice.

‘We went to Cornwall,’ Charlie picks up the story. ‘On holiday.’

Running away.

‘Yes,’ Mum carries on. ‘We’d only been there a couple of days when we saw Bo’s band playing on the promenade—’

‘I’d like to say she couldn’t resist me,’ Bo jumps in, ‘but I think it was the jazz that lured her over.’

‘They were playing “Summertime” and I couldn’t help joining in.’ She begins to sing it, eyes half-closed, back in that day, taking Charlie with her. The screech of seagulls, the smell of hot doughnuts, the warmth of the sun on his skin.

‘I sang with them for the rest of the summer,’ Mum says.

Oh, that endless summer. Sitting at the Cliff Top Café, feeling like he was on top of the world, head almost touching the clouds. Bottles of Coke speared with red and white striped straws; chips doused in vinegar. Charlie kicking his legs against the harbour wall, watching various dads scoop sand into buckets, kids collecting feathers and pebbles to decorate their castles. Mum had pushed two-pence pieces into his hand so he could amuse himself in the arcade while she practised with the band. Dropping the coppers into the coin pusher. Waiting for the clatter of tumbling coins to spill out of the machine. He wouldn’t say he was happy exactly, that seemed too far out of reach after… but he had begun to feel a contentment when everything had changed.

Again.

‘Why did you stop playing?’ Sasha asks.

‘When Ronnie and Charlie came back here, I moved with them. I tried, but…’ Bo shrugs. ‘Had to get a proper job. Who knows, there might be a talent scout there tonight. This could be our big break.’

‘Bo has never given up on his dreams,’ Charlie says. Even on jam nights at the local pub he was optimistic he’d get his big break.

‘Ah, Charlie lad. You know your mum is my dream.’ It’s true. They’re devoted to each other, never stopped showing affection the way that some couples do. A touch of the hand. A brush of the lips. ‘But music is a close second. Anyway, we’re a happy family now, aren’t we?’

Bo doesn’t reference what it took to get here. Charlie’s own dreams broken. His spirit broken.

Family.

Charlie thinks about what that word means to him. He fingers the ring box in his pocket.

Family is hope, a future, a choice.

Love.

‘But you’re playing again tonight?’ Sasha asks.

‘Yeah, putting the band back together.’ Bo grins but then his smile slips. ‘Our drummer, Marty, has been diagnosed with prostate cancer. He’s based in Sheffield now but Fingers, our keyboard player, lives in Cornwall, and he’s organised a fundraiser. We thought a beach party would be fun and…’ Bo’s voice drops. ‘It might be the last time… you know.’

For a moment they sit in silence until Sasha asks if there are any photos of Charlie in the album.

Ronnie turns the page and points out a younger him, not quite a child but not yet a man. If you look past the mop of curly dark hair, which nowadays is tamed with product, you can see the sadness shadowed in his eyes. His jaw tightens as his mum tells Sasha that after that picture had been taken, he had eaten so much candyfloss he’d felt sick for the rest of the day but it wasn’t the sticky spun sugar that had made his stomach churn; it was the fear, the confusion, the knowing that they had come here because he had lost something, and recognizing that, from the adoring way his mum and Bo were gazing at each other, he’d also found something and he wasn’t sure it was something he wanted.

Still, as Sasha screams with hilarity at his too-short-shorts, his protruding knees, his unkempt hair, he laughs good-naturedly.

He’s a world away from that child who had been thrust into an unfamiliar and uncertain situation; he is the man he’d chosen to become. Sasha is the swirl of vanilla buttercream on top of the perfect cupcake. His happily ever after. He reaches for her hand and gives it a squeeze.

‘Where are Duke and Nina?’ He throws a distraction Mum’s way before she can turn the page again. For a second Sasha looks blank as though she’s forgotten they’ve come to babysit Charlie’s half-brother and -sister rather than to poke fun at the ungainly teen he’d once been.

‘They’re next door baking with Pippa,’ Mum says. ‘They shouldn’t be too long.’ She checks her watch just as a horn beeps outside. She cranes her neck to peer out of the window. ‘That’s Marty, we must get going.’ She stands. ‘We can drop into Pippa’s to say goodbye.’ She turns to Charlie. ‘The kids might want to stay up for “Auld Lang Syne”.’

‘That’s okay. It will be nice to see in the new year together,’ he says, although inwardly he’s disappointed. He wants that midnight kiss with Sasha without an audience; he’s already planned an inordinately romantic speech, but then if they aren’t alone he won’t do anything stupid like propose tonight, here.

They all bustle back into the tiny hall again.

Mum and Sasha hug their goodbye, exchanging a premature ‘Happy New Year’.

‘Charlie.’ Mum opens her arms to him.

He bends down and fastens his fingers around Billie’s collar on the pretence she’s about to bolt through the front door.

‘See you tomorrow.’ He tilts his head upwards, not quite looking at her face, as he crouches on the floor among the dog hair and his resentment which, even now, he can’t quite shift. It wasn’t her fault. He knows that and yet he still can’t release his grip on the bitterness he’s been carrying around for so long it feels like part of him.

And yet as she gazes down at him with tenderness, he knows she’d be devastated if she had any inkling how conflicted his feelings towards her are. How complicated.

‘Look after them for me, won’t you?’ she whispers. ‘And look after yourself too,’ she adds but not as an afterthought. It’s as though this is what she wanted to say all along.

‘I promise.’ He crosses his chest with his finger the way he used to when he was small. Not a hug, but enough.

For a moment their eyes meet, and he feels held. The way he had when he was younger, before Bo and Nina and Duke. Before any of it. The way he had when he’d had a nightmare, a tummy ache, a fear of the monster living under the bed. There is a split second when he longs to hurl himself into her arms, tell her that he loves her, that he knows she loves him really and has done her best and that he’s sorry he has brought her so much shame, but his words are tangled up with his emotions and his memories, and he can’t unpick them before she turns away from him and walks down the path. The garden gate creaks open. She spins and raises her hand in a wave but before he can free his fingers from Billie’s collar and wave back, she’s disappeared from view.

Sasha has healed the crack in Charlie’s bruised heart, but in that moment, suddenly he wants to make it right, all of it. He vows that when he sees his mum tomorrow, he will tell her everything, the way he felt all those years ago, the way he felt until recently. He wants to say goodbye properly. To promise that he’ll call her every week and mean it. Leave for New York with a clean slate, a clear conscience. He doesn’t want to feel like he’s running away.

Again.

As yet, Charlie does not know that he will not get the chance to put things right. If he had known what was to come, he would have gone after her, stopped her from leaving, reassured her that he understood the choices she had made.

He would perhaps have told her that he forgave her.

At the very least he’d have whispered that he loved her. Those three words would have meant everything to her, and she had not heard them from him in such a long time.

Now, she never would.

But Charlie, of course, does not know that he’ll never see her again as he turns around and closes the front door, his fingers on the handle, unknowingly touching the last thing at home that his mum would ever touch, the warmth from her hand already faded.






Chapter Two

Duke

Duke loves being at Pippa’s house. He sits on a stool at the breakfast bar and swings his legs impatiently. Pippa’s baking batches of biscuits and cakes to take to her party later. She says round food is good luck on New Year’s Eve because a circle indicates the old year has come to a close and a new one is about to start. Duke doesn’t care about all that – he just wants to eat them.

‘I can smell the cookies are nearly ready,’ he says.

‘You can’t smell something is nearly ready.’ Nina doesn’t look up from her newly painted pink fingernails, which she’s filing into curves.

Pippa smiles. ‘You’ve a sensitive nose.’

‘A sensitive everything,’ Nina says, which is pretty much what Mum might say but when Mum says ‘sensitive’ it sounds like a good thing. Nina makes it sound bad but then ever since she’d turned fifteen she made everything sound like the Worst. Thing. Ever.

A rush of cold air blasts into the kitchen as his parents slip through the back door.

‘We’re off now.’

Duke jumps down and wraps his arms around Mum’s legs, his nose pressing against the fabric of her skirt. He breathes in deeply, a heavy perfume filling his throat; she doesn’t usually wear any. She doesn’t usually go anywhere that isn’t with him. ‘Do you have to go?’

‘We’ll be back tomorrow.’

‘Why can’t we stay here? With Pippa?’

‘I’ve told you. Pippa’s going to a party of her own tonight. Besides, Charlie’s come up from London to spend some time with you.’

‘But I hardly know him.’

‘He’s your brother,’ Mum says, like that means Duke automatically knows him, which is stupid because he rarely sees him. ‘You should go home and say hello.’

But Duke can think of several reasons why he shouldn’t.


	Charlie always pays more attention to Billie than to him.

	Last visit, Charlie bought him a tub of jelly sweets for Easter that he couldn’t eat because they contained gelatine. If he was a GOOD brother, he’d have remembered that Duke is a vegetarian and bought a chocolate egg.

	Nina acts weird around him like she hates him but at the same time she is always trying to impress him.

	Mum always secretly cries after he leaves even though he promises he’ll visit again soon.

	He ALWAYS breaks his promises.



‘I’ll be back before you know I’ve gone,’ Mum says, which is another stupid thing. He’ll know she’s gone the second she walks out of the door. How will she be back before that? ‘I love you.’ She drops a kiss on top of his head. ‘Love you too, Nina.’ She opens her arms and steps towards Duke’s sister, but Nina flaps her away with ‘wet nails’.

Dad rolls his eyes behind her back and mouths ‘hormones’ at Duke, which he’s been doing a lot lately whenever Nina is stroppy. He had asked Mum whether he’d get hormones too and she had said that’s part of biology he is still too young for, but sometimes she says he’s such an old soul for an eleven-year-old so he doesn’t know whether he’s too young or too old. Nina often calls him a baby because he doesn’t live in the real world but he likes his world. The lists he makes and the random thoughts that filter through his head make him smile to himself and, when he does, Nina laughs and calls him weird, but if being happy makes you weird then he’s okay with her calling him that.

Duke hugs his mum and dad, telling them he loves them, before they then leave. He is sad for about five seconds until Pippa asks him if he wants to eat the remnants of the cookie dough, which is stuck to the mixing bowl. He scoops it out with his fingers and has put half of it into his mouth when Nina says,

‘It’s got raw eggs in it. You’ll probably die if you eat that.’

He hesitates, glancing at Pippa for reassurance. ‘Nobody’s going to die,’ she says, adding, ‘I promise.’

‘If they do it’s your fault now,’ Nina says.

‘Nina! Don’t be unkind to Duke.’

Duke knows if Dad were here he’d roll his eyes and mouth ‘hormones’ so Duke tries not to let her words worry him but they still do. He carries on chewing, but the mix doesn’t taste as sweet anymore.

Duke’s tummy feels fluttery as he steps into his lounge. Charlie is sprawled on the sofa, his arm around a woman who he supposes is his girlfriend. He sits up quickly when they come in as though he’s been caught doing something wrong like when Duke should be learning on the computer but instead is playing Minesweeper because it’s more fun.

‘Pippa.’

Duke doesn’t know why Charlie looks so surprised to see her. She’s lived next door like forever.

‘Sasha, this is Pippa. We went to school together.’ Charlie doesn’t say hello to Duke or Nina at first. It’s like he can’t see anyone but Pippa, which is stupid because it’s not as though they’re each wearing an invisibility ring like the one in The Hobbit.

‘Hello, Charlie.’ Duke gives a little wave.

‘Hello. Sorry, Sasha, this is my brother, Duke, and my sister, Nina.’

He can’t be that sorry because he immediately focuses on Pippa again but Duke supposes that’s okay because Charlie has two days with him and Nina and Pippa will be leaving in a minute. She isn’t looking at Charlie though, she’s too busy arranging the plate on the table, sliding it to the left and then the right until it’s in the middle.

‘How are you, Pippa?’ Charlie asks.

‘You know.’ She shrugs, which isn’t an answer at all. ‘Fine. Doing okay.’ She straightens up.

‘Good. And how’s your grandma?’

Now Pippa stares at Charlie. ‘She died.’

‘I didn’t… I’m so sorry.’ He crosses to the table, his arms moving as if to hug her but Pippa turns away from him. Instead, he reaches out with his hand to touch her shoulder, glances at Sasha, leaving his arm hovering in the air in an awkward way until he lowers it and chooses the biggest cookie as though that’s what he meant to do all along.

‘Six months ago,’ Pippa mumbles.

Charlie does this strange stepping forward and stepping back thing.

‘Mum did tell you,’ Duke says. ‘You weren’t picking up the phone, so she had to leave you a voicemail with details of the funeral. She was cross with you for not coming.’

‘I don’t… I can’t have listened… I should have been there. Sorry.’

Pippa has tears in her eyes now. Duke doesn’t like that Charlie has made her sad thinking about her grandma but while no one is looking at him he sneaks a couple of the still-warm cookies into his pocket.

‘Anyway,’ Pippa says too loudly as she turns to Duke. He can feel the blood rushing to his cheeks. His fingers twitch to put the cookies back but then she says, ‘I’ve got to go and get ready for my party so Happy New Year everyone.’

It’s a bit weird when she’s gone but then Sasha says, ‘Your manicure is very pretty,’ to Nina and rather than rolling her eyes and saying something sarcastic his sister mumbles, ‘Thanks.’

‘I’ve got some baby pink lip gloss that should match,’ Sasha says. ‘Do you want to try it?’

Nina throws a death stare to Duke but he’s hardly going to say Nina isn’t allowed to wear make-up when he has stolen cookies in his pocket, is he? Duke won’t tell on her the way Nina tells on him sometimes like if he’d stuck a star on his chart without doing his chores, with an ‘you’re not the golden boy now’, which is stupid because his hair is dark, the same as Charlie’s.

Sasha fetches a glittery gold bag and unzips it. ‘Shall we go the whole hog? Eyes, cheeks and lips?’

‘Can you teach me how to highlight properly?’

‘Of course! You have gorgeous skin,’ Sasha says.

Nina sits on a chair and Sasha begins dipping a brush into a pot. Duke perches awkwardly on the sofa – he wants to go to his room, but his mum always says it’s rude to disappear when visitors are here but is Charlie a visitor? He is family, even if he doesn’t feel like it.

Duke looks to Charlie. He’s an adult; he should know what to say, what to do, but it seems he doesn’t.

‘Have you made any books lately?’ Duke speaks first. They can’t just sit here.

‘I don’t make the books, Duke. I’m a literary agent. Remember, I explained it to you last time?’

Duke shakes his head. Last time was ages ago and Duke doesn’t remember the details.

‘Writers send their books to me and I read them and if I think they’re any good I send them to a publisher to ask if they might like to print them.’

‘Why don’t people send their books straight to the publishers?’ Duke doesn’t quite understand the point of Charlie.

‘Because the publishers are very busy and they don’t have time to read everything.’

Duke is sometimes very busy – he thinks of the endless columns on his reward chart on the fridge – but he always has time for books. He even gets stars for reading, which is silly because it isn’t as if it’s boring like the washing-up or folding his clothes.

‘What if you like something and the publisher doesn’t?’

‘That happens sometimes. Then—’

‘And what if you don’t like something and don’t send it but the publisher would have loved it?’ It doesn’t make sense to Duke. ‘Mum said you wanted to write a book once?’

Charlie looks surprised. Duke wonders if this is a secret like when Nina snuck out of the window at night last week to meet someone and made him promise not to tell.

‘Yeah, but…’ Charlie shrugs.

‘I didn’t know you wanted to write?’ For some reason Sasha is combing Nina’s eyebrows – girls are stupid.

‘When I was younger but then…’

‘Then what?’

‘Something. Nothing,’ Charlie says but that doesn’t make sense. How can something be nothing? ‘Sasha works in publishing too.’

‘I’m an editor,’ Sasha says.

‘What’s one of those?’

‘It’s like when your teacher corrects your work with a red pen.’

‘I don’t go to school.’

‘Why not?’

‘It wouldn’t suit me. I’m not the right personality. Nina goes because Mum says she needs the stimulation but I’m better off at home. I wouldn’t be happy there.’

‘But you went to school, Charlie?’ Sasha asks. ‘Yes, you must have because you said you went with Pippa. It’s strange I know literally everything about you now but hardly anything about your childhood. Did you—’

‘Nina!’ Charlie says in a fake voice. ‘You look so grown-up now.’

Nina glows under Charlie’s praise. Sasha beams too. They don’t seem to realize that he is just trying to change the subject. Mum does that a lot and Duke is well-practised at recognizing it and trying to change it back. Sasha hands Nina the mirror.

‘I don’t look like me.’ Nina’s fingers touch her face as though she’s reassuring herself that she is real. When she tears her eyes away from the mirror she glares at Duke.

‘What are you laughing at?’ But Duke isn’t laughing; he’s smiling because Nina had been too, and she doesn’t smile as much as she used to. It’s as if Sasha has painted over the hormones and Duke can imagine them struggling to break free under the sparkly silver that surrounds Nina’s eyes. Their tiny hormone feet sticking to the shiny stuff on her lips.

‘All dolled up and nowhere to go,’ Sasha says. ‘Shall we order some pizza for lunch and watch a movie? Have our own party.’

‘We don’t have a TV,’ Duke says.

‘So…’ Sasha asks, ‘what do you do for entertainment around here?’

‘I’ll show you,’ Duke says excitedly.

‘No, it’s okay,’ Charlie begins but Duke is already racing into the hallway, turning to beckon the others as they follow him.

Duke pushes open another door. ‘This,’ he announces, ‘is what we do.’

‘Wow.’ Sasha spins around taking everything in. The piano, the saxophone, guitars, a microphone. Everything crammed together in the space where a dining table should be.

‘Yes. Wow,’ Duke says proudly, wondering why Charlie and Nina aren’t saying anything.

‘And that?’ Sasha points to the words on the gold wall written in large, black swirling letters. ‘That’s a bit different to Live, Laugh, Love.’

‘“All The Things You Are” is Mum’s favourite song. She sings it to us. Ow.’ Duke rubs his ribs where Nina has jabbed her elbow. He doesn’t think there is anything wrong with Mum singing them her favourite song. There are lots of different versions. When Ella Fitzgerald sang it, she made it happy, but Sarah Vaughan made it feel sad. Mum would sing it fast in the day and then slow before bed, changing the words to suit them all. They weren’t a promised kiss or a breathless hush but other things; clever, funny, kind.

‘Who are all these people?’ Sasha studies the framed black and white photos hanging on the walls.

‘They’re all jazz musicians.’ Duke points to one. ‘That’s Duke Ellington; I’m named after him although his name was Edward really. He was a pianist, but I prefer the saxophone.’ Duke sticks his finger towards another. ‘That’s Nina Simone. She was a singer. Our Nina can sing, and I think she’s just as good although sometimes she’d rather just play her clarinet. And that—’ he leads Sasha to another photo ‘—is Charlie Parker. He was a saxophonist but Charlie’s better at guitar and piano, aren’t you, Charlie?’

‘I don’t play anymore,’ Charlie says.

‘You don’t play?’ Duke’s mouth drops open, his hands on his cheeks.

‘We’re not all as obsessed as you,’ Nina jumps in. ‘Honestly—’ she rolls her eyes at Charlie ‘—Duke is basically always playing. It’s because he hasn’t got a life.’

‘Music is my life. Well, music and Billie. I would literally die without them.’

‘Dramatic, much,’ Nina mutters.

Duke stares intently at Charlie, trying to understand him. ‘So, you don’t play and you don’t write anymore?’

‘No.’

‘This is so cool,’ Sasha claps her hands together. ‘Can you play something for me?’

Charlie says no at the same time Duke says yes.

‘Please.’ She smiles at Charlie, but he doesn’t smile back.

‘No.’

She glances at the wall again. ‘All the things you are, Charlie: boring—’ she counts them on her fingers ‘—secretive, party-pooper…’

Duke imagines someone on the toilet pooping out a party. The bowl overflowing with balloons and streamers. His dad trying to clear it with his plunger. He smiles.

‘What are you smiling at?’ Sasha asks him.

‘Oh, he’s always smiling to himself. He’s weird,’ Nina says.

Duke forgets his daydream and looks to Charlie to ask him again if they can play a song but he has left the room. He is a fun sponge.

‘Nina?’ Sasha asks. ‘I’d love to hear you sing?’

‘Umm. Okay.’ Nina switches on the amp and Duke picks up the saxophone. It’s heavy but he’s stronger than he looks.

‘“I Wan’na Be Like You”?’ he asks his sister.

‘No. That’s babyish—’

‘From The Jungle Book? I love that film!’ Sasha says. Duke loved it too. They’d watched it at the house of one of the other home-ed kids.

Nina tucks her hair behind her ears. ‘Okay.’ She begins to sing a slowed down version, not the fast tempo one they’d sometimes do with Dad on guitar and Mum batting a tambourine against her thigh where they’d all dance and shake their bottoms like Baloo the bear.

He doesn’t enjoy it as much.

Later, they eat Veggie Volcano pizza straight from the box and afterwards Billie licks the grease from Duke’s fingers.

‘Billie Holiday!’ Sasha suddenly shrieks, making them all laugh. ‘Your mum really goes all in, doesn’t she?’

‘Not always, no,’ Charlie mutters.

Sasha asks if they have any games. Duke suggests KerPlunk but Nina complains it takes too long to set up. She loves Twister but Duke’s arms and legs aren’t as long as everybody else’s – he’s small for his age – and so they play Monopoly. Duke is the banker because Mum always says he’s good at maths.

Charlie wins.

Duke had been determined to stay up until midnight, but he must have fallen asleep because he wakes up in his own bed. At first, he isn’t sure what has disturbed him. It is still dark outside. But then there’s the sound of the bell, quickly followed by a frantic knocking on the front door. Duke pulls his covers up to his chin and clutches them tightly. His stomach spins like the washing machine churning up the fiery jalapeños he had eaten. But it isn’t just the chillies making him feel this way.

He’s scared.

The banging brings with it a sense that somehow his life is about to be forever changed. No one ever knocks on the door in the middle of the night.

Something is wrong.

He closes his eyes and tries to imagine his mum perching on his bed, her hands smoothing his hair as she softly sings ‘All The Things You Are’.

Funny.

Brave.

But this isn’t funny and he doesn’t feel brave.

Somehow, he knows that his world is disintegrating, turning to dust, just like the stolen cookies he had forgotten to eat that will now be just crumbs in his pocket.

The knocking comes again, loud and urgent.

Duke hides under his covers but he can still hear it.






Chapter Three

Charlie

Charlie cannot sleep.

By the pale moonlight penetrating the thin curtains he watches Billie, curled in her basket, snoring gently. Her legs twitch furiously. He wonders what she is chasing in her dreams and whether she’ll catch them. Charlie’s dreams have always seemed so far out of reach, unobtainable, but then he’d met Sasha who is his future. However, lying on the uncomfortable sofa bed he can’t help turning over his past.

Pippa had been friendly albeit distant earlier but then what did he expect? He had hurt her immeasurably once and that, coupled with not coming home for her grandma’s funeral, is inexcusable, unforgivable. It isn’t only that he should have been here to support Pippa; her grandma was such a big part of his own childhood.

Sasha rolls over, clutching the duvet to her chest. Although not their usual London party, she seemed to have had a good time playing board games, eating pizza, more relaxed around Duke and Nina than he was.

It saddens him that he barely knows his siblings. What they think. What they feel. What makes them happy. Separating himself from this house, distancing himself from the memories of what had happened to him when he lived here has meant he has missed out on so much.

He only sees Duke and Nina two or three times a year and each time they have changed enormously.

On the surface today Duke had reminded him a lot of himself and it was this that had created an awkwardness between them. Charlie didn’t want to think of the child he had once been.

He had softened when Duke had fallen asleep on the sofa, his head lolling against Charlie’s shoulder. He’d tenderly scooped up his brother, thankfully not as heavy as he’d feared, and carried him up to his bedroom, the space that used to be Charlie’s before Duke came along. Charlie had been twenty-two and had already left home when Duke was born but it still stung that his mum had given his room away. Now it was decorated a bright blue rather than grubby white, but bookcases still lined the walls. After settling Duke into bed, Charlie had crouched and scanned the spines, squinting in the dim light that rolled in from the hallway. The shelves were groaning under the weight of tatty paperbacks, faux-leather hardbacks, even some old encyclopaedias. Duke had eclectic taste. Charlie made a mental note to send him some books when he returned to London.

He hadn’t been sure how to relate to Nina, but Sasha had bonded with her in a big sisterly sort of way. They haven’t planned children of their own. He isn’t cut out for parenting and that is his last thought before someone raps sharply, insistently, on the front door.

He sits bolt upright, his stomach churning with both the fizzy elderflower they had drunk and a creeping sense of fear.

Nothing good ever comes from a 5 a.m. visitor.

The banging comes again and again and he rushes to answer the door before it wakes Nina and Duke, flicking on the hall light as he runs. A rush of cold air blasts into his face as he blinks in the brightness. In front of him are two men. He steps backwards away from their uniforms, their sombre expressions. It is the second time he’s been faced with the police and after that first time his life had changed immeasurably as he knows it will again now.

After tonight, nothing will ever be the same.

He shakes his head.

Don’t tell me.

‘Mr Johnson?’

‘Walker.’ Charlie had never changed his surname when his mum had married Bo.

‘Can we come in?’

Don’t tell me.

Charlie’s legs shake as he leads them into the lounge. Sasha is pulling on a jumper. Before he can cross to her side Nina and Duke pound down the stairs. They run to Charlie and he offers them each a hand, and their smaller fingers squeeze around his.

United as siblings for perhaps the first time ever.

Don’t tell me.

‘Veronica and William Johnson are your parents?’

‘Ronnie and Bo.’ Charlie never understood how Bo came from William. He had asked him once but he can’t remember the answer. He does remember, though, that Bo had once told him if he were to pick a stage name it would have been Woody. Woody Shaw. But Bo… This isn’t the thing that his racing thoughts should be focusing on, but it is, somehow believing that if he can solve the puzzle of the name before the officer speaks again Bo might appear. His mum might magically materialise.

Don’t tell me.

‘I’m afraid I have some bad news.’






Chapter Four

Nina

It is the sharp wind whipping against Nina’s face that causes her eyes to stream. It isn’t tears. She cannot cry.

Her parents are dead.

She doesn’t believe it. She won’t believe it.

Once she’d spent a holiday here in Colesby Bay. She remembers the vibrancy, the colour. Staking their claim on the crowded beach, spreading a tartan picnic rug and laying out the thick sandwiches they had made together in their caravan. Dad shelling eggs, Duke mashing them with a fork, Nina mixing in the mayo while Mum buttered fresh white bread. Later, Mum had been starfished on an orange towel soaking up the sun while her dad shrieked with mock fear as Nina and Duke advanced towards him, freezing sea water sloshing out of red plastic buckets.

Now it’s bleak, almost deserted.

They always said they’d return but it was such a long journey and Duke got carsick, and instead they’d spent the last few years alternating between Cleethorpes or Mablethorpe.

Now she is back and it’s the last place on earth she wants to be.

Again, her eyes scan the ocean as she wills her parents to appear. How could they have gone out on a boat at midnight to watch the fireworks? It’s ridiculous, all the things her parents told her that she should not, that she could not do, and then they go and throw away their own rule book and… In her head she can hear her mum humming ‘All The Things You Are’ and she shakes the sound away. It turns out that all the things her parents are, were reckless, stupid, selfish.

Dead.

She won’t accept it until their bodies are found. The coastguard here, Alan, has repeated the same things as the police had when they’d stood uncomfortably in her house early this morning.

The tide and the weather pattern had swept her parents out to sea when the rickety rowing boat they had foolishly gone out in to watch the midnight fireworks had capsized. Bodies – bodies – aren’t always washed up but this is unpredictable; there is no way of knowing. What they did know with certainty was that the temperature of the freezing air and frigid water would have killed her parents along with the bass player and keyboard player of the band – Hal and Fingers – who had been with them. It would have been quick, they were told, as though that was some comfort. It was only Marty, the drummer who had cancer, who had survived. The one who had chosen to stay on the beach.

Marty stands by their side now. He’s told them what had happened over and over; sometimes they’ve asked questions and sometimes they’ve just listened. Eventually they have all run out of words. None of them speak. Not Charlie, her brother, who is an adult but doesn’t seem to know what to say. Not Duke who is silent, face white, dry eyes wide. Not Pippa who drove them here at 6 a.m. after the news. Luckily, she’d been the designated driver last night so she hadn’t consumed any alcohol at her party.

Not like her parents who had apparently been drunk.

Her parents are dead.

Alan, the coastguard, eventually wanders off, followed by Marty who wants to get back to his family in Sheffield. He promises to keep in touch. Nina, Charlie, Duke and Pippa remain clumped together on the beach, their sight trained on the horizon, the grubby sky merging with the grey, choppy sea, watching, waiting. Billie, sensing something is wrong, doesn’t tug at her lead to be free; instead she sits on Nina’s foot but Nina’s extremities are so cold she can barely feel her fingers or toes.

Seagulls screech out their sorrow for the fractured family. The odd passer-by stumbles across the uneven sand, wellington boots crunching over shells and pebbles. Sometimes they call out ‘Happy New Year’ to the group. Nina wants to tell them to fuck off but her teeth are clattering together so hard she can’t speak. She can’t stop shivering. The dampness in the air sneaks between her skin and her clothes, chilling her flesh until there isn’t a single part of her that feels warm. She wishes she were home. She wishes she could pretend the last few hours have never happened. That she’d been able to run




















































OEBPS/images/Title.jpg
From

Now On

Amelia Henley

ONE PLACE. MANY STORIES





OEBPS/text/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Praise



		About the Author



		Booklist



		Title Page



		Copyright



		Note to Readers



		Dedication



		Contents



		Prologue



		Six Months Before



		Chapter One



		Chapter Two



		Chapter Three



		Chapter Four



		Chapter Five



		Chapter Six



		Chapter Seven



		Chapter Eight



		Chapter Nine



		Chapter Ten



		Chapter Eleven



		Chapter Twelve



		Chapter Thirteen



		Chapter Fourteen



		Chapter Fifteen



		Chapter Sixteen



		Chapter Seventeen



		Chapter Eighteen



		Chapter Nineteen



		Chapter Twenty



		Chapter Twenty-One



		Chapter Twenty-Two



		Chapter Twenty-Three



		Chapter Twenty-Four



		Chapter Twenty-Five



		Chapter Twenty-Six



		Chapter Twenty-Seven



		Chapter Twenty-Eight



		Chapter Twenty-Nine



		Chapter Thirty



		Chapter Thirty-One



		Chapter Thirty-Two



		Chapter Thirty-Three



		Chapter Thirty-Four



		Chapter Thirty-Five



		Chapter Thirty-Six



		Chapter Thirty-Seven



		Chapter Thirty-Eight



		Chapter Thirty-Nine



		Chapter Forty



		Chapter Forty-One



		Chapter Forty-Two



		Chapter Forty-Three



		Chapter Forty-Four



		Chapter Forty-Five



		Chapter Forty-Six



		Chapter Forty-Seven



		Chapter Forty-Eight



		Chapter Forty-Nine



		Chapter Fifty



		Chapter Fifty-One



		Chapter Fifty-Two



		Chapter Fifty-Three



		Chapter Fifty-Four











		Six Months Later



		Chapter Fifty-Five



		Chapter Fifty-Six



		Chapter Fifty-Seven



		Chapter Fifty-Eight











		Eighteen Months Later



		Epilogue











		Reader Letter



		Acknowledgements



		Book Club Questions



		Extract



		Prologue



		Chapter One









		About the Publisher











Guide





		Cover



		Contents



		Prologue













		i



		ii



		iii



		iv



		v



		vi



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278



		279



		280



		281



		282



		283



		284



		285



		286



		287



		288



		289



		290



		291



		292



		293



		294



		295



		296



		297



		298



		299



		300



		301



		302



		303



		304



		305



		306



		307



		308



		309



		310



		311



		312



		313



		314



		315



		316



		317



		318



		319



		320



		321



		322



		323



		324



		325



		326



		327



		328



		329



		330



		331



		332



		333



		334



		335



		336



		337



		338



		339



		340



		341



		342



		343



		344



		345



		346



		347



		348



		349



		350



		351



		352



		353



		354



		355



		356



		357



		358



		359



		360



		361



		362



		363



		364



		365



		366



		367



		368



		369



		370



		371



		372



		373



		374



		375



		376



		377



		378



		379



		380



		381



		382



		383



		384



		385



		386



		387



		388



		389



		390



		391



		392



		393











OEBPS/images/9780008512002_Cover.jpg
Sometimes IIl()\'iIlg on

means letting go of the past...






OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
H{Q





