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Smothering. The heavy press of a pillow against nose and mouth. That’s the thought that swoops and swirls across my mind as I pause, one hand against the wall. My heart hammers in my chest, so hard that I can barely breathe as I glance up at the landing, the stairs a mountain to climb before me. I fight against the tightness in my chest, against the nausea that makes saliva flood my mouth and I step forward onto the first step, teetering on the edge. It’s as if there is a voice whispering in my ear, telling me there’s still time. I can take my foot off the step, lay it back on the solid floor and then turn and run. Or I can raise the other foot, take another step towards the inevitable. There is a roaring sound in my ears, similar to the noise you hear when you raise a shell to your ear to hear the crashing of the ocean. I can still feel the creak of the stairs underfoot even if I can’t hear it, as I raise first one foot, then the other, climbing towards the top. By allowing myself to climb those stairs I have made my decision. There can be no going back, not now. Reaching the landing, a cold puddle of moonlight pools across the threadbare carpet and I feel the chill of it beneath my bare feet, feel the scratchiness of the worn carpet fibres against my skin. I take a moment, glancing out of the window to the darkness outside, my head feeling light and swimmy. My vision blurs slightly and blinking rapidly I try to clear my sight, letting my gaze be drawn to the white of the moon. I need to be able to see clearly, to do what must be done. My pulse skitters under my skin and I have to let out a long breath as I peer into the room ahead, seeing her tiny body in the bed in front of me, a frayed blue blanket laid across the foot of the bed as unfamiliar shadows dance across the ceiling. There is a breeze coming from somewhere, stirring the thick, heavy air; a window left open in another room perhaps. The cold brushes over my nose, my cheeks, my fingers and the frayed cuffs of my linen shirt hang limply over my wrists, tickling my sweaty palms. There is a thudding at my temples, a low-level nausea starting to swirl in my stomach, and I have to swallow, my throat painfully dry. Everything has already come undone, and there is only one way I can put things right. I can’t stop now. There is no alternative. If they had just left me alone, none of this would be happening.






Chapter One

What did I do? The question is on my lips as I struggle my way into consciousness, my heart hammering in my chest, my nightshirt stuck to my damp body. The baby snuffles in the cot next to the bed, a faint intake of breath that turns into a squeak. I know cries will follow, and as soon as they do, my body reacts accordingly. Air hisses out from between my teeth as there is a sharp, almost painful tingle in my breasts, and the baby squawks in response, as if he knows.

‘Al?’ Rav nudges me gently, but I close my eyes, pretending I don’t hear him. ‘Allie, the baby. He’s crying.’

I don’t need to put the lamp on. A shaft of moonlight slices through the gap in the curtains and I see the soft curve of the baby’s head, the tiny fists that pump the air as he prepares for a full-on wail. I should get to him before then, it’s not fair for him to cry that hard. I lean over the cot and scoop him up, smelling that already familiar baby scent. I know that if the light were better in here, I would see his dark, almond-shaped eyes screwed tightly shut as he latches on, pain making me bite my lip. He’s only four weeks old but I am cracked and bleeding, something I don’t remember from when I had Mina. Or maybe I’ve just forgotten. I would see the dark, dark hair that covers his tiny skull, hair that no one apart from me was surprised to see. His sallow, olive skin, darker than me, lighter than Rav, a legacy of his Indian grandparents. I am the opposite. So white, so fair you could mistake me for a Viking. Or a milk bottle. There is nothing of me in the baby, he is all Rav.

I pull up my nightshirt and place him carefully at my breast, wincing as he latches on. Squashing down the faint whiff of resentment that rises as Rav lets out a sigh and rolls over, burrowing down under the duvet against the chilly draft that wafts in through the ill-fitting antique windows, I focus on the baby’s head, the dark tufts of hair, the movement of his mouth as he squeaks and sighs contentedly against my skin. He takes his time, drinking greedily and by the time he is finished I am wide awake, my eyes gritty and dry. The baby unlatches and he lolls in my arms drunkenly, not even stirring as I reach over and lay him gently in the cot. Glancing at Rav, who slumbers on oblivious, I slide carefully out of bed, wincing as something inside tugs as I stand. Mina’s birth had been easy, quick, a delightful first labour I was told by my midwife. This time, it wasn’t so easy.

I slide my feet into slippers, big, cosy, fluffy monstrosities that Rav had laughed at when he saw them, but now I am grateful for them as the floorboards beneath my feet are icy cold, the chill wafting up around my bare legs. A cup of tea, I think. That’s all I need and then I’ll go back to bed.

Silently I move around the kitchen, tiredness tugging at my bones but feeling too unsettled to sleep. I pause as I pour boiling water over a teabag, a creak above me stopping me in my tracks as I wait for Mina or Rav to appear in the doorway. No one does, and I realize it must just be the house settling, the old beams and boards sighing as they move. Letting out my breath, I step over to the battered oak table, pulling my cardigan tighter around me. The kitchen is always slightly chilly, as is the landing at the top of the stairs. Rav says it’s because the sash windows are old, that the house is old and we shouldn’t expect it to be as snug as a new build, but I’m not quite so convinced. Surely then the whole house should be cold? I blow on the steaming hot tea and give myself a mental shake. I’m just feeling off kilter because of the dream. It was so vivid, so real. I could feel the creak of the stairs under my feet, the carpet under my toes as I walked across the landing, the cold spot in the moonlight as I paused and peered into the room, to where Mina was sleeping. The headache that thumped at my temples in the dream pulses there now, and I reach for the packet of Co-codamol that was sent home with me from the hospital, swallowing two down with gulps of hot tea that scald my throat. I watch the hands on the kitchen clock tick round towards four o’clock, the dark outside the kitchen window beginning to lighten now from velvety black to a deep purple. In the dream, it was dark, but with bright moonlight pouring in. Now, the moonlight that sliced through the bedroom curtains is gone and I can’t see anything out of the window, just my own reflection staring dark-eyed back at me, my hair a tumbled mass of bright blonde, almost white at the tips where it has been bleached by the sun. I think again of the dream, the way my heart had hammered in my chest making it difficult to breathe, and I shiver, pulling the soft wool of my cardigan up high around my neck. It doesn’t feel like a dream. It was too real, too intense to be just a dream. It feels more like a memory.

‘Mama?’ Tiny hands tug at me, and I pull myself up from the kitchen table, blinking in the bright light. My spine cries out as I stretch, muscles and bone untwisting from the slumped position I must have fallen into as I slept, and for one horrible moment I feel groggy and disorientated, my mouth patchy and dry from the painkillers I took.

‘Allie? Al?’ Rav appears in the kitchen doorway, awkward as the baby begins squirming and squawking in his arms. The sight of him, his dear, familiar face, his black hair tousled with sleep, and the fading six pack of his youth that has merged into the tiniest of paunches that peeps over the waistband of his pyjama bottoms is enough for me to shake the last vestiges of unease left by the dream. He watches me pull Mina up onto my lap, her chubby two-year-old fingers reaching up to pat my face as I try to blink away the exhaustion. ‘I woke up and you weren’t there. Leo needs feeding … I changed him but …’ he gives a tiny apologetic shrug and I think I see a hint of irritation flit across his features. I kiss Mina on the top of her head before sliding her back down onto the floor and holding my arms out for the baby.

‘Are you OK?’ Rav’s face creases slightly in concern and I wonder if I imagined that shadow of annoyance. I turn my face away and concentrate on latching the baby on properly. ‘I was worried when I woke up and you weren’t there.’

‘I couldn’t sleep,’ I say, reluctant to expand on anything in front of Mina, who tugs at Rav’s pyjama leg as he switches on the kettle. ‘Mina, leave Daddy. Hang on a sec and I’ll get you some breakfast.’

‘I would do it, Al, but I’m late already. The traffic will be a nightmare.’ I feel a twinge of guilt at not being there when Leo woke, and I smile up at Rav as he pours himself a mug of coffee.

‘It’s fine. Don’t worry. Mina can hang on until Leo finishes. I can manage. You’d better go and get ready – are you in court today?’ Envy pierces my breast for a single fleeting moment, at the thought of Rav, in his gown and wig, striding into court to deal with another hardened criminal. It’s not the criminals so much that I’m envious of, rather the idea of spending time with other adults. The idea of busyness, that doesn’t revolve around nappies and nap time.

‘Not today. We’re still preparing.’ Rav gives me a long look before checking his watch. ‘Shit, I need a shower.’ He thuds out of the kitchen, ruffling Mina’s hair as he goes. I close my eyes, grateful for the early morning May sunshine that streams in through the window creating a puddle of warmth, and let the baby feed and feed, trying to ignore the gnawing thirst that has started up at the back of my throat. Rav didn’t think to make me a cup of tea as well, his mind already on the difficult case that has crowded out everything else around him for weeks now. When Leo is finished, I lay him in the Moses basket and cut up some toast and fruit for Mina, tidy away the mug that Rav has left on the side, wipe up the sugar he has spilled across the worktop, and chug down a glass of water to ease the parched feeling in my throat.

When Rav comes back down, he looks gleaming and fresh, as if just unwrapped from cellophane. Feeling tired and faded, I watch as he bustles around, shoving papers into his briefcase, checking his pockets for his phone, his wallet, his keys, all while Mina dances around his feet, desperate for him to notice her.

Rav scoops her up for a quick kiss, his eyes on the clock on the kitchen wall. ‘Hey, Mina, why don’t you go and find the new dolly Avó brought for you?’ He turns to me as she runs off into the hallway. ‘Mum brought her a traditional doll, it’s got a sari and everything.’ He does a little eye roll and I push a smile on to my face. Rav’s mother is lovely most of the time – I don’t think she’ll ever be entirely convinced I am the right woman for her precious son – but despite moving to Britain years ago with Rav’s dad, she still loves to tell us stories about her old life in Goa and is keen to make sure that Mina knows about her heritage. Rav picks up his briefcase and then pauses, his eyes on mine. ‘Al, are you really OK? You look tired.’ He touches the back of my hand lightly with one finger, stroking along the strong blue line of my veins.

‘I just couldn’t sleep,’ I say quietly. ‘I had …’ I had what? A bad dream? I sound like a five-year-old. That thick unsettling feeling comes over me again and I have to swallow hard. ‘A nightmare. I had a nightmare and then I couldn’t go back to sleep once I’d fed the baby. I thought I would make a cup of tea and I must have fallen asleep down here.’

‘Oh, Al.’ Rav lifts my hand and kisses it. ‘You’ve not long had a baby; you need to make sure you get your rest. You can’t be sleeping down here, it’s freezing once the sun goes down. Your hands are cold.’ He rubs my hand briskly between his palms.

‘I didn’t do it intentionally.’ The thought crosses my mind that he could have got up with Leo, and I push it away.

‘No, I know.’ He looks at me oddly and drops my hand, moving past me to reach for his jacket that hangs on the back of the chair.

I feel horrid for snapping, but tiredness and that strange sensation of a dream that isn’t a dream makes me feel on edge. ‘Rav, I don’t know …’ I pause for a moment, my heart beating double time in my chest and reminding me of that feeling, standing on the stairs, peering into a room that felt both familiar and not, with my daughter sleeping soundly in the bed there. ‘I thought it was a dream, but now I’ve thought about it, I’m not sure that it was.’

‘What do you mean?’ He is fussing with his cuffs, not meeting my eyes. Not listening, I think.

‘I don’t know.’ My throat closes over, and I suddenly feel as though I might cry. ‘Just not like a dream.’

‘I think you’re just really, really tired, Al.’ He finishes fussing with his cuffs and pulls me towards him, wrapping his arms around me. ‘I wish I could stay home, but this case … I can’t. I would if I could.’ I lean into him, breathing in the fresh scent of his aftershave, but as he says the words his phone buzzes in his pocket and I can feel him fight to not pick it up, to not check the message. ‘Can we talk about it tonight?’

I pull away. ‘No, it’s OK. I’m fine, really. You need to go in, I know this case is important to you. Naomi is only around the corner if I need help, and your mum is at the other end of the phone.’ I’m lucky that both my closest friend and Rav’s mother are close at hand, not that I want to rely on them too much. ‘I’ve done this all before, remember? I just had a rough night, and I’ve got a busy day ahead today. I’m finally going to sort that stuff out in the attic.’ I smile, hoping that it stays fixed on my face and doesn’t wobble off.

Rav’s relief is evident as he smiles back and shrugs on his jacket, leaning down to kiss me hard on the mouth before pulling his phone out. ‘I have to go,’ he sighs. ‘You have a good day, OK? And be careful up in that attic.’

‘I will,’ I say, shooing him towards the door. ‘I need to get ready too – I have to take Mina to nursery. I’ll take a slow walk up there, and it’ll do the baby good to get some fresh air.’

‘OK. Great. It’ll do you some good as well.’ Rav frowns. ‘I might be late tonight. I’ll try to be back before Mina goes to bed, but we have a lot to get done today. I love you.’ He leans over to kiss me again, and what he says next makes my blood run cold. ‘I was worried about you, you know. When Leo was crying last night, you were just lying there, with your eyes open, not moving. I didn’t know what to think when I woke up and you weren’t there.’

‘Sorry,’ I say quietly, but he is already rushing down the path, towards the car, his mind already moving past us to the day he has ahead of him. What does he mean, I was lying there with my eyes open? Wasn’t I asleep? And if I was awake, how could I have had a nightmare? An icy finger runs up my spine as I turn his words over in my mind, dread settling on my shoulders. Because if it wasn’t a nightmare, then what was it? The words on my lips last night swim before me, as if written in neon. What did I do?






Chapter Two

I get Mina washed and dressed, and by some miracle manage to get us out of the house only five minutes or so late for nursery. The morning air is already warm, and I lift my face slightly, letting the sun brush over my cheeks. By the time I have handed Mina over to the nursery staff and started the short walk back, I am hot, sweat tickling the nape of my neck and the idea of heading up into the stuffy, humid attic doesn’t feel quite as appealing as it did.

I walk past the village sign that proudly denotes Pluckley as the most haunted village in England, a gossamer thin cobweb hanging from one corner, blowing in the slight early summer breeze. A ripple of unease runs down my spine. I had laughed when Rav told me that Pluckley was known that way, the idea of ghosts seeming ridiculous and fanciful, but this morning I am tired and unsettled by my dream and something prickles on the back of my neck.

‘Allie?’

A voice behind me stops me in my slow plod towards the house and I let out a tiny sigh. I can see the hedge that masks our house from the road, the wonky chimney stack that sits atop our roof, the post of the small, wrought-iron gate that leads up the path to the front door. I turn, glancing into the pram as I do so, to make sure that cessation of movement hasn’t woken the baby.

‘I thought that was you. How are you feeling?’ Naomi pulls me into a hug, and I wince slightly as my back twinges. ‘Oh God. Sorry. Did I hurt you?’

‘No, just a twinge. I fell asleep at the kitchen table, believe it or not.’

‘Oh, you poor thing, no wonder you’re feeling stiff. Did you have a rough night?’ Naomi squeezes my shoulder in sympathy.

‘I just didn’t sleep too well, that’s all.’

Naomi’s face creases in concern. ‘You do look tired. I was coming to see you later, if that’s OK, just to catch up and see if you wanted anything. If you need to rest, I can look after Leo if you want to go to bed for an hour? I’m just on my way into the shop but we’re not too busy so I’ll be done by lunchtime.’

I feel a pang of envy at the image of Naomi standing in the florists where we both work, her nimble fingers twisting and tying wire around sprays of roses and chrysanthemums. I find myself missing the sweet scent of freesias and lavender, the cloying perfume of stargazer lilies, the earthy scent every time I step inside the shop. ‘That would be nice, to catch up I mean. You don’t need to look after the baby.’ I force a smile onto my face, the thought of an hour of uninterrupted sleep calling to me like a drug. What did I do? I shiver, the image of the gloomy, dark staircase of my dream rising in my mind and laying a blanket of dread over my shoulders.

‘Oops, somebody walked over your grave.’ Naomi frowns. ‘Are you sure you’re OK, Al?’

‘Yes, fine. Like I said, just tired.’

‘I suppose you want to get this little one back before he wakes up. I’ll walk up the road with you.’ I let Naomi lead the way, her arm bumping against mine as we walk and she chatters about the shop, the customers, the flowers.

Naomi and I had met when we were both training to be florists. We hit it off straight away, my quiet, insular nature drawn to Naomi’s lively, more outgoing one. She helped draw me out of my shell, and we were inseparable until I married Rav. Naomi was the one I went to when Rav and I had our first date, and then our first fight, the one I went to when I took Rav home to meet my mother for the first time, and things didn’t go the way I thought they would. Naomi is the first person – after Rav – I told when I found out I was expecting Mina, and she was the first person I rang when my water broke. She is the one who has mopped up my tears, made me laugh until I cried, listened without judgement to all of my secrets. She is, quite simply, my best friend. I thought us moving to Pluckley, after making the decision that we didn’t want to bring Mina up in the city, might mean that our friendship would stutter a little – she had finally settled down with Jason and they were trying for a baby – the distance between us, although not great in miles, meaning that we wouldn’t get to spend half the time together that we used to. But not long after Mina was born, when I had gone back to work as the manager of The Daisy Chain, Naomi had arrived in Pluckley, without Jason, and before I knew it, she had a job working under me.

‘… so, do you think that would be OK?’ I realize Naomi has been talking to me and I have no idea what she was saying, so intent was I on thinking about the past.

‘Oh, yes. I’m sure.’ I smile, hoping I haven’t accidentally given her terrible advice. ‘Listen, I’ve got a few bits to do today … I told Rav I’d sort out those boxes in the attic, and I only have a few hours before I have to pick Mina up again. Pop over tomorrow instead?’

‘I’ll bring cake.’ Naomi grins and I let her kiss me on the cheek, inhaling her sweet, floral perfume and watching her walk away for a moment before wheeling the pram up the path and bumping it over the threshold into the hallway.

Taking advantage of the baby sleeping, I tuck the monitor into my back pocket, and slowly ascend the rickety ladder that leads to the attic space. If I’m honest, the attic was never going to be my favourite place to spend the morning, but I had told Rav I was going to clear some of the boxes out, and now I felt obliged to follow through on it. When we moved into the cottage, just a few months before Leo was due to be born, we had piled boxes of our belongings into the attic, Rav swearing that he would go through them once we got settled. He hadn’t, just as he hasn’t yet filled in the pond in the garden as he promised, his position as prosecutor on a high-profile case taking every moment of his time.

Now, I sit back on my haunches, wiping dust and grime from the ladder onto my jeans and survey the dingy space ahead of me. Rav has stacked our boxes neatly to one side, but the attic is filled with years of other people’s possessions, left abandoned and unloved as they have moved on. I pull out a box marked ‘Summer’ and peer into it, seeing some of Rav’s summer shirts, Mina’s armbands, an old sari of mine that I bought in India years ago. I flip the lid over and push it back into place. As I reach for the next box there is movement ahead of me, an activity to match the movement of my own arm and I freeze, my heart hammering in my chest before I let out a laugh, a breath that wheezes its way out of my chest. A mirror. Crawling forward, careful not to bang my head on the beams, I see it propped up against the far wall, clearly left behind by a previous occupant. I scooch along the floorboards, aware that I am getting covered in cobwebs and grime, past the overhead beam into a space where I can stand. It’s a full-length mirror, the glass spotted and dirty but with the most beautiful ornate frame. Getting closer, I run my finger over the whorls and curls of the frame, my skin coming away black with dirt, and I wonder why anyone would leave anything so beautiful behind. It would be perfect in the hallway, I think, and I move closer, testing the weight of it. It’s heavy, but I think if Rav gave me a hand we could get it downstairs. Get it cleaned up. Hang it in the hallway. I imagine myself, checking my reflection in it on the way out of the house every morning and have to suppress a smile. It feels like unexpected treasure.

It doesn’t take long to pull down a couple of boxes of books and one containing cushions and throws. At the top of the stairs, the landing is cold even though the sky outside is still a brilliant blue, and I feel a sense of déjà vu tickling at the base of my spine, the memory of my dream close and heavy. I peep into the bedroom to make sure the baby still has his blanket over him. As I lean over the cot, taking in his tufts of dark hair, the way his hands ball into fists on either side of his head, he stirs and I hold my breath, before leaning down and scooping him up. He nestles under my chin, his head bobbing as he roots around looking for food. Sinking into the nursing chair, I draw him close and let him feed, forgetting about the contents of the boxes that now need to be put away. Trying to forget about the creak of the stairs, the cold spot on the landing.

Twenty minutes later, I groan inwardly as I push the pram towards the preschool building. There is a large gathering of mothers outside, which tells me I am early and will have to wait until they open the doors. Usually I wouldn’t mind – I’m used to spending time chatting with customers as I create their bouquets – but I don’t want to make conversation today, the shadow left by the dream making me feel unsettled, as if a storm is brewing inside me. I wish now that Rav had a job where he could have stayed home from work.

‘Ahhh, let’s have a peep.’ A woman I think I vaguely recognize from previous pick-up and drop-off times peers into the pram, her hands clutching the handles of her own designer travel system. ‘Beautiful. How old is he now?’

‘He’s errr … he’s four weeks old now.’ I clutch the handle of the pram a little tighter, unnerved by her familiarity. I haven’t spoken to her before, I don’t think.

‘Rav back at work, is he?’ She smiles, showing perfect white teeth. ‘It’s nice to get into a routine, isn’t it?’

I stare at her for a moment, before nodding. ‘Yes. Always good.’ Rav must have been chatting to the mums when he dropped Mina off the first week I was home after having Leo. The one week that he could spare away from work. That would explain her familiarity. I peer over into the pram she is holding. ‘How old is your little one?’ I can’t tell if it is a boy or a girl.

‘Oh, he’s three months old now. Sleeping through the night already like a little angel. I’m going to start weaning him soon.’ She fussily tucks the blanket tighter around the gurgling baby. Weaning at three months (and sleeping through the night) seems a little early to me, but that isn’t what is making me feel unsettled. Before I can think it through, before I can try and figure out what it is that has made an icy fist clench low in my stomach, the doors are thrown open and ‘Aunty Linda’, the preschool manager, is ushering us all inside.

Mina stands patiently, her rucksack on her back, until she sees me and starts waving and calling to me. I park the pram up and go to her, making sure she has all her things.

‘Mrs Harper?’ Aunty Linda stands behind me, a stern expression on her face. ‘I know you’ve only just had a baby, but if you’re going to send Mina in wellies, can I please ask that you pop some plimsolls in her bag? We can’t really have children running about in wellies, not on this slippery floor. It isn’t very comfortable for the child either.’

My cheeks flaming red, I apologize and grasp Mina by the hand, eager to get out onto the street and get home. What on earth was I thinking? She must have put them on while I was rushing to get out of the door on time. It’s May, for heaven’s sake. As I struggle to manoeuvre the pram over the step out into the car park, feeling sweat start to bead on the back of my neck, the weaning woman appears beside me, letting go of her own pushchair to help me get it over the step.

‘There,’ she says smiling, and I have no choice but to say thank you and smile back. ‘It’s always a nightmare trying to get over that awful step. I’m Tara, by the way.’

‘Allie.’

‘Listen, Allie, I don’t know if you would be interested but there’s a mother and baby group at the village church on a Thursday morning. I go most weeks and so does Karen.’ She gestures to another woman with shiny dark hair, a baby in a spotlessly clean Babygro on her hip. ‘We’d love it if you could join us.’

I can’t respond for a moment as I realize what it is that had me so unsettled outside the preschool.

‘Allie? It’s literally right next door to the preschool here, so you wouldn’t be far away if they needed you for any reason.’

‘Um … yes, thank you. I’ll definitely think about it.’ I smile weakly and place Mina’s hand on the pram, eager to get away, but it’s not the proximity of the toddler group that has me feeling shaken. The blanket. The blue, handmade blanket that covered Tara’s baby in the pushchair looks unnervingly like the one that lay on the bed in the darkened bedroom in my dream.






Chapter Three

‘I’ve found something,’ I say the moment Rav walks through the door. Mina is already fed, bathed and tucked up in bed, Rav failing to come through on his promise to be home in time to help out.

‘What?’ He sounds tired and distracted, as he shrugs off his jacket and lays his briefcase on the table.

‘Up in the attic. Remember I said I was going to go up and sort the boxes out? Well, I found something.’ Ignoring the frown on his face, I feel a little buzz of excitement at the thought of the mirror. ‘Come on, I want to show you.’ I reach for his hand, but he pulls back.

‘Can’t it wait? I’ve only just walked in the door, Al, I’m shattered.’

‘Oh. I suppose so.’ I deflate like a popped balloon. ‘I did want to show you before the light goes but I guess it can wait until the weekend.’

Rav pauses, his hand on the knot of his tie. ‘What is it?’

‘I’d rather show you,’ I say, and this time when I reach for his hand, he lets me take it. I lead him upstairs to the landing and stop under the loft hatch. ‘You might want to change out of that suit.’

Rav sighs, but his eyes go to the hatch, and I know he won’t argue. ‘OK. I’ll change, you go on up.’

I pull down the ladder as quietly as I can, aware that Mina is sleeping in the room next to mine, that the baby is tucked up in the cot in my bedroom. A waft of warm, musty air hits my face and I cough discreetly into my elbow before climbing the ladder, pulling myself up into the dusty space. The light is different in here now, later on in the day. The small round window at the front of the house lets the sun in in the morning, and when I came up earlier there was a shaft of sunlight beaming in, lighting the attic. Now, the sun has disappeared over the other side of the house and although the air is stiflingly warm, the attic is shrouded in shadows. I shiver, despite the heat, scrubbing my hands over my arms.

‘What it is that you’ve found then?’ Rav’s voice in my ear makes me jump and I press my hand to my mouth.

‘Bloody hell, Rav, you made me jump.’

He laughs, tracing a finger over the bare skin at the back of my neck, making me shiver in a different way, and I decide to forgive him for being so snappy. ‘Come on then, Al, show me what you’ve found. I’m starving and I’ve still got a ton of paperwork to go through tonight ready for tomorrow. Unless you’ve found something rare and valuable that we can sell for a fortune, and I can retire in the morning?’ His mouth quirks upwards into a smile.

‘Don’t be daft. Over here.’ I step forward, catching movement ahead of me as I do. I stop for a second, my pulse speeding up, before I remember this morning. My actions mimicked in the mirror ahead of me, and again now as I move towards it, Rav close behind me.

‘Look,’ I say. ‘I found this mirror. Isn’t it beautiful?’ I run my finger over the carved frame again, just as I did hours before.

‘Yeah, it’s nice,’ Rav says. ‘Really nice, actually. I doubt it’s worth much though.’

‘I don’t want to sell it,’ I say, horrified at the thought. ‘I want us to use it, Rav. It would look amazing hanging in the hallway, don’t you think? It just needs a good clean and then it would finish off that space perfectly.’

Rav runs his eyes over it again. ‘Yeah,’ he says eventually. ‘Yeah, it would look good. You clever thing. I suppose you want me to help you move it?’

‘Would you?’ I flutter my eyelashes at him, and he laughs. ‘Here, you take that side, and I’ll grab here.’ I clamp my hands firmly around the frame, one midway and one at the bottom. Together we manage to inch it towards the opening of the attic. It’s surprisingly less heavy than I first thought, but I am still sweating when we reach the space down to the landing below.

‘I’ll go down first, and then if you slide it towards me, I think I can manage to get it down. Just be careful,’ Rav instructs, before he starts to descend the ladder. As his head disappears through the opening, the shadows seem to gather and I feel the air stir, as if someone has walked up behind me. My arms breaking into goosebumps, I turn slowly, suddenly sure that there is someone, something up here with me, just waiting for Rav to leave, but when I look over my shoulder there is no one there.

Idiot. I whisper it under my breath, as I spot something poking from between the boards where the mirror was stood. Rav calls up to me that he is going to grab some water, something about dust in his throat, so I slip silently over the dusty floor to look closer. The tip of a white feather emerges from the crack in the floorboards and I crouch down to pick it up. It was just a bird, that’s what disturbed the air. I scan the beams but it’s too dark to see if a bird is trapped up here. My fingers pull at the tip, fumbling at the slick fibres. A white feather. Isn’t a white feather good luck? Or spiritual? Something like that anyway. I try to remove it, but something prevents it from sliding out. Something that feels heavier than a feather should.

‘Al? Are you ready?’ Rav’s voice wafts up from the landing below. ‘I really need to get on with some work so can we get this done if you want it down here?’

‘Coming,’ I call back, letting the feather fall back down between the cracks until just the tip is showing. Together we manage to manoeuvre the mirror out through the hatch to the attic, down the stairs and into the hallway without dropping it or arguing. Rav props it against the wall, but there are two fixings in the middle of the wall, in the exact space where I pictured the mirror hanging.

‘Wait, Rav, can you just help me hang it on these hooks?’ We take a side each and get the grimy, age-spotted mirror hung. ‘Thank you.’ I blow Rav a kiss as he hurries away to the kitchen to grab his laptop and briefcase, his mind already back on work. I stand back and survey the mirror. It looks perfect, almost as if that was where it was meant to hang.

We eat dinner in the living room, Rav surrounded by papers, his hair sticking up on one side where he keeps running his hands through it. I know better than to ask if he is OK, if there is anything I can do, and instead I eat in silence, my thoughts going back to the feather in the attic, wondering what it was that stopped it from being pulled out completely.

‘Al? Allie?’ Rav’s voice snaps into my thoughts and I lower my fork to my half-eaten dinner. ‘The baby. He’s crying, didn’t you hear him?’

I look to the baby monitor, where red arcs across the buttons and then I register the thin wail coming from upstairs. ‘Sorry,’ I say, ‘I was miles away. He probably needs feeding.’ But Rav doesn’t respond, already lost in legalese. I run upstairs to where the baby shouts in the cot, his tiny face growing red and sweaty and I scoop him close to me, latching him on before I’ve even sat in the nursing chair. ‘Shhhh,’ I soothe him, running my finger over the tiny dome of his bald head as he suckles greedily. I close my eyes, just enjoying the weight of him in my arms, when a thin breeze wraps its way around my ankles, and I remember the loft hatch. It’s still open. Rav was so eager to get back to his laptop that neither of us thought to close it. I let the baby finish feeding, change him, and tuck him back into the cot before heading out onto the landing and stepping onto the ladder.

The attic space is a little cooler now, and I half wish I had worn a cardigan as I crouch on the floor beside the tip of the feather. I’m not sure why it seems important to find out why the feather won’t just slide out, but as I tug at it again, I meet the same resistance. Something thunks against the underside of the floorboard, the feather stopping dead. Shining the flashlight of my phone onto the feather, I see there is what looks like a piece of string tied around the bottom of it.

Curiouser and curiouser. A beat of excitement pulses through me and I scrabble for the edge of the floorboard. When we moved in, I hoped that we would find something hidden away somewhere, a little piece of the past, and maybe this is it. Or maybe it’s just a feather and some string, a bit of old rubbish that slipped down between the floorboards. My fingernails bend back slightly as I tug the loose board away, almost losing the feather in the gap as it slips free, driving a splinter into my forefinger.

‘Shit,’ I whisper under my breath, raising my finger to my mouth. I taste blood, wrinkling my nose as I swallow. Sliding my other hand into the gap I pull out a tangle of string. Attached on one end is the feather and at the other is a stone with a hole in the middle, carefully tied to the bottom. Hag stone. The words feel familiar as they rise to my lips, as if I have heard them many times before. In between the hag stone and the feather sit two iron keys, spotted with rust. I turn them over in my hands, the keys leaving orange smudges on my fingers, the tang of metal in the air.

‘Allie? Are you up there?’ Rav calls and I slide the floorboard back into place, tiptoeing across the attic to the hatch.

‘Yes. I’m coming down now.’ I make my way down the ladder, careful not to slip, the keys in my hand, as blood snakes its way down my finger from the splinter.

‘What did you do? You’re bleeding.’ Rav takes my hand but I shake him off.

‘Just a splinter.’ I hold out the keys. ‘Look, I found this under the floorboards. It was poking out from where the mirror was. What do you think it is?’

Rav takes it, his nose wrinkling a little in distaste. ‘God knows. It looks like … well it just looks like some old keys.’

‘What about the stone?’

‘It’s probably just a souvenir someone picked up on the beach and used as a keyring.’ Rav tosses them up in the air and catches them in one fist. ‘We have keys to all the doors here, so they can’t be anything to do with the house. They’re just a bit of old junk, Al, nothing exciting.’

‘Do you think?’ I feel doubtful, but I don’t know why. Maybe I just really wanted to find something exciting.

‘Yes, I do. Isn’t the mirror enough of a find for one day?’ Rav yawns, not bothering to cover his mouth. ‘I’m going to bed; I’ve got a long day tomorrow. Are you coming?’

I nod, following him into the bedroom where he throws the keys onto the chest of drawers and then heads back out into the bathroom to brush his teeth. I wait my turn, then slide into bed beside him, the covers already pulled up around his chin and his eyes tightly closed. I wait a moment, sure by his breathing that he’s not yet asleep.

‘Rav, those keys …’

‘Allie, they’re junk,’ he says, his voice muffled by the duvet. ‘Come on, babe, get some sleep before Leo wakes up again. Love you.’

I settle back into the pillow and close my eyes, hoping I can sleep before the baby wants another feed. When I do sleep, I dream I am in the attic, tucking the feathered keys into the floorboard as I mutter to myself, the stone warm against my skin as breath whispers at the back of my neck.






Chapter Four

Naomi appears as I finish making Mina’s lunch, tapping lightly on the front door so as not to wake the baby.

‘Hey!’ She slips into the hallway and takes off her cardigan and shoes before handing me a tiny hand-tied bunch of alstroemeria – symbol of devotion and friendship – fronds of dark fern woven in between the stems. ‘I brought you these. Ooh, nice mirror.’

‘Thanks.’ I smile, a genuine smile for the first time today, as I accept the flowers. I am tired and out of sorts, after another restless night. I dreamed of the attic, and then again of my feet on the stairs, the weight of a pillow in my hands. ‘Can you believe I found it in the attic?’ I have spent the morning while Mina is at nursery scrubbing the mirror, using an old toothbrush to get into the grooves of the carving. The glass is still spotted with age, but it looks perfect hanging on the hallway wall.

‘What a find. Did you clean it all up?’ Naomi says as I nod. ‘You look tired. How is Leo sleeping?’

‘OK, I guess. Feeding every couple of hours or so.’ With that I stifle a yawn. ‘God, sorry. To be honest it wasn’t the baby that kept me up all night last night.’ My heart bangs a double thump in my chest at the thought of vocalizing the dream, the image of myself creeping up the stairs, the way it made me feel.

‘Really? Not Mina?’ Naomi strokes a hand over Mina’s dark head as she sits at the table, crumbling breadsticks onto her plate, a small stick of cheddar in one chubby fist.

‘No, not Mina.’ I incline my head towards Mina, letting Naomi know I’ll tell her when she is finished eating and out of earshot. ‘Are you done, sweetie?’ I lean down and wipe Mina’s hands and face with a baby wipe and she shoots out of her chair and into the sitting room, and we hear the television go on.

‘CBeebies.’ Naomi rolls her eyes and I feel a twinge of guilt before I shake it off. It won’t hurt to let Mina watch telly for half an hour while I get things off my chest. ‘So, why didn’t you sleep?’

‘I had a bad dream,’ I say, not meeting her eyes, ‘only it didn’t feel like a dream. Did you ever have a dream so vivid that it felt real? So real that it was more like … a memory.’

‘Vivid dreams, yeah. But so real as to be a memory … can’t say that I have.’ Naomi frowns. ‘The baby is only a few weeks old, Al. Your hormones are all over the place. Do you want to tell me about it?’

I shake my head, not wanting to go through it all again. In the excitement of finding the mirror, I had pushed it out of my head, and I don’t want to think about it now. ‘I just worry I suppose … It felt so real, as if I was really there, and I woke up wondering what on earth I had done.’ Only I hadn’t woken up the night before, had I? Rav had told me that my eyes were open, that I was awake. ‘You’re right, it’s probably just hormones racing around, you know how it is.’ Immediately I want to bite my tongue. Because Naomi doesn’t know how it is. That’s part of the reason why she and Jason separated. Naomi can’t have children, and after several miscarriages, and then complications, which led to the doctors telling Naomi children would never be possible, Jason left her.

Naomi says nothing for a moment, and I open my mouth to apologize but she speaks before I can say anything. ‘I think maybe you’re overtired. Shall I take Leo for a bit and you go and have a lie down?’

‘I’ll be fine, honestly. You don’t need to …’ I protest, but Naomi is already leaning over where the baby sleeps. She gently lifts him from the Moses basket in the corner of the kitchen and tucks him into the crook of her arm, murmuring softly under her breath. I let her take him, guilty relief washing over me and head up the stairs to the bedroom.

Jolting awake with a gasp, my eyes go to my phone on the bedside table and I lift it, lighting the screen. Four o’clock. I’ve been asleep for almost three hours. I strain my ears but can’t hear either of the children, just the muted sounds of the television. Shit. I push my way out of the duvet, getting to my feet so quickly that for a moment I feel dizzy, light-headed, and I have to take a deep breath, holding on to the bedside table.

‘Mina? Naomi?’ I call out softly, anxious that the baby will be asleep and my shouts will wake him. There is no response, so I run down the stairs, suddenly sure that I will get downstairs and the house will be empty, the children will be gone. As my feet thud on the stair risers, an image appears in my mind of a chair overturned, cups and plates left covered in crumbs and remnants of tea on the table, the back door swinging open in the breeze. A domestic Marie Celeste. A chilly breeze strokes my legs with icy fingers as I step off the bottom stair, and I peer into the sitting room. The room is empty, Mina’s toys scattered across the floor, the television playing to itself.

‘Naomi?’ I call again, and swivel on my heel as a clatter comes from the kitchen. I trip over Rav’s trainers left lying in the hallway as I fly along the passageway to the kitchen, the ancient quarry tiles slippery and cool beneath my bare feet. As I reach the kitchen door I slow, one hand pressed against my chest.

‘God, Allie, are you all right? What’s wrong?’ Naomi sits at the kitchen table, her mouth a perfect O of shock, as the baby still snoozes contentedly in her arms and Mina draws a picture using a packet of fresh, unbroken crayons that Naomi must have brought with her.

‘I thought …’ I let out a wheeze that could be mistaken for laughter. ‘I thought you were gone. I woke up and looked at the clock and I’d been asleep for ages. I couldn’t hear anyone …’ I enter the room fully, stooping to kiss Mina on the head, wanting to pull her close and squeeze her tightly. Almost as if the sound of my voice has reminded him that he hasn’t fed for hours, the baby stirs and makes a mewling cry and I feel a tingle as my milk comes in.

‘Let me take him,’ I say, as Naomi fusses with him, trying to calm him. ‘He needs feeding.’

‘Oh, of course he does,’ Naomi says in a baby voice, but to the baby, not me, and she hands him over. His face is hot and crumpled from being pressed against her arm. ‘Here, Leo, go to your mum.’

I take him, his tiny Babygro feeling damp against my skin where he has got hot in Naomi’s arms. I expect her to pick up her bag, eager to get back to the shop but she settles back into the chair opposite, watching me. ‘Sorry I slept for so long. I must have needed it. If you have to head off, I understand, you were only supposed to pop in for an hour.’

Naomi shakes her head and her mouth turns down in what is a now familiar gesture. ‘No, no. Nothing to rush back for.’ She pushes a huff of air out from between her lips, a sad attempt at a laugh.

‘Oh, Naomi.’ Leaning forward I reach for her hand. ‘I’m sorry, I’m so selfish. I just dumped the kids on you and didn’t even ask how you were.’

‘Pah.’ Naomi shakes her head. ‘It’s fine. I’m fine.’ But her eyes fill with tears and she blinks them away rapidly, so I pretend I haven’t noticed. Naomi used to laugh all the time, one of those girls who was always fun, upbeat, always knew the right thing to say to make others feel better. Until Jason broke her heart.

‘Have you heard from him?’ I ask gently. It’s been almost a year, but Naomi hasn’t met anyone else, hasn’t moved on at all.

‘Nothing,’ Naomi replies, ‘although … I did see on Facebook that Tracy is expecting.’ Her face crumples slightly and I shift out of the chair, reaching forward to hug her.

‘The bastard,’ I say, letting her lean against me even though it is awkward to hold the baby and comfort her at the same time. Jason left Naomi for Tracy, after Naomi discovered she couldn’t conceive, and then it was my turn to be there for Naomi. To listen as she vented, to mop up her tears, to make sure she was eating enough to soak up the wine we drank together, and then to make sure she didn’t text him while she was drunk. Now every time I think Naomi is managing to get herself together, something else happens to knock her back.

‘No, he’s not.’ Naomi sits up and wipes her eyes on the sleeve of her cardigan. ‘He’s moving on, it’s me that needs to sort myself out. Why am I even bothered? I have you and Rav and the kids … I don’t need him. Let’s not talk about it anymore.’ She blinks again, sliding a finger under one eye to catch an errant tear.

The baby shouts a shrill, brief cry and I sink back into the chair and pull up my top. ‘He’s the one who missed out. The right guy is out there for you, we just need to find him. Did you try that new dating website Rav mentioned?’

‘Ugh, not yet. I can’t face it. I just want what you guys have – is that too much to ask for?’

‘What – no sleep, Rav farting next to you all night and Avó telling you regularly how you’re doing everything wrong?’

‘Exactly that
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