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Prologue

She pushes hard against the wound. Her hands slip and slide in the blood as it seeps out across his chest. They start to shake uncontrollably. There’s too much blood. But she can’t let him die. She made a promise; the two of them against the world. She lets the tears flow but won’t allow herself any more weakness. The panic needs to be kept at bay.

She has never done a first aid course or paid much attention to those public service adverts on TV. She doesn’t really have a clue what to do. But her instinct tells her to stop the blood. To plug the hole. She rips off her jacket – ignoring her own injuries – and screws it into a ball. She pushes deeper into the wound. Does he flinch? She thinks so. That’s a good sign, she decides. He’s not dead yet.

Today was supposed to be special. How could it have ended up like this, a scene of such horror? But as she pushes and prays and whispers, ‘C’mon, c’mon, c’mon,’ over and over, the faint sound of an emergency siren reaches her. ‘Thank you,’ she gasps through the tears. Seconds count with a wound like this; that’s something else her instinct tells her.

Dark green uniforms start running in her direction. Relief floods through her. Someone will save him. Not her, but someone.

She has to believe it.

Because how could she possibly survive without him?

   


Chapter 1

NOVEMBER 2019

Phoebe

He’s asking if I’m okay. I want to answer him. He’s got kind eyes. But I can’t speak. I can only breathe. At least, I can only breathe in.

‘Do you need a paper bag? Shall I get you a paper bag, love?’

My chest is huge now. It can’t expand any more. What happens next? Will my lungs explode? Why the hell can’t I just breathe out?

‘Here you go. Do you want to take it? Can you do it yourself, love?’

Shit. I’ve dropped the bag. My hands are shaking. My fingers are numb.

‘Ah, she’s dropped it. Should I do it for her? Should we get someone? Jen, you do it. She won’t want my fat thumbs all over her face.’

I can’t breathe in now either. I might faint. I want to faint.

‘Give it here then, you big oaf. Her lips are going blue. Hurry up!’

Paper crinkles around my lips. I know how this works. But I need to blow out first. Pollute the air with glorious carbon dioxide.

‘Do it, Phoebe, do it!’ my brain screams. Suddenly, my breath rushes out into the bag. I suck it back desperately. Again. I’m hooked now. In and out. In and out. My mind clears. I want to cry. God, I am crying.

‘There, there. Nothin’ to be embarrassed about. No one even noticed ’cept Dave and me. All them young ’uns rushing around, heads stuck in their phones. Would have left you for dead – wouldn’t surprise me.’

Left me for dead. I sometimes wish things had turned out that way.

I’ve been back in London for two weeks now. The city has moved on over the last fourteen years, but I haven’t been here to move with it. And now the smallest thing can knock me off track. I used to love the noise, the frenetic energy of too many people vying for the same space, but not anymore. Of course, I know this fear is not really about being away from the city; it’s about what happened before I left.

This evening I thought I’d be okay. Completely exhausted after a day on my feet, I was impatient to get home. Eyes down, I ignored the jostling commuters, and the slouchy teenagers, and made it onto the platform without a problem. But then I saw them, huddled together in their dark coats, and they looked so similar that it took me right back to that night. And that’s when Jen and Dave found me.

‘This is our train now. You going to be all right? You keep the bag, it’s fine. Dave has stuffed his sherbet lemons in his pocket now; they’ll be gone in a flash anyway.’ I nod at Jen, wiping away my tears and smiling widely to show her just how all right I am.

‘You take care of yourself,’ Dave adds, heaving himself onto the train. He looks a bit embarrassed now. I’m not sure whether that’s down to him hesitating with the paper bag or Jen exposing his sugar habit, but I like him more for it either way.

‘Thanks,’ I say. ‘Thanks for saving me.’ I know I sound dramatic. But however many panic attacks I’ve had, they still make me think I might die – like faulty adrenaline levels really can override vital organs.

‘It was nothing, love,’ Dave mumbles, and then the doors close and his sloped shoulders gradually disappear inside the busy train.

Now I’m worried about Dave and Jen. I don’t even know where they’re heading, so it’s hard to know when I can relax. When I can be certain they’ve arrived safely. I feel the panic start to bubble again in my stomach; new tears prick at my eyes. I need to stop feeling like this. I need to get off this platform.

I turn back towards the exit and focus on my breathing as the tide of commuter traffic carries me along. Down the stairs, back through the turnstiles – my new Oyster card registering my failed attempt with a disappointed beep – and out onto Old York Road. I half expect to see ambulances, police cars. Flashing lights and paramedics rushing past. But it’s just a regular Wednesday evening. City workers filter out along the various residential streets, heads down, collars up against the November wind. A few don’t make it further than the Anchor pub where the big screen is on, ready for some football game or other.

The fresh air calms my nerves but I’m tired. I would be home by now, if I could just have made it onto that train. Not really home, of course. But at the moment, it’s the best I can do. Instead, I have nearly an hour’s walk ahead of me. There was a time when I would have hailed a black cab without even thinking about the cost. Not anymore.

I know the underpass will get me there quicker, but its dark shadows and hidden threats put me off. So instead, I wait impatiently for three different green men to flash me across the multiple lanes of Wandsworth Bridge roundabout and on to York Road. Then I begin the long walk eastwards, the traffic droning past relentlessly. I watch a skinny cyclist with a flashing head-cam hurl abuse at a white van driver, who just gives him the finger and swaps lanes. And at one point I’m forced to step off the pavement by a homeless man curled up against a bus stop, causing some cyclist-type road rage myself. But I suck in the smell of Middle Eastern food drifting out from the grubby cafés and share a half smile with a young mum herding her kids and it feels good to be back. I’ve missed this.

When I get to the Volkswagen dealership, I can’t help pausing, remembering a visit from a lifetime ago. How good it would be to waltz into that showroom now, actually buy a car, instead of yielding to some misplaced loyalty and leaving empty-handed like last time. Although I waddled more than waltzed back then. I need a car now more than ever, but I can’t see my Universal Credit stretching that far. As I continue staring, I notice the salesman looking at me suspiciously through the giant glass panes. Clearly I don’t look like a prospective customer anymore either. I drop my gaze to the pavement and keep walking.

Eventually I peel off York Road and head south into Battersea. I know plenty of people who don’t like this area – its perfect skin of Edwardian townhouses hiding an underbelly of council-flat blocks – but I do. I’m sure it’s partly the familiarity of growing up here. But more than that, I like that everyone – the wealthy and the struggling – walks down the same street, grabs last-minute shopping from the same corner shop. I’ve never managed to work out where I sit in the British class system, so it’s a relief to be somewhere where everyone fits in.

It’s not even seven o’clock when I arrive at my old childhood home, but the sky is black and I feel ready for bed. I dream of sinking into a hot bath and then crawling underneath my duvet, giving my aching body as much rest as possible before I go out again tomorrow. My father will be in his study by now, pretending to read an old script while chain-smoking his way through a packet of Marlboro Reds. I feel a momentary pang for a nicotine hit of my own, but I know I’d be crazy to start down that road again.

I assume my mother will be asleep, or more accurately comatose, after gradually working her way through her daily dose of gin. Unfortunately, I’m proved wrong.

‘Is that you, darling? Your father’s in a foul mood so I’m in search of a drinking partner. Come have a G&T with me?’

I stifle a sigh. ‘Actually, I was going to run a bath …’

‘Can’t do that, I’m afraid, darling. No hot water. Boiler’s on the blink again. Luckily the fridge is in full working order so the tonic’s lovely and cold. It’s Sicilian lemon, darling. Divine.’

Her shrill voice and heroic attempt at enunciation can’t hide the fact that she’s probably been drinking these divine gin and tonics since lunchtime. But I can’t refuse her. She’s given me somewhere to stay after all.

‘Sounds great, Flora,’ I reply. My parents have never been fond of traditional titles, so it’s been Flora and Paul for as long as I can remember. They’ve never been fond of traditional parenting either. There was a time when I couldn’t wait to get away from them; now I’m grateful for their charity.

As I make my way into the front room, I can’t help noticing the decay. This was a splendid house once, although it had already started its downward spiral when we moved in forty years ago. There is still evidence of its former glory, the beautiful ceiling roses in both living spaces and the sturdy oak newel post guarding the staircase. But now the neglect is more obvious. What’s left of the carpet is stained with red wine spills, and the windows are spotted with fluffy green mould. Everything is covered in a layer of dust and nothing seems to work properly. Except the fridge, of course.

‘Any luck, darling? With the job hunting?’ Flora asks, while handing me the perfect gin and tonic, weirdly out of place in this shabby setting.

I look closely at her face to see if I can spot any trace of suspicion. I’ve told her that I spend my days looking for work; she wouldn’t approve of my real purpose, so I’ve kept it to myself for now. I’m relying on her not knowing that job hunting is mainly carried out at home in front of a computer screen these days. ‘Nothing today. Maybe tomorrow.’

‘And ahh, did you cope okay?’ At least she has the good grace to appear concerned. I know she doesn’t understand really. She’s had her fair share of trauma in life too, but she has always found solace in a bottle, letting the numbing effects of alcohol carry her pain away.

‘Yes, all good. It was a sunny day so I decided to walk.’ I hope she won’t grill me further. Even in her drunken state I worry that she can see right through me. For all her hands-off parenting, she always had a way of knowing when I was keeping something from her.

But she just throws me a quizzical look and – miraculously – chooses discretion. ‘Well, you don’t need to rush things. And walking is wonderful exercise, of course. You’ll be fifty before you know it, and you can’t take that slim body of yours for granted forever.’

I look at her slight frame and silently question her logic, but I’m glad she’s moved on.

‘Perhaps you should take the day off from job hunting tomorrow, darling? Give those legs a rest. You’ve got your dole money after all. We could do something maybe? Just you and me?’

She’s looking for forgiveness, I realise. For my childhood, perhaps. For not doing more to save me when she had the chance. I stare at her. She was a young mum, and beautiful too, but time doesn’t stand still, and she’s looking her sixty-eight years now. Age spots poke through her cheap cover-up and her once signature chestnut mane has reduced to a slender tangle of home-dyed strands. Her wide smile looks almost ghoulish, lips painted with an unsteady hand and teeth discoloured by years of neglect. But her eyes still sparkle, the depth of their blue undiminished.

‘Thanks, Flora, but I should probably keep looking. I can’t imagine it’s going to be easy to find something and I want to pay my way.’ I feel guilty about lying, but not enough to stop. I’ve been so patient, I can’t wait any longer.

‘Don’t be silly, darling, we don’t need more money. We’re fine!’

I look around me. Everything is falling apart. The boiler needs replacing, and I’m not convinced the creaking central heating system is going to last the winter. Fine is not a word I would use, but for now, there’s not much I can do to help.

At least they own the house without any mortgage to worry about. They bought it with the proceeds from Paul’s sole film role when I was eight. We all had such high hopes back then. First Hollywood, then the world. But the film got slated by the critics, so it was soon back to scraping a living in regional theatres and the like. I remember it was around that time that Flora went on a health drive – doing Jane Fonda workouts in front of the TV, leaving bowls of cemented All-Bran everywhere – and I sometimes wondered whether she secretly enjoyed his failure, saw it as a chance to rekindle her own acting career after it was brought to a crashing halt by my unwelcome arrival. It didn’t last long though – the contentment or the healthy living. And she never made it back onto the stage either.

‘Maybe Saturday,’ I suggest as a way of bringing the conversation to an end. But I realise I mean it too. Suddenly I feel a surge of love for this old woman with a twinkle in her eye. I need to forgive her. We’ve all made some bad choices, none more so than me.

And what am I back in London for, if not to find forgiveness?

   


Chapter 2

There’s noise but it’s muffled. Sneering. Crying. I’m trapped, weighted down. He walks towards me. He’s smiling. He’s coming for me. No, he’s coming for Charlie …

I jolt upright in bed, breathing heavily. I’m drenched in sweat and my body immediately starts to shiver. I throw my sodden T-shirt on the floor and reach for my hoodie, still there from the night before, after I finally managed to extract myself from Flora’s company. I’ll definitely need a shower this morning. I curse the broken boiler and the falling temperatures and my drunken parents, and how the hell I managed to let my lovely three-bed terrace on the other side of the borough slip away.

It’s still pitch-black outside but I know I won’t get back to sleep now. So I lie back against the lumpy pillow, close my eyes and allow myself to think about him. It’s purgatory of course. But addictive purgatory.

Time has taken its toll and I can’t remember Charlie as a living, moving human being anymore. I can’t remember his smell or the feel of his touch against my skin. But I have preserved images of him, like a pack of camera stills. I see him in his highchair with mashed banana sticking to his rosy cheeks. I see him experimenting with sand and water, all mucky fingers and serious expression. I see him horizontal on the sofa with one thumb in his mouth and the other clutching his chewed cloth rabbit, spellbound by Teletubbies or Peppa Pig.

But suddenly I see him petrified. And I want to be sick all over again.

I get out of bed and head for the shower. I am almost glad for the freezing cold water now, hitting me like sharp needles. But as my body temperature drops, my mind calms. He’s my son, whatever mistakes I’ve made. My flesh and blood. They say time heals, but not for me.

I start getting dressed, while mentally running through my plans for the day. I’ll try Hollybrook Academy, I decide. I know it’s not exactly a scientific approach – eyeballing every 17-year-old in the borough – but I have to do something. In a few months’ time he’ll turn 18, and I hope he will come looking for me. But I refuse to rely on that. I can’t just sit by and leave it to fate.

Most importantly, I hope that he’s still in Wandsworth. I learned a lot about adoption during those dark days. Not through my own research – I wasn’t capable of concentrating on anything much back then – but through the solicitor that the family court assigned me. She was young and earnest and desperate to please. Looking back, I should have been more grateful, but I was too lost in my own grief for that.

However, she did explain – slowly, kindly – that the local authority always tries to help its own list of prospective adoptive parents first, so they would place Charlie locally if they could. Remembering his crinkly nose and solemn, innocent eyes, I can’t believe any childless couple could turn down such an adorable 3-year-old, so he must have stayed in Wandsworth.

I have had letters from his adoptive parents, twice a year, ever since it became official – always exactly six months apart, as fixed by the Family Court. Knowing that I would keep that connection with Charlie was the only thing that got me through the adoption process. Of course, I didn’t realise then how distancing the letters would be. How unrevealing a page of writing about a boy doing well at school, having friends, enjoying sport could be. All I’ve really got are the memories.

Discounting the all-girl schools, there are eleven secondary schools in Wandsworth that Charlie could be a student at, and I’ve been to five so far. He’ll be in upper sixth, or Year 13 as they call it nowadays, and I’ve come to realise what a relief that is. It’s almost impossible to distinguish one teenager from another when they’re all wearing the same uniform and moving around in packs, but sixth formers wear their own clothes, which makes things easier. There are moments when I question whether I’d recognise him after all this time, but it doesn’t take long to silence those doubts.

For the last couple of days I’ve stood outside Rushton School in Putney with no luck. But today could be different. I have to believe that.

I’m working out which of my jumpers is the thickest – the cold shower has left me desperate for warmth – when I hear a knock on the front door. There’s a frustration to their rap, which I realise is probably the result of them trying the broken doorbell first, so I towel-dry my mess of curls into a half-civilised style and race down the stairs. There’s no way either of my parents will be raising themselves this early in the morning.

I open the door to a middle-aged woman in ill-fitting jeans and an anorak, standing on my parents’ broken paving slabs.

‘Can I help you?’ I ask.

‘Hello, Phoebe.’

Her directness knocks me off guard and I take an involuntary step backwards, which unfortunately she treats as an invite. Before I can do anything to stop her, she pushes open the door and steps inside.

‘I wonder if we can have a chat?’

The patronising tone, the tilt of her head; I can almost smell social work on her. I want to refuse, to just slam the door in her face and pretend this never happened. But I know that kind of behaviour will bring its own repercussions, so I surrender to the inevitable and stand aside.

For a woman who wears no make-up and keeps her mousy hair sensibly short, she has a surprising air of authority, and I feel more like the visitor than the host as she walks purposefully down the hallway.

‘In here?’ she asks, inclining her head towards the living room.

I nod and watch as she scans the room before choosing to perch on the edge of Paul’s prized leather Chesterfield, which is cracked and dulled now of course.

‘We never met back in 2005,’ she starts. ‘I know that Taisha was your social worker through it all.’

My heart starts thudding faster as she pauses; I know what she’s about to say.

‘I’m Clare Morris. I was Charlie’s social worker.’

The woman who took my son away. A massive shot of adrenaline surges through me, and I struggle not to act on it. My hands ball into tight fists and my breathing gets shallower. Shit. I can’t do this. I think about why I’m back, how I will find him, and it gives me the strength to find my voice. ‘What are you doing here?’

‘I heard that you were back.’

‘From who?’

She ignores my question. ‘I thought it would be a good idea to drop by, see how you’re settling in, now you’re living locally again.’

‘From who?’ I repeat. My tone is more assertive now and it works because, after a moment of indecision, her shoulders droop a little. She leans forward, resting her elbows on her knees.

‘I was chatting to your mum; she mentioned that you’d moved in.’

‘Flora?’ I ask, surprise knocking me off guard.

‘We’ve kept in touch over the years.’ She says it as though it’s obvious they would be friends. Perhaps it is. In many ways they were on the same side back then. ‘I give her a ring every now and again; she didn’t have the professional support that you got, remember.’

I stare at the social worker expectantly; I still don’t know why she’s come.

‘She says you spend every day out of the house.’

‘I’ve been job hunting,’ I whisper.

‘Yes, she said that too.’ Her words hang heavy with disbelief. She’s clearly less naive than Flora; less drunk too, of course. ‘Look, I just want to make sure …’ she pauses for a moment and I enjoy her discomfort as she struggles for the right words ‘… that you’re not being distracted by the past.’

I shift my weight from one foot to the other. ‘So this is a threat, is it?’ I ask. ‘Forget about Charlie, or else?’

‘It’s not like that.’ She speeds up her words as though suddenly desperate to get it over with. ‘Look, I’m not here to run you out of town or dredge up the past. I know that you’ve suffered. But my responsibility isn’t to you.’

‘He’ll be 18 soon,’ I throw back. ‘He won’t be your responsibility then.’ I don’t add that I’m counting the days until his birthday, spending every minute wondering if he’ll come looking for me. Dreaming about that knock on the door.

‘Officially, Charlie hasn’t been my responsibility since 2007. His care was signed over when he was adopted. But that doesn’t mean I stopped thinking about him. He was a lovely kid, is a lovely kid,’ she corrects herself. ‘And I don’t want to see him hurt again.’

‘And you think I’ll hurt him?’ I’m spitting my words out now.

‘I know how much you loved him, and I’m sure you still do. But the Charlie you remember doesn’t exist anymore. He’s got a new name and a new family.’ She pauses again, and I realise I’m holding my breath. ‘Phoebe, he doesn’t know anything about you.’

Her words burn into me, scalding my eyes. They also don’t make sense. ‘But I wrote to him twice a year,’ I remind her. ‘Via the council. They encouraged it, for his Life Story project.’

‘Look, Charlie was very quiet when he was first adopted, withdrawn. He was clearly very traumatised—’

‘And?’ I interrupt, even though I don’t want to hear the rest.

‘Normally we suggest adopted children should know about their past, keep that connection to their birth parents, but Charlie’s wasn’t a normal case. His adoptive parents decided it would be best to make a clean break. Give him a completely fresh start.’

‘My letters?’ I repeat, like a broken toy. ‘And the photos I gave Taisha?’ I can sense her trying to make eye contact with me, so I turn to face the window.

Eventually she sighs. ‘Phoebe, you know that his parents aren’t legally obliged to give Charlie those items until he’s 18.’

Perhaps I do know that. It registers somewhere in the back of my mind. But that’s not what I’ve been dreaming about all these years. I’ve imagined Charlie waiting by the front door, eagerly ripping open the envelope, devouring my words. Not my letters being shoved to the back of some unused drawer by his new parents. Maybe they didn’t even keep them. Now I see them ripped in half, thrown into the bin alongside cracked eggshells and soggy teabags. I shake that thought away. It’s their legal duty to keep them until he’s an adult; I only have another three months to wait.

‘Do you have children?’ I ask, sensing the answer will be no.

‘I work with children every day. And I’ve been trained to always put their needs first. As a social worker, the paramountcy principle rules everything. But isn’t that also the job of parents? To put the needs of their child before their own?’

‘To you, needs are surface-deep.’ My voice rises in anger. ‘A warm bed, clean clothes, GCSEs and family camping trips. But needs run deeper than that. My own mother has let me down countless times – is still letting me down,’ I add pointedly. ‘But we have a bond. You can’t play God just because a parent doesn’t fit your idea of what makes the perfect family.’

I watch Clare dip her head towards the floor, before raising her eyes up, shining with a new resolve. ‘You were angry back then, broken; I know that. You’d lost someone very special. But just think about how much Charlie suffered. Doesn’t he deserve some distance from that?’

My eyes smart with tears; acid forms in my mouth. How dare she say these things? I’m his mother. But I can’t speak, I can’t even move. The silence hangs between us for a moment before she continues.

‘Leave him alone, Phoebe. You lost your maternal rights to him a long time ago.’ She stands up but doesn’t move any further; she’s not finished. ‘And don’t forget, it’s against the law to approach him. He may be turning 18 soon, but his right to anonymity from you is permanent.’

I watch her zip up her anorak, hover over me. Hairs prickle on my neck.

‘And, Phoebe, you need to prepare yourself for him never coming to look for you.’

I want to shout and scream at her, to slap that patronising expression off her face. ‘Why are you so sure?’

‘I’ve spoken to his adoptive parents. Phoebe, he has absolutely no memory of you.’ And with that, she disappears into the hallway, and out of my parents’ front door with a thud and a clatter.

*

I sit perfectly still and process her parting words. I think about my memories of Charlie. How I’ve nurtured and preserved them over the years. The effort it has taken to carry him with me. Perhaps it is too much to ask for him to have done the same. He hadn’t even turned four when I was forced to give him up.

The Life Story project had been my glimmer of hope. I remember that earnest young woman explaining it to me, how Charlie would be given some mementos – like family photos – to remember Dan and me by. How I could write to him twice a year. I didn’t mention Dan’s death in my letters, or everything that came after. Those details I wanted to explain softly, gently, in person. But I told him how much better I was feeling, and how much I hoped that we’d see each other again one day. I never thought he might not read them. Or that his adoptive parents would make sure I was wiped from his memory.

Suddenly desperate for fresh air, I grab my jacket off the broken peg in the hallway and head outside, into the park opposite my parents’ house. Park is an exaggeration, more a postage stamp of green space plus two swings, a slide and a rusty roundabout. But it has a kind of urban peace about it that I like. I sink onto the metal bench, its unforgiving bars digging into my back.

I replay the social worker’s words. Doesn’t he deserve some distance from that? A speck of doubt starts to worm its way into my thoughts. Could she be right? Is our relationship beyond repair? But I shake the feeling away. No, I’ve waited so long for this chance; I’m his mother, and I’m not walking away now. And if his adoptive parents have kept me from him, severed our bond, then it’s even more important that I find him. I take a deep breath and stand up. I’m fed up of being controlled by other people. It’s my turn now.

After nothing but gin, tonic and a grab bag of McCoy’s crinkle cut crisps for dinner, I realise I’m starving. I should go back to the house, make myself something nutritious, but I can’t face going back inside. My mission feels more urgent now. So instead, I stop at the first café on my route and order a fried egg bap and takeaway tea. At the last minute I ask her to add bacon, and the taste of that sizzling fat is worth every extra penny.

It takes me an hour to reach Hollybrook Academy, a small school on the edge of Wandsworth Common. Everything is quiet when I arrive, so I find a wall to lean against and try to blend into the background. I feel a quiver of excitement in my belly. Like I’ve found Charlie’s school. Like today is going to be when I see my son for the first time in fourteen years. I check myself. This is exactly how I felt yesterday morning and look how that day turned out.

The waiting gives me time to think about what Charlie might look like now. The last time I saw him his hair was a deep brown colour, the same shade as my own before the speckles of grey appeared. He has my eyes too – mid-blue with indigo flecks. But he’s Dan from the nose down. Slight hook, with a solid square jawline. Handsome. Height-wise, I imagine him to be about six foot. He was three foot exactly when I measured him at 2 years old, and I remember the old wives’ tale about your full height being double that. And with parents the shape of Dan and me, he’s unlikely to be picked for the rugby forward pack any time soon.

Suddenly the bell goes and a few seconds later the noise hits me. A few hundred children emerge from a maze of different doorways, chatting and barging their way into the playground, seemingly undaunted by the wall of blazers obstructing their path. It must be break time. Somehow the sea of blue uniform shifts and settles. Some younger students start kicking a football in one corner; others cluster around illicit phones.

That’s when I notice a group of taller, lankier boys materialising from a separate building. This is good. They’re definitely sixth formers and they’re loping so slowly I can easily make out their faces. I look at each boy, searching for some familiar features. Nothing jumps out. Is it the wrong school? The wrong crowd? Or is there a chance I don’t recognise him anymore?

‘Can I help you?’ a voice asks, local accent.

‘No thanks,’ I respond without turning around. The boys will be back inside soon and I can’t miss this opportunity.

‘A parent?’ it continues, still friendly, but with a slight edge this time. I realise I need to tread carefully.

‘Prospective parent.’ I turn to face the man in uniform and force a smile.

‘That so?’ The security guard doesn’t believe me. Perhaps I look too old.

‘Sixth form,’ I respond, in a higher pitch than I planned. ‘My son is at Rushton School at the moment. I’m thinking of moving him.’

‘Right, well Hollybrook is a great school. Takes security very seriously too,’ he adds with meaning. ‘See that sign over there?’ He points at a large banner attached to the school fence, advertising a sixth form open evening in a couple of weeks’ time. ‘Why don’t you come back then?’

I pause for a moment. I so want to stay, but I know he’s moving me on. ‘Great. I’ll do that,’ I answer through gritted teeth and slowly turn away. I can’t risk being on some school watchlist, so I know I have to play along. I walk away from the school and deeper into Wandsworth Common, sensing his eyes following me until I reach the cover of the trees.

   


Chapter 3

MAY 1998

Phoebe

‘Everyone’s staring at us.’

‘Well, that’s kind of the point.’

I feel a giggle threatening to escape, so I bury my head into Dan’s shoulder. All this pomp and ceremony seems ridiculous to me, but still, there is something intoxicating about being the centre of attention.

‘I’m not sure our choice of song is helping,’ he continues.

Now laughter does erupt from my belly – which people seem to take as their cue to join us. I relax a little as our first dance gets swallowed up by more enthusiastic guests twirling and whirling around us. ‘What’s wrong with All Saints?’ I ask, feigning ignorance. ‘They’re a great band.’

‘Never Ever isn’t exactly romantic.’

‘They’ve just won two Brit awards – trust me, everyone loves this song.’

Dan sings along with mock gravity, lines about black holes and feeling low. It fuels my laughter, but secretly I do start to wonder why I chose such ominous lyrics. ‘Stop it,’ I warn him, between the giggles.

To my relief, he changes tack. ‘Okay, make me.’ The challenge is set and I happily oblige, leaning in to give his lips something else to focus on. I was planning for it to be a quick kiss to shut him up, but somehow I melt a little and can’t help lingering, exploring his mouth. I know every part of him so well, and yet somehow it all feels different today.

‘Phoebe darling, sorry to interrupt.’ An apologetic voice reaches into my consciousness and I pull away from my new husband. ‘I think we’re going to slope off now.’

My father’s deep burgundy bow tie that had given him a dapper edge earlier in the day is now stuffed into his breast pocket, and there’s a couple of red wine splatters on his dress shirt. ‘Really?’ I say, but I’m not surprised. Traditional weddings aren’t my parents’ thing. When Paul and Flora got married, they opted for the Old Marylebone Town Hall followed by a booze-up in the Rose Tavern on Marylebone High Street. I find it ironic that it’s now one of the smartest streets in London, but my parents are yet to see the funny side.

‘It’s been a wonderful day. Now it’s time for you young things to enjoy yourself. And Flora’s ready to go.’

I look over at my mother, perched on one of the chairs that’s been pushed to the side of the room to make way for the dance floor. I see her glazed expression, vacant smile firmly set, body swaying not quite in time with the music. But this isn’t new. Flora is always drunk on occasions like this, when free booze flows and new drinking buddies spring up from every direction. No, her wanting to leave is about something else – those little wedding conventions that Dan insisted upon, but that make my mother’s skin itch.

Dan pulls me closer. ‘No problem, Paul. I’ll make sure she enjoys herself.’

‘Yes, I’m sure you will.’ Even being an actor, Paul has never managed to hide his dislike for Dan. Both Flora and Paul were excited when I first told them about my new boyfriend. Dan and I met in a pub when I spilled my drink on his new suede boots. It was more instant attraction than love at first sight, but I didn’t leave his place much after that, and when he asked me to move in a week later, I didn’t hesitate.

At first my free-spirited parents loved my impulsiveness, my whirlwind romance, but that was before they met him. When they visited his flat, our flat by then, its overt uniformity horrified Flora. Dan’s legal magazines, neatly stacked in issue order, clearly offended her too because she managed to spill her entire cup of tea on them. ‘You’re a fish out of water here,’ she’d whispered as I’d seen her out that day. ‘He will suffocate you.’ It’s a shame she never realised how much I was floundering when I lived with them.

‘Are you okay?’ Dan asks, as we watch Paul navigate Flora towards the exit.

I turn to face my husband. I know looks shouldn’t matter, that what’s on the inside is more important. But I can’t help a surge of pride rushing through me as I stare at him, because he is so very handsome. His strong chiselled jaw, those deep brown eyes and perfect white teeth, always ready with a smile. People keep saying what a beautiful couple we make and today – all pampered and polished – I’ve been willing to accept the compliment. ‘Very okay,’ I answer, and rest my head against his chest, my long dark curls blending in with his dinner jacket.

*

‘Is it crazy to admit I feel nervous?’

Dan takes hold of my hand without looking at me, his concentration taken up by trying to slot the credit-card-style room key at just the right angle to unlock the hotel room door. ‘Yes, it’s crazy,’ he says softly. The door clicks and Dan raises his eyeline to meet mine. ‘But also sexy as hell.’

Butterflies lurch in my tummy and I let him lead me into the unlit room, or honeymoon suite to be more exact. When we first started planning the wedding, we knew there’d be no financial help from either side of the family, so we had to make some sensible decisions along the way. But Dan wouldn’t compromise on our wedding night. The element that is purely for us.

We stop in the middle of the room and look at each other. I know there’s a bottle of champagne resting in an ice bucket at the bottom of the bed and a bouquet of flowers stood upright on the dressing table, but they seem immaterial now. I don’t need any more reminders of how special this day is. Dan places his hands either side of my face and pushes his lips against mine. He’s both claiming me and protecting me; telling me I’m his, whilst promising to take care of me. This normally modern man is showing some caveman impulses, and in my virgin-white dress it feels nothing short of perfect.

Except getting the dress off isn’t quite so movie-smooth. There are a hundred baby buttons and hidden hooks to work through, and equality reigns again as we both battle to get them open.

‘This better be worth it,’ Dan threatens, and I pick up on his fictional tale of pre-marital celibacy.

‘Oh, my naked body is quite something.’

‘I bet it is,’ Dan concurs, just as my dress finally slips to the floor. Then the giggling stops once again and he reaches for me. I feel a deep ache of love for this man who swept me off my feet and put me in the centre of his life. Our lips join together and my bony hips slot underneath his more musclebound ones. Our curves rise and dip so neatly against each other that it feels as though we were pre-moulded this way.

‘I love you, Dan.’ I need to say it, to be clear.

‘I love you too.’

‘Do you think we’ll be this perfect forever?’

‘Of course we will. You and me, against the world.’

He picks me up and lowers my naked body onto the four-poster bed. I pull him towards me and very quickly any thoughts of the wider world disappear.

   


Chapter 4

NOVEMBER 2019

Ben

Fucking unbelievable.

Ben feels the familiar surge of rage flood his body. Adrenaline grabs at his muscles; his pupils dilate, and the red F blurs out of focus.

He shouldn’t give a shit really.

But it just doesn’t make sense; he’d actually tried in that geography essay.

He hadn’t bothered much during his first year of A-levels, so two fails in his summer exams were understandable (while his A in art and design was so expected that it hardly drew comment). His parents’ reaction had been predictable of course: a mix of disappointment and sympathy laced up with a thread of we’ll always love you, however much of a failure you turn out to be.

Ben could have taken them at their word. Left school, holed up in his room with his Xbox. But he hadn’t. He’d started Year 13 with something close to a positive attitude – and look where that effort has got him.

Next to the letter F is an illegible paragraph of writing, also in red biro. Teacher’s tips for rising up the letter ladder. Well, fuck you. Ben drags his fingers along the essay, crinkling the paper into his cupped palm.

‘Moreton? Not a good idea,’ Mr Saunders calls out evenly. Ben stares at his teacher. He could – should – remove his hand and smile that fake apology he’s practised over the years. His teacher would pretend not to recognise his insincerity and the class could move on, giving him the chance to get his shit together. Or he could wrap the essay into a tight ball and throw it at the bastard.

He sucks in air, then expels it slowly. ‘Sorry sir, just a bit disappointed, you know.’ Beaming smile, gritted teeth. He releases his fingers and rubs his clammy palms along the underside of his desk; no point sweating over a stupid essay.

‘No problem, Ben. Come and see me after and we can run through your paper together. Now, you lot, deforestation …’

With the tension in his muscles starting to ease, Ben switches the class onto mute mode and lets his mind wander. While he is no great fan of school, he does prefer the anonymity of his life during termtime. The half-term holidays had been a different story, trapped with his family in Berlin for ten long days. Ever-perfect Rosie had steered the conversation away from school whenever their parents ventured onto the subject, but that had infuriated him as well, her constant do-gooder-ness. Thank God he’d managed to escape to the city’s Kreuzberg district a couple of times and lose himself in its mind-blowing street art scene for a while.

The bell rings, breaking into Ben’s daydream. He’s got a free period next and had planned to revise for the next day’s chemistry test, but he’s not in the mood for that anymore. He trudges out of his geography classroom – avoiding eye contact with Mr Saunders in case his teacher plays out his earlier offer of help – and contemplates going to the art studio instead, adding more chaos to the oil painting he’s working on for his portfolio. But he doesn’t make it further than a few steps down the corridor before he’s waylaid.

‘Hey, bro, you got a free period next?’

Ben smiles at his friend. Jake only joined the school in Year 12 but has already gained himself quite a reputation for flouting the rules; it didn’t take them long to find each other.

‘Yep.’

‘Got plans?’

‘Well, I have a chemistry test tomorrow,’ Ben mutters vaguely.

‘Fancy a bit of hands-on revision?’

There’s a glint in Jake’s eye and it doesn’t take much for Ben to work out what he’s suggesting. He can almost taste that first drag, feel the relief of it filtering through his body. ‘Any chance those chemicals involve THC?’ he asks in a low voice.

‘See? You know it already. You’re gonna beast that test.’

Ben smiles again, wider this time because this is exactly what he needs, a chance to dispel the anger still bubbling under the surface. And to do it with someone who feels close to being a kindred spirit. Of course he couldn’t expect Jake to have the same life history as him – that would be too fucked up. But having a 28-year-old stepfather who regularly posts topless pictures of himself on Instagram is pretty messy too. And Jake isn’t blessed with the same amnesia about his sordid past that Ben is.

Shoulder to shoulder, they wander down the noisy corridor, but instead of turning left into the sixth form centre they carry on out of the main exit.

‘Science block?’ Jake asks, pausing to check Ben’s willing to take the risk. They could disappear off site, but that means a walk across the rugby pitches to get to the back gate, and the sky’s already threatening rain. The science block is much closer, but the chance of getting caught is higher too.

‘Works for me,’ Ben answers without hesitation.

The school grounds are quiet as they stride across the playground, the rest of the school now sucked into the final period of the day. They arrive at the modern redbrick construction and Ben concentrates on the wall in front of him.

‘I’ll go first, follow me,’ he instructs, with a rare confidence saved for distinct occasions like this. After three miserable years underperforming on a football pitch followed by a season doing the same thing – yet more painfully – on a rugby pitch, Ben’s parents finally surrendered to the realisation that their son wasn’t into traditional sports like his sister. So at 12 years old Ben had started spending his Saturday mornings climbing. It wasn’t always fun. He would get so angry with himself if he couldn’t make a particular climb or grabbed onto the wrong colour hold, disqualifying him from whatever level he was trying to conquer. But making it to the top gave him such a rush that the sport proved addictive in the end, although nowadays he tends to use his skills away from the climbing centre.

With Jake falling in step behind him, Ben squeezes his toes into a gap in the brickwork and powers up with his legs, pushing his hips square against the wall. Four grabs are all it takes for him to reach the roof overhang and then he swings his body to get the momentum, before thrusting an arm and leg in one dynamic movement onto the roof. He’s made it. He manoeuvres the rest of his body onto the asphalt surface and rolls onto his back, enjoying the sensation of his heart racing.

‘Smooth moves,’ Jake pants as he appears next to him. ‘You’re stronger than you look.’

‘Can’t promise the same precision on the way down.’

Jake responds with a loud laugh and Ben wonders if they’re being stupid, smoking their illegal drugs up here. There are four labs underneath him, and all of them will be full of students right now, staring into Bunsen burner flames or throwing acid blanched litmus paper at each other. He imagines getting so stoned that he decides to drop through the skylight like some psychedelic Messiah. The fuss that would cause.

‘What you smiling about?’ Jake asks, handing Ben a well-packed spliff.

Ben takes a long pull and feels the
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