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      “Tabs! Come on, babe. It’s time to leave. You don’t want to be late on your first day, do you?”

      “Mummy! I’m putting on my shoes.”

      One, two, three… breathe… I’m trying my very best to remain calm and make her first day an enjoyable one, but I’m struggling with how to respond, especially when her school shoes are by my feet and she’s in her room apparently putting them on.

      “Tabs, your shoes are down here, darling.” Breattthhhhhhe.

      “But I thought I could wear my pink glittery ones because it’s my first day in my new big school.” She gives me a “ta da” moment at the top of the stairs, complete with highly inappropriate pink glittery Converse trainers with her grey tights, blue gingham school dress and so-new-it-still-has-the-lines-in-it navy cardigan. She’s bloody gorgeous, I’ll give her that, but right now, I need efficiency and ease.

      Today is our first day at her new school. I’m feeling bad enough as it is that she had to move in the first place. Thank God she’s making it easy on me, being so confident and so excited to meet new kids; I know I wouldn’t have been at that age.

      She’s not mentioned the other kids from her reception class since the day she left. I told her to say “I’ll see you soon” rather than goodbye. I never liked goodbyes. Always felt too final. Although I’m pretty sure she knows it’s as final as it gets.

      I’ve spent the last six weeks securing a job that fits in during school hours and getting this place feeling like home, and today’s the final piece of the puzzle in our new start. A fresh start… the right start.

      I quickly convince her that none of her new friends will have the glittery shoes on, and they might be upset that they have to wear regular school shoes. That convinces her to change into her new patent leather, bow-embellished shoes quicker than I anticipated, and then we’re off out the door with reading bag and ridiculously oversized water bottle in tow.

      Left, left and left.

      It’s that simple to get there. It’s a stone’s throw from our new house, a quaint little two-up two-down that’s a lifetime away from our old home, but it’s perfect for us.

      The school’s close, which means her friends will be close, and I’ve heard the high street – if you can call it that – isn’t too bad either.

      I’m looking forward to exploring it all when we get time, but having only been here for a week, we’ve spent our time unpacking, decorating and getting the essentials ready for her big day – and here it is.

      There’s a lump in my throat as we turn the corner and I see the gates to the school playground.

      There are parents, mostly mums, gathered outside. You can see the cliques are already formed. Though that’s no surprise considering a great deal of them were all here last year. I expect the reception class will be starting a little later, just like Tabs did last year.

      I remember watching her walk into her reception class. She had the smallest uniform on – which still drowned her – her chocolate brown beret and a name tag: “Tabitha Sharp”. She was fearless then, and to my amazement, she’s fearless now. I’ve told her a lot of the children might already know each other because I’m a stickler for honesty and being upfront, even if she is just five years old.

      I would hate the thought of her going in and thinking everyone’s new before suddenly realising she’s the only new one. And without me there to hold her hand, I’d feel even worse. My desire to protect her by opening her eyes has grown over the last few months, and I know I have to draw the line somewhere, but right now, knowledge is power, and that’s what I’m giving her.

      She starts to walk a little faster, and as we near the classroom door she’ll be going into, she drops my hand and walks ahead to a little red-headed girl. I hear her tell her they have the same hair, and they proceed to call themselves “twins”.

      It makes me feel warm to see her so sociable and so confident. At the same time, that lump is still lodged in my throat, and now a knot has formed in my chest at how easily she dropped my hand.

      I’ve focused so much on how she might need me over these weeks, through the adjustment of everything, I’ve almost forgotten that I probably need her more than she needs me.

      Just as I’m trying my best to compose myself, I feel the presence of someone close to me and look to see a pretty redhead, about four inches taller than me, looking at the girls with an equally warm smile.

      “They seem to have hit it off, don’t you think? I wish it was that easy to make friends as an adult. If I rocked up to someone in the street and told them we could be twins because we both had red hair, they’d probably think I was a psychopath and call the police… But hey ho, such is life!” She reaches her hand out to me before introducing herself. “I’m Sarah. I’m Emelia’s mum. And I’m guessing the little redhead she’s talking to is your little one… or at least I hope she is, otherwise why the bloody hell are you crying?”

      I’m equal parts shocked and amused at how blunt she is and find myself chuckling, which is the magic I need to make the tears disappear.

      “Hi, I’m Emily,” I venture as I place my hand into hers and shake it in what feels like too formal a manner for a playground.

      “Hi, Emily. It’s lovely to meet you! The head told me we had a new starter today. What a lovely day to start on. Must be much easier to do it on the first day of school rather than in the middle of the year!”

      “The head told you?”

      “Yeah, I’m part of the PA so get a little heads up with things. Talking of getting a heads up, I’ll add you to the mums’ group chat for this class. You’ll get all the info on school events, reminders about dress-up days, world book days and party invites – all wrapped up in an annoying amount of notifications, ha!”

      She winks at me – evidently my expression gave away my horror when she mentioned adding me – but I must make the best of this new start, and new “mum friends” are no doubt the way forward, especially if I want Tabs to have playdates.

      Before I explain that I haven’t the foggiest what my new number is, Sarah dives in to tell me that she’s the admin on the group, part of the PA and, from what I can gather, the person to go to when it comes to anything school related. She’s quick to let me know she’s in it for the convenience and not because she’s a “nosey cow with no life outside the school gates”, which makes me chuckle again, something I’ve not been that familiar with over the last few years.

      We carry on chatting – or rather, Sarah carries on chatting to me, filling me in on some of the essential info such as PE days for this term, reminding me to send Tabs in with her PE kit on those days as well as booking school meals and the requirements for snacks – what’s allowed and what isn’t. It seems like a minefield, and I honestly feel like my brain can’t possibly take any more information when a voice bellows from behind, “Oi-oi, Strangles!”

      I start to turn as Sarah smiles – then lets out a raucous laugh, throwing her arms open and screaming, “Rachel!”

      I step back, aware I’m not part of this very obvious friendship but equally aware I’m doing exactly what I said I wouldn’t do… isolating myself. I promised I’d do my darnedest to make friends, and here I am actively stepping back.

      Before I have to time to inwardly eye roll at myself, Sarah is grabbing my arm and introducing me to the bright and smiley Rachel. “Rachel, you have to meet Emily! Her little one’s a redhead too! You know how I love a little redhead…”

      And they’re both staring at me.

      Don’t freeze up. Don’t freeze up. Make frrriiieeeennndddsss.

      I extend a surprisingly shaky hand, realising I’m quite new to the concept of making friends, but damn it if I’m going to fail now. “Hi, I’m Emily… as she’s already said… Ha.” Well, that was awkward as shit.

      I look up to the sky and let out a groan before trying again. “Sorry, I’m a bit shit at this. I never really did the whole mum friend thing at Tabitha’s old school. So let me start again. Hiiiii, I’m Emily. It’s really nice to meet you… both.” And I direct my eyes back to Sarah to make sure she knows I’m talking about her too.

      There’s a few seconds of awkward silence. Sarah and Rachel both look at each other before Rachel smiles and Sarah looks back towards me. “Then you’re in bloody good company. As I said, I’m in the PA for the convenience and to make sure I’m in the loop on things, purely because I can’t stand mixing with the competitive arseholes who seem to frequent this playground. Rachel is one and the same, aren’t ya, Rach?” And she gives her a thump on the shoulder.

      While facetiously rubbing her shoulder and rolling her eyes, Rachel confirms Sarah’s declaration. “She’s not wrong. We’re the least arsehole option you’ve got here… so you might as well grab us with both hands and come join us. Oh God, I’m suddenly super conscious that came across as the in-person equivalent of one of those ridiculous ‘You don’t have to be crazy to work here, but it helps’ signs…” She playfully winks at me, lowering her sunglasses to make sure I can see before letting us both know she has to head to the school office and grovel about a late form for an after-school club.

      We watch her leave, and I realise for the first time in a long time, I have a smile on my face about something other than my daughter. It’s a strange feeling.

      “I think you’ll like Rachel. And me hopefully… as long as you don’t mind a little swearing. We both have a bit of a potty mouth after a few glasses of wine, ha!”

      “I think it’s fair to say I won’t mind that at all!”

      “Brilliant. Here, before I forget, give me your number so I can add you to the group chat.”

      “Oh, one second, I don’t know my number off by heart yet. I only got it a couple weeks ago and haven’t given it to anyone yet besides my landlord.”

      “I tell you what, let me put my number in your phone and you can ring me. Then I can save your number and add it like that,” she suggests as she takes my phone from my hand and begins punching it in.

      “I’ll add you to the group and text you later today. We should arrange a meet-up or something if you fancy.”

      “Yes, absolutely. I don’t really know the area to be honest so would be great to get some info on where’s best to go for food, etc.”

      “Oh, you’re brand new! You’ve just moved here?”

      “Yeah, a few weeks ago. We’re still unpacking and adjusting to the new place.”

      “Oh, love, that’s exciting! Is there a Mr Emily to help with it all? Or would two new mum friends be any help?”

      The sheer fact that she’s offering to help me after I only met her five minutes ago leaves me aghast, although I try not to show it.

      “That’s so sweet of you, but I wouldn’t want to put you out or anything. You wouldn’t want to waste your time unpacking my shite for me when you could be out enjoying yourself.”

      “Don’t be silly! I tell you what, I’ll speak to Rachel and see when she’s free, then we’ll come round and give you a hand.”

      I suddenly feel immensely awkward at the idea of two strangers – essentially – offering to help me unpack and seeing all my stuff before I’ve even had a chance to get used to my new surroundings, but I promised myself I’d make friends and make the effort, so here’s my chance…

      “Do you know what, yes, that would be absolutely lovely. I’ll absolutely take you up on that offer. Thank you so much! Just please excuse the state of the place. It’s a rental and not in the greatest shape… but it was affordable, so you know. It is what it is.”

      “Oh, honey, don’t be silly. We listen and we don’t judge.” She stares deep into my soul it feels like before letting out a squeal of laughter and saying, “Ha, who am I kidding? Of course we bloody judge, but we just judge everyone else!”

      She carries on laughing to herself before squeezing my shoulder and waving me goodbye at the sound of the school bell.

      I turn around and look to see Tabs holding hands with Emelia. If she can do this new friendship thing, then so can I, and damn, I bloody well am.

      I give Tabs a kiss goodbye, telling her to “have a truckload of fun and make as many new friends as possible” before wandering out of the school gates and heading back home, right, right and right.

      I dive into my pocket to grab my phone as it starts vibrating with notification after notification from a messaging app.

      You’ve been added to the Class 1 Mums’ Group Chat.

      I’m then met with an onslaught of messages of what I assume to be mums and one dad welcoming me to the school and introducing themselves as Cash’s mum, Rocco’s mum, Oscar’s mum, Erin’s mum and so on.

      I unlock the front door then make my way through the narrow hallway and into the living room. I’ve got this week off before starting my new job next week, so I’m making it my mission to have everything sorted. Everything organised. I want to impress next week, and I don’t need a house that looks like a bomb’s hit it at the back of my mind.

      I flick the kettle on, looking around the “cosy” cottage – as the estate agent described it – and wonder how I can make it my own without it costing the earth. The landlord made it very clear that as long as I kept things clean and tidy, he was happy for me to change it to my own taste, which I was immensely grateful for.

      Tabs was a little shocked when I showed her. This house is half the size of our old one, but despite my best attempts to hide things from her, she was happy to leave and saw this cute cottage as something special for just us. She called it the girls’ house, and that’s exactly what I want it to be.

      I’m just taking a closer look at the peeling paint covering the Crittall windows when I realise the kettle is boiling.

      I pour out a cup of my favourite, add a splash of milk and grab a few biscuits before sitting myself on the sofa. A reward for the hard work of making friends as an adult, I’ve decided.

      I glance at my phone and see more group chat notifications, noticeably one tagging me specifically.

      It’s from someone my phone is suggesting may be called Amanda.

      

      Amanda: Hi, Emily. Welcome to the group! I’m having a birthday party this coming Friday for my daughter Hallie. I’d love to have your little one and yourself of course there! Just let me know!

      

      I take a bite from my biscuit before surprising even myself and replaying instantly with:

      

      Emily: Hi. That’s so very kind of you! Thank you. Tabs would love to come, I’m sure, and I’d love to meet you too.

      

      Amanda: That’s fabulous! I’ll send you the invite over. It has my address on!

      

      Maybe this is the new me. The new sociable me. The new me who has things organised, has her own money, makes her own friends and actually enjoys life? Who knows? Stranger things have happened.

      I finish off the last of my biscuit and take a big swig of my tea before looking over at the boxes in my tiny living room. Maybe I should make a start on these, just in case Sarah and Rachel do come round. We’ll at least have somewhere to sit if I do.

      Suddenly, the thought of having total strangers in the house makes me feel sick, and I feel that unease beginning to spread. But the speed that it spreads ensures it disappears just as quickly. Not only because I remind myself that I’m making a fresh start and new friends are a part of that, but also because my phone pings with a message from one of those so-called strangers.

      

      Sarah: Em, love! Are you free during the day or the evenings? What’s best for you?

      

      Emily: I’m free all week this week! Don’t start my new job until next week! :-)

      

      I laugh at myself, showing off my age absolutely with the oh-so-noughties version of an emoji.

      

      Sarah: Amazing! We’re both free now if you are? We were just heading for coffee but might as well mix coffee with unpacking and helping a new friend, eh? What do you say?

      

      I hesitate, my thumbs hovering over the keys and my mouth half open, as if I’m about to speak directly to her. I can already hear the protest on my lips, but it won’t help me. I’ve been isolated for years. It’s time to stop. No man is an island, and neither is a newly single mother. My fingers fire back a response before I have time to talk myself out of it.

      

      Emily: Yeah, that sounds perfect! As long as you’re sure you don’t mind?

      

      Sarah: Of course not! We wouldn’t offer otherwise! Send over your address and we’ll see you in about an hour… assuming you do live close to the school, haha xx

      

      I fire over my address and sit looking at the living room. Still filled with boxes.

      Usually I would have panicked at the thought of someone heading over and seeing anything but a pristine household, looking nothing short of show home glorious, but this feels different.

      A new me maybe? A new relaxed me…
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      By the time Sarah and Rachel make it round, I’ve at least managed to create some space on the sofa in the living room. I spot Sarah walking up the pathway after hearing the gate latch and make it to the door just as she’s reaching a hand to lift the huge iron knocker on my cherry-red front door.

      “Oh, hey! We brought coffee and a few snacks, just in case you still had your stash packed up,” Sarah sings as she breezes past me into the living room. “Oh, I love what you’ve done with the place. The boxes give it a real London, Shoreditch loft-style vibe.”

      Sarah’s sarcasm makes me instantly relax. She’s the first visitor I’ve had here, and while I thought I’d be on edge, I’m amazingly relaxed.

      “Rachel’s just parking the car,” she says as she wanders into the kitchen, leaving me standing by the door, looking for Rachel to appear.

      As if by magic, she does, her brunette bob bouncing down the narrow street, then she rounds through the gate and greets me with the biggest smile and the biggest bunch of flowers I think I’ve ever seen. Daisies to be precise.

      “Congrats on your new home and hopefully some new friends if you can suffer us for that long!”

      We both giggle and I feel myself blush. I’ve never been bought flowers before.

      “Thank you so much; you really shouldn’t have.”

      “By the look on your face, I really should have! Was worth every penny! I bought them from a girl in the village. Her parents passed away in pretty quick succession last year, and she took over the family florist. It was so hard for her to begin with, but when I tell you she’s flourishing…”

      “Is she flourishing by any chance?” Sarah calls as she wanders back into the living room with three cups of coffee and a plate full of pastries.

      I run the flowers into the kitchen, fill the sink with water then place them gently in, admiring each and every bloom as I do. I make a mental note to make sure I have fresh flowers in the house at all times from now on before making my way back into the living room.

      Sarah and Rachel are chatting about the “sodding weather” as I plonk myself down on the end of the sofa. Sarah is on the opposite end and Rachel on the footstool because it’s “closer to the snacks” – a woman after my own heart.

      “So, Em, before we start to divulge our deepest, darkest secrets⁠—”

      “And the really good fucking gossip – because that’s worth every penny,” Rachel interrupts.

      Sarah rolls her eyes before finishing, “What brings you to Glenacre?”

      “A separation… a pretty recent separation actually.” I can’t help but look down at the floor, fiddling with my fingers – more specifically the faint band marking my finger where my wedding and engagement rings once sat.

      My demeanour instantly changes, no matter how much I try to stay bright, bubbly and generally fun to be around. It just doesn’t happen.

      “Oh, babe.” Rachel scoots forward, putting a hand on my shoulder. “Don’t dish the dirt, love. We’re not here to get the latest gossip from you. We thought it might have been a job or poorly parent or something. You don’t need to say any more.”

      I can see Sarah, through my glassy eyes, look at Rachel and back towards me as she clambers over to me, reiterating what Rachel said.

      “Darling, she’s right. We’re here to help and welcome you to the village, not depress you and then leave you in a mass of boxes. You don’t need to say a damn word more. Just know that if or when you are ready and you want to chat, because fuck me don’t we all” – they both nod in agreement – “just know that we’re here if or when you feel the need.”

      “Thanks, ladies. That means a lot. It’s all still very raw, though you weren’t far off the mark, to be fair. My mother’s in the next village over, in Glencolne. She’s got dementia. Has carers in each day, but ultimately I thought it would be nice to be closer to her as I was moving anyway. It’s just so expensive there.”

      “Oh, tell me about it! So bloody pricey, but that’s where all the tourists go, isn’t it? So prices shot up. Bastards. So you’re originally from round here then?”

      And just like that, we slip into regular chit-chat. Chit-chat I’ve not taken part in for years because I lost my friends… or rather my friends lost me.

      We talk for hours about anything and everything, all the while sorting through boxes, without question or hushed looks or whispers.

      We talk about the school, what makes it such a wonderful place for the children. We tease Sarah for being a busybody and “mother prefect”, being part of the PTA. Despite her protests, we don’t back down, and suddenly I feel part of a friendship group. I don’t feel like the outsider.

      They both share stories with me too.

      Sarah isn’t just a 42-year-old busybody on the PTA (sarcasm fully intended), she’s also a part-time legal secretary for her husband, a solicitor in the village who by all accounts is quite the gentleman, if a little boring – though Sarah has the most loving smile when she tells us she just adores her “old bore”. What I wouldn’t give for boring right now.

      Sarah doesn’t just have Emelia; she also has an eleven-year-old who’s just started secondary school, which apparently comes with a whole other load of issues and annoying school emails, but thankfully I don’t have to think about that for a while yet.

      Rachel, a little younger than both myself and Sarah – who I gather was born in the same year as me – only just meets the millennial criteria. She’s a millennial by the skin of her teeth, or so she claims because she point-blank refuses to accept the fact that she’s actually Gen Z, and has just the one child, a son called Aidan. She’s married, although she didn’t say happily or otherwise, but from the smile on her face when she talks about her family, she seems to be happy enough. She doesn’t work but keeps herself busy with her son, working out and taking him to every club imaginable, which makes her available during the school day or weekends only.

      While I can sense their curiosity about my past, I’m still not feeling too forthcoming. Everything still feels raw, and despite my best efforts to make new friends, start a new life, open up and just generally be a newer, better version of myself, I can’t. I can’t talk about it. Nor can I admit my foolishness. Not just yet anyway.

      So we move on to discussing the other women I’m likely to meet this coming Friday at Amanda’s daughter’s party.

      When Sarah visits the bathroom, Rachel jumps to her feet to get us all more coffee in a spritely manner I haven’t felt in a long time, and I make a mental note to check out my nearest gym. I grab my phone to do a quick investigation into the nearest facilities and find I have a text from an unknown number.

      

      Unknown: We need to talk, Em. I need to see Tabs.

      

      I feel the thump in my chest down to my toes, and suddenly I’m taken from the comfort of my newly ordered living room and thrown into a mess of feelings – fear, anxiousness and embarrassment.

      My cheeks flood, and the heat radiates from me.

      “Em, are you OK? You look horrified?” Sarah croons as she places herself next to me.

      “Oh yes, I’m fine. Sorry, it’s my mum’s bloody carer. Said she felt a little poorly today but is doing much better. I read the start of the text and had a slight panic… but panic over!”

      If there’s anything the last year has taught me, it’s how to lie, and by the look on Sarah’s face, it worked.

      “Right, let’s tackle some more of these boxes, shall we? Though do forgive me if you come across my undies… I don’t think I’ve treated myself to anything but granny pants in the last few years, so let’s pretend we can’t see them.”

      Rachel gives a good chuckle – she must have heard me as she walked back into the room – and without hesitation, we’re back in the full throes of conversation, discussing Amanda – beware the sheep in wolf’s clothing – Lydia and a few other names that slip my mind by school pickup.

      The text from “Unknown”, however, is still very much at the front of my thoughts.

      I’m not ready to face him, and quite honestly, I don’t know if Tabs is ready to see him either.

      I’ve blocked his number, but knowing him, it won’t be long before he reaches out again.

      How the hell did he get my number in the first place?

      I feel uneasy, unprotected, but regardless, Tabs will see a happy, smiley mum at school pickup. In fact, she’ll see that every single day from now on.

      I check the doors and windows are locked before I leave and step out into the glorious autumn sunshine. Looking up across the street, I see three other grey stone cottages and, beyond that, take in the expanse of fields and scenery that we now get to call home. It’s beautiful.

      I click the front door shut with an extra tug, the wooden door struggling to close clean after the recent rain and cooler temperatures, and make my way towards the school.

      Left, left and left.

      And then I’m there, looking at her face as she waits by her classroom door, searching the crowd for me. Her smile spreads across her entire face when she finds me, just like mine does as she recognises me, and I’m already looking forward to getting her home and all to myself, safe in our new space.

      
        
        ______________________

      

      

      “But I thought we were going straight home? I got a stif’cate at school and want to put it on the wall in my new room.” Tabs really emphasises the last words in that sentence as she crosses her arms on a huff.

      I glance in the rear-view mirror of my little hatchback, which was parked a little way down the street from the house, noting how much more grown up she seems to have become, almost overnight, and yet she’s still so tiny… so tiny yet with such great attitude. Hopefully she rules an amazing conglomerate with that attitude one day and not a cartel. One can hope.

      “Uh, yeah, I did, buuuttt do you remember when we moved here I said that you would get to see your nanny? Well… we’re going to see her now.”

      “Nanny? I’m going to meet my nanny?”

      “Darling, you’ve met your nanny before, but now you’ll get to see her more often…” Dread steals over me as I try to work out how best to explain my mother’s condition to her.

      “Nanny isn’t that well though, sweetie, so she might not remember who you are or your name.”

      “Why?”

      There’s that good old question she loves so much…

      “Nanny has something called dementia. It just makes her a little forgetful. She’s still there, still your nanny, she’s just a little forgetful sometimes…”

      And frightened and worried and a totally different person.

      The feeling overwhelms me.

      The guilt of not spending time with her over the last few years.

      The fear of what’s to come.

      And then I do what I’ve done so well over the last few months. I paper over the cracks, fix my smile and make sure Tabs can see the big grin on my face…

      “Do you have any questions, my darling?”

      “Can I show Nanny my certificate?”

      “Oh, absolutely… She’ll love that!”

      And on we go to the next village to see Mum.

      The winding roads give Tabs the opportunity to drift off to sleep, not only softening her mood but freshening her up in the enthusiasm department, ready to see her grandmother for the first time in a long, long time.

      While she’s clearly an eager beaver, I’m a little less so but make sure to put my big girl knickers on as we drive through the brick archway of the assisted living facility she now calls home.

      I never knew if it was a good move for her or not when it happened, but my brother insisted, “You’re not around anymore, sis – you don’t see her like I do. She needs help, but as she’s refusing point-blank to go into a full assisted place and I’m as much use as a chocolate teapot, this is like a stepping stone… a stepping stone that I feel less shite about. She needs to move, babe… as much as you need to leave that shitbag.”

      I blink the memories away as I pull up in the designated parking spot the carers texted me.

      The carers had to text me because I refused to come see her when I initially moved closer. They thought so little of me that they believed the convenience of a parking space might tempt me to visit.

      It still didn’t. Because I’m a piece-of-shit daughter.

      We wander through the main foyer, and I head to the very back, where there are large double doors that open onto a courtyard.

      When the carer contacted me, she told me Mum was located in a two-bed apartment on the other side of the courtyard. Her apartment had beautiful views over the courtyard from the front and overlooked the river from the back. She enjoyed watching the river and people meandering past through the French doors apparently.

      We cross a paved pathway and head round a fountain towards the back of the courtyard where we see a sign that points up the stairs: “Apartments 7–14”.

      Up the stairs, I notice Tabs is getting a little more excited than she was in the car, tightly clutching her certificate that she’s so proud of, but I can’t help anxiously wondering what reaction she’ll get, if any.

      I come to the door of number seven and notice a key box. She’s in an assisted living facility, but this facility has a specialised unit for people with dementia. I’m guessing this is so they can enter her apartment without her having to answer the door, if she’s having a bad day perhaps?

      Before I can think about it, Tabs knocks abruptly on the door. There’s no mistaking we’re there. No going back now.

      I hear her inside, and my stomach churns.

      “I’m coming…” she calls, and my stomach ties in knots. This will be the first time I’ve seen her in over three years – since we stopped talking. I don’t know what I’m going to say to her. Or what she’ll say to me.

      The door opens slowly as she shuffles back with each pull of the huge security door. I step forward to help and realise it’s actually light as air – she’s just incredibly frail and struggling to keep herself upright, leaning on the door with one hand and holding her walking stick in the other.

      She looks up as I loom over her, and then her eyes catch mine. “Emily?”

      “Yeah, it’s me, Mum,” I reassure her as I step back, trying my best to get out of her space.

      “You’ve been a while, love. Samuel’s been asking where you’ve been.”

      I stutter as she walks away, “Sam… Sam’s been asking for me?”

      “Yes, love. He thought you’d be back by now. Not sure where your father is though. I’ve been watching Murder She Wrote. The amount of times I’ve watched this and not once has someone bumped that nosey old cow off or questioned her as to why she’s at every sodding murder! Riles me it does. Anyway, did you get the Victoria sponge?”

      “Errr, no, Mum. I…” Looking down at the bag in my hand, I mentally kick myself. How could I not remember to bring Victoria sponge?

      She always made us Victoria sponge as kids.

      “I’ve bought a carrot cake. It’s Tabs’ favourite.”

      “Tabs…?”

      “Tabs – Tabitha, Mum. Your granddaughter?”

      She looks at Tabs blankly and then looks at me. It didn’t register. None of what I said registered. I can see it – or rather not see it – on her face. And my assumption is confirmed when she reminds me about Sam.

      “Sam’ll be here in a bit, you know.”

      I glance at Tabs, who’s looking a mixture of worried, confused and a little frightened, and it breaks my heart.

      My mum walks through to her living room, and I stay with Tabs at the front door, helping her remove her shoes.

      “Don’t worry, darling. She doesn’t understand, remember? She’s a bit confused.”

      “She’s forgotten me?”

      “I think she’s forgotten me a little too, my sweet. It’s not her fault, remember. We’ve got this…”

      Tabs stands upright as I start placing both our shoes neatly by the front door, a habit picked up over the last five years, then we walk into the living room.

      “Do you want to see my certificate?” she asks as she proudly pushes it out in front of her, hand firmly gripping the top of the paper now in front of my mother’s eyes.

      “Oh, that’s wonderful, dear. And how did you achieve that?”

      And from that moment on, we talk. While it’s not normal chit-chat we would have had a few years ago, it’s beautiful in comparison to the imaginings in my head over the last week.

      I sit and watch for the next few hours as Tabs tells her all about her day at school and my mother tells her all about her little girl called Emily, who she remarks Tabs looks just like. My heart breaks, and my eyes fill with tears at times, and other times, I’m laughing like I haven’t laughed in years.

      I’m back. I’m back with my mum. My family.

      I’m back now.
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      Before I know it, four more days have passed. I’ve spent them unpacking the remaining few boxes and assembling flat-pack furniture.

      Flat-pack furniture, at first my nemesis, has now become my bitch, and I feel empowered.

      I can see why they say not to assemble the stuff with someone you love though. I could have thrown a spanner at the wall every five minutes.

      Despite the struggle, I’ve managed it, and I’ve come out on top.

      I have a full bedroom suite, as does Tabs, complete with a cabinet for her stuffed teddies, and the living room is now looking a beautiful shade of homely.

      I went with a jute rug under my deep navy sofa, along with a nest of dark wood side tables that tuck neatly away beside the sofa so they don’t take up too much space.

      Space is an expensive commodity in this pokey little house, but it’s our home, our safe haven, and I’m loving every inch of it.

      The TV is on the wall thanks to a very handy man recommended by about seven mums from the mums’ group chat, and my dining table is now up and ready to enjoy dinner on. If only I had a hope in hell of cooking a decent meal. That’s absolutely on my list of things to do. Learn to cook an actual dinner. Tick, tick.

      I’m staring at my new TV, wondering what film Tabs and I can stream later that evening, when I hear my phone ping.

      
      Amanda: Hi, ladies. Just a reminder, it’s Hallie’s party this evening! She’s looking forward to seeing all of her friends. I can’t wait for a little chit-chat with you all too! I’ll have some Prosecco ready to pop! Party starts at 4:30 p.m. sharp!

      
      The mum’s group chat for Class 1 is then alight with messages from all the other mothers replying with the same polite responses:

      “Thank you, can’t wait.”

      “We can’t wait.”

      “Yay, super excited.”

      Surely they can’t be that elated for a children’s party? From what I remember, everyone just seems to slink off in their own little cliques and desperately wait for the party to finish.

      I send my own message to the group chat, saying, “Can’t wait to meet you all and finally get to know the group more,” and as expected, just as many replies come back, telling me how fun it’ll be to meet me. I giggle at the similarities between this and my previous class group chat, with the superficial, extra polite messages that must drive everyone as mad as it used to drive me.

      Though I must admit, life has slowed down for me over the last couple of weeks. I don’t feel like I’m chasing my tail as much, so maybe I won’t see this as such a chore. Maybe I will actually make friends.

      I’m enjoying spending time with Sarah and Rachel, after all.

      I look at my phone and realise the time.

      Five minutes before pickup.

      I quickly grab my beige mac, as the cool air seems to have descended on the village and brought a chill with it, and fly out the door in paint-stained jeans, my favourite ripped red knitted sweater and my scruffy trainers.

      Left, left and left.

      I make my way through the parents waiting by the main gates and work my way towards Tabs’ classroom door.

      As I greet Tabs and swing her round to face the way home, Sarah and Rachel call through the crowd of chattering mums and a handful of dads in unison, enquiring, “Are you going tonight?” then cackle at their united front.

      I give them the nod and croon, “See you both there…” as I hurry Tabs through what feels like the entire village.

      “Come on, darling – we need to get you home and get you ready for the party. I have a card and a present for Hallie.”

      “I don’t like Hallie. She’s rude!”

      I come to an abrupt halt and suddenly realise I’ve not really spoken to Tabs about this party. I’ve just assumed she’d want to go.

      “Oh, Tabs darling, I’m sorry, I just thought you’d want to go. Have you not been getting along?”

      “She’s rude! She said I’m not pretty like her. She’s pretty like Elsa, and I’m not pretty like Anna. Annnddd she tells the teacher on me. I didn’t do anything!”

      She really huffs and puts her free hand on her hip as I clutch her other.

      “Hmmm, that doesn’t sound very nice, my sweet, but what if we put that behind us and try a fresh start tonight?

      “I think you’d love to see your friends – I mean the others in the class at least – and then perhaps when you give her a present, she’ll see that actually you’re a lovely little girl and you’re the bigger person.”

      “But she’s higher than me.”

      I look at her with the biggest smile on my face. My most favourite creation. “Yes, my darling, she is taller than you, but I mean, you’re going to take the high road. You’re still going to be kind even though she hasn’t been so kind. And that makes you a good person. In fact” – I pick her up and swing her round onto my waist – “that makes you the most wonderful young lady in all the land, who absolutely deserves a little treat before we get to Hallie’s party!”

      She giggles with excitement and grabs my face with both hands, planting a very wet, sloppy kiss on me.

      We make our way back home very happy bunnies, looking forward to a Friday night for the first time in what feels like forever.

      
        
        ______________________

      

      

      Tabs runs down the stairs, flashing the
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