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‘It has to be the truth, the honest truth. Everyone agree?’

‘But what is truth?’

‘It’s only a game, man. Besides, another slug and we’ll know.’

Six young adults in the high-ceilinged room, two cuddled on the sofa and four on the floor. A girl and two guys sit around a candlelit coffee table. Though late, it’s still balmy, the leaded windows ajar. They’re drinking Jack Daniel’s from shot glasses.

The girl snaps open the second bottle and pours. Her nails are bitten, her nose pierced, her short hair dyed black. Her attention is focused on the man stretched out on the floor.

Lifting his dark head, he glances at her. ‘Isn’t there anything other than that American shit?’ he asks, his accent distinct. He goes back to his spliff and takes a deep drag. ‘OK. Then we’ll use the correspondence theory of truth,’ he says. ‘A belief is true if there exists an appropriate entity – a fact – to which it corresponds. If there’s no such entity, the belief is false.’

The fair-haired boy laughs. ‘OK, genius, I’ll start.’ Blue-eyed and neat featured, he looks younger than his twenty years. ‘A secret. A true secret …’ He knocks back the whiskey. ‘I’m in love with somebody in this room.’

The girl whips up her head, her stark make-up barely hiding her shock.

‘Tell us something we don’t already know!’ This man is huge, his voice booms Home Counties. ‘Come on, old chap. What did you say? The honest truth. Something you haven’t told anyone before.’

‘Right; here’s one. My mum tried to snog me once,’ he says.

Everyone but the girl laughs.

‘No, it’s true, I’m not joking. Dad had buggered off, so she spent all the time drinking and crying—’

‘And snogging you?’

‘Yes, Your Honour.’ He guffaws. ‘The truth and the whole fucking truth, eh? Only the once, thank God, when she got close enough. I can’t do needy. Fucking disgusting.’

A silence of drunk embarrassment, then the eloquent voice again: ‘Are you two lovebirds playing?’

They turn to the couple on the sofa. The young woman is asleep. ‘We’re living our secret,’ her boyfriend says. ‘But one you don’t know … Let me think. My brother and me, we used to spit in the take-outs. Special treat for the racists we knew from school.’

‘Nice.’

‘Nah. Good try, but it won’t put me off your delicious—’

‘I saw my father beat up my mum.’ The man on the floor looks fixedly at the ceiling. ‘Badly. Watched the blood spurt from her nose. Did nothing to stop him.’

The Goth girl stares, but doesn’t speak.

The blond boy leans over. ‘Fuck,’ he says. ‘How old were you?’

‘Still a kid. But I blamed her. Probably still do.’ He sits up and throws back his shot. Then he squints through the smoke at the girl, still sitting cross-legged and silent. ‘What about you, nice middle-class miss? You’re not saying much. What’s your secret?’

Everyone is watching, all eyes are on her. ‘A secret truth?’ she asks, turning to him. ‘With an actual fact to which it corresponds?’

The man snorts. ‘Yeah. Come on, then; try me.’

She opens her inky lips—
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‘Mum, Mum, Harry’s used my toothbrush again!’

Ellie shook herself awake. The dream had dissolved already but it felt familiar, warm. She hadn’t been smothered or drowned, or whatever happened in that nightmare.

‘Mum, did you hear what I said? Harry has used my toothbrush again. It’s disgusting.’

She propped her head on one arm and listened to the thud of a slamming door. She was usually up before the boys, showered and dressed, Marmite on toast at the ready. But sometimes her middle son Jake beat her to it, and if he was awake, the whole house was too. She smiled and swung her legs out of bed; today’s complainant was Toby, her eldest, so that was OK; even Harry knew better than to touch anything of Jake’s.

She yawned deeply and shuffled to the bathroom. Glancing at her reflection, she raked her auburn hair with slim fingers. It needed its six-weekly trim; she’d make an appointment and drive up the road into Gorton. ‘Over the bloody border to Chav Land,’ as Cam would say, which was ironic, given that’s where he was born.

She leaned further into the mirror and lightly touched the blemish on her cheek. It was barely visible these days, but still felt like a nudge, a reminder of her fortunate life. Her gaze swept over the rest of her face. The pale purple smudges beneath her eyes were evidence of her interrupted night. If only she could capture the dreams like a ghost on celluloid; freeze-frame the snowflakes before they melted. Perhaps then she could exorcise them, lay them to rest, have a whole eight hours’ flaming sleep.

‘Mum? Mum! Are you coming down? Someone’s eaten all the Coco Pops.’

Harry’s voice interrupted her thoughts. She groaned at the woman looking back. There was no doubt about it: she resembled a crumpled newspaper. It was time to iron out the creases.

Ellie looked around the doctors’ waiting room, willing the latest patient to hurry out. With an indulgent smile, she’d watched a dark-haired little girl play with a bead frame, she’d read all the notices about pregnancy and HIV, and listened to two patients loudly whisper about the ‘village oddball’ sitting opposite them. As ever, the poor woman was wearing several layers of luminous pink clothing and holding a matching parasol. The open brolly was bad luck, Ellie supposed, but the obvious tittle-tattle about her wasn’t on. Besides, she admired her quirkiness. She was once like that herself.

She frowned at the gossips. ‘She’s eccentric, not deaf,’ she wanted to admonish, but she was trying very hard not to say or do anything that might embarrass her son more than he already was. Twenty-six minutes had gone by since they’d arrived. Toby was sitting three seats away from her, as silent and rigid as his hard plastic chair. When she’d attempted to make conversation, his gaze hadn’t left the huge digital display that repeatedly reminded them of the importance of immunisation for flu and shingles.

They were here for a rash on his scrotum; no wonder he was grumpy. Remembering yesterday’s embarrassment, Ellie winced. Toby had haltingly tried to describe the hives on his groin and she’d casually replied, ‘Do you want me to look?’, not for a moment expecting him to say yes. But he had, poor boy; no doubt petrified of deformity, leprosy or lice, or one of the other million things twelve-year-olds worry about. Not least, had masturbation caused it, like God’s plague or locust wrath?

She hadn’t known what to say as she stared. The rash was livid. Toby was nearly a teenager and it was both awkward and unsettling to discover that the nether regions of her firstborn were more man than boy.

Boys and their bollocks were really Cam’s department, but he was working away again. ‘It’s only scrot rot,’ he’d said with a snort when he’d finally telephoned late last night. ‘All boys get it. Buy some cream from the chemist.’

She had cringed at his typically graphic epithet. Now he tells me, she’d thought. How was she supposed to know about that, or all the other testosterone-related joys of having sons? Ellie loved her boys, but at times they were a mystery. Men were a mystery. Thank goodness she had Mum.

Leaning across to Toby, she had another go. ‘Maybe grab the jabs while you’re here. “Preparation is all, young man”, as Grandad would say,’ she mimicked, in her best Maurice voice.

With a hint of a smile, Toby opened his mouth, but his reply was cut short by his name on the screen, shortly followed by the intercom. ‘Toby Hastings. Room two, please.’

‘We’re up. Come on, love.’ Ellie stood and covered the cringe with a smile. Oh hell, the announcer was female; she hadn’t thought to ask for a man. Hoping she was wrong, she guided Toby to the door, knocked and entered. Oh joy: not only a woman, but young, far younger and prettier than a doctor should be.

‘Hello, Toby and Mum. Sorry for keeping you waiting,’ she said. ‘How can I help you today?’

Pink and sullen when they left the surgery, Toby was still glowering when they arrived at his high school. He made no move to climb out of the car.

‘Have a good day. See you later,’ Ellie said, unintentionally adopting the sing-song tone of the doctor. Then, trying for a Cam-like chivvy, ‘Come on, Toby, it’s time for school now. Scrot rot isn’t an excuse to stay at home all day.’

‘Really? Can’t I just—’

‘Absolutely not! Get thee to the classroom …’

Though she wanted to hold him tightly, she pushed him playfully from his seat. A nasty scrotal rash might not be a reason to hide, but humiliation and embarrassment definitely were; she knew that more than anyone.

Telling herself she’d done ‘the right thing’, she watched him throw his rucksack over his shoulder and slouch into the glassy entrance. Pat on the back for Eleanor Wilson from Maurice! Her father Maurice, who’d instilled the importance of doing the right flaming thing in the baby, the child and above all the teenage Ellie.

Almost wanting her son to reappear, she stared at the door for several moments. Had she let Toby down? Trying to shake off the discomfort, she pulled the car out, but the journey was cut short by the peal of her mobile. She glanced at the screen, then did another take. Oh hell; it was Mrs Laverne from Jake’s primary school. The familiar lurch hit her stomach; at only eleven o’clock in the morning, a buzz from the head teacher was not going to be for a friendly chat.

‘Oh, ignore the ancient bat,’ Cam often said. ‘They’ll get rid of her soon.’ But soon wasn’t soon enough. Mrs Laverne, purple perm and patronising intolerance, was there now.

‘Have you considered that perhaps a specialist school would be more appropriate for Jake?’ she said regularly. But Ellie wanted mainstream for her middle boy, almost as much as Cam did. The psychologist had agreed: ‘Jake is at the very lower end of the autistic spectrum,’ he’d said. ‘He’ll have some difficulties during his education, but nothing he can’t overcome.’

‘Too right,’ Cam had responded. ‘He’s a Hastings! Bloody nanny state.’

Steeling herself for the call, Ellie now sighed. Her sons were indeed ‘Hastings’, but she wasn’t.

She pressed the icon. ‘Mrs Laverne. Hello. Is everything—’

‘There has been an unfortunate episode with Jacob already,’ the woman interrupted.

‘Unfortunate episode? Why, what’s happened?’

‘I’ll explain when you’re here. I’d like you to come in straight away.’

Her jaw set, Ellie stood at the entrance to Purple Laverne’s office. She stared at the plastic stopper that wedged open the door. Did she have the guts to kick it away and give the bloody woman a mouthful? It was fortunate Ellie didn’t have a formal job, but these demands to turn up at a moment’s notice for some minor Jake misdemeanour were getting ridiculous.

Mrs Laverne peered over her glasses. ‘Do sit,’ she started crisply. Then she leaned forward and sighed, apparently changing tack. ‘Jacob, oh Jacob. What are we going to do with him?’

Ellie had heard that preamble before. In the past she’d made the mistake of asking Laverne what the answer was, and she wasn’t going to fall for it again. Sure, Jake had stubborn episodes from time to time, even an occasional tantrum, but they could be resolved if handled properly. His current teacher was brilliant, but sometimes she was ill or on a training day. ‘You said there had been “an episode” with Jake this morning?’ she asked instead, folding her arms.

The brusqueness returned. ‘Attacking another boy. An assault. And I don’t use that word lightly. The boy had a nasty red mark on his throat, which the playtime staff can verify.’

Instinctively placing a hand on her cheek, Ellie felt an icy spread. ‘An assault?’ She pulled out the chair and sat. ‘I’m so very sorry, Mrs Laverne. Please tell me what happened.’
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The June evening sunshine lit the study through the slats of the wooden blind. Ellie swung in Cam’s leather chair, a large gin and tonic in her hand. She felt vaguely guilty about drinking alone, but reasoned she had little choice with Cam being somewhere in the back of beyond, and it had been a pretty crappy day what with Toby and his scrotum, followed by the set-to with Laverne.

Squinting at the sooty printer, she sighed. She had intended to give the room a spring clean today, but paperwork was everywhere, so where to begin? Though she could’ve moved the mouldy coffee mugs, she supposed.

She pictured the joyless face of Cam’s mother, Jaqueline, who would have clocked the lack of cleaning. The look was familiar, one of indifferent smugness, if the contradiction wasn’t a stretch too far. ‘For God’s sake, call me Jaqs,’ she always said, but Ellie struggled to get the pally abbreviation out.

Of course, Jaqs was right: Ellie should’ve tackled it ten days ago when Cam left, but she always felt resentful of his ‘office’ and stayed out until he was due home.

She glanced around. It didn’t take a genius to deduce that Cam and his partner’s business was in boxes. Tim had done the lion’s share of globetrotting in the past, but his wife had objected eighteen months or so ago. She only had a chihuahua for company and the loneliness made her anxious, so Cam had taken it on. Still, when he was in the UK, he worked from home, so he had more time with the family.

That was the theory, at least.

Ellie took another slug of her gin, savouring its cold warmth before swallowing. The ice catching her throat, she turned to the tall bookcase and looked it up and down. She could fetch a cloth and attack the top layer of dust or … Yup, idle procrastination was infinitely preferable. Moving a swathe of invoices aside, she climbed on to the desk, reached up to the top and tugged down a couple of sketchbooks. Until noticing them just now, she’d forgotten they were there. Her old oil canvases were stashed in the spare room upstairs, and though she looked at them occasionally, the strange clutch of pleasure and apprehension they evoked always left her unsettled. Blowing off the fine particles, she opened the first one. Fruit. Not just at the start, but dotted throughout the spiral-bound pages, there was an assortment of plump, fleshy produce in pencil, pastels and watercolour. She smiled. Vibrant and bright, the happiness shone from the parchment.

She pulled over the next pad and flicked through the first half. Mostly in graphite and charcoal, this was a darker affair. Avantgarde and experimental, certainly. Stark trees? Empty rivers? A sense of loneliness, loss? Then a more discernible, realist drawing of a girl looking towards a thatched cottage at the top of a hill. It reminded her of something; what was it?

Breathing out her surprise, she sat back. All the creations were good, even when the perspective was just a little skewed. It looked as though she had meant it. Whoever she was.

When had she last put pencil to paper? She couldn’t remember. Oils were more her thing at university. Trying to think back, she flicked through a few empty sheets. She stopped at the sketch of a still, sleeping baby. Her first born, of course. Toby, precious Toby, her perfect boy; how she’d loved him, still did.

She pictured his hunched shoulders in the car this morning and berated herself yet again. Did he remember to use the prescribed lotion on his ‘bits’ before bed? She hoped so. She’d hidden a grab bag of Munchies under his pillow to cheer him up, and when he came to say thank you, she’d almost reminded him. But the chocolate had brought a small smile to his face, so she’d thought better of it. The mention of scrot rot was best left until his wedding; Cam was sure to bring it up then. If, of course, Toby ever got married.

Recalling that unique newborn smell, she smoothed her pencil-faced baby with a soft hand, then replaced her artwork where she’d found it. But the cottage picture still bugged her. Ah, that was it! The intricate drawing was a nod to Christina’s World, the famous mid-nineties painting by Andrew Wyeth. Clever old Ellie, what a talent! The thought of a crippled woman dragging herself up a hill was a little disturbing, though. God knows when she’d drawn it.

When she returned to the chair, the telephone rang.

‘How’s my beautiful girl?’ Cam asked. It’s what he always said.

‘Not so beautiful today,’ she replied. ‘And I’m a rotten mother and one of our sons is the new Boston Strangler.’

‘Why? What happened?’

‘A boy in the year above Jake took his football. Jake chased him, as you’d expect, but then he pulled the boy’s hood until he let go.’

Cam guffawed. ‘I’d have done the same if my ball was nicked. It’s just a bit of rough and tumble; it’s what boys do.’

‘That’s not how Purple Laverne saw it, Cam. The playtime staff said the boy had a red mark on his throat.’

Another laugh. ‘Bloody thief. Serves him right. Good old Jakey, that’s my boy.’

She sighed. As usual, Cam wasn’t really listening; yet in this case Laverne had been unfair. The older boy had simply got to the playtime teachers first, the same bloody boy who constantly picked on Jake, taunting him and enjoying the spectacle of Jake ‘losing it’.

The real problem, in her view, was that most of the staff had already labelled Jake as trouble, so they never made the effort to find out what had really happened. It was at times like this, when she was called into school and ordered to sit in front of the principal’s desk like a naughty schoolgirl, that she wanted to wade in, to find the tormentor and strangle the little git herself. But then she had been a naughty schoolgirl once upon a time; more than naughty.

‘Eleanor Wilson. Detention again. Whatever happened to that lovely girl we used to know?’

That lovely girl. When did it happen? How had it happened?

Her father, of course.

‘Ellie? Are you still there?’ Cam’s voice brought her back to the sunlit study. ‘Look, Jake’ll be fine as soon as he sees his dad,’ he soothed down the line. ‘Don’t worry, sweetheart. I’ll be home in forty-eight hours. We’ll go out, just the two of us, get drunk and have some fun.’

Shaking off the old shudder, she closed her eyes. ‘Sounds perfect, Cam. I can’t wait.’
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It was a good start to the day. Ellie had managed to extract all three sons from the house without cajoling, shouting or bribery. They had even walked the length of their sun-dappled Heaton Moor road without the usual Toby–Jake scuffle. Jake didn’t like anyone to touch his hair, so of course it was the last thing Toby did before diverting to his bus stop with a smirk.

Now at the school gates, Harry darted ahead and lifted his hand. ‘Bye, Mum. Enjoy your Friday piss-up!’

‘Why, thank you,’ Ellie called back with a smile. She used to wonder what other parents made of her youngest’s end-of-week farewell, but being the mother of a strangler, amongst Jake’s other felonies, she didn’t much care any more. Besides, two of those mums were founder members themselves.

Over thirteen years. How time had flown. She’d met Hen and Nina when they were ‘expecting’, as her mum always put it, a weekly get-together at their antenatal swimming group. They’d exchanged horror stories of birth, blood and gore while sipping scalding weak tea in flimsy plastic cups (a health and safety risk, surely, looking back) with an obligatory Basics Digestive biscuit. First pregnancies, of course. How would they know they were in labour? Would it hurt? A natural birth or every painkiller offered? How the fuck would they get it out?

Now older and wiser, the conversation at the Friday piss-ups had moved on: teachers (the handsome insomniac Mr W in Year Six), current affairs (just the headlines; Brexit talk banned, obviously), gossip (why was everyone living on Poplar Street getting divorced?), partners (sex only on birthdays – his birthday, of course), Peaky Blinders (parts had been filmed in Stockport, didn’t you know?), all with crudités and wine (no more than two glasses when it was Hen’s house. It was the afternoon and she had moved six miles away to posh Hale, so one couldn’t stagger home).

Spotting Nina’s spectacular afro in the distance, Ellie waved. Nina’s eldest was four days older than Toby. Baby Faith, pretty and perfect from the moment of birth. From the shape of her bump, indigestion and the speed of his heartbeat, Ellie had just known she’d have a boy (with heartburn hair) and although she would never admit it out loud, she’d been a little jealous of Nina. Though Faith had been more stroppy teenager than sweet angel for a couple of years now, Ellie still secretly wished she’d had a girl somewhere along the line. It always felt as though the daughter she should’ve had was missing. It wasn’t for want of trying: she hadn’t gone back on the pill after Harry was born, but nothing had happened. Just as well, really, with Cameron being away so much. Besides, she did love her three boys enormously; she just didn’t always understand them.

Letting out a long breath, Ellie finally stepped out from the bustling school corridor. Save for two mums with their prams at the far end of the dusty playground, it was silent and empty. Like a warm massage, relief spread through her shoulders. She’d managed to have a few sensible words with Jake’s teacher outside his classroom without Purple Laverne throwing in her two-penn’orth, thank God.

She glanced at her watch. Only ten past nine. The post office and its surly counter staff had to be done first, but there would be enough time for a quick whip around Sainsbury’s before driving on to Hen’s house.

Hoping Jake would be OK, she shot a last glance at the door before moving on. Royal Mail parcels, then home for a quick splash of mascara and lippy before heading out in the car. It was funny, really, Cam liked her ‘done up’, but the boys always complained, Harry especially. ‘You’ve got lipstick on,’ he’d say accusingly. ‘Take it off. You don’t look like Mum.’

She shook her head. Just like her father all those years ago. Even when she’d used make-up to look pretty, the disapproval had been there: ‘Upstairs now, Eleanor. You’re not going out of this house with that muck on your face.’

She cringed at the memory of the inevitable spat. And that discordant scraping sound of a key against metal. But that had been much, much later. Why she was thinking about it now, she didn’t know. She was off for her Friday piss-up and Cam would be home tomorrow. Today was a good day, after all.

‘Ellie? Ellie!’

Though Ellie had already spotted Ciara Walsh and her youngest child ten minutes earlier, the sharp Irish tone behind her was unmistakable.

Looking suitably surprised, she turned. ‘Oh, Ciara, hi.’

Not sure whether to air kiss, hug or shake Ciara’s hand, she did the safe thing and spoke to the baby. What was this one called? There were so many Walsh kids, it was difficult to recall. ‘Look at you! Haven’t you grown? I bet you’re walking now.’

It was clearly the right thing to say. ‘Georgie is indeed. At eleven months to the day like his brothers and sister,’ Ciara replied, almost waggling her head with satisfaction. ‘And look at these teeth.’

Black-haired like his father, the baby didn’t seem the least bit put out to have his mouth inspected by a virtual stranger.

‘Wow, fantastic,’ Ellie commented. Then, hoping Ciara might take the hint, ‘I’d better get to it. I’ve only popped in for a quick shop before going on to a friend’s house.’

Ciara didn’t apparently hear; she was too busy scrutinising the contents of Ellie’s trolley and, if she wasn’t mistaken, sucking in her cheeks.

Good God; which was the offending item? She tried again. ‘Nice to see you, Ciara, I’m in a rush so …’

Seeming to twig her imminent departure, Ciara turned her cart to face the same direction. Hers was piled high as though a famine was imminent; it was the price of having a million kids, Ellie supposed.

‘Oh, a friend’s house, did you say?’ Ciara asked. ‘Who might that be, then? Anyone I know?’

Sighing inwardly, Ellie smiled thinly and moved past the tinned tomatoes. Supermarket shopping on a Friday morning wasn’t wise at the best of times and now she was a captive audience for ‘Ciara the Pious’, as Cam called her, diving in with her usual starter-for-ten.

‘Why would you know any of my friends?’ she wanted to reply, but she settled for, ‘I don’t think so.’

Almost feeling guilty, she watched Ciara’s sculpted face as it fell. It wasn’t unattractive; in fact, her pale, ginger Pre-Raphaelite appearance was rather exquisite. In truth, Ellie had been shocked that Sean Walsh, of all people, had married someone that seemingly pure, but after ten minutes of Ciara’s interrogation and opining when they first met, the fragile beauty had dissolved, exposing the rather shrewish woman beneath.

In fairness, Ellie didn’t know her that well. Ciara and the family had moved from the outskirts of Dublin to Marple Bridge nine or so months ago, and they hadn’t been acquainted before then. Cam had met her; he’d been a guest at her and Sean’s wedding and had visited his best mate at least three times a year since. Understandably, their boozy Irish get-togethers were at an inn or a bed and breakfast, away from Sean’s home and his brood of noisy kids.

Ellie knew Sean Walsh a little more. Over eighteen years ago now, she’d shared a large Victorian house with him, Cam and others in their third year at the University of Leeds. Number 11 Alston Terrace had been a gathering of oddments, students who’d never met before that final September, but needed somewhere to live. She’d never got to the bottom of Sean’s story, but that wasn’t surprising. As a long-haired and opinionated philosophy student, he’d barely spoken to her unless he was drunk or high or on a political rant, and when he had, he’d made her feel shallow and uninteresting, a rebellious fraud, so she’d kept her distance.

Ellie now snorted at the memory. Things hadn’t changed much: whilst Sean’s long hair had been replaced by a dark beard, Ciara did enough talking for them both.

Hoping to shake off his wife and her chatter, she moved briskly along the aisles. What exactly had she come for? Coco Pops for Harry, lager for Cam. And something nice for the boys’ tea. What would be a relatively healthy treat? She tried to focus, but Ciara’s soft and persistent voice badgered her as they walked.

‘Look at the price of those frozen French beans, won’t you? We have a lovely little patch in the garden that Sean’s dug, so I’ll be growing my own like I did back in Dublin. Beans freeze beautifully, but they have to be par-boiled. Did you know that, Ellie? How’s Jake getting on at school now? You have to be firm with these principals. They’re there to serve you, not the other way around. Mustn’t let a little incident or two put you on the back foot. Start as you mean to go on. That’s what I’m doing with my children and the teachers alike. I won’t be taking any nonsense, I’ll tell you …’

What the hell? The bloody woman seemed to know a lot about Jake. The heat rising, Ellie stalked on, unsure who had irritated her the most: Ciara for lecturing her on how to handle Purple Laverne and her boys, or bloody Cam for obviously discussing it with Sean.

Ciara still hadn’t drawn breath by the time they arrived at the checkout. ‘So, what are your plans for this weekend, Ellie? I believe Cameron will be back.’

Relieved the quizzing would soon be over, Ellie decided to play nice. ‘No plans, really. I think we’re going to chill with the boys. It’ll just be nice to have Cam home and do nothing.’

‘You do know that you’re coming to us tomorrow afternoon?’ Ciara nodded to the contents of her trolley. ‘The barbecue at ours?’ She peered at Ellie, her face loaded with sympathy. ‘Oh, Ellie, didn’t you know? It’s all been sorted between Cameron and Sean. Paul and Ruth will be there. Didn’t Cameron mention it?’

Deflated and frayed from the overdose of Ciara, Ellie chucked the shopping bags in the boot of her car. Ciara the Pious indeed. Who grows their own flaming veg and freezes it? She’d like to see a set-to between her and Purple Laverne and see who wins. But there had definitely been a look of triumph on her face when she’d mentioned the Marple Bridge gathering.

Bloody typical Cameron, so much for his promises. Just the two of them, eh? He would be walking off the plane tomorrow morning, straight into the arms of his best buddy Sean. Why she always set herself up for the grand romantic reunion, she didn’t know.

A police vehicle in the wing mirror caught her short. Sitting stock still, she watched and waited until it passed, then she puffed out a long breath and applied lipstick without censure. Her life was actually hunky-dory. Even better, right now she was off to Hen’s for a good old moan.
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The ‘daily’ let Ellie into Hen’s sprawling Cheshire house. She found her and Nina in the conservatory, which, as Cam always pointed out, was larger than his entire childhood home.

‘Hello, darling, do help yourself to wine,’ Hen said. ‘Just telling Nina about my latest “encounter”. So where was I? Ah yes, my new lounge carpet. Very nice Axminster, Ellie. I’ll show you in a mo …’

The sun warm on her back, Ellie poured a glass of chilled Chablis and sank into the sofa. Like one of Pavlov’s dogs, just being here was a kind of therapy. Even now she could feel the tension travelling from her temples to her torso, through her limbs and diffusing through her toes.

‘Ellie? Are you with us?’ Nina asked. ‘You don’t want to miss this.’ She widened her shiny chestnut eyes. ‘The encounter was with a carpet fitter-cum-part-time model, no less.’

‘Correct.’ Hen raised her arched eyebrows. ‘I think you both know I don’t suffer from shyness when it comes to hunky workmen, but how does one communicate one’s desires when there are three men on the job, two of whom are old, ugly or otherwise unacceptable?’

Nina snorted at Hen’s dramatic pause. ‘You’re not really expecting us to answer that, are you?’

Hen sipped her drink. ‘One solves the problem by taking off one’s knickers, standing over the part-time model, duly busy with his Stanley knife, and asking if there’s anything he would like …’

Wiping away her tears of laughter, Ellie eventually managed to speak. ‘And was there something he’d like?’

Hen pulled a face. ‘Shame on you for even asking, young lady.’

Ellie smiled and sat back. What would happen if Edward was ill or popped home early and caught Hen in the act? Not that she’d ask, and besides, she never knew whether Hen’s stories were true. She didn’t have a job, her successful banker husband worked long hours and her only child, Giles, was now at boarding school. Perhaps Hen lived in a fantasy world because she was bored and lonely.

Suddenly feeling a little sad, Ellie swallowed the flinty alcohol. Lonely, she understood. She had supposed she’d get used to Cam’s absences, but the sense of loss was there each time. At least she had her lovely mum, Marian, only a forty-minute drive up the motorway near Chorley. And of course Nina and Hen, to whom she could grumble without reproach.

She filled them in about Cam and the Walsh barbecue. ‘Of course he didn’t mention it,’ she complained. ‘Typical. Leaving me to find out from Ciara Walsh. It clearly made her day. And it’s our turn to go to the Hastings’ this Sunday. I’m hoping Cam will have forgotten.’

‘You were there the other week! Is that a whole month? Why don’t you stretch out turns to six monthly? You hate it, Cam hates it …’

‘Or so he says. But it’s that old thing of slagging off your own parents, but not being happy if anyone else does it. And they are his mum and dad, after all, so I have to behave.’

Ellie sighed. She could never decide which was worse: visiting Jaqueline and Stuart Hastings’ house in Gorton and witnessing their pained expressions when Cam asked them to puff their cigarettes outside, or them coming to her and Cam’s breezy home with its open patio doors and decking for the smokers. Though the strained lunchtime conversation at the former was excruciating, she could make an excuse and escape as soon as the sugary puddings were scoffed. But when they came over the border they stayed, sitting glumly on the sofa with their eyes glued to the television like a scene from The Royle Family until Harry’s bath time at seven.

Jaqs and Stu hated visiting, clearly. Why did they come so regularly? Why didn’t they leave earlier? It was a mystery, as was their relationship with Cam. Instead of applauding his success, his good job and comfortable home, or even praising him in any small way, they seemed to resent it.

Or perhaps it was her, Nice middle-class Miss Eleanor Wilson, as she’d been called way back when. They knew she saw them as lacking; it was written all over their faces. How she hated being the daughter of her father, but in truth she couldn’t help it.

The genetic grip, she supposed.

She didn’t mention that to Nina and Hen. She was grateful for her friends, but some things you didn’t share, especially those you didn’t understand yourself.

The sight burning her nose, Ellie watched Jake walk the length of the playground. Though the other kids congregated, noisy, chatty and joyful, he was alone, his whole bearing slumped. ‘Is Dad home yet?’ he asked, his first words to her all day.

Not wanting to embarrass him, she hugged him briefly. ‘Not yet, but not long to go until tomorrow, love.’

Head down, he shuffled his feet as they waited for his younger brother. The last to emerge, Harry and his best pal burst from the blue door, shoulder to shoulder like Siamese twins. He released Saffi for Ellie, giving her a tight squeeze. The surge of affection was there as always. Happy Harry, so like his dad. Blond-haired, tactile and affectionate; easy-going, compact and sporty. And so easy to love.

Setting off towards home, Ellie laughed. ‘You smell of grass, Harry,’ she said, ruffling his hair.

Again, just like Cameron. Funny how aromas took you back.

Her memories of university were sometimes sketchy, but their first meeting at Alston Terrace was always clear in her mind. She had hoped the student house would be empty, to slip in as unobtrusively as possible, but there he’d been, lying on the shabby, orange-patterned sofa. Wearing grass-stained shorts and a plaster cast, his crutches were splayed on the threadbare carpet.

The twenty-year-old Cameron Hastings was chirpy and friendly but not particularly inquisitive. If he wondered why the new girl was moving in to number eleven at lunchtime in November, he didn’t ask.

‘You must be Eleanor Wilson,’ he said without looking away from the small television screen. ‘The landlord was here earlier, clearing the box room for you.’

‘It’s Ellie.’

‘Not a box room as I know it, though. My bedroom was a box. Hello, Ellie. I’m Cameron, Cam to my friends. Sorry about the greasy hair.’ He pointed to his leg. ‘Showers are a no-no. Baths even worse. Fancy putting the kettle on? I can move, but …’

She’d liked him immediately. Though slighter than the boys she’d dated previously, his fair hair and regular features were appealing. Not to mention his relaxed attitude and disarming grin. And he was open, funny, incurious. After half an hour in the draughty lounge, she discovered he should’ve been in America for the third year of his sports science course, but he’d been stymied by injury, snapping his cruciate ligament when bowling ‘like fucking Lillee’ for the university team. His second-year housemates had gone to the States, leaving him behind, ‘the bloody bastards’.

‘I could’ve stayed in Manchester in my mum’s tender loving care, but it wouldn’t have been tender or loving. So, it seems I’m going to be a geologist.’ That smile again. ‘Don’t worry; I’ve been going to lectures for five weeks and I still don’t know what that means either. It was the only course with space for a crocked sporting genius.’

Listening to his words, Ellie had thought about her own mum. In all brutal honesty, as much as she loved Marian, her intense watchfulness over the past few weeks at their home in Lancashire had been claustrophobic. ‘Perhaps we’re both escaping,’ she’d replied.

‘Yeah, maybe,’ Cam answered. He’d switched off the TV and turned with a grin. ‘Wait until you meet Sean, Ellie. Now he really is a fucking genius!’
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Seared with a death mask of white cream, Cam’s face pops up like a jack-in-a-box, waking Ellie with a petrifying jolt. She flicks back her eyelids, but everything is black and opaque and she knows she is dead, entombed deep in the ground. Moments of terror pass, then reason kicks in, and with a tremendous effort she breaks through to the surface and screams—

A dream, just a dream. Her skin cold with sweat, Ellie carefully reclined, her heart thumping so hard it seemed to jump from her chest like a cartoon character’s. God, oh God. Would she have a coronary from this recurring shock and die, really die, one day?

Tears seeped from her eyes. From self-pity and trauma and alarm. But she found them embarrassing too, these night terrors, hypnic jerks or whatever they were. She tried not to cry out when scrabbling from the ‘death dream’, but sometimes a piercing yelp escaped and one of the boys ran in from his bedroom, desperate to help, but more scared than her.

Cam had long since lost interest.

‘What happens, exactly?’ he used to ask. She’d found them difficult to describe. It was like layers of dreams, she tried to explain. She’d wake from one terrifying ordeal straight into another – the death dream – and then have to swim or dig out, to break free from the dark sticky depths.

‘Like drowning?’ he’d asked.

‘Yes,’ she’d replied. ‘I suppose it is. Or perhaps like being buried alive.’

A balmy Saturday morning, all three sons were up and ready, even Toby, who seemed to have gone overnight from a boy who was out of bed and hyper at six in the morning, to a youth who could sleep until noon.

The house felt busy, the atmosphere euphoric. Harry was looping around the park opposite on his bike. At eight, he could just about get away with it, but Ellie felt tolerance was growing thin and that someone would soon point out the churlish ‘no cycles allowed’ sign at the entrance.

She glanced through the window to check Toby was still on guard. And there he was, her handsome – and surly – eldest son, lolling on the bench near the gate, his ears covered by huge headphones, his current prosthetic.

Jake was still in his bedroom, but that was the norm when there’d been an ‘episode’ at school. It seemed to knock out all the confidence he’d acquired over the previous tussle-free weeks, making him retreat into himself and stay away from the few friends he had. At least he was busy with his artwork, his head down and beavering away at his desk.

From the array of coloured pencils, crayons and glue, Ellie guessed he was creating a ‘welcome home’ poster for Cam. She wished Toby would be kinder to him. Toby could handle his middle brother well when he made the effort, but it was apparently more fun winding him up. He tried to taunt Harry, too, but Harry was so chilled, he just shrugged it off.

She sighed. Sibling rivalry and arguments weren’t something she’d had to contend with, yet she’d longed to have a brother or a sister when growing up, someone to dilute the intensity of home. Maurice had an older sibling in Canada and her mum’s sister, Diana, had no children, so there weren’t even any cousins. Just a father devoted to his wife, and the wife doing her best to referee between husband and daughter, who looked strikingly similar, but seemed to have nothing else in common.

Snatching a citrus-honey aroma through the open window, Ellie inhaled deeply and stilled. Magnolias? Or perhaps the hay-like tang was ‘Lady’s Bedstraw’, the name her mum used for the yellow wildflowers. Why floral smells always invoked that broody imperative she’d had after Harry was born, she had no idea.

Pushing the old melancholy away, she spread out the bedding and laughed to herself. Funny how Toby hadn’t lifted his face to the heavens and groaned when she mentioned this afternoon’s barbecue. He would have complained long and loud had it been any other family without a son his own age. The answer, she was sure, was a girl.

Warmed by the rays shining in, she pictured their first visit to the Walshes last autumn. At the top of a leafy steep hill in Marple Bridge, their new home had surprised her at first glance. A sprawling sixties bungalow in an L shape, with stone cladding and huge windows, it wasn’t at all what she’d imagined the left-wing and opinionated Sean Walsh would choose. Then again, he was a professor of psychology now and she hadn’t seen him for a very long time, probably not since one of their infrequent conversations in the pub at university, which had always turned into spats.

‘So, what’s really behind the … alternative façade, nice middle-class Miss Eleanor Wilson? Anything more than skin deep? Come on, tell me, I really want to know.’

Skin deep; he’d always said that. How she’d hated it.

‘That chip must be weighing you down, Sean.’

Her response was always weak. In the hours that followed, the reply was much better in her mind. The patronising, arrogant bastard. And yes, with a huge bloody chip on his shoulder. But even if she’d tried to shape her thoughts into clever words, she knew he’d still have derided her.

Nineteen years on, those thoughts had still loitered. She’d been tense and on guard when he opened the door.

‘Ellie! Nice to see you. Come in. And this must be Jake.’ Sean had been affable and smiling, his eyes as green as she remembered, his beard very black. Cam had followed with Harry and Toby, Harry rushing through to investigate somewhere new, Toby standing upright, polite, his ‘Grandad face’ in place.

‘Sean the man. About bloody time you moved closer,’ Cam had said with a hug and a grin. ‘Let’s say hello to the team, then.’

The ‘team’ had started with fourteen-year-old Katrina, her face free of make-up, her hair severe in a plait, and went down in size through to red-cheeked, curly-haired baby George, slotted on Ciara’s hip.

‘My Katrina wants to join the Sisterhood as soon as she’s of age,’ Ciara had announced proudly as though the poor girl wasn’t there.

Ellie’s gaze had flickered towards Sean’s then. Could this really be the same person who would rage for hours about ‘insidious Catholicism’? By some instinct she’d then turned to Toby behind her. She’d had to resist taping his mouth closed as he ogled at the teenager.

Coming back to the present, she smiled. Yup, definitely a girl. But there was nothing wrong with a little romance – her good-looking guy would be home very soon. She caught her reflection in the mirror. Pleased to see her own excitement was reflected in her face, she stood closer and swept gentle palms over it. Her freckles were out in full force, camouflaging the slight dent. How she’d hated them when she was younger, trying to hide them under layers of foundation, but she liked them now.

‘Your freckles are out,’ Cam would say, kissing her nose. ‘It’s the start of summer.’ Of course, they were always there, but she knew what he meant.

The warm spread of anticipation increased. Ellie looked at her watch. If Cam’s flight was on schedule, she had time for a coffee and a flick through the newspaper before rounding up the boys and loading them into the car.

Cam was right; it really did feel like the start of summer.
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The call came just as the kettle popped.

‘Ellie!’ There was something in the way Cam said it, she later thought, or perhaps it was the absence of the usual Manchester Airport noises, but disappointment hit her chest the moment he spoke.

‘Sorry, babe,’ he continued. ‘I’ve been in meeting after meeting, so couldn’t call before now. A small hiccough with production, so I’ll have to stay until tomorrow, maybe Monday. If there was any other way, sweetheart … Well, you know that. But, hey, just a couple more days until I’m home, three at the most. Makes it all the more sweet. Look, I’m wanted. Phone you in a bit. Oh, and say hi to the Walshes.’

What? Really? Dumb with shock, she didn’t speak for a moment. Then the need to yell and ask a million questions set in, but he’d already gone with a ‘speak later’.

She glared at the screen. Cam had let her and the boys down dreadfully, and his main concern was for her to say ‘hi’ to the bloody Walshes? Like hell she would. Outrage replacing dismay, she flung the handset to the table. It skidded and dropped to the ground with a smack. Oh hell, she’d probably broken the damned thing. Did she care? No. Right at this moment she willed it to be smashed into a thousand pieces so she’d never have to speak to Cam again. Silly, she knew, and it would cost her a fortune to replace, but she was so very angry.

Fighting hard not to scream, she rested her head in her palms. Cam had altered plans a few times before and she had accepted it grudgingly. She had no option, after all. Yet this one felt different; like a shadow, there was a nagging concern in her mind that she couldn’t quite grasp. And why did he have to wait until the last minute to tell her? Why did he think it was OK to casually move the goalposts, to always put work before the family?

Like a fucking doormat; it felt too, too much like Maurice and her mum.

Without moving, she gazed at the open doors to the decking, waiting for the rage to quell, for her face to clear sufficiently to find the boys and break the news.

‘If not for me, then what about your sons?’ she wanted to shout. How good it would feel to gather them and say, ‘Your dad is a selfish bastard. I didn’t want him to work abroad; I asked him not to go. He couldn’t wait to escape. The nightmares have got worse since he’s gone. He’s only ever thought of himself.’

But that would be unfair to them. And, with Jake, wholly unproductive.

Headphones around his neck, Toby sauntered in. ‘Mum, shouldn’t we be leaving to collect Dad by now?’ He jerked at the sight of the phone on the floor. Picking it up, he peered for a second. ‘The casing’s dented, but it looks OK.’ His eyes searched her face. ‘Hey, Mum. Are you all right?’

Ellie shook her head. His look of concern had brought a clot of emotion to her throat, preventing her from speaking.

He gave her a quick, tight hug. ‘It’s OK, Mum, I’m here. You can tell me.’

His attempt to be manly stung her eyes. ‘It’s nothing to worry about,’ she managed, blinking back the tears. She took the proffered mobile. ‘That was Dad, I’m afraid he’s been—’

The phone abruptly rang, surprising them both. Like a hot potato, Ellie tossed it back to Toby and shook her head. She wasn’t ready to talk to Cam again, wouldn’t be for a very long time.

‘Hello?’ Toby asked. And then, politely, ‘It’s Toby. I’m fine thanks. Yes, I’ll put her on,’ he said, handing it over.

Who the heck was it? ‘Ellie speaking …’

‘It’s Sean,’ a voice said. ‘I’m just checking about today.’

Still fuming, Ellie couldn’t help herself: ‘Cameron isn’t coming home today and as far as I’m concerned, he can stay in Stockholm or Copenhagen, or wherever he is,’ she said crisply. ‘So, thank you so much for the kind invitation, but no we won’t be coming. Oh, and don’t pretend you didn’t know, Sean. You can do me a favour and fuck off too.’

She threw the mobile again, but more gently this time, into Toby’s lap. A wave of hilarity struck. She’d regressed years, but it felt strangely liberating.

Suddenly anxious, she glanced at her son. For a beat he looked astonished, then he started to laugh, a deep belly chortle. A moment later, she joined in.

‘Sorry, Toby,’ she said after blowing her nose. ‘I know it was funny, but I was bang out of order.’

‘It’s OK, Mum. I guess Dad isn’t coming home yet.’

Looking at him carefully, she nodded. She hoped her behaviour hadn’t damaged him somehow. She and Cam rarely argued, and certainly not in front of the boys. Cam dodged, charmed and evaded; she silently fumed; that’s how it worked.

Mostly, at least.

‘And my language …’

Toby rolled his eyes. ‘Words I’ve never heard before, Mum.’

She smiled a small smile. ‘Yes, but still.’

A recollection abruptly surfaced, one from university she’d all but forgotten. Bloody Sean Walsh in her box bedroom. Blithely raking through her paintings without permission. She had told him to fuck off that day too.

‘So what’s the plan, Mum? Do you want me to tell Jake?’

‘Sorry, love?’ Shaking herself back, she focused. Perhaps it was the loneliness, but she increasingly found herself in dreamland. From seconds to minutes, lost in thought and forgotten memories.

‘Oh yes, Jake, poor Jake. No, it’s fine, thanks. I’ll tell him.’

She reached for Toby’s hand and gave it a squeeze. ‘Psychotic mother over. Let’s have a drink, give it twenty minutes, then I’ll go to Jake with a peace offering. Shall I take chocolate or chocolate? Talking of which, where’s Harry?’

Toby grinned. ‘Where do you think?’

His fingers and clothes gloopy with droppings, wispy fur and sawdust, Harry had been ‘cleaning’ out the rabbit hutch.

Even as Ellie scrubbed his dirty nails at the utility tap, it was hard to be cross. ‘I know you’re trying to help, love, but how many times, Harry? Not with bare hands! Right, clothes off, but leave them in here so I can give them a soak.’

At the bottom of the stairs, she took a deep breath. She had swilled the worst of the bunny dirt off Harry’s arms and hands at the outdoor tap. He’d laughed as the icy water sprayed his face and his T-shirt; he’d shrugged at the news about Cam. If only her middle son was that easy.

She tapped on Jake’s door and poked her head in, but the room was empty. Her heart already sinking, she took in the smell of adhesive and stepped in further. The collage of the word ‘DAD’ was propped on his desk. Created from paper he’d clearly coloured himself, the scraps had been cut the same size, shaped and glued with precision.

Though she didn’t turn, she knew her boy was behind her. His breathing shallow and fast, she could feel his excitement, his tense anticipation. She rotated slowly. His face was expectant, so heartrendingly keen. ‘Jake, that is so beautiful. Dad will absolutely love it, but—’

The ping of the doorbell cut in. Not now. Who was it? But before she took stock, Jake had flown from the room, his footsteps pounding the stairs.

The sound of Toby’s chatter flew up, followed by a man’s. For one glorious moment she thought it was Cam, that the earlier call had been some sort of wind-up, but as she reached the top of the landing, she realised it wasn’t his voice, but the Irish timbre of Sean Walsh.

Shit and how embarrassing, were the first thoughts that came to mind, rapidly followed by the idea of hiding, which was truly pathetic. She peered down to the hallway. Toby and Harry looking on, Sean was crouched in front of Jake, quietly talking to him.

Alarm and self-consciousness swamped Ellie’s cheeks and her chest, hell, her whole bloody body. Hoping it didn’t show, she crept down towards them.

‘Jake?’ she asked. ‘Is everything OK?’

Her son turned, but the agitation and upset she expected to see were absent from his face. Instead, his eyes were bright, his breathless words rushing out. ‘Sean says that Dad can’t come home today, but that if you don’t mind we can go in his new car and have a sleep-over at the Walshes
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