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Nearly everyone died those first few nights. Sometimes I play it in my head, test different possibilities, the way you reach deeper into a thicket of thorns for the last blackberries of the season. I search for ways they could have escaped, only to come back scratched and bloody, with death in the palm of my hand.

Next door’s my go-to; I can imagine them easier. In my head tonight, the film opens with them at the table, playing Monopoly or the Game of Life or some other dusty board game that only gets pulled out at Christmas. The two teenage boys are curled around their stacks of fake money, eyeing each other like vultures, and Maria, their mum, is distracted by the milk simmering on the stove for hot chocolate.

I get wide shots of the room, made cosy for winter, and close-ups of the boys, of the milk bubbling – like the popcorn in Scream. When the milk boils over, hissing as it hits the stovetop, Maria gets up, and the reason I know that it’s not going to end well for her is that this is a film, and films have rules. The other reason I know is that I heard what happened from across the hallway. The scream when she reaches up for mugs in one of the tall cupboards, and sees what’s squatting on top of her fridge.

The greying damp spot on her ceiling has bulged out when she wasn’t watching, dripped bit by bit on to the top of the fridge, coalescing into something viscous and malformed, with too many limbs.

Maria stumbles back, knocks into the saucepan handle. The milk hisses louder, flecks of it spitting at her arms, but she’s wearing a Christmas jumper, the kind that lights up, so it doesn’t hurt. She probably wouldn’t have felt it even if her arms had been bare. The thing on the fridge has no eyes, but a mouth opens, and she can see pipes, wires criss-crossing in its throat. Like a whole section of the building has torn away, turned malevolent.

She runs for her boys, but the thing is quicker than it looks. It springs from the fridge, landing heavily on the table. Monopoly money goes everywhere. Globs of grey mould splatter the game board. The boys are screaming now too. One of them has fallen back in his chair and his legs are trapped under the table as he desperately tries to scrabble backwards.

I used to play hide and seek in the lower car park with those boys. One of them got in a fight with my sibling Danny, once. I don’t remember their names.

The thing reaches for one of them, doesn’t matter which. It grabs the boy’s foot and black mould sprouts up his ankle, disappearing into his pyjama leg. Maria screams, runs at the thing, but it’s more solid than it looks. When she hits it, the mucous of its body melts away, letting Maria impale herself on the pipework of its skeleton.

She coughs blood, and her sons are screaming.

Outside the window there are monsters crawling from the roots of trees and surfacing, from duck ponds green with weeds, and lumbering from closets that have never quite closed enough for comfort. Across the hall, we sit with our knees drawn tightly to our chests, and here, now, in this cottage so far from the city and that night, I draw the blankets over my head like drawing curtains across a film screen. It keeps its flickering projection up, though. All night.
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The keys hanging from the hook aren’t the right ones. I’ve tried all of them twice, turning each upside down, twisting in case there’s a knack, but they refuse to fit. In the end, I put a dog bowl against the door. It won’t keep it closed, but it’s an early-warning system at least. We can’t lock the night out, but we can know if it tries to get in.

When we get upstairs, the twins want to know why the others aren’t here, the actual adults. I’m not an actual adult, no matter that Danny’s barely older than me. They’re out setting up the wards, and I know I should be grateful that I’ve been trusted with the kids, but it still feels like a rebuke.

We set up beds on the floor but within ten minutes we’re all on the big bed, legs crossed, talking about anything but. Nature documentaries. Strange brain phenomena. How the light from the bedside lamp makes a perfect shadow theatre. The spider downstairs that skittered towards us without warning and made me bash my elbow on a door frame. Seems stupid to be scared of a spider right now.

We’ve left the camping lantern on, and it’s no Orion’s belt, but I think we’re all grateful for the soft, bluish glow. The lantern buzzes faintly. We appreciate the background noise. Keeps us from listening too hard to the other noises the house might make.

We talk until the exhaustion makes us feel sick, and then the twins drop off, both on the bed. I have to gently move them because I twitch in the night and I don’t want to wake them.

Me and Noah, who just turned twelve, sit in the sanctum of light on the bed and try not to think about the fields around us. When I closed the curtains earlier, I didn’t look, afraid that the big oak at the end of the garden would look like a person.

There were neighbours, once, but there haven’t been for a while, not from what we can tell. They took most of the useful stuff, so they obviously didn’t leave in that much of a hurry. We found some honey cornflakes that were all stuck together in a clump, and the little ones gnawed at the dry cereal while me and Noah had stale biscuits. At least there was tea. No milk, but we haven’t had that in ages. I don’t think we’d remember what it tastes like, even if we tried.

We don’t try, as a rule.

From the neatly folded cardigans and well-worn copies of Dan Brown novels, we’ve decided the owner of this room was an older woman. There are toys downstairs in a box, bits of brightly coloured plastic, but no kids’ bedrooms and no tiny clothes in any wardrobes, so a grandma. It’s nice to think of her tucking us all in, bringing us hot chocolate.

Noah keeps looking at the bedroom door, as though some wizened creature might come creeping in to watch us sleep.

‘You think they’ll be back tonight?’ he asks.

When we found this place, Danny checked the insides and then left with Ma and Lilian, to set up the wards. They want to stay here for a while, so they’ll be warding for miles, in a rough circle around us. Each ward – little pouches of herbs and salt – needs to be buried carefully, or the whole thing’ll fall apart.

‘They’ll be back when they’re back.’

He gives me a look, like he’s twelve now, a grown-up, so he deserves the truth.

‘Morning, probably. Lunchtime at the latest.’

‘Can I sleep up here?’

I hold open the covers for him. ‘Don’t blame me if I punch you in the middle of the night.’

‘It is the middle of the night,’ he says as he gets in, and he’s not wrong.

It’s been one of those months where it always feels like the middle of the night.

The others get back in the early morning. I think I’ve forgotten how to sleep deeply, always listening for noises, and the sound of the dog bowl clattering is enough to drag me awake. Noah’s at a weird angle on the bed, sprawled diagonally across it, and I’ve ended up curled around my pillow. My neck twinges unhappily.

I leave the kids sleeping and head downstairs, kneading my shoulder with one hand. Danny’s sat in the dining room, kicking their shoes off. In the kitchen, Lilian’s on her knees with a tea towel, gathering up the shattered pieces of the dog bowl.

‘What was that doing in front of the door?’ Danny asks. They look tired.

Both of them do. Lilian moves stiffly when she straightens up to put the tea towel on the countertop.

‘Didn’t have the right key.’

‘Fuck. Yeah, sorry.’ Danny digs for a set of keys in their pocket. There’s three or four keys, a blocky black car key, and a key ring in the shape of a Scottie dog. ‘The kids good?’

‘They’re still asleep. Where’s Ma?’

Danny nods at the conservatory.

When I lean over to look outside, I see Ma in the garden, still in her heavy winter coat and boots, inspecting the oak tree. She needs sleep. We were walking for at least four days before we got here, and she hasn’t slept all night.

Lilian can’t read minds, as far as I’m aware, but she always seems to know what I’m thinking. ‘I tried to get her to come in, but you know what she’s like.’

‘She’ll rest when she’s sure we’re safe,’ Danny says, hauling themselves to their feet. ‘I’m gonna do the doors.’

‘Can’t that wait?’

Danny shakes their head, pausing only to drop a kiss on Lilian’s cheek before they vanish into the pantry, probably to find something they can mash up the herbs with. Herbs are everything to us, now that they’re the only remedy we know can keep the bad things out. Lilian gives me a look that means your family is stubborn as fuck, only Lilian would never say ‘fuck’. She’s not wrong, though. We are, and Danny’s almost as bad as Ma.

The first day somewhere is always weird. Danny and Ma predictably spend the day sprinkling herbs into pouches to hang from all the doors, and gathering anything we might need into the living room, taking stock. Lilian starts washing our clothes, thank god, because we started to smell like a bog a good week ago. All I want is clean clothes and a bath.

That’s the best part about this place. It has a bath. It’ll take ages to heat up the water, hefting jugs of it from the stream to slowly bring to the boil on top of the fire, but it’ll be worth it. I can smell myself whenever I raise my arms even a little bit.

The twins like the chickens in the garden. Ava, especially, is excited when she finds them, half wild but friendly as anything. None of us had noticed the hen house at one end of the garden last night, too scared and tired to do much exploring. Now Ava practically climbs inside the little red structure.

‘Come on,’ she says and clucks, or at least tries to.

Isla shakes her head at me. ‘They’re not just gonna come to you. They’re not dogs.’

‘How do you know? Maybe they’re trained chickens.’

‘You can’t train chickens.’

‘Why can’t I?’

‘You just can’t.’

Personally, I think the two chickens that still live here are probably best off pecking at one of the vegetable patches, rather than becoming Ava’s new project. At least so long as Lilian doesn’t catch them and cook them.

Noah’s the one who finds the CD player. It runs off batteries so we can use it until this set runs out. The rest of the battery supply stays in the go-bags, for torches and walkie-talkies and stuff.

When he brings it into the bedroom, I’m surprised he even knows what it is. ‘I’m not stupid,’ he says to my expression, setting the machine on the chest of drawers. When I don’t say anything, he sighs in that trying-to-be-adult way he’s adopted recently, and adds, ‘Bungalow guy had loads of tech magazines.’

The bungalow had been our home sometime over the summer. It had been so full of stuff that we’d had to spend a good few days gutting it before there was space for us all; and then we ended up leaving after barely a week anyway, when Ma decided the wards were too precarious. We’d tied them to the bottoms of lamp posts and electrical boxes, because there was nowhere in the concrete area to bury them, but Ma had spent every day worrying away at them, testing them to make sure they wouldn’t fail in the face of a storm. They did not pass her test.

That’s how it’s always been. From the very first day when we left the flat. Find shelter. Shelter gets compromised. Leave shelter. Over and over and over. Lying in a borrowed bed or on a musty carpet, listening to the sounds of the night, like I might be able to hear the witches chafing at the wards, digging their claws into the solid air like it’s made of wood, doing their best to crack us open.

‘What about CDs?’ I ask, and he looks confused. Grinning, I get up, help him hunt for some. They’re in the bottom of a drawer, neatly organized inside a wallet that zips up.

As far as the twins are concerned, the CDs are precious discs of shiny metal that catch rainbows and make a good noise when you wobble them. I give Noah the task of looking after them, and he takes it very seriously, putting the wallet up high where the twins can’t reach it. The music is old stuff. Ma says it’s from her mum’s time.

Sound is important. It keeps everything out: the dark, the screams, real or imagined. The first time I heard an owl screech, back when we first fled the city, I’d curled at the foot of Ma’s bed all night.

You get to be able to tell the difference between the noises, if you listen long enough. Owls are a comfort now. The witches sound more like foxes, only the foxes sound more human when they scream. The witches are ragged and primal and everything-but-human.

The screaming started at half ten at night. I remember, because the show we were watching had just ended, some crafting thing with a pink-cheeked woman showing us how to make baubles by blowing glass. As though ordinary people just have glass-blowing equipment at the ready. Something else was supposed to come on after – probably something equally pretty to look at, but useless in every other way. We didn’t even get to the theme tune.

It was just me and Danny awake; the twins had been put down hours ago, Ma going to bed at the same time, and Noah had fallen asleep sometime during Oliver!. Lilian was snoring gently on Danny. I was making the case for putting on a crappy horror film like we always used to do over Christmas, when it was just me and Danny.

It was warm and hazy, and maybe that’s just my imagination, but I like remembering it that way.

In my memory of it, Danny’s laughing quietly. I’m saying something like, ‘We haven’t watched The Fiend Without a Face in years.’ They’re pulling a face at that, so I’m coming up with a better option. ‘The Blob. House of Wax. Leprechaun, please.’

‘Wrong holiday,’ Danny probably said, and then the screaming started across the hall.

We both stared at the door. It wasn’t the first time we’d heard weird sounds; our flat was on the edge of a city, screaming was sort of a built-in feature. Usually, though, it came from outside, followed by hysterical laughter or drunk singing.

This screaming sounded like it was being dragged out of someone’s throat. Like it came out flecked with bloody phlegm. It died a whimper, and Danny looked at me.

We probably made a joke. My imagination sort of fails me somewhere around here. Things solidify. The lights in my memory flickered, and Danny muted the TV, head tilted to listen. We sat in a silence that felt thick with something hard to swallow. Or that could just be how I remember it. Maybe I was scrolling through my phone, ignoring Danny’s worries, because Danny was always worrying.

I do know that the screaming started again. And that this time, it didn’t stop for a long while.

None of us are sure when we started calling them witches. It just sort of happened. I think people need names for things they don’t understand. It makes it easier, like it’s something we get. We know the rules of witches. We can melt them with water. They’re fallible.

Yeah, well, we tried the water thing. Just in case. The Wizard of Oz didn’t have a clue what witches really are.

I don’t know if they actually are witches. They don’t look like witches, but then I guess our idea of a witch is mostly down to the Brothers Grimm, and Disney. They could be anything. The only reason we call them that is because of the things that keep us safe from them. Running water, wards, rowan branches lining the lintels of our doors. The adder stone Ma keeps on a string around her neck, even when she sleeps, polished smooth from generations of wear.

We’ve discussed (and by we, I mean me and the kids, as Danny won’t abide conversations like this) whether witches existing means other magical creatures exist. Isla and Ava both hope for unicorns. I wouldn’t mind a dragon or two, so long as they were friendly and happy to let you ride them. Noah doesn’t want any of them to be real. I can’t blame him. The witches are so much worse than anything we ever read about or watched as kids, so why shouldn’t the unicorns and dragons and fairies be the same?

Those stories were brutal in the beginning, though, weren’t they? I remember reading The Robber Bridegroom when I was a kid, and not sleeping for weeks. Or the tale of Bluebeard and all his wives. So maybe Noah’s right. He usually is.
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School starts at nine. We sleep in. Why not? Danny’s always saying we should preserve our strength, rest while we can, in case a time comes when we can’t rest.

Generally, we stick to practical stuff. Our English lessons are all about reading signs and maps, about communicating with different types of people, about letter writing, leaving signs, our own version of Morse code. Lilian teaches about plants and herbs as well as she can. We look at the geography of our area, how to figure out where to find water, how to find yourself again when you get lost. Things that matter. Things that might save our lives at some point in the future. When there are things to be fixed, we fix them together. We learn as we go. It’s the best way I’ve found of getting through the days.

We all know how to scavenge. We know which berries are safe and which will leave you shitting for weeks. We know how to take care of the hens; that’s easy enough for the little ones to do. We’re lucky to have them really, Bessie and Saucepan Man. The twins named them that. This morning, eggs are to be collected, fruit picked, water boiled.

The garden here is beautiful, like it was designed to be left to its own devices. Carefully placed plots of soil boast thorny roses and sweet peas that have long since abandoned their triangular trellis. A plum tree sits just outside the shadow cast by a huge apple blossom tree at the end of the garden. Wildflowers bloom in tufts in the grass, grown long with no one to tend to it.

Ma will find space to grow herbs from the small stash of cuttings she carries around with her always. It’ll take a little while for them to grow properly, but she always makes sure we have more than we need. There’s a small vegetable garden in one corner but it’ll need work; some of the plants are dead, and there are others on their way out that we might be able to save if we’re quick about it. There’s even some wild rhubarb, given away by the huge, draping leaves. Like tents for fairies.

It’s a cornucopia of a garden. Makes me feel guilty for the way my stomach craves a pizza. The greasy kind.

I open the back door and the kids run out, each with their own task. Mine’s the worst one, and the only one the kids can’t do. I’ve got a two-litre bottle in each hand, empty and ready to be filled from the stream that runs through the village.

When the others laid the wards, they made sure to include everything they thought we might need within the boundaries. It includes the house, a few fields beyond the falling-down drystone walls, plus the village green, and a good section of the stream. There’s a little bridge that goes over it, leading into the rest of the village, but we’re cut off from that. The witches can’t get over running water, so the stream is a natural barrier, stronger than our wards could ever be. The safety zone ends on the other side of the bridge. We never lay wards too close to where we’re staying, if we can help it.

There are a few other houses roped into our safe haven. Danny and Ma swept them when we first got here, just to make sure, but we haven’t had a chance to explore them properly yet. I’m saving each one as a treat, like giant unwrapped presents, for when the kids get restless.

The bottles make glugging noises as I fill them, the stream apparently happy to help out.

I don’t know why the witches can’t cross running water. It’s something from old stories. Danny says we can’t trust stories, and most of the time they’re right, but sometimes something sticks. It’s like the people back then knew what was waiting in the ground and they wrote it down in stories, only they embellished.

One of the stories had something in it about how if you spilled lentils and peas on the ground in front of an unnatural creature, they’d have to stop and separate the two. Or brown rice and white rice, just sprinkled in heaps on doorsteps. Danny tried that once, left some just outside the wards. The witches didn’t stop to count anything.

The kids are waiting for me when I get back, breakfast on the table. Fresh eggs, some bruised and squishy plums. Ava pulls a face at the fruit when she picks it up. ‘It’s gross.’

‘It’s fine.’ I heft the water bottles on to the countertop, twisting the tap sticking out the side of one of them to fill up a jug.

‘There’s maggies in it.’

‘Let’s see.’

Her chair scrapes back and she shuffles over, handing me the plum. It’s fine, just as I thought. Soft and squishy and definitely something I’d have turned my nose up at when I was a kid; but it isn’t like we have toast or bagels to snack on.

I chop the plum up, hand it back to her on a plate. ‘See? No maggots.’

She shrugs and goes back to the table. Isla’s swinging her legs, eating happily as usual. Noah’s boiled the eggs in the last of yesterday’s water. He’s more than old enough to take on some cooking responsibilities. His words, not mine. The kid’s scarily conscientious.

The others don’t eat with us, except Lilian, if she’s not too busy. They eat early, so that Ma and Danny can go out to check the wards, make sure nothing’s messed with them overnight. We had to leave one place in the middle of a storm after a tree fell. The trunk had cut a line through the invisible circle created by the wards.

The smallest thing can ruin the wards, so Danny or Ma check them daily, make sure there’s nothing dangerous or suspicious in the vicinity, and then they come back and Ma holes up in her room, poring over her maps. Lilian stays with us, but she’s usually occupied with tidying or darning or laundry. She passes us now with a basket propped against her hip, wipes at a stray crumb from the corner of Ava’s lips, ruffles Noah’s hair – a much better mum than me or Ma have ever been.

If you’d have told me in school that I’d be raising three kids in just a few years, I wouldn’t have believed you. Sometimes, I think it’s less believable than the witches.

In the afternoon, we make pouches and poultices with Ma. It’s the only time she really spends with the family, apart from dinner, though I don’t really count that. She’s always so far away when she’s eating. When I was a kid, I remember her taking me to the park and doing crafts with me on our tiny kitchen table, but I think that Ma’s gone for good now.

It helps that Ma knows so much about folklore. I don’t know if we’d have survived, if her parents hadn’t been staunch morris dancers who’d dragged her to the local folk festival every year, made her watch the mummers, taken her to storytelling sessions in the hollows of the woods. She hated it, and it shaped her as a person, pushed her towards a life of scientific certainty, but I don’t know if you can get rid of that kind of knowledge. The stuff your parents teach you when you’re little.

Ma takes it very seriously, inspecting each finished pouch, poultice or practice ward with careful scrutiny. We’re lucky that we have the knowledge to make these things. Plenty of people didn’t, and now they’re dead because they couldn’t protect themselves.

‘No.’ She tosses a pouch back on the table in front of Ava. ‘Be careful with the stitching. Huge gaps like that let the herbs out.’

Ava pulls a face at Isla across the table and starts to unpick her stitches. Normally I’d help, but I’m busy crushing up herbs in the mortar. We’ll mix them with water from the stream to make a paste and then bottle it, to be used on small injuries. Our first-aid kit is extensive, but we’re all horribly aware that a single mistake could kill any one of us. Cutting a finger on a rusty nail. Falling down the stairs and hitting your head. If someone ever develops a serious illness, like cancer, I don’t think the poultices will do anything to help. Even the best ones Ma makes.

It was only a day or so into the end of the world that Ma started with the wards. While we were all huddled at the back of a church, staying as far from the door as we could, like that might keep us safe, Ma would march outside and come back with armfuls of nettles and dock leaves and dandelions for us to crush up. What started as sprinkled outlines, mushed leaves spread in a circle around wherever we were staying, became little cloth pouches filled with the same leaves and herbs, buried in the dirt where they were safe from the wind or the movements of scurrying animals.

Ma sometimes mutters about all the things her parents had that she threw away; all the useful books and mortars and special ingredients. I’m just relieved she remembers any of it at all. Rosemary’s the best, when we can find it, but salt or thorns or oak bark work too. Depends what you’re trying to keep out, I guess, but those are the things that work on the witches, and thank god we figured it all out early on.

We’ve found bodies before. Leathery skin sunk on bones, fresher ones with their throats cut, or couples grasping empty bottles of pills. None of it was as cinematic as I’d expected it to be. You can tell the difference between the ones that died normally and the ones the witches got, usually by the veined roots bulging in their throats or creeping into their popped eyeballs.

I’m helping Lilian peel potatoes at the sink and trying not to think about the person who last held this peeler, who bought it and washed it and placed it in the drawer. There’s a little window above the sink and I glance out every now and then to check on the kids. They’re around the corner with the chickens so I can’t always see them, but their voices come clearly through the open window.

‘Thank god we’ve got potatoes.’ Lilian’s chopping them into thin, even slices, doing a much better job than I’d have been able to. ‘I missed them. Don’t tell your mother, but I couldn’t have coped with one more dish of broccoli.’

I pull a face. ‘Don’t. I can’t even think about it.’

‘Can you believe it? Vegetable patches! Actual vegetable patches. And I’m sure that’s a strawberry bush at the end of the path.’

‘Oh god. Strawberries?’

‘Yep. They’re no Ber fruit but I reckon I can make them work.’ Lilian gives me a bright smile.

She’s lovely. When Danny finally introduced us to her – one summer when they were both visiting home from uni – me and Ma quietly exchanged relieved looks. Danny’s partners before Lilian were a litany of nightmarish, short-term flings that left Danny upset and angry and alone. Lilian wasn’t like that. She wore smock dresses and wore her hair in braids and made little Noah laugh. The twins weren’t around back then, but Noah wore the cutest tiny salwar kameez at their wedding.

I’m not jealous. They’re lucky to have found each other before it all fell apart. They’re lucky to get to be together. We haven’t really talked to anyone outside of our little group in years.

‘D’you think we’ll be here a while?’ I ask Lilian, catching my skin in the peeler and wincing. I turn my focus back to the potatoes, trying not to peel my finger again.

Lilian hums. ‘Maybe. It’s a good set-up, with the stream and the veggies. And chickens too. We’ll need a bigger place eventually, though.’

‘I don’t mind sharing with the kids.’

‘I know you don’t. But you’re turning eighteen this year. You should have your own space. Me and Danny have been talking about it.’

I don’t like that: her and Danny talking about me and my age behind my back. ‘Eighteen? Already?’

‘According to the calendar.’

‘Well, I would never question the calendar.’

Lilian’s kept careful track of the days and months. It seems sort of pointless to me; the only changes in time that are important to us any more are the passing of the seasons, the way the darkness spreads at the tail end of the year. But it makes her happy. We’ve all got our things.

Maybe I do need my own space, but the thought of leaving the kids to sleep alone, with the witches and their screams, no matter how distant, makes my stomach lurch. They need me. They need the reassurance.

Outside, Ava screams.

I’m out of the conservatory door before Lilian can stop me, skidding into the garden, wielding my peeler. The wards are still up, surely. Danny only just checked them this morning. That doesn’t make me feel any better, though, not really. Maybe the wards never really worked at all. Maybe they just let us believe they did. Maybe there are worse things than the witches. The wards wouldn’t stop a human from coming in.

She screams again, and this time it’s more of a squeal. I slow as I turn the corner, heart racing like I’ve run five times around the wards, not just the few feet between the conservatory and the garden.

The kids are clustered around Ava, who’s on her knees in the wet grass. She’s holding something that squirms and mewls, and for a weird, chest-thumping second I think it’s a baby.

‘Sara! Look!’

Ava holds her prize up high. The little orange thing wriggles, its white paws stretching, flexing its claws. A cat.

‘Jesus, Ava!’

‘She just showed up on the wall!’

Lilian’s behind me now, bat in hand. I don’t know what she thought she was going to do with that, and she looks like she doesn’t know either, gripping it at the base with white-knuckled hands.

‘It’s a cat,’ I say to Lilian, but she crouches down in the semicircle of kids anyway, checking each of their faces. She has to reach up for Noah. He’s getting taller.

‘Are you all alright? No cuts? No one was here?’

‘Just the cat,’ says Isla.

Ava escapes Lilian, bounding over to me. She bundles the cat into my arms and it looks up at me. I can’t tell if it’s looking for escape or protection, though with the way Ava’s jumping around, I’d put my bet on the latter.

‘Can we keep it?’

I turn the cat over, ignore its wriggling protest. ‘It’s a she. You gonna feed her?’

They all clamour yes, even Noah.

‘Alright, then. You better look after her properly, though.’

Ava and Isla promise over and over again that they will, and I meet Lilian’s eyes over their heads. We both know Danny won’t like this, but I don’t care. The kids have never had a pet, not a proper one. They deserve this.

In the end, we pull an old cardboard box out of the attic, emptying it of its files. They go straight into the wood pile by the fire. The twins pad it with ripped towels, their own too-small clothes, and Noah stands watching, arms folded, as though he’s above all of it.

I leave them arguing over names. Despite her mewling, the cat doesn’t try to leave. When I go upstairs later that day to bring down dirty laundry, I find her wandering the hallway, sniffing at door frames and experimentally scritching at the carpet. The kids are gathered in the doorway to our bedroom, peering out at her. It’s like they’re all holding their breath. It makes me want to as well.

‘Don’t scare her,’ Isla says as I step over the cat to get to the bedrooms.

The kids all shuffle to one side to let me pass, but they stay staring at the cat. I fill the basket and clamber past them again. The cat looks up at me and meows.

I point to the kids. ‘Don’t talk to me. Tell them.’
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We eat dinner together and then Ma vanishes off to her room again, to pore over her maps. Danny and Lilian sit by the fire, talking in low voices. Some days, the only time I ever see Danny smile is when they’re with Lilian. They’ve got lines they didn’t have when it all fell apart.

They float around each other all day, unable to pass by without a touch, a kiss, a brush of their fingers, and then, in the evening, they settle into each other, twining together until they’re both safely anchored.

I don’t like to sit up with them. They’re a couple, a unit, and I’m just a me. Jealousy is so easy, bubbling up in my throat like acid, and I can’t risk it. If I start pitying myself, I might just keep crumbling away, bit by bit, until all the useful parts of me are gone.

Tonight’s worse than usual, because they’re clearly talking about something they don’t want me to hear. I leave to make us tea, and when I come back into the room, Lilian hurriedly hides something under a pillow. There’s no point asking what; neither of them will tell me.

Instead, I spend most of my evenings with the kids or rereading one of the few books we have. There’s one about this area that I’ve been trying to memorize, and I sit up in bed with it as the twins argue over which pillows belong to which one of them. Every time I look up at them, Noah catches my eye and shakes his head. It makes me smile. He was like that not long ago. He still is like that sometimes, but he so desperately wants to be a grown-up, like me. I haven’t told him I don’t feel like a proper grown-up yet.

That night, I was fifteen, and more sure then that I was grown-up than I am now. Danny wouldn’t let me look, getting to the peephole in the door before I could. ‘What is it?’ I asked, standing right behind them, and they shook their head, still pressed to the door.

‘Go get Ma,’ they said, but I wasn’t going anywhere till I got a look for myself. When they realized I wasn’t moving, they sighed, maybe the very first of those sighs that are so familiar now. The Sara’s Causing Problems sigh. Pushing away from the door, they went to find Ma, and I took their place, palms against the cool wood.

As a kid, I’d always hated how high up our peephole was. I used to station a chair near the door, close enough that I could drag it over whenever anyone knocked. I was under strict instructions not to let anyone in I didn’t know, so there was no practical use for it, but mostly I just liked standing there, watching our neighbours come and go, making things up about their lives.

The hallway was empty, but the door across the hall from us was open. None of the lights in the flat were on, and there was blood on the carpet. It was smeared in a line coming from the darkness inside the flat, curving out of the door and along the hallway, like someone had been dragged. In or out, I couldn’t tell, but there was a lot of it. I’d never seen blood like that, except in slashers or Dexter.

Me and Noah had played hopscotch on that hallway carpet, and now the cream squares we used to skip across were slowly turning red.

Sometimes, I worry that I’m getting used to all of it, and maybe that was the moment I started going numb. And then sometimes I see a strange shape in the dark and I panic, copper in my mouth, salt-sweat on my palms.

Lilian pulled me away from the door, not looking for herself, only bundling me away. ‘Hot chocolate,’ she said, her magic cure for everything, and even though I knew she was trying to distract me, I played along. She filled the kettle while I stirred milk into the powder, blinking every time the brown sludge turned to red.

More sounds had started up – screaming and moaning and yelling – but they were all outside the window, where they were meant to be. Danny came back into the room on the phone, and when I tried to hand them a hot chocolate, they flapped a hand at me. ‘I’m on hold,’ they whisper-shouted at us.

Lilian had started cleaning, yellow rag in one hand, spray bottle in the other. ‘The police put you on hold?’

‘Can they do that?’ I asked, and Danny gestured to the phone. Clearly, they can.

We sat on the sofa, me with my hands around a mug of hot chocolate that was slowly going cold, Danny on the phone, endlessly cursing and redialling. Lilian kept cleaning. When Ma came in, she had the twins toddling after her, chubby hands grasped in hers. That seemed to give Lilian something to do, someone else to focus on, but it only made my stomach roil. Whatever was happening outside didn’t have anything to do with us. Why wake the twins for something that didn’t affect us?

Noah didn’t wake up until the screaming started in the hall. We’d all sort of fallen into a lull, and the desperate hammering on the door made us all jump, so violently in Ma’s case that one of the twins started crying. Noah’s hair was everywhere, his eyes wide, and Danny wrapped their free arm around him, pulling him close, even as they kept the phone to their ear. I wanted them to do that for me. I wanted to cry, like Noah was starting to.

‘It might be the police at the door,’ Lilian said, her voice wavering like she knew it wasn’t. We all knew it wasn’t. Whoever it was, they were crying.

When Ma got up, I thought she was going to let them in. I didn’t want her to. I didn’t want that one barrier to crack open and let whatever it was inside. Out there in the hall, the woman was begging, scratching at the door like a dog wanting to be let in. Screaming. My head still plays it sometimes on a nice little loop for me, please, please, I don’t want to … oh god, let me in, it’s coming, please, please, I don’t … on and on, until it’s all I can hear.

Ma stopped in front of the door. She reached for the chair and dragged it forward, hooking the back of it under the handle. She vanished into her bedroom after that, and when she came back out, she had a little organza bag, filled with what looked like lavender. Danny said later it was a thing Ma’s parents used to do, hang pouches of lavender by all the doors and windows. A nonsensical precaution that must’ve embedded itself into Ma, deeper than even she knew.

She hung it on the door handle from its ribbons. Seemed like a flimsy solution; if the double lock and chain on the door didn’t stop something getting in, I doubted a wooden chair and a wedding favour would.

Still
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