

[image: Cover image: The Haven by Amanda Jennings]






AMANDA JENNINGS has written six novels, and numerous short stories for anthologies and magazines, and is published both in the UK and abroad. She is a regular contributor to BBC Radio Berkshire and a long-standing judge for the Henley Youth Festival literary competition, has taught writing workshops, and enjoys appearing at literary festivals. Before becoming an author, Amanda worked at the BBC as a researcher, and studied History of Art at Cambridge University. She lives in a cottage in the middle of the woods in Oxfordshire with her family and a varied assortment of animals.






Also by Amanda Jennings

The Storm

The Cliff House

In Her Wake

The Judas Tree

Sworn Secret






[image: Title image: The Haven by Amanda Jennings, HQ logo]






Copyright

[image: HQ logo]

An imprint of HarperCollins Publishers Ltd

1 London Bridge Street

London SE1 9GF

First published in Great Britain by HQ in 2022

Copyright © Amanda Jennings 2022

Amanda Jennings asserts the moral right to be identified as the author of this work.

A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

This novel is entirely a work of fiction. The names, characters and incidents portrayed in it are the work of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or localities is entirely coincidental.

All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. By payment of the required fees, you have been granted the non-exclusive, non-transferable right to access and read the text of this e-book on-screen. No part of this text may be reproduced, transmitted, downloaded, decompiled, reverse engineered, or stored in or introduced into any information storage and retrieval system, in any form or by any means, whether electronic or mechanical, now known or hereinafter invented, without the express written permission of HarperCollins.

Ebook Edition © March 2022 ISBN: 9780008410353

Version 2024-11-07




Note to Readers

This ebook contains the following accessibility features which, if supported by your device, can be accessed via your ereader/accessibility settings:


	Change of font size and line height

	Change of background and font colours

	Change of font

	Change justification

	Text to speech

	Page numbers taken from the following print edition: ISBN 9780008504076








Dedicated to all those working in our NHS who have done

an incredible job caring for so many during the pandemic,

including our youngest daughter who required surgery

in the first lockdown. Thank you for everything.

You are the very best of us.








‘There is nothing like a dream to create the future.
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Present Day

I open the windows wide and the noises from the square below flood the room. Voices greeting each other. A cockerel crowing. Dogs barking in reply. Young girls laughing in harmony on their way to school. The smell of oranges and almonds mixed with fresh-from-the-oven pastries from the bakery next door. The sun pushes through the window and tiny particles of dust glitter in the shaft of light.

I cut up an apple then pour my coffee. Short and black in a small white china cup with a chip on the rim. Then I reach for her letter and slide my finger along the seal of the envelope to open it. The familiar writing warms me and I smile as I anticipate her news. Inside the letter is a page torn from a magazine.

I unfold it and my heart stops. The coffee cup slips from my fingers and smashes on the tiled floor. My breathing quickens. I stare at the photograph which accompanies the article and a cold sweat inches over my skin in spite of the heat. The features staring back at me have haunted me for years. Though marked by time they are as recognisable as my own.

Alive?

I grip the table to steady myself.








Chapter One

Tara,

February 1995

‘Maybe it would be better coming from you?’

‘Me? Really? I mean, if that’s what you want. But, well …’ He hesitated. ‘I haven’t even met them yet.’

We walked through the extravagant wooden door of St John’s College and stepped onto the rain-slicked pavement. The world outside hummed with cars and buses as they drove along the wet road, headlights illuminating the midday gloom, windscreen wipers swiping arcs through the drizzle. We joined the swarm of weekend shoppers on Magdalen Street who scurried this way and that, heads lowered, coats buttoned up against the miserable cold. As I watched them, an unexpected stab of jealousy struck me in the gut. Jealous of their uncomplicated lives. Jealous of them having nothing more pressing on their minds than which shop they were hurrying to, which café they’d refuel in, or how long they had left until their parking ran out. Jealous they were free from the uncertainty and fear which gnawed like a couple of ravenous rats.

‘You look like you’re about to face a firing squad.’ Kit’s voice cut through my thoughts. He lifted my hand to his lips and kissed it, then pulled me to a standstill, ignoring the grumble of a woman forced to move around us. ‘It’ll be OK,’ he said. ‘I promise.’

I gave a weak, unconvincing smile. Kit was wrong. And not just about lunch. None of it was going to be OK. How could it be OK when the unknown loomed so large and threatening, a wall around me, trapping me inside it. When I was younger I’d imagined myself as a chess piece. Being moved from square to square by my parents. Inexplicably I allowed them. Perhaps it was easier to let them make my decisions than muster the energy to fight them.

‘We only want what’s best for you,’ my mother would say. ‘Don’t you want that too?’

What was best for me was conventional achievement. Money. A successful career. A sensible car with comprehensively researched insurance. A well-showered husband and two polite children who won prizes at school and practised the piano without being asked. She could hardly contain herself when my university acceptance dropped onto the mat. She droned on and on about the potential husbands I’d meet. A smorgasbord of cultured intellectuals who played tennis and skied and wore shoes with ‘real leather uppers’. An army of fictional Sebastians and Ruperts who’d walk me through cloistered courtyards reciting Wordsworth and Tennyson and Yeats.

‘My very own daughter at Oxford University.’

I’d discarded the letter on the table. ‘I’m not sure I’ll go.’

Her face drained of colour as she clutched her imaginary pearls. ‘Not go?’

‘I might take a year off.’

‘A year off?’ she breathed. ‘Doing what?’

‘I don’t know,’ I’d said breezily. ‘Travelling probably.’

‘Travelling?’

In the end I didn’t go travelling. The thought of weathering my parents’ devastation was exhausting. I also didn’t fancy backpacking alone. So in October, desperate to escape and gain some sort of independence, I loaded suitcases into the boot of my father’s car and tuned out my mother’s relentless excitement. My stomach tumbled with nerves on the journey. I was convinced I wouldn’t fit in. Convinced I’d make no friends. That I’d be alone, skulking in the corner of a dusty library, struggling with the work, and being ignored by the braying, entitled hordes basking in the glow of their privilege.

But on day four I met Kit.

‘It’ll be all right. Remember I love you.’ He ran the tips of his fingers over my cheek.

I chewed my lip. ‘Did Jay say how late he’ll be?’

Kit shook his head. ‘Time is a concept which he’s apparently rejected.’ He took my hand and we started walking again. ‘He’ll be there though. He won’t go back on a promise.’

Kit and Jeremy were in their third year and had been friends since the first day of freshers’ week. The friendship was intense, close as brothers, the kind I’d found elusive. I wasn’t unpopular at school, I’d had nice friends – friends I no longer kept in touch with – but never anybody I’d formed a bond with.

On the fourth day I forced myself to brave the college bar. Jeremy was the first person I noticed. He was sitting in the corner of the airless basement holding court with a group of fuck-me-eyed girls who hung on his every word. But my gaze drifted quickly off him. Jeremy wasn’t my type. It was the guy beside him who grabbed my attention. Unruly blond hair. Grungy, with understated good looks, wearing a faded black T-shirt, jeans, and battered trainers. He turned and caught me staring, held my gaze for a moment, then smiled and looked away, glancing back to smile again. I watched him for a while, serene in that rowdy, hormonal room, the space he occupied tranquil. I wanted to crawl in with him. We kissed outside the bar in the shadows, the music and drunken shrieks from inside fading as we melted into each other. We held hands when we walked to his room. Our fingers entwined. His thumb stroking the side of my hand. Each touch electric. The sex was incredible and we were inseparable from that moment on. As we lay together afterwards, he talked about Jeremy. It was clear how much the friendship meant. So when, a few days later, he took me to meet him, I was riddled with nerves. Would he like me? Was I good enough? Would he take one look at me and turn down his thumb like a displeased emperor? But Jeremy welcomed me with open arms and the two of them drew me into their friendship. We became a three.

In Kit and Jeremy, I found my tribe: impassioned, unconventional, free-spirited.

Three dreamers.

‘Maybe we should live on a ranch in Wyoming or a hammock on a beach in Guatemala?’ I’d say as we passed a spliff around.

‘Or a croft in the Highlands. Breed some hairy cattle and look for kestrels.’

‘I’ve always wanted to live on a farm somewhere. As part of a community. Grow our own food. Break our chains and create a better life.’

Our conversations made me tingle. It was as if no dream was too big. I yearned for adventure. There was so much out there. I wanted to drown in it. From the deserts of Africa, to the jungles of Costa Rica, to the souks of Morocco; I wanted it all. If Kit had suggested packing rucksacks and heading off to travel the world for the rest of our lives, I’d have said yes, yes, yes without hesitation.

But fate had something different in mind.

‘Hang on,’ Jeremy said, when I asked him to join us for lunch. ‘As some sort of chaperone?’

‘Please?’ I pressed my hands together in prayer. ‘You can use your magic powers on them.’

‘Magic powers?’ He laughed and lit up.

‘Hypnotise them or whatever it is you do to people.’

He laughed again.

‘They’ve had my life planned since conception and this is about as far away from their plan as you can get.’

‘It’s karma then.’ Jeremy pushed open the window and let out an exhalation of smoke in its vague direction as a winter chill flooded the room.

I smiled as I imagined my parents grappling with the concept of karma. ‘Please, Jay? For us? Free food and drink?’ A fresh tide of anxiety surged inside me. I turned to Kit. ‘Maybe we should run away? Pack clothes and a toothbrush and disappear.’

Kit laughed but I wasn’t joking.

‘Run away without me?’ Jeremy looked theatrically shocked.

‘You can come too. But only if you come to lunch.’

‘Of course I’m coming. I like the idea of being your mediator.’

I’d booked a table for five at the brasserie on Turl Street. It was loud and busy, not too expensive but not too cheap, with a menu written in French to satisfy my aspirational parents. My father would order ‘Steak frites. Blue. Leave the garnish in the kitchen.’ My mother would have something which sounded more sophisticated than it was, coq au vin or confit de canard, ‘a green salad instead of potatoes. No dressing.’

My nerves thrummed as we neared the restaurant. I hesitated before pushing open the door and looked at Kit. ‘They aren’t …’ I searched for the best word of many I could have selected. ‘Easy.’

‘It’s fine. I’m used to difficult parents.’

The restaurant was a barrage of hubbub, heat, and smells. I scanned the room for my parents. They were sitting at a table in the corner in starched silence. A bottle of red in front of my father. My mother’s eyes fixed straight ahead. The restaurant manager hurried over to us, his distaste obvious, readying himself, I imagined, to throw us out. I informed him we were joining my parents for lunch and he looked us up and down, nose wrinkled, mouth stretched in revulsion. A wave of nausea swept through me, triggered by the smell of charred meat and overwhelming dread. For a horrible moment I thought I was going to throw up on the shoes of the sneering manager.

I grabbed Kit’s arm. ‘I’ll phone them instead—’

But then my mother caught sight of us. I watched her expression change as she took in the sight of me, her initial pleasure melting away with her smile, replaced by undisguised horror which only deepened as we approached. What was it that bothered her most? The dreadlocks? The ring through my nose? My tie-dyed cotton trousers? Or was it the boy holding my hand? Scruffy-haired, Greenpeace and Amnesty badges pinned to his moth-eaten charity shop sweater, rips across both knees of his jeans.

‘Hi Mum.’ I bent to kiss her cheek and tried not to let her obvious instinct to recoil get to me. ‘Dad.’ I smiled at my father, who reached for the already half-empty wine bottle. ‘This is Kit.’

My mother shoehorned an uncomfortable smile onto her face. My father stood and begrudgingly held out a hand.

‘Nice to meet you both.’ Kit shook my father’s hand without any sign of nerves. I envied his ability to remain unfazed in any situation. It didn’t matter who he was talking to, or where they came from, he never showed any hint of intimidation. ‘I’ve heard lots about you.’

My mother threw me a hard stare. ‘Sadly we can’t say the same.’

I glanced at Kit, who smiled.

‘You said someone else is coming?’ my mother said to my dreadlocks.

‘Yes, our friend Jeremy. Is that still OK?’ I willed Jeremy to walk through the door. I should have reminded him not to be late.

My father asked what we wanted to drink – an orange juice for me, a pint for Kit – then clicked his fingers aggressively for the waitress. I gave her an apologetic smile, but she didn’t seem to care.

My mother’s stony expression was hardening by the second and, as my father ordered a second bottle of red, I fought another urge to bolt. Kit reached for my hand beneath the table and gave it a squeeze. My skin felt clammy. This was worse than I’d imagined. What on earth had I been thinking?

‘The steak looks all right,’ my father said to Kit as a waiter passed with a tray of food for a neighbouring table.

‘Actually, I don’t eat meat.’

‘Don’t eat meat?’ My mother stared at him, open-mouthed, as if he’d slapped her.

‘I’m vegetarian.’

‘No meat at all? Not even chicken?’

Kit shook his head genially.

She exchanged an unsubtle look with my father. ‘A vegetarian?’ she mouthed.

My father appeared amused. ‘Your loss, that. Not much better than a thick, juicy steak.’

Jeremy chose this moment to walk through the door and I could have kissed him. I stood and waved, and he strolled over, casually dressed in a creased but clean white shirt and jeans. His confidence lit up the room. People watched him as he passed, drawn by his rockstar good looks, shaggy dark hair which curled at his collar, sculpted cheekbones and unparalleled self-confidence.

‘Hello, hello!’ He flashed us his brilliant smile. His energy was a tornado whipping around us. ‘I have to say I’m starving. Gagging for a drink, too.’

My mother gawped as if he were speaking a foreign language.

My father’s brow furrowed. ‘I’m sorry. Who are you again?’

My stomach churned. Jeremy was supposed to calm everything down, not make things a hundred times worse.

‘Jay. Kit’s best friend.’ Jeremy pulled out a chair and sat down, then reached for the bottle of wine and poured himself a glass. My father’s jaw hit the floor. ‘Lovely. So, Mrs …?’ He turned to me, tilting his head quizzically. ‘You know something? I don’t know your surname.’

‘Wakefield.’ I cleared my throat. ‘These are my parents, Jane and Keith Wakefield.’

Jeremy winked at my mother. ‘Well, Jane, I can see where Tara gets her looks.’

Despite a welling panic, I let out a burst of nervous laughter, but then I noticed my mother blushing, her fingers reaching for a tendril of hair, a smile twitching, tickled by the hackneyed cliché.

When it came to sniffing out weak spots in people, Jeremy was a truffle pig, and he had the measure of my parents within moments.

‘Jane,’ he said, over a pint in the college bar later. ‘Is a woman obsessed with acquiring more. She wants more than a husband soaked in red wine and mediocrity. More than a semi-detached house on a suburban street in Hertfordshire. Disappointment oozes from her pores. If she wasn’t so bitter, I’d pity her.’ He drained his glass and pointed at me. ‘Your parents are a cautionary tale.’

And he was right. I was terrified of ending up like them. Unsatisfied, unfulfilled, and stuck in a greyscale, insular life.

‘So what do you want to do after university?’ my father asked Kit as he poured another glass of wine.

‘I’ve not given it much thought. I’ll probably see where things take me.’

My father stared at him for a moment or two, perhaps waiting for Kit to laugh and tell him, no, he was joking, of course he was planning to go into accountancy or finance. But Kit held his stare and offered nothing more.

My father turned to Jeremy. ‘And you? Thoughts on a career? Or do you also lack ambition and drive?’

Jeremy scoffed. ‘A career? You mean truss myself up in a suit to slave for some arsehole with a trophy wife and a country club membership?’

‘Maybe not now, Jay?’ Kit raised his eyebrows and shook his head imperceptibly.

But Jeremy pressed on. ‘No, Keith. I’ve no intention of working myself to death to line the pockets of greedy fat cats.’

My father put his glass down. ‘Sounds as if you’re scared of hard work.’

Jeremy smiled. ‘I’m not scared of anything. But the system bleeds us dry. I watched what it did to my dad. Took everything from him then left him for dead. But think about it, Keith. Why do we need a job anyway?’

‘To pay for things?’ Irritation inched in around the edges of my father’s words.

Kit stiffened as Jeremy leant forward, eyes alight. ‘Things?’

‘Yes. Things. A house, car, clothes.’ He gestured around him. ‘A meal in a restaurant. A nice big television?’

‘A television! Christ. Television rots your brain, Keith. Give that rubbish up immediately. So why do we want these things? If we didn’t desire them we’d be free. No more need to work day in day out, hour after hour, for years and years, fuelled by a rabid desire for things we don’t need. And when we get whatever it is we’ve desired? Satisfaction? No. The void is filled by desire for something else.’ Jeremy smiled at my father. ‘The fat cats don’t even have to get their hands dirty. The marketing men to do the grubby work for them. It’s their job to convince the rest of us that without these things we can never be happy. That way we keep turning the wheel. Grinding away so we can buy things we didn’t even know we wanted until they told us we did.’ He leant back and crossed his arms. ‘Just imagine, Keith. No alarm clocks. No mortgage. No suffocating debt. All you need to do is step off the wheel.’

My father didn’t speak for a moment or two, but then he reached for his drink. ‘There’s nothing honourable in being unemployed.’

‘There’s nothing honourable in working so hard you lose sight of what really matters. Believe you me, I know that first-hand. I know the damage it does.’ Jeremy picked up his glass and drank, his thoughts distant for a moment or two.

My father’s cheeks were now a deep shade of plum. Jeremy smiled and pushed his glass towards him for a top-up. Kit’s face had paled and he shifted in his seat awkwardly while staring at the menu. The stilted silence was unbearable. This was all a horrendous mistake. I needed it to be over.

‘I’m pregnant.’

Everybody stared at me. I felt faint. Kit reached for my hand.

‘What did you say?’ My mother wrinkled her forehead as if she hadn’t heard me properly.

I took a deep breath. ‘I’m pregnant. Kit and I. We’re … I’m pregnant …’ My words faded beneath the weight of my parents’ mushrooming horror.

‘Don’t be silly. Of course you’re not.’ The words came out in a strangled squeak. ‘You’ve just gone to Oxford.’

The table was pin-drop quiet amid the restaurant clamour.

‘I don’t understand,’ she whispered. ‘How did this happen?’

Kit and I exchanged looks and Jeremy lifted his hand to conceal a snigger.

‘Don’t get fresh with me. I know how it happened. I’m asking how the hell you could let this happen? I thought you were supposed to be clever? We give you everything then you ruin your life with this …’ She hesitated, nose wrinkled as if she’d smelt something bad. ‘This person.’

‘Don’t, Mum. Jesus—’

‘I love your daughter, Mrs Wakefield.’ Kit smiled at me. ‘And I’m going to look after her and the baby.’

‘Christ almighty. You’re having it?’ My mother’s hand flew to her mouth in shock.

I bit back the all too familiar rage.

The truth was, up until that precise moment, I wasn’t sure I did want the baby. I’d done the test on my own in the loo in the pub. The instructions said it would take up to two minutes, but those two blue lines switched on in seconds like Christmas lights on Regent Street. I’d slipped out of the pub and walked down to the river and sat in the freezing cold. As I stared at the moon bouncing off the water, people laughing and revelling in a bar nearby, I decided to end the pregnancy. I wouldn’t tell anybody. Not even Kit. I’d give a false name at the clinic. Do it quickly. Get it over with. But I wasn’t able to keep it from Kit. I went to him, tears streaking my cheeks, trembling. His face fell.

‘What’s wrong? What’s happened?’

When I told him he burst into joyful laughter.

‘Are you serious? A baby?’ His grin broke his face in half.

Rather than feeling relieved by his reaction, I felt trapped. I should have told him that. Should have told him how scared and unsure I was. But I didn’t. I lied and said I was happy too. Despite being plagued by uncertainty as we’d walked into the restaurant, facing my mother’s displeasure and my father’s disgust switched something on inside me. How dare they judge me? How dare they judge Kit? What gave them the right to be horrified?

‘Yes,’ I said, my voice steely. ‘We’re having the baby.’

‘But what about your degree?’

‘I’m giving up my degree. I never wanted to go to university anyway—’

My father swore loudly and slammed his fist down. People on nearby tables started to mutter and stare. ‘I cannot believe what I’m hearing!’

‘You stupid, stupid girl.’ My mother’s eyes had narrowed to slits. ‘You’re going to throw your life away for a vegetarian layabout?’

‘Come now, Jane. There’s no need for this.’ Jeremy rested a hand on hers. ‘I’m sure this is a shock, but I’m telling you, there isn’t a couple alive who love each other more than these two.’

The bombshell had rendered my mother immune to Jeremy. She shook away his hand. ‘I don’t care if they are Romeo and bloody Juliet, this is a disaster.’ She turned her burning eyes on me. ‘You’ve hurt me more than I can say and you should be ashamed of yourself. What are you thinking? I mean, look at you both. You can’t even take care of yourselves, let alone a child.’

‘That’s not—’

She rounded on Kit. ‘You’ve destroyed my daughter’s life. Don’t you dare talk to me. Don’t. You. Dare.’ She looked back at me, tears glazing her eyes. ‘I was too soft on you. I should have been tougher when you started being difficult. I should have taken you to a psychologist. My bloody mother told me not to. Said rebelling was part and parcel of growing up. What did she know?’ My mother shook her head then took a deep breath, and a blanket of stoic calm settled over her. ‘You know what? Have the baby. You want to ruin your life? Fine. Ruin it.’ Then she stood and grabbed her coat from the back of the chair, put it on and buttoned it angrily. ‘Keith, we’re leaving.’

My father glanced at the bottle of wine.

‘Now, Keith!’ she shouted.

The restaurant quietened with shock. My mother stared straight ahead, handbag clutched to her chest, as the silence gave way to a ripple of whispers which rumbled around the room.

She refocused her anger on me. ‘After everything I’ve done for you. Everything I gave up.’

My father opened his wallet and cast two twenty-pound notes disdainfully on to the table. Then they were gone.

Kit and I stared at each other, eyes wide, hands gripped.

‘I think that went well?’ Jeremy reached for the wine and poured what was left into three glasses. He lifted his towards us. ‘To you, your very lucky child, and true love. Screw the rest of them.’






Chapter Two

Kit,

March 1995

They wend their way along familiar country lanes flanked by unruly hedgerows and fields of languid cattle. It rained yesterday and the vegetation is fresh and vibrant. Despite the beauty around him, the thought of driving through the gates of his childhood home fills him with uneasy apprehension.

Tara stares out of the window at the passing Gloucestershire countryside. ‘Do you miss it?’

‘No.’

No hesitation. No dithering. He misses nothing about it.

Regret wriggles through him. He thinks of his child cocooned in Tara’s womb. He never wants his child to feel as he does now. He wants his child to be excited to come home, to miss home, to burst with halcyon memories. Tara glances at him, perhaps expecting him to elaborate. She’s asked about his childhood and family many times, but he always fobs her off with the scantest detail or a change of subject. Since the train-wreck lunch with her parents, she’d been more determined to meet his, a terrier with a bone.

‘I don’t understand. Are you embarrassed by me? Ashamed of the baby?’

‘Ashamed of you? God, no. It’s the other way round. I’m ashamed of them. Seriously, Tara, you’d loathe them.’

‘Maybe I can make up my own mind?’ She’d reached for his hand and stroked it. ‘You need to tell them about the baby.’

‘Why?’

She laughed. ‘I don’t know. Because it’s what you do?’

He eventually agreed and now they are close to where he grew up and a ball of dread is hardening in the pit of his stomach. The thought of them contaminating what he and Tara have makes him lightheaded. He reminds himself this is what Tara wants. So he’ll do it for her. He’ll smile. He’ll be civil. He will tell them the news and brace himself for their poison.

They drive through the village with its sandy-coloured cottages and bountiful hanging baskets holding scarlet geraniums and shocking pink fuchsias. Past the church and picturesque pub decorated year-round with patriotic bunting. Past the village shop which sells homemade jams and farm-fresh eggs and the local rag, filled, as it always has been, with strongly worded letters, estate agent adverts, and ludicrous articles about the minutiae of little England.

Tara knows he comes from privilege – he’d confessed with genuine disgust that he was educated at Eton – but as they drive through the huge wrought-iron gates of Ashbarton Coombe her face registers unchecked shock as the extent of his family’s wealth becomes clear. He wants her to say something, anything, that will let him know what she’s thinking, but she doesn’t breathe a word as they follow the mile-long driveway through lush parkland dotted with shiny thoroughbred horses and past the lake with its polished wooden rowing boat tied to the jetty he used to jump off as a child. Ancient oak trees and sprawling cedars stand majestic. Beyond the fields, hidden from sight, is the stream which runs through the woods and the decaying remains of the camps he’d built during endless summer holidays when he escaped the house.

She finally opens her mouth to speak. ‘I should have worn a dress.’

He pulls up in front of the house and stills the engine. ‘You look perfect.’

‘My mother would faint if she saw this place.’

He stares through the grubby windscreen at the house. An ostentatious country pile with three stone steps leading up to an oak-panelled entrance, leaded windows and turreted chimney breasts, manicured yew balls and wisteria and ivy cloaking the yellowy stone. Inside is a ballroom, a library with over ten thousand books, eleven bedrooms, two kitchens, a basement filled with dusty bottles of wine which cost more than his car, and two decades of unhappy memories.

Tara’s mouth is open a fraction as she absorbs it. Her hand rests on her stomach as if shielding the baby’s eyes. Kit climbs out of his battered 2CV, the car he bought when he sold the vintage MG he was given on his twenty-first birthday. The remainder of the money he donated to a homeless charity, which had pissed his father off. Good, he’d thought at the time. Good.

Tara takes his hand and they crunch over the immaculate gravel carpet towards the entrance. The door opens before they reach it and Patsy appears. Her face crinkles with joy as she outstretches her arms in welcome. She is unchanged, frizzy grey hair pinned back with a multitude of hairpins, black trousers perfectly ironed, a crisp white shirt, an apron tied around her waist.

‘Hello! Dear, dear Kit!’ Patsy bustles down the steps and throws her arms around his waist. The familiar smell of talc and furniture polish envelops him. ‘And this must be Tara?’ Patsy clutches her hands beneath her chin in delight.

‘It’s lovely to meet you, Mrs Balfour.’ Tara holds out her hand. ‘Thank you for inviting me.’

Kit realises too late to stop her making the mistake and kicks himself for not preparing her.

Patsy lets out a soft laugh of tinkling bells. ‘Oh, no, no, dear. I’m not the lady of the house. I’m just the housekeeper.’

Kit’s skin itches as his allergy to Ashbarton sets in.

Tara flushes red and looks at Kit helplessly. ‘I’m sorry. I didn’t …’ Her voice fades with embarrassment.

Kit takes her hand. ‘This is Patsy. She’s an angel.’

Patsy giggles. ‘I’ve missed you, lovey.’ She smiles at Tara. ‘And it’s a pleasure to meet you. Kit’s told me all about you on the phone. And, forgive me, but oh look at you!’ She gazes at Tara’s stomach lovingly. ‘When Kit told me I nearly burst! Nothing as magical as a baby and, looking at the mama, this one’s going to be a beauty.’

Tara smiles and her hand moves instinctively to her stomach.

‘My parents don’t know, do they?’ He isn’t sure why he’s asking this. Of course Patsy hasn’t told them. She’s been in his life as long as he can remember and is more of a mother to him than his own.

‘Gosh, no. No. Of course not. No. It’s your news. I’m just over the moon you told me!’ Then she rubs his shoulders. ‘You’re going to be the best daddy. Lucky little mite.’

Patsy steps away from him and her bubbling excitement is replaced with earnest professionalism. ‘Lady Balfour asked you to show Tara to the Blue Room …’ She hesitates, but seems to gird herself for what is coming. ‘She also said to tell you they won’t be joining you for dinner.’

Kit’s hands clench and he sucks air through his teeth. The words sting. He’d specifically said it was important, that he had news, that he wanted to introduce Tara.

Of course they’d do this.

‘Did they say why?’ Well-practised at hiding his emotions, he delivers the question without any hint of the anger and disappointment he’s feeling.

Patsy hesitates again. ‘No. They left for London about an hour ago. Your mother said there’s a chance they’ll be back for lunch tomorrow. Depending …’ She pauses, sympathy softening her features into the gentle pity he’s seen countless times before. ‘On whether your father wants to visit his club.’

Kit doesn’t miss a beat. He clears his throat and gives a tight nod. ‘Thank you, Patsy.’ Then he smiles at Tara and takes her hand. ‘I’ll show you up. Patsy, Tara will be sleeping in my room.’

‘Maybe they forgot we were coming?’ Tara follows him. The ornately carved staircase is flanked with sombre portraits of hateful ancestors looking down their unfeasibly long noses at anybody passing.

‘They didn’t.’ Anger has rendered him almost monosyllabic. He is experiencing a visceral reaction to the snub. This rejection of Tara – of what’s important to him – hurts.

They walk along the corridor and pass what his mother calls the Blue Room. Tara stops abruptly. Her intake of breath is audible. ‘Oh my God.’

He walks on, but she isn’t following. He turns and sees her take two steps inside. He returns to the door and leans against the doorframe. She walks in, turning in wonder, eyes drinking in the room.

‘It’s straight out of a Disney film or Buckingham Palace.’

The room holds a four-poster bed, plush velvet curtains held back with gold-tasselled tiebacks, a huge velvet sofa and a highly polished table on which is an extravagant vase of hydrangeas in pale blue and white.

‘It’s the same size as the entire downstairs of my house.’

Kit slumps onto the bed. ‘Welcome to my family.’ He kicks his boot against the Persian rug. ‘Wealthy. Vacuous. Total fucking arseholes.’

She sits on the edge of the bed next to him, her gaze still scanning the room, brow furrowed unable to comprehend it. ‘How come you didn’t tell me you were Little Lord Fauntleroy?’

He drops his head into his hands.

She laughs softly. ‘I’m joking.’

‘Sorry. I know. It’s just … I hate it. All of it. Them. The house. The fact they have all this money while people struggle to make ends meet. I hate that they care about things that don’t matter. Parties. What school people went to. How they dress. Who their bloody parents are. I hate that they look down on people and I hate that we are born into this wealth and did nothing to deserve it. And—’ His voice cracks with emotion he isn’t expecting. He takes a deep breath and lifts his head to look at this beautiful girl who has stolen his heart and carries a baby he already loves more than anything in the world. ‘I hate that they don’t want to meet you and I hate that now you have every right to hate me as much as I hate them.’

Tara pulls him close and whispers, punctuating her words with featherlight kisses. ‘Hate you? Are you kidding? Listen, crazy man. I don’t care about any of this. It means nothing. And you know what? If they can’t hang around an extra half hour to see their son when they haven’t seen him in months, then sod them.’

Kit’s insides cave in with relief. ‘My mother’s favourite mantra when we were young? “Children should be seen and not heard and preferably not seen.”’

‘She sounds vile. I hate her. Both of them. And I’ve changed my mind. I don’t want to meet them. And who cares if they never see their grandchild? We don’t need their poisonous crap. We don’t need any of them. We have each other.’ She pushes him back on the bed and straddles him. When she leans forward to kiss him, her dreadlocked hair falls in a beaded curtain around their faces. ‘Your parents, this house, the fancy schools. The fact you need to catch a bus from your gate to the front door. None of this is you. You know that, right?’

After they have sex they dress, then Tara smooths the blue silk throw and smiles at him. ‘I love you,’ she says. ‘Now let’s get the hell out of here.’

Energy surges through Kit as they go back down the staircase. With every step he grows stronger. This moment is big. Walking out of his old life and starting afresh.

‘What should I tell them?’ Patsy asks.

‘To go fuck themselves.’

Patsy smothers a laugh. ‘Maybe not those exact words, but I’ll make sure they get the gist.’

Kit kisses her. ‘Thank you, Patsy. For everything. For your kindness. And for looking out for me all these years.’

Her eyes glisten with tears. ‘You’ve grown into a fine young man. I’m proud of you.’

The words skewer him. He clears his throat and smiles, holding back his own tears. ‘We’ll let you know when the baby arrives.’

‘Oh, do! I’d love that. I think it’s a little girl.’ She smiles at Tara. ‘I can tell by the glow on your skin, lovey.’

Kit laughs.

Patsy dabs her eyes dry then kisses Tara on both cheeks. Then she nods once. ‘Good luck to you both. You’ll be grand.’

As he walks out of Ashbarton Coombe for the last time, he wonders why he didn’t do it sooner. There was nothing here for him. There never had been. He wasn’t close to his older brothers. They had nothing in common but their genes. The whole family viewed him as if he were a curiosity in a Victorian freak show. The Wild Boy. Feral and unkempt. Running barefoot through the grounds of the estate. Shinning up trees. Poking fires. Choosing to spend time with the housekeeper or gardener over them. Will they miss him? They won’t even notice.

They get into the car and close the doors. He puts his hands on the steering wheel and grips it.

‘How are you feeling?’

He smiles at her. ‘I’m feeling fine. Better than fine. You and our baby are all that matter now.’








Chapter Three

Dani,

April 2002

Home. A word you don’t really think about. You just say it. Go home. Stay at home. Nice home. Warm home. But it was a word I never used. It never sat right. I’d lived in a few places. Moved around a bit. None were home. Home is where you’re meant to feel safe, right? But where I lived, on the sixth floor of a block on the Nelson Estate in Leyton with my mum and cretin Eddie, felt the opposite of safe. The place was a shit-hole. Mouldy walls. Stairwells which stank of piss where lads younger than me bought drugs from each other with money they got from nicking bikes off primary school kids. Pretty much every night the cretin would roll in from the pub off his tits to smack Mum from one end of the flat to the other. Nobody gave a shit. The neighbours knew what he did. The walls were thin as cigarette papers and I could tell by the way they hurried past, avoiding my eyes, not my business scrawled across their faces. Did they hear it all? Each thump against her doughy flesh? The names he threw like rice at a wedding? Did they bury their heads in a pillow too?

On my fourteenth birthday he didn’t go to the pub as usual. Weird, I thought. Maybe he’s staying in to celebrate my birthday? Maybe he’s got me a present? Maybe tonight he won’t hit my mum? Stupid me.

Stupid me.

While Mum fetched our tea in we watched telly. Cretin Eddie was a scrawny rat of a man but that night he filled the room like a giant. There was something not quite right about him. It was creeping me out. Not what he was doing – he was doing what he always did when he was in the flat, sitting in his chair, knocking back beers as if he were dying of thirst – but the way he looked at me. Staring right at me. Not even blinking.

Mum arrived back with battered sausage and chips. ‘Birthday treat!’ she said, as she dumped the bag on the side.

Eddie ate his chips and sausage in his chair, fingers slick with grease and ketchup, jaw churning round and round like a washing machine. Mum opened a Battenberg and stuck last year’s birthday candle through the marzipan, then lit it with Eddie’s plastic lighter. Then she sang Happy Birthday. Sang probably isn’t the right word. Mum is the world’s worst singer. Eddie glared all the way through as she squeaked and stumbled her way to the end. When she finally finished it was hard to know who was more thankful: her, me, or the cretin.

I kissed her anyway.

‘Thanks, Mum.’

‘You’ve haven’t had your present yet.’

She handed me a box wrapped in tatty newspaper and I pretended to be surprised when I opened it. It was always Milk Tray. Not a bad present to be fair.

‘I tried to get the man in black to bring it.’ She laughed.

She made this joke every year. I still didn’t get it, but laughed anyway so she wouldn’t feel bad. Cretin Eddie’s eyes were still crawling all over me. When I looked at him he licked his lips.

‘I’m done in.’ I didn’t want to be near him a second longer. ‘Think I’ll go to bed.’

‘Goodnight, love. Happy birthday.’

Eddie said nothing. Just stared. It gave me the shivers. ‘Goodnight,’ I muttered.

As I left the room I noticed Mum watching him. Nervous. Chewing her lip. Fingers playing with the plastic lighter.

The shouting started as soon as I closed my bedroom door and in no time Mum was doing the snotty-kid crying she did when she knew what was coming to her. She’d been with the cretin for years, but still hadn’t worked out a way to calm him down when he was a five-foot gorilla banging about. My stomach turned over and over as I lay in the dark and waited for the smacking to start. But it never did. Instead footsteps thudded towards my door and stopped outside. Mum screamed so loud and panicky it made my heart judder.

‘Leave her alone!’

Next thing I knew, my door was flung open and the black shape of him loomed in the doorway. Mum was grabbing at his clothes, a mad woman, screeching and hitting and pulling.

‘No, Eddie. Please! Keep away from her! Keep away!’

‘Fuck off, you bitch.’

Then he smacked her so hard she fell. She got up. Screamed. Ran at him. Jumped on to his arm and hung there as I watched, frozen, blanket pulled up to my chin, heart pounding my ribs.

‘Please.’ Her voice was soft now. Begging. But I could hear the fear and the hairs on my neck prickled. ‘Please don’t do this.’

Then the cretin laughed. ‘Oh shit, Becky. Are you jealous?’

Even in the dim light I could see Mum trembling as if someone was shaking her. ‘God help me,’ she whispered. ‘If you lay a finger on her I’ll call the police.’

His body stiffened, fists balling into tight rocks at his sides. ‘You’ll do what now?’

‘Please don’t touch her.’

The ratty cretin snarled then followed my mum as she ran into the sitting room.

I held my breath and lay statue-still as he hit and she whimpered. It was years until the front door finally slammed. I hovered at my door, listening carefully to make sure he was gone, then crept out on legs made of jelly.

Mum was huddled in the corner of the sitting room, and – oh my God – she was in a state. The worst I’d ever seen. Blood ran from a gash on her forehead. The bone running to her shoulder was bent in the middle. Her lip was split in half, one eye was swollen shut, and her face was turning the colour of plums.

‘Mum?’ I knelt beside her. ‘Can I get you something? A headache pill?’

She coughed and blood sprayed my hand.

‘Purse,’ she mumbled. Her teeth were coated in blood like a vampire. She jabbed the air weakly in the direction of her handbag on the back of the chair. ‘My purse.’

I rummaged in her bag for her purse and tried not to cry. When I passed it to her she could hardly open it her hands were shaking so hard. She managed to pull out the only note she had. Twenty pounds. Then she tipped the purse upside down and shook out a few coins. Scrunching the note around them, she thrust her hand out towards me.

‘Pack a bag.’ She paused with the effort of forcing the words out. ‘Clothes. Toothbrush. Then go.’ She touched the cut on her forehead and winced as she inspected the blood on her fingertips. ‘Before the pub shuts.’ A few tears escaped and rolled down her cheeks.

‘No, Mum. I can’t—’

‘You have to.’

‘Not without you. What if he goes for you again?’ We both knew it wasn’t an if but a when.

She shook her head, inhaling with pain. ‘He’ll find us. You have to go.’

‘How long for?’

She stared at me, good eye blinking, tears gathering. ‘Don’t come back.’

‘What? No!’ I shook my head back and forth. There was no way I was going without her. Out there alone? No way. ‘I’m not going. You can’t make me.’

‘You can’t stay here!’ Tears fell down her bruised cheeks. ‘I can’t keep him away from you forever.’

Her words kicked the air from me. She was serious.

‘You’re throwing me out?’

She turned her head so she didn’t have to look at me. ‘No drugs. Don’t sell your body. And do whatever it takes to keep safe. You hear?’

Icy fingers of fear scratched my skin.

‘But it’s raining. And dark.’ I dropped my head. I was too old to be scared of the dark, but I was. Always had been. ‘Can I go in the morning?’

‘Take my coat. If you stay dry you won’t get sick.’

I glanced at the door expecting that shrunken monster to burst in at any moment. ‘But he’ll go crazy and hurt you again.’

‘Just go. If you don’t then only God can help you.’ Her good eye drifted closed and she rested her head against the wall. ‘And He stopped giving a shit a long time ago.’








Chapter Four

Tara,

New Year’s Eve 1999

Jeremy walked into the bedsit holding a six-pack of lager and a bottle of cheap vodka. He’d dumped his latest girlfriend that morning after two short weeks. Kit and I hadn’t even met her.

‘So what happened?’ I asked as I picked up scattered Lego and listened to the gathering crowds on the street and music blaring from next-door’s open window.

He shrugged and cracked open a can as he slumped on the sofa. ‘Not on the same page.’

Jeremy was never ‘on the same page’ as any of his girlfriends, an array of symmetrically-featured, oddly anodyne girls, who moved in and out of his life on a conveyor belt, never lasting longer than a month. He wasn’t interested in them. They appeared no more than a dull accessory. There was part of me which suspected Jeremy was in love with Kit, though Kit dismissed this with a laugh when I mentioned it once.

‘You sure you want to spend tonight with us?’ I said, shoving a couple of Skye’s books on the shelf. ‘Millennium Eve with a two-year-old isn’t going to be much of a party.’ Every cell in my body wept with exhaustion. Skye was useless at sleeping, much preferring to be up and chattering away, dancing, giggling, being busy.

‘Who else would I spend it with?’ He smiled and stretched his legs out. ‘Anyway, I don’t want to party. I want to watch the world collapse. Right here in this bedsit with my favourite people.’ He reached for the remote and turned the television on.

‘And if it doesn’t collapse?’ Kit was standing at the hob whisking eggs in a mug, butter spitting in the saucepan, the smell of toast filling the cramped room.

‘It will and it’s going to be beautiful.’

Kit rolled his eyes and tipped the eggs into the pan.

Our bedsit was up two flights of stairs lined with a patchwork of damp spots. Junk mail and flyers were piled up in the dank hallway where an old bike with one wheel was discarded at the foot of the stairs. Getting a pram up and down was a nightmare so we never bothered; instead we carried Skye everywhere in a wraparound sling my mother informed me would bend her spine and cripple her. We moved in a few months before Skye was born. I left university at the same time. We decided Kit should finish his degree, so needed somewhere close to Oxford, and this place, just outside Cowley, was the cheapest we could find. We told ourselves it wasn’t for long. Soon we’d move to somewhere bigger with less mould and functional heating, but two and a half years later we were still there. Kit jacked in university when Skye arrived. It felt wrong, he’d said, to sit in a stuffy lecture hall listening to tutors drone on about Homer and Ulysses and not be supporting us. There was money of course – the trust fund – but he didn’t want anything to do with it.

‘I want to provide for my family myself. I don’t want their dirty money.’

Kit got a job in a timber merchant and worked extra hours stacking supermarket shelves on Saturday and Sunday nights. Yes, things were tight and the bedsit small and damp, but there was no doubting the love within its grotty walls. When Kit wasn’t working he spent every moment with Skye. He was a doting father and as soon as he was home would scoop her up and cradle her in his arms, singing softly, telling her stories, marvelling at her perfect features.

‘We made her,’ he’d say with wonder in his voice as we watched her sleeping. ‘You and me. Can you believe it?’

Kit had an instant connection to Skye the moment I told him I was pregnant. For me it was as if an alien had invaded my body. I tried to picture the baby floating safe and protected inside my womb, but all I managed to manifest was an amorphous, featureless mass. I spent my entire pregnancy convinced there was something wrong with me. Why wasn’t I wired properly? Where was my maternal empathy? Even when she started turning somersaults and kicking, instead of joy I battled a niggling resentment. I’d finally escaped home and fallen in love, but rather than freedom and adventure, I faced a mountain of nappies and responsibility and the nagging fear I was going to be the world’s worst mother. I knew nothing about parenting and I was terrified of screwing this tiny life up. Kit said it was normal. Nerves were expected. He had every confidence in me. I tried to be as excited as him. Every day I hoped my doubts would dissolve, but they didn’t. When she was born, the midwife wrapped her up in a rough white blanket and passed her to me.

‘Isn’t she beautiful?’ Kit breathed, his eyes shining.

I stared at her and wondered when somebody better qualified to care for a baby was going to appear and take over.

Then, on the second day, I was lying in bed on the ward. Kit had gone back to pack a bag with a few bits and pieces I needed and Skye was sleeping in the plastic cot beside me. I was hungry and the ward was claustrophobic. I got out of bed, put slippers and a dressing gown on, and walked slowly, body battered, out of the ward and into the lift, and down to the kiosk near the main entrance. I stared blindly at the shelves. No idea what I wanted. I went for a cheese and onion slice and a carton of blackcurrant juice then joined the queue behind a woman paying for a pile of glossy magazines and a man with a portable drip holding a bottle of Coke. Then it hit me.

My baby.

Every maternal cell in my body ignited. Panic coursed through my veins as I realised she was up there vulnerable and unprotected. I threw the food and drink on the counter and moved as fast as my postpartum body would allow. I jabbed frantically at the lift buttons, my mind full of horrendous thoughts. I tore back the cubicle curtain and ran to the crib. When I saw her lying there, safe and cooing softly, blinking back at me, I burst into tears of relief. I held her tightly. Rocked her. Breathed in her intoxicating smell and stroked her soft sheen of golden hair.

‘I will never, ever leave you again,’ I’d whispered.

And that was that.

As Kit and I turned our attention inwards on Skye, Jeremy became increasingly political. He joined activist groups and spent time demonstrating and planning minor acts of anti-social rebellion – defacing statues, letting the tyres down on police cars, organising busloads of people to attend rallies – and became a prominent voice in student socialism, often called on to talk at gatherings held in dingy pub back rooms. It wasn’t long before he dropped out of university, a few weeks before finals, and moved to a squat in North Oxford, swapping artsy prints of Che Guevara and Trotsky for shouty posters advocating anarchy and piles of books written by free-thinkers and libertarians. If there was a cause that undermined the foundations of society then Jeremy was signed up.

As the clock crept towards midnight and the turn of the millennium, I held Skye in my arms and watched the crowds on the streets below. There was music. Dancing. Laughing and cheering. Early fireworks decorated the sky. There was a carnival atmosphere.

‘Shall we go down?’ I asked Kit and Jeremy.

Jeremy, eyes locked on the television, didn’t respond.

Kit kicked his foot. ‘Come on, Jay. Turn it off and come down with us. Television rots your brain, remember?’

‘And miss the show?’

Kit and I exchanged a look. Jeremy had explained the millennium bug a couple of times, but I didn’t really understand it, perhaps too sleep-deprived to grapple with the complexities of the digital Armageddon he was so obsessed with.

Kit glanced at me with a smile, then stepped between Jeremy and the television so he was forced to look at him. ‘Sure?’

Jeremy pushed Kit aside, eyes finding the screen again, lifting his can to his lips and drinking. ‘Yes, I’m sure. I can’t believe you’re not going to stay and watch.’

Kit laughed. ‘You really think the world’s going to explode?’

Jeremy shrugged. ‘Who knows? Without any code fixes in place, when that time change happens, nine nine to zero zero, everything will collapse. The power stations will go dark. Plane controls will scramble. Communication lines will fail. Over the next few months there’ll be food and fuel shortages and society as we know it will disintegrate.’ As he talked his body twitched with excitement. ‘Burn the monster down and we’ll be free to build something beautiful. A phoenix from the ashes.’

‘But before that people have to starve?’

Jeremy glanced at me. ‘Humans adapt quickly. They’ll set up farms and smallholdings. Communes. They won’t have to rely on the state. People won’t starve. They’ll become self-sufficient. Grow food. Catch it and fish it. They’ll be healthier, no longer stuffing sun-starved bodies full of chemicals. No more slaving so the morally bankrupt can buy jet planes.’

Something about Jeremy’s words wriggled beneath my skin. Was it fear? Kit and I had a child to take care of. The last thing I wanted was an apocalypse. I never argued with Jeremy. His crazy opinions and rants amused me usually, but his apparent lack of empathy was galling.

‘You know there are people out there profiting from this hysteria, don’t you? Fearmongers making money off a paranoia they are fuelling. Books, survival kits, water purifiers, weaponry, domestic protection. Vultures getting rich off worst-case scenarios.’

Jeremy smiled. ‘Better than being a sheep and following the herd without thinking.’

‘You can be a smug arsehole sometimes.’

He winked. ‘You still love me though.’

I smiled and shook my head with mock exasperation. ‘Come on,’ I said to Kit. ‘If the end of the world is twenty-three minutes away, I want a last dance.’

Jeremy refixed his gaze on the television.

Kit reached for
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