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EMILY CHAPTER ONE

My mother hates me. I have spent some time trying to work out what has happened to me, and how my life has gone so very wrong, and that is the only conclusion I can come to. I am only fourteen years old, and my mother hates me. She must hate me, because why else would MY OWN MOTHER purposely, selfishly, cruelly set out to ruin the life of her only daughter, other than because she hates me and she ONLY THINKS OF HERSELF.

On the first day of the Easter holidays, I should be at Poppy’s house, making get-ready-with-me TikToks. If we were at my house, Mum would be there, and she’d ask what were we getting ready for, we’re only going to the park? But at the park is Toby Cooper who I am sure is JUST ABOUT to ask me out, and that is why I must be ready at all times, because the first time the love of your life talks to you is a really important moment that I will remember forever. If I was old and sad like Mum, I would probably say it is totally #memories.

Of course, Mum doesn’t understand about that, which is hardly surprising because she doesn’t understand anything. If she knew about Toby, she’d be all, ‘You’re too young to think about things like that, don’t waste your time on boys, you can’t possibly be in love.’ I don’t think Mum has ever been in love, so how would she even know whether I’m in love with Toby or not (I definitely am, though).

But now, instead of being in Poppy’s bedroom pooling our MAC collection, with TayTay on repeat, so I look my best before Toby sweeps me off my feet and everyone thinks I am the coolest girl in our year for dating Toby Cooper, who is the best-looking boy in our year, I am destined for the CRUELLEST OF CRUEL SUMMERS!

Well, technically it’s the Easter holidays, but it is quite warm today, and Taylor Swift hasn’t written a song called ‘Cruel Easter Holidays’.

I am en route to my destiny, away from Poppy, away from Toby, away from all that brings hope and joy to life, by way of a train, where there is a woman sitting opposite me on her phone watching recipe videos with no headphones on and laughing loudly, for reasons that escape me – why is macaroni cheese so funny? There is a man reading the Sun on his tablet sitting next to me, and another woman across the aisle playing what sounds like Candy Crush which I didn’t even realise was still a thing, and an annoying child behind me, kicking the seat every ten seconds, watching Paw Patrol, and the whole carriage is filled with people enjoying lovely, beeping, dinging, singing, mind-rotting electronics courtesy of the train’s free Wi-Fi – all of them …

Except me. I have nothing to do but stare hopelessly out of the window as the train hurtles me further and further north, away to the bleak moors of Emily Brontë and far from all I have ever known. It will serve my mother right if, instead of Toby, I take up with a dark and brooding Heathcliff sort I meet on the moor and run off with him and die of the consumption after getting my feet wet and forgetting my shawl.

I said all of this to Mum (apart from telling her about Toby) as she put me on the train, and she gave me an unsympathetic look, and said that I had no one to blame but myself since I had left my iPad at Dad’s house, and I was the one who had smashed my phone.

I didn’t mean to smash my phone. The way Mum said it sounded like I’d taken a hammer to it in a fit of rage, rather than what had actually happened, which was that I’d dropped it down the stairs last night when I was trying to snap Poppy at the same time as bringing down all the dishes in my room because Mum said I was a disgusting skank and also that she had no crockery left. Harsh. And that was when I realised I had left the iPad at Dad’s when I had been there the night before to say goodbye before I was cast adrift into the wilderness because my own parents don’t want me. Like a Victorian orphan.

Maybe I’m more Jane Eyre than Cathy Earnshaw. Maybe I will marry a massive red flag like Mr Rochester, and then Mum will be sorry. And Dad. But mostly Mum, because all of this is her fault for deciding she wanted to go on a residential writing course to finish the novel she claims to have been working on for years. According to her, it is her ‘dream’ to get it published. And it’s all very well, her chasing her dreams, but what about me, her only daughter, while she does that?

What about me, indeed?

I was quite excited at first when Mum told me she’d had a last-minute offer to go on the course. I am such a kind and loving daughter that before I realised Mum hated me, I was really happy for her, because she said it meant a lot to her, and she would love to actually finish this novel instead of writing dozens of poorly paid articles about top cleaning tips and mystery shopping reviews and ‘stealing her style’. The course was paid for by some old dead millionaire who wanted to further the cause of women’s fiction (personally I could think of better things to do with my money if I was a millionaire but each to their own). Mum could never have afforded something like this herself.

I was happy for me too, because I thought it meant I would get to have that time at home all by myself, being grown-up and having parties and sleepovers and doing whatever I wanted all day, and I would find some way to just casually mention this in Toby’s hearing and he would think I was really mature and sophisticated and how could he possibly resist that?! But Mum had other ideas.

Initially, she said I could go and stay with Dad, but that didn’t work because Dad is spending the Easter break on an archaeological dig with some of his students (including his new girlfriend, which I Do Not Approve Of) in a desert somewhere, and the site does not allow under eighteens, and even though I said I could clearly pass for eighteen even though I’m only fourteen, everyone agreed that I couldn’t go with him and sit around in a hotel all day by myself.

I offered again to stay at home on my own. I looked very noble, and slightly pained, as I suggested that it would be a sacrifice I was willing to make, but Mum told me not to be so silly, and then asked me if I had a stomach ache as I looked very peculiar. It is not my fault she can’t recognise Noble Suffering when she sees it! Mum was looking fairly Nobly Suffering herself, and saying she’d have to turn down the course, because so many people were also away over Easter, when she came up with a brainwave, and rang Uncle Tom to see if he would mind having me while she was away.

I was pretty sure he would say, ‘Absolutely not’ – asking someone to look after your child for the holidays when you are not a feckless parental character in an old children’s book is a fairly big ask of anyone – but to my astonishment, he said yes! Uncle Tom has been ‘dabbling’, as he puts it, in property developing since he split up with his husband. He has just bought another house that he is doing up, and he said I could make myself useful while I was there, helping him decorate and get the house straight, and why didn’t Mum come and spend a few days after she finished the course too?

Once I got over the initial surprise, and some horror, I didn’t hate the idea. I thought maybe I could start a house reno TikTok and go viral as the youngest interiors inspo account in the UK. I had plans to tie fetching scarves around my hair and show people how to create quirky original yet affordable looks for their room. But that was before it all went horribly wrong and I forgot my iPad and broke my phone.

I had been quite hysterical at Mum about what was I supposed to do without a phone ALL HOLIDAYS as she very unreasonably refused to replace it, or even to pay to have it repaired, insisting that she was always telling me to be more careful with my things. Her solution was to point out I could get my iPad back from Dad in a couple of weeks and to give me an old Nokia phone she had in a drawer – one with buttons, ugh! And no data. I demanded to know what use this would be, and she said I could ring people on it. Actually make calls, like I’m some sort of animal. And when I said what am I supposed to do the rest of the time, when I’m not talking on the phone like it’s 1850, Mum said that Alexander Graham Bell didn’t invent the telephone until 1876, LIKE I EVEN CARE when phones were invented. I tried to send a text with it, and it was impossible. I don’t think Poppy even gets texts anyway. She certainly hasn’t replied and this phone is so old and hideous that it doesn’t even have old people messaging apps like WhatsApp. I never thought I’d see the day I would feel grateful for WhatsApp. Mum suggested I could write letters to people, and when I asked how I would send them, if Uncle Tom would be providing me with carrier pigeons or something, she laughed and said there was such a thing as the Royal Mail, and people would probably love to get some proper letters.

I don’t think my friends would even know what to do with a letter. I would be highly suspicious if I got a letter. Mum claims that when she was young, you had penpals in other countries and you wrote to each other about your lives and sometimes you met up or went to stay with them, and frankly that just sounds like grooming and Stranger Danger to me. How on earth can Mum lecture me with a straight face about not talking to strangers on Snapchat when she was off writing to Jean Michel and oooh-la-laing over his stamps?

But I had three hours to kill on this train, so in the end, in despair, I tried to write a letter to Poppy. Mum said just think how useful my letters could be one day to my biographer if I end up famous for something. What could someone like me be famous for, though? I don’t think a letter that only says ‘Dear Poppy’ would be very helpful to anyone, because that is as far as I got before I got stuck. What do you write in a letter? Aren’t you supposed to be all ‘Good morrow, kind sir, I trust this finds you not dead of the plague or other disgusting olden-day poxes, I have sent to my cousin in the country for some apples forsooth’. What interest would Poppy have in that? Snapping is so much better than letter writing.

The Train of Doom finally pulled into Leeds, and Uncle Tom was there as promised to meet me. I had wondered what would happen if I didn’t get off, but just carried on, and ran away to Darlington or somewhere and was never heard of again, and no one could find me because they couldn’t do Find My iPhone or Life360. I could change my name and get a job and live a double life. But what if I didn’t like Darlington? And what sort of a job could I get, with no phone to apply, when I’m only fourteen, even if I lied about my age? Also, it occurred to me that Mum would probably blame Uncle Tom and this isn’t really his fault, and I didn’t want to get him into trouble.

Uncle Tom started telling me about the house as we drove there. It was quite a long drive. Mum had claimed that Uncle Tom lived in Leeds, but Uncle Tom laughed when I said this and told me that at best it could be called ‘Leeds adjacent’. I had been envisaging Uncle Tom and I creating some sort of ultra cool urban living space, me popping out for fancy coffees, maybe going to some swanky shops that Poppy will not have heard of, and coming home looking completely different. I would probably BE completely different: mature and sophisticated and cultured after my sojourn in a big city, instead of our small provincial town. Toby Cooper would be bowled over by how grown-up and exotic I seemed, and would be unable to resist my charms. Maybe I wouldn’t even fancy him any more – I’d find him too childish and foolish, and would want someone older, more on my wavelength. How was any of that going to happen though, in the ‘Leeds adjacent’ ancient old rectory on the moors Uncle Tom was telling me about?

‘Your mum thought you’d love it!’ Uncle Tom said. ‘It’s very Brontë-esque and I believe Wuthering Heights is one of your favourite books?’

‘I mean, yeah, I like Wuthering Heights,’ I wailed. ‘But I don’t want to live in it.’

What I want is for someone to fall in love with me, as passionately, as hopelessly, as death-defyingly as Heathcliff loved Cathy. But I could hardly say that to Uncle Tom. And I definitely didn’t want any of the other parts, like the lonely old house and the mad inhabitants. What if I went mad living there, before my life has even started? And I returned to Poppy and Toby wild-eyed and frizzy haired, fit only to be locked in the attic out of sight, what hope would there be for me then?

I did suggest this to Uncle Tom, who just laughed and said I was confusing my Brontës, that was Jane Eyre and the first Mrs Rochester I was thinking of, and he didn’t think I could be driven to such extremis in the relatively short time I was staying with him.

‘My hair could turn white,’ I muttered gloomily. ‘I will be squandering my youth, alone on the moors. What will become of me?’

Uncle Tom told me to stop being so dramatic and that I never knew, I might have fun. I did know though, because when grown-ups say things like that, you are definitely not going to have any fun at all.
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CHAPTER TWO

So far, my premonitions about how little fun these weeks would be have been proved correct.

When I arrived on Thursday night, I thought maybe I had been overly pessimistic in the car, and that things wouldn’t be so bad. Obviously not being able to talk to Poppy would be bleak and, cut off from communication with the outside world, I could be sitting in blissful ignorance thinking about how much I love Toby while he was going out with someone else without me knowing. But on the other hand, perhaps it’s true and absence will make the heart grow fonder, and when I get back, even if I haven’t completely reinvented myself as a Leeds cool girl, Toby will see me and realise that I was the key to his existence that he had been searching for. Or at least think I am quite hot and worth spending some time with.

That first night at the rectory, I felt like an adult. Uncle Tom and I cooked dinner together (pasta) and he talked to me like a grown-up and not like a child, and really seemed to listen to my opinions and everything, and although I don’t have my phone or my iPad, I do have a TV in my room that I can get YouTube on and Uncle Tom has subscriptions to literally everything, though there seems no point watching anything if I can’t message Poppy while we’re watching it, and if I can’t then watch all the memes people make out of it afterwards and send them to my friends so they know I’m cool and that I get the jokes.

After dinner I showed Uncle Tom my broken phone and explained the pits of despair I was sunk to, and how life is no longer worth living without it, etc. and he said to cheer up, it could probably be fixed and we could take it into the Apple Store next time we’re in Leeds. But I pointed out that that would cost a fortune and how was I going to pay for it, and he said maybe if I worked really hard helping him with the house renovations, so he could get it ready faster and back on the market, because he is an evil capitalist property developer, then he would pay for the repairs for me.

Although I don’t approve of capitalism, I suggested that perhaps the best thing to do would be to get my phone repaired now and then I could work off the debt, and we could go into Leeds in the morning and go to the Apple Store. Uncle Tom laughed and said why would he disincentivise me like that, and that no one would do anything if they already had the rewards of their labours up front. I explained that that was exactly the sort of attitude that summed up what was wrong with capitalism, and that was why I didn’t believe in it, and Uncle Tom said he hadn’t believed in capitalism when he was my age either, and I should go to bed as we had a busy day ahead of us tomorrow. Which rather spoiled the feeling of being treated like a grown-up.

The Doom and utter lack of fun began the next day. Uncle Tom is taking advantage of my phoneless state and need for repairs, and he has been working me relentlessly. I have spent hours and hours scraping about a million years of paint off about seven hundred doors! I asked him why he had bought a house with so many doors, and such painty doors, and he said those were High Victorian original features I was complaining about, and did I know how much value they would add to the house when they had been fully restored.

I don’t know why some doors add value. Everyone needs doors, obviously, but why the fact they are covered in paint or not makes them more valuable seems silly. Uncle Tom disagreed though, and told me to wear a mask in case I was breathing in lead fumes.

Lead fumes!

He might as well send me down the mines.

I thought once it was the weekend, we would at least get a day off, but Uncle Tom had me up at 8 a.m.! On a Saturday in the holidays! I told him over breakfast that I could in fact take this to the UN, that child labour was not allowed, and it would serve him right if I reported him. He said he thought making a fourteen-year-old get out of bed in the holidays to do some light decorating probably wasn’t high on the UN’s agenda, but I could always phone Childline if I really felt he was being unreasonably cruel. I asked what Childline was, and he explained it was a phoneline you could ring up if you were being abused in any way by your parent or carer.

‘What, like, call them?’ I said doubtfully. ‘Like, call a number and talk to someone? Talk talking to someone? Couldn’t you text? Or even email? Don’t they have an app?’

Uncle Tom considered. ‘Well, they probably do now,’ he said. ‘Back when your mother and I were young though, you called them.’

‘But Mum always goes on about how she didn’t even have a mobile phone when she was my age,’ I said.

‘We used landlines,’ he explained. ‘And a lot of people would call Childline from a phone box.’

Now I was really confused. He explained that the phone boxes I saw by the side of the road had been in regular use when he was a boy, and if you needed to make a call when you were out the house, you put in 10p and called the number.

‘But how did you know what the number was?’ I asked.

Uncle Tom beamed. ‘You remembered them!’ he said. ‘Everyone remembered each other’s numbers. I still remember your mum’s. And your auntie Kate’s. I could still call my best friend from primary school’s number if I needed to, though I haven’t seen him in twenty years. Not that he’d be there, his parents retired to Tenerife and sold the house. Our generation has all sorts of skills born out of necessity that you Gen Zers will never know or understand!’

I rolled my eyes and said, ‘OK, boomer!’ which got me treated to a lengthy lecture about how Uncle Tom is NOT a boomer and is, in fact, Generation X, which according to him is the best generation, and ‘Gen Z could never understand how much better it is to be a Gen Xer’. I decided not to tell him about the iPad babies, it might blow his old boomer mind.
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CHAPTER THREE

Uncle Tom does at least permit a lunch break, which I suppose is something. Though, since obviously I am still phoneless, I have nothing to do in my lunch break but contemplate the grinding misery of my very existence. The amount of work Uncle Tom is wringing out of me, I think I might have grounds to renegotiate for a brand-new latest model iPhone instead of just getting mine repaired. He needs to learn capitalism works two ways and the workers will not be exploited any more!

After the weekend’s brutal work schedule, Uncle Tom said today could be our rest day, while he waits for an electrician to arrive, but it is not proving very restful, as he suggested that if I wasn’t doing anything else (apart from RESTING!) I could sort through some old trunks he is planning to use as coffee tables and side tables. Once we had established that this was not, in fact, a joke, Uncle Tom explained more about what he wanted me to do with the trunks.

‘They look great in old houses as small tables,’ he said, ‘but I’ve not looked in them to see what’s inside for years – never had time. Every time I move them, I think, I really must sort these out, they’d be a lot easier to move if they were empty. So maybe you could do that for me, while I give Pete the electrician a hand?’

‘But how will I know what to do with everything?’ I wanted to know.

He waved his hand airily. ‘If there’s anything that looks valuable or useful, put it to one side. Same with anything interesting, like old photos. Sort them into piles for me to have a look at. If you just find things like my old A-level coursework, then chuck it in the burn pile.’

I sighed and trudged up the stairs. I wished I could message Poppy and see what Toby was up to. Or who Toby was up to. I wondered what Poppy was doing too. Something more exciting than sorting through boxes of old rubbish, I bet. I kept reaching into my pocket to check my phone or message her and realising there’s nothing there. I wonder if this is what that phantom limb thing is like, when people lose a hand but they still feel sensation in it, and sometimes forget it’s not there.

I have taken to composing messages in my head. They are really witty. Probably wittier than anything I’ve ever actually sent. I tried to tell Uncle Tom this last night, as I attempted to persuade him that, after three days of ceaseless labour, he really owed me those phone repairs and that he was probably causing untold psychological harm to me because I was getting phantom phone syndrome. Had anyone, I demanded dramatically as my closing argument, ever studied the traumatic effects on teenagers of being denied phone access?

Uncle Tom had laughed and said, yes, only for every teenager for a millennia though, so maybe they needed to conduct a longer study with a bigger sample. I kicked myself for my basic mistake in saying it was the lack of phone that was causing me distress, and realised I should have said it was depriving me of social interaction with my friends that was causing the harm. After all, once upon a time, we’d all have been hunting woolly mammoths together or something. Or whatever it was that Uncle Tom and Mum did when they were young.

Not that it was the same for them when they were young. Everyone knows the boomers were never really young like we are young now. Uncle Tom said if I called him a boomer one more time, I would be stuck playing Snake on the rubbish Nokia forever. I was very tempted to reply, ‘OK, boomer,’ again but there was something in his eye that told me he meant it, so I decided I had better be quiet.

I sighed, wishing I could send Poppy photos of what I was being forced to endure, and opened the lid of the first trunk. It was, as Uncle Tom had predicted, full of loads of old folders of schoolwork and textbooks. I piled up the folders on one side and the textbooks on the other, because the textbooks had given me a cunning idea!

Downstairs, I heard Uncle Tom going into the kitchen to put the kettle on, while he and Pete took a break, and I dashed down to implement my plan. It was infallible!

‘Uncle Tom!’ I said brightly. ‘Hello, Pete-the-electrician,’ I added politely. ‘Uncle Tom, I’ve sorted the first trunk, it was mostly old schoolwork, so that’s in the burn pile, but also there were some old textbooks.’

Uncle Tom looked up from the mugs. ‘Well done. I think the textbooks can go out as well, though they probably can’t be burned.’

‘No, but I’ve had this really good idea!’ I informed him, with my best Emily-is-super-helpful smile that Mum falls for every time. ‘You see, the textbooks are vintage. And vintage books are worth a lot, so you could make loads of money selling them on eBay! And it will be no trouble to you at all, because I could do all that, I could research how much they’re worth, and list them and organise the whole thing. At least, I could …’ I trailed off hopefully.

He didn’t take the bait.

‘If only I had a phone to do it on …’ I said.

Still nothing. I had no choice but to go ALL IN.

‘But if you took me into Leeds tomorrow and we got my phone fixed, then I could do that for you, and you would probably make so much money selling the old books that it would more than pay for the repairs, so really, it would be financially irresponsible of you not to go and get my phone fixed,’ I said. ‘I mean, what if you’ve got a book up there that’s worth thousands and thousands of pounds, like happens on The Antiques Roadshow? Which I don’t watch, by the way, Mum has it on sometimes and I see bits. But just think, Uncle Tom! You could make so much money you wouldn’t have to be a property developer and sell your soul to capitalism any more, and you could just retire and maybe in your spare time be a second-hand book dealer with a little shop in Paris selling rare things and antiquities, and you would be living in Paris, like Emily.’

‘Emily? Emily who? Emily you? Emily Brontë?’

‘Noooo, Emily in Emily in Paris, obviously!’

Uncle Tom looked blank, and muttered something about too many damn Emilys, but I was not to be dissuaded. ‘And literally all you have to do to make this happen is to get my phone fixed!’

I was pretty sure I had clinched it with the dream Paris scenario at the end, I could see Uncle Tom was wavering, but no. No. He was shaking his head and laughing at me.

‘You nearly had me there,’ he said. ‘A little bookshop on the Left Bank, a bell jangling above the door, a ginger cat asleep on top of a pile of antique sheet music on a chair in a shaft of sunshine …’

He looked wistful. I held my breath.

‘But sadly,’ he carried on, ‘I don’t think the sale of a pile of old A-level textbooks is going to enable that vision. Believe me when I say I wish it was that easy. So I’m afraid you’ll have to wait for that phone repair, because apart from anything, I simply don’t have time to take you into Leeds tomorrow.’

In vain did I plead and beg and cajole. I wept that no one understood me, and Pete-the-electrician took his tea and a packet of chocolate digestives and sidled out the door, while Uncle Tom sighed and said I was wrong, that it is the very nature of teenagers to believe they are misunderstood, and I sobbed that no, no one knew what it was like to be me, or what my life was like, and I really was very misunderstood, and he didn’t understand me, and neither did Mum, Mum especially didn’t understand me, I didn’t believe Mum ever had been a teenager, so much did she not understand me, because she was always saying things like, ‘I know how you feel, Emily, when I was your age …’ and then she’d tell some really boring story that had nothing to do with what we had been talking about, so I knew no one knew how I felt and NONE OF THIS WAS FAIR.

Eventually I was cried out, and Uncle Tom sighed and said, ‘You’re right, Emily, you’re absolutely right. I have forgotten how hard it is being a teenager, and if I’d remembered, I would never have bloody signed up for this. But we’re both here now, and we need to make the best of it, and agree that while you may sometimes find me a little unfair because I no longer have my finger on the beating pulse of teenagedom, you need to cut me some slack, because I have no idea about this parenting thing, and frankly tears and tantrums wasn’t how I saw this going, but I’m not going to let your mother down now, this is important to her, and I’m not going to let you down either. We both need to make the best of this situation, so how about this? Let’s both work really hard this week, and on Sunday, I’ll take you into Leeds and we’ll get your phone fixed, maybe go for a pizza, maybe even, depending on how much the phone repair costs, we could go shopping or something? Where do teenage girls shop these days? What about Top Shop? Is Top Shop a cool shop? Miss Selfridge?’

I sniffed, and gulped that I had never even heard of these shops, and suggested some others, and did I really have to wait till the weekend?

Uncle Tom was adamant. He didn’t have time to take me in before then, and he wasn’t letting his dearest friend’s only child loose on the public transport system in a strange city. I said I was sure Mum wouldn’t mind me going into Leeds on my own on the bus. Uncle Tom gave the ultimate adult brush-off, ‘We’ll see’ (i.e. NO), and suggested I finished sorting out the trunks if I wanted my phone fixed at any point.

The second trunk appeared to be mostly history essays, and then I found some folders of old photos. I wondered if it was OK to look through them, or if I was prying, but then I reasoned Uncle Tom had told me to sort through the trunks, and that was what I was doing, and really if I was to properly sort things out, I had to look at them.

It is so weird looking at paper photos. Mum said you only got one chance at a photo because film was so expensive, and when the film was finished you had to take it to Boots and get it ‘developed’ and you didn’t know what the photos looked like until then. And selfies hadn’t even been invented.

The clothes people were wearing in the photos were unbelievable. Like, some of them could’ve been nice, if they weren’t so tragic. And the hairstyles. Didn’t they have mirrors in the nineties? I decided to ask later who all the people were. I put the photos to one side, and took the old essays for burning out to the back garden where Uncle Tom has an old rusty bin thing full of holes he says is an ‘incinerator’, but is definitely a bin, and then boxed up all the textbooks and put them in the utility room to go to a book bank or charity or the dump, whatever he wants.

It was nearly dinner time when I started on the third trunk, which was more of the same. How on earth had Uncle Tom written SO MANY essays? Is this all that lies ahead of me when I get to sixth form? I thought it would be a lot of sitting around drinking iced coffee and not wearing uniform, but Uncle Tom must’ve spent every waking hour writing essays. I added, ‘How many essays did you actually write?’ to the list of things to ask him at dinner, along with my questions about the photos.

I was hauling the last load of paper out from the bottom of the trunk to go down to the incinerator when I found a small, fat notebook tucked into one corner. It looked totally different to all the A4 pads of notes Uncle Tom had told me to chuck out, and I opened it, intrigued. I only had time to glance at the first page and realise it was someone’s diary, when Uncle Tom yelled up the stairs that dinner was ready. I scrambled up, grabbing the notebook and the envelopes of photos, and hurtled downstairs.

Uncle Tom looked at me in horror as I dashed into the kitchen. ‘Go and wash. You’re filthy.’

I dumped the notebook and photos on the kitchen table and grumbled off to clean up. When I came back, Uncle Tom had the notebook in one hand and was flicking through the photos on the table with the other.

‘You found one of Lila’s diaries,’ he said in astonishment, waving the notebook at me. ‘I’d forgotten all about them!’

‘Lila?’ I said. ‘Lila as in … my mum?’

‘Yes, Lila as in your mum. She was always scribbling in one. She loved her diaries.’

‘Why is it in your trunk?’ I asked. ‘Why doesn’t Mum have it?’

‘I suppose I forgot to give it back to her. She gave me her diaries to look after, the summer before university, when she was going travelling with Kate and Jas.’

‘What, you mean Auntie Kate and Auntie Jasmit?’

‘Who else?’ said Uncle Tom. ‘She’d developed this morbid fear that for some reason she would die a tragic death on her grand tour of Europe, perhaps flinging herself in the Seine for reasons unknown, or succumbing to fever in Naples – I’m not sure, she was quite dramatic about it all. But anyway, she entrusted me with her diaries to … I don’t know. I think she had some vague idea of them being published in the event of her death and the world finally recognising her genius. Anyway, obviously she didn’t die, and she came home and I gave them all back, but I must’ve missed this one.’

‘Are you sure this is Mum we’re talking about?’ I asked again, very dubious about Uncle Tom’s recollections of my mother, because it all sounded most unlike sensible, boring Mum, who was forever telling me to stop letting my imagination run away with me and not to be so dramatic.

But he had put the diary down now, and was looking though the photographs properly, laughing and smiling and shaking his head. ‘Look at us!’ He grinned, waving a picture. ‘There’s your mum and me, Kate and Jas, and all the others.’

I looked more closely at the photo. Three laughing girls, three beaming boys, all with their arms wrapped around each other, frozen in time, looking like they were living their absolute best lives and thinking they would be young and beautiful and laughing forever. Uncle Tom pointed out who everyone was, but none of them looked like anyone I knew. Even my own mother didn’t look like my mother. I said as much, and he said, ‘Well, why would she? She wasn’t your mother then. She was just Lila. Lila MacKay.’

I wasn’t sure I liked the idea of Mum not being my mum. Of there being a time when she was someone else. She was my mother. Surely, she had always been my mother. That’s what mothers did. She had absolutely no business going round the place being all ‘Lila MacKay’ when she was supposed to be being my mum.






[image: ]

CHAPTER FOUR

Uncle Tom’s iPad buzzed after dinner, and he jumped, and said, ‘Talk of the devil. Lila! Emily’s right here. Say hi to your mum, Emily!’

‘Hi,’ I said sullenly. I felt very aggrieved with Mum for having the cheek to have had a life before me, on top of the fact she had now entirely abandoned me to go off and have a life of her own. I took some satisfaction that her background appeared to be a rather dingy hotel room. At least she wasn’t staying somewhere super fancy without me.

‘Emily!’ Mum looked genuinely thrilled to see me. ‘How are you getting on? Are you having fun? Uncle Tom not working you too hard? I’m missing you so much, sweetheart!’

I saw my opportunity and decided it would be a shame to waste such valuable maternal guilt and launched into an explanation of how I really, really needed my phone fixed and I was earning money working for Uncle Tom but he wouldn’t give me anything up front because capitalism and he wouldn’t let me get the bus into Leeds on my own either because he thought I’d get lost or kidnapped or something, but I totally definitely wouldn’t, I’d be fine, but if Mum could just transfer me the money to get my phone fixed now, I could pay her back when Uncle Tom paid me, and also if she said it was OK for me to go into town by myself then Uncle Tom would have to let me, because she was my mother, even if she rather seemed to have forgotten that fact right now.

I was aware of Uncle Tom raising his eyebrows in the background as I poured all this out, but I had started and I didn’t seem able to stop, until I ran out of breath and finished, ‘Please, please, Mum. Just say I’m allowed to go into town on my own and lend me the money for my phone, please, Mum, PLEASE, I’ll never ask for another thing as long as I live!’

‘I very much doubt that is true,’ said Mum. ‘I’m sorry, Emily, but Uncle Tom’s in charge. If he’s not comfortable with letting you go into town on your own, then I have to agree with him. I’m not undermining him, when he’s been kind enough to look after you at such short notice, and to pay you for helping him. It will do you no harm at all to wait for the weekend to get your phone fixed. Delayed gratification always makes the reward better, you know.’

‘OH MY GOD!’ I shouted. ‘Why does NO ONE understand me? This is all so unfair, I HATE you. You have no idea what it is like to be me. I don’t think that’s even you in Uncle Tom’s photos because if you had ever been young or had friends or BEEN IN LOVE YOU WOULD KNOW WHAT IT IS LIKE and YOU WILL NEVER UNDERSTAND!’

‘In love?’ said Mum. ‘Who are you in love with, Emily?’

‘You couldn’t possibly understand,’ I repeated, with all the dignity I could muster, and then burst into tears and ran out of the room as the iPad squawked, ‘Emily? Emily?’ and I heard Uncle Tom say, ‘Lila, calm down, don’t worry.’

I stamped upstairs and then thought of a lot of other things I had to say to Mum if she was still FaceTiming Uncle Tom. I stamped back down to tell her that I hoped she was happy with how she had ruined my life, and would enjoy seeing her only child live a lonely, barren existence, but I stopped outside the kitchen door.

I could hear their voices still talking. Then I heard Mum say in a funny sort of choked-up voice, ‘She’s just so difficult right now. I don’t know where I went wrong with her, I feel like she hates me.’

‘She doesn’t hate you,’ said Uncle Tom. ‘Don’t you remember what it was like being a teenager?’

Mum sniffed. ‘Of course I do. It was wretched. That’s why I’ve always tried so hard to make sure Emily knows I understand. But she just sees me as her aged mother who knows nothing of what she is going through.’

‘BUT YOU DON’T KNOW ANYTHING ABOUT WHAT I’M GOING THROUGH’ I wanted to shout, as I turned and fled back up the stairs again. I could hear Uncle Tom saying, ‘Yes, Lila, I know you hate the idea, but that’s exactly why I think this would be so helpful to you both …’

I didn’t care what Uncle Tom thought would be helpful. How could he possibly know? How could anyone possibly know what could help me, what I needed, what my life was like? None of them knew. None of them cared. I burst into furious tears and sobbed bitterly into my pillow until I gave myself a headache.

When I had finished crying, I got up and sat in the window seat in my room, which seemed a good place to be pathetically woebegone and broken-hearted, staring wistfully out of the window at the moors. You had to crane your neck a bit to see the moors, but they were definitely there. I had considered running out the door to roam them, and try and come to terms with my misery and draw metaphors with the bleakness of my own life and the moors, like Emily Brontë, but it was raining. That probably wouldn’t have stopped Emily Brontë, but also she did end up dying of the consumption, and I shouldn’t think running around in the rain on the moors helped with that.

It would serve everyone right if I caught my death of cold out there like Emily Brontë. Maybe that’s all
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