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      To the dynamic Brewster family – Lee, Marielle, Joseph and Annabel – the sort of true friends you only meet a couple of times in your life.
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      Rose folded her arms across her chest and shivered in the cold air blasting through the open front door. She watched and flinched as the beloved green paisley couch that she liked to lounge on while she read was unceremoniously loaded into the back of the removal van by two paunchy and red-faced middle-aged men. Both of them seemed puffed out before they’d even started and she wondered if she’d actually end the evening calling them an ambulance. Maynard was monitoring them. It was his firm and they’d been pretty unreliable. They were the only local one, though, which was probably why they could afford to be so complacent. He had his hands on his thin waist, his thumbs jammed under the flap at the bottom of his brown corduroy jacket.

      ‘OK, that’s the lot.’ Maynard let his two employees climb awkwardly down before rattling the door shut.

      The two men caught their breath in the fading pink light. The one with ear and nose rings bent forward and rested his hands on his knees while the other secured the door.

      Maynard strolled back up the drive, an insincere smile already primed for Rose. ‘OK, we’re full up for this trip. If you can just give me a signature.’ He held out a digital screen, but he was still a few steps away.

      ‘Sure.’ She extended her hand but he slowed his pace, almost as if he wanted her to hold her arm out longer. Something about Maynard’s impish manner made her uncomfortable. He was probably in his early sixties and had only the top row of his teeth bleached. The bottom ones were more noticeably yellow because of it. And she didn’t like the way he’d ruffled her son’s hair. Who honestly did that to other people’s kids anymore?

      ‘Use your finger.’ He handed her the unit.

      She signed the screen and released a breath of relief. After two no-shows, the heavy furniture she couldn’t shift herself was finally headed for storage. ‘So you’ll pick up the boxes on Monday?’ Rose noticed how echoey her voice was now that the hall had been emptied of cabinets.

      ‘Absolutely. Should be about 8.30 but we’ll call when we’re on our way.’

      ‘Remember to call my mobile. The landline has been disconnected.’ She’d told him that already, but when they’d turned up at three instead of midday, Maynard had said he’d tried to phone her on it. She suspected he hadn’t. ‘You’ve got that number now?’

      ‘Yes,’ he replied dismissively but his eyes were looking beyond her into the house.

      Rose wondered if Maynard’s silvery mop of hair was actually a wig. As she’d watched him rallying the other two, she’d noticed that the back of his neck was completely smooth. ‘See you Monday then.’ She looked at his hair closer but Maynard’s eyes refocused on her.

      ‘Just the two of you in the house then?’

      That made her even more uncomfortable. ‘My husband’s home later.’

      He nodded a little too emphatically. As if he suspected it was a lie. ‘Have a good weekend then.’ He gave her his lemon meringue smile again and trotted back down the drive.

      The van bearing the legend ‘Ty Maynard Dependable Removals’ started up before he reached it and she watched him jump up into the cab before the vehicle surged away down the narrow country road, sending crows noisily bursting from a nearby tree.
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      ‘Just for tonight.’ Noah’s fawn-brown eyes pleaded.

      Rose could see his father in them. He used to employ the same tactic and got his way far too often. Her nine-year-old son had quickly adopted the strategy to get her committed to any short-term arrangement before she found herself unable to refuse the inevitable appeals to extend whatever it was she hadn’t wanted to do in the first place. ‘Once you get that tent set up, you’ll want us to be in there all weekend.’

      Noah looked affronted. ‘Just tonight. Honest to God.’

      Rose tried not to smirk. ‘I’ve told you not to say that.’

      She knew she was about to give in. Even though she was full of nduja pizza and had drunk two glasses of red wine. Even though it was April and the evenings were still cold.

      ‘Isn’t this like camping already though?’ She gestured around the lounge.

      Noah cast his eyes about the cardboard boxes stacked around them. ‘No,’ he stated categorically, shaking his head and pulling a comically long face for emphasis.

      She was only playing for time. Rose wouldn’t refuse him, but not because her discipline was lax. She was stricter with Noah than most of the others in her parents’ group, but he hadn’t complained the whole time they’d been in moving limbo. She and Noah had both said their goodbyes to the house weeks ago but the people buying had had issues with their sale. The agent had suggested putting it back on the market, but Rose had said they’d wait.

      It was a kindness to say the house they’d lived in for seven years was a fixer-upper. Built in 1902, what the property lacked in solid foundations it made up for in runaway damp. Previously a guest house, the rooms had been converted but each of the doors still had a different key. They’d turned one into Lucas’s pottery studio but that had been redundant long before the house went up for sale.

      Everything else was now packed up and ready to go. Thirty-four boxes. Coincidentally, one for every year of her life. Was that all it amounted to? It had taken three months of viewings before she’d had a solitary, significantly lower offer from a foster couple who needed four bedrooms. But Rose really didn’t want to let them down.

      It was their third week of eating on a flat packing case. Noah had loved it to begin with and would have quite happily had junk food for breakfast, lunch and dinner. But with the couch gone, their everyday furniture and oven already in a storage facility near their new address and the pair of them now having to sleep on folding beds, the fun of living in a maze of taped-up boxes had seriously started to fray. Plus, Noah had just spent his Saturday helping her fill the last boxes, carrying them from the cellar and setting them in the hallway. How could she say no?

      ‘I really don’t want to sleep outside.’

      ‘I’m not asking you to. I’ll be fine on my own.’

      ‘You said that before, but you only lasted half an hour.’

      ‘I was only young then,’ he countered, mortified.

      Rose chuckled inwardly. That had been less than two years ago. She eyed the remaining slices of sourdough pizza in the box on top of the packing case. ‘You haven’t finished your dinner.’

      Noah didn’t respond. He knew it was a stalling tactic and waited for her gaze to return to his.

      ‘It’s going to get cold out there,’ she warned.

      ‘I’ll wear a jumper over my pjs.’

      ‘The tent’s still got a hole in it.’

      ‘It’s not raining.’

      ‘It’s forecast though.’

      ‘I won’t sleep under the hole.’

      ‘It’ll be dark.’

      ‘I’ve got my penlight.’

      He’d been inseparable from the gadget since Lucas had bought it for him two Christmases ago. Rose sighed. If she let him sleep outside, she would end up out in the cold too. She picked up her glass of red and took a sip as if considering her answer, even though it was a foregone conclusion.

      Noah replicated her sigh, rested his elbow on the low packing case and then put his face in his hand so his face wrinkled up. The left side of his light auburn hair jutted as it always did, like he’d just been sleeping on it. No matter what she did, it never seemed to flatten. She tied her identical but longer hair up into a ponytail and he regarded her expectantly.

      Their Edwardian house with its rotting parquet floors was on its own at the edge of Hampton Forest. She’d always felt isolated there, but Lucas had enjoyed the seclusion for his work. He hadn’t seemed quite as keen on its remoteness after the attempted break-in. That had rattled them both but they’d managed to keep it a secret from Noah. That was nearly three years ago but now that Lucas was absent, the episode had taken on a new implication for a mother alone with her child. She told herself it was a one-off event, that lightning was unlikely to strike twice, but it made her doubly vigilant when it came to security. She’d looked into getting an alarm system fitted but the cost for the old property was eye-watering. Their new place was on the third floor of a residential block. Only days to go now before they got in there. Was she being hyper cautious? The rear lawn was secure and surrounded by tall red-brick walls, but she still felt uncomfortable with the idea of her son out there in the dark. Their nearest neighbours were a drive away and beyond the tall back wall was nothing but dense forest. She’d fought with Lucas about letting Noah play there. Hampton Forest was private land used for deer and pheasant shoots so she’d used that as an excuse to keep her son away from it. Lucas said there was no harm out of season but, particularly after the attempted break-in, Rose felt nervous about who could be lurking in the trees. She and Lucas argued about leisure time for Noah. Rose didn’t like tents and camping and preferred parks and hotels, but her husband loved their new bucolic lifestyle. Since Lucas hadn’t been around, she hadn’t done anything like that with Noah. She knew he missed it and felt guilty she couldn’t do some of the outdoorsy things he wanted. Also, where they were moving didn’t even have a balcony. Shouldn’t they make the most of this before they had to leave?

      ‘So…’

      Rose swallowed the last of the wine in her glass and knew she was heading for a third. It had already relaxed her but she needed it today. Today was an anniversary. A date that only Rose observed. But now she’d have to sleep with one eye on the window.

      ‘I’ll move my bed there so I can keep watch.’ She nodded to the double glazing they’d had installed that overlooked the lawn.

      ‘I’ll be OK on my own,’ he said, aggrieved.

      But it wasn’t dark yet.

      ‘So, I can pitch the tent?’ There was that entreating look of his father’s again. Its familiarity used to be an anchor for her but now his presence was a dead weight dragging her down to anxiety.

      ‘Under the tree.’ It was halfway up the lawn. He wouldn’t be too far from the back door.

      ‘OK.’ He knew when to submit.

      ‘Go and get it set up before I change my mind.’

      Noah was quickly on his feet and rushed out of the back lounge to get the tent from the boxes in the hall.

      Rose closed both their laptops, picked up a piece of cold pizza and then dropped it back on the greaseproof paper. As a dietician, she spent five days a week creating healthy eating plans for her patients at Petworth General. She wondered what they would make of her current habits. She emptied the tiny droplet in her glass and thought about the half-full bottle in the kitchen. One more.

      Four hours later, she was sitting bolt upright on her folding bed, her heart in overdrive. It was pitch dark outside and somebody was banging hard on the window.
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      At first, Rose briefly forgot she’d moved her folding bed downstairs and widened her eyes to let in as much information as possible. Something clattered to the floor. Her phone. That was it – she was in the back lounge, her blankets tangled around her feet.

      The thumping on the window made her spin her head to the floor-to-ceiling double-glazed windows. Beyond the glass was pitch black and rivulets of water were cascading down the pane. It was raining hard. Rose squinted at the darkness but could see only the reflection of the paper shade lamp she’d positioned in front of it to reassure Noah. She’d left the upstairs lights on too.

      She waited for his face at the pane, felt her heart’s rapid pump in her throat.

      ‘Noah?’ She threw the blanket aside and put her bare feet on the cold floor. She’d been hot as she’d fallen asleep but now chill air wafted into the scoop neck of her white nightshirt. She briefly registered her phone on the floor but stood shakily and squinted at the window. ‘Noah?’ Her right leg trembled and she felt a little dizzy.

      Only the sound of trickling rain replied, and she quickly wiped at her eyes. What time was it? She’d told herself she’d stay awake. How long had she been asleep? Noah had set the tent up before eight and she’d been surprised at how eager he was to be left alone. After she’d made sure he was warm, had his inhaler and was tucked up in his sleeping bag, she’d kissed the top of his head. He’d been reading a graphic novel by his penlight and had said goodnight without looking up.

      The door rattled and Rose leapt back a pace. ‘Noah?’ The handle was being tried but she’d told him she’d left the back door open if he needed to get in to use the toilet. That gave him the option to come back inside to sleep too.

      Rose bent down and swiftly slid the lamp on the floor away from the window, so it no longer illuminated the glass. But she couldn’t make out any shapes in the blackness beyond the double glazing.

      ‘Noah.’ She didn’t like the uncertainty in her voice.

      A board creaked under her weight as she readjusted her footing. A strong driving gust of wind opened up a circle in the vertical droplets on the window. How long had it been raining? She couldn’t allow Noah to stay out there in that leaky tent.

      A hand appeared at the handle and it rattled again.

      Rose stayed where she was, her body rigid.

      It was a small hand, the fist under the outside handle as the frame shook. Noah’s face appeared as he tried to shove it open.

      Rose exhaled, went to the door and lifted up the catch. It slid unsteadily open on the runner and her son squeezed through the gap as soon as it was wide enough. His hair was flattened by the rain.

      ‘I’ve been banging for ages.’

      That was one of his exaggerations, but Rose felt an immediate pang of guilt at having fallen asleep and not letting him in straightaway. ‘Why didn’t you use the back door?’ She felt his soaked hair and then the shoulders of the navy dressing gown he had on over his pyjamas and jumper.

      ‘I tried to. I couldn’t get in.’ He looked down at his soaked red slippers.

      Rose took her blanket from her bed and wrapped it around him. ‘Are you sure?’

      Noah nodded emphatically from the end of the blanket tunnel. ‘The handle turned but the door wouldn’t open. Honest to God.’

      ‘Don’t say that.’ She rubbed his hair vigorously and then lowered the blanket to his shoulders. ‘Let’s take a look.’

      Rose led him down the passage of boxes to the kitchen doorway. Noah had said they were like trenches in pictures he’d seen of the First World War and now she couldn’t shake the image.

      She turned on the light and entered the kitchen where her collection of potted succulents was lined up on the draining board, ready for relocation. She stopped in her tracks a foot away from the back door.

      Noah shuffled in behind her. ‘I don’t know why it wouldn’t open.’

      But Rose immediately did. The bolt was over at the top. Had she done that without thinking? She was tired and she’d had another glass of wine. Only three glasses. Big glasses though. She’d put the rest of it in the cupboard because she’d wanted to keep a watchful eye on Noah. Had she locked up on autopilot? She had no recollection of it.

      ‘You locked it.’ Noah walked past her and pointed upwards.

      Rose reacted as if she hadn’t already noticed. ‘That’s… I don’t remember that.’

      Noah regarded her with deep mystification.

      There was no mitigating this. ‘I’m sorry… I must have done it without thinking.’

      ‘Did you have more of that drink?’ Noah looked about the kitchen as if he’d see evidence of it.

      As he often did, Noah had become a mini-Lucas.

      ‘No. You saw how much I had.’ Except the one she’d had after settling him in the tent. Here she was, again justifying herself to her nine-year-old son. But she couldn’t remember bolting the door and now she felt terrible that she’d shut him out there. What if he hadn’t been able to wake her?

      Noah shivered and wrapped the blanket tighter around himself.

      She went to him and kneeled. ‘I am sorry.’ But she suspected he might be milking the performance. He knew full well what treats ‘sorry’ from his mother often meant. ‘Why did you come in? Did you need to pee?’

      Noah shook his head. ‘No. I think someone’s out there.’

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Rose tried not to allow the tiny spike of alarm she felt register on her face and resisted the temptation to immediately turn back in the direction of the lounge. She’d left the double-glazed door open.

      ‘Why would you think that?’

      ‘I heard them,’ he stated simply.

      It had happened before. The last time Noah and Lucas had camped on the lawn, an animal had been circling the tent because they’d been cooking food on a mini barbecue, but Noah couldn’t be placated. They’d come in before midnight and her son hadn’t wanted to repeat the experience until Lucas had taken him on a kayaking trip to Hampton Lake that summer.

      ‘Could it have been one of our foxes?’ Rose was a city girl and still hadn’t got used to the unnerving, childlike braying the creatures made at night.

      ‘No,’ he replied after brief consideration.

      ‘What did you hear?’

      ‘Noises, like someone was pulling something.’

      ‘Pulling something?’

      ‘Dragging something heavy along. Every time I shone my torch out of the tent, there was nobody there.’

      ‘There you go then.’ But Rose didn’t believe her own assurance. ‘Maybe it was from the other side of the wall. Something in the forest.’

      ‘No. It sounded much closer than that.’

      Rose shivered inwardly. ‘Things sound stranger at night. When you can’t see anything.’

      Noah didn’t look convinced.

      She lowered the towel from his head and brushed his wet hair from his eyebrows. ‘Would you feel better if we took a good look outside?’

      He hated her playing with his hair now, but he didn’t pull away. He was clearly spooked.

      He nodded.

      It was the last thing she wanted to do. ‘OK. Let me just get some slippers—’

      A sliding sound from the lounge.

      They both tensed and Rose turned back in the direction of the noise.

      Nothing more. Just the light patter of rain on the skylight.

      Rose stood straight, her attention directed down the trench of boxes beyond the doorway.

      ‘What was that?’ Noah asked without opening his mouth. Rose kept her gaze on the dingy lounge. The cold of the floor tiles travelled up through her bare feet to her shoulders.

      ‘Ssshhh, listen,’ she whispered.

      Noah whispered as well. ‘What can you hear?’

      ‘Wait.’ You’re scaring each other now, she told herself. She didn’t blink, just kept her eyes locked ahead.

      Noah’s hand grabbed the back of her nightshirt.

      Rose reached behind her, put a comforting hand on his arm. She felt her shirt go tight across her as he tightened his grip.

      ‘Stay here,’ he begged.

      She could hear the terror in his voice. Rose eyed the paring knife on the little chopping board. The knife block had been packed away. How terrified would Noah be if she picked that up? She hoped she was overreacting – it was just Noah’s story about there being someone outside that was unsettling her.

      But Rose briefly cast her mind back to the attempted break-in they’d had in 2019 and how she’d told Lucas he was overreacting when he’d gone downstairs to investigate a noise. He said he saw someone looking in through the hallway window, but they’d run off before he’d got the front door open. She’d been unsettled for months after.

      Another low hiss from the lounge.

      Rose tried to swallow quietly but couldn’t conceal the sound from Noah. She wanted to shout a warning but knew that would alarm her son even more. If anyone came running at them, she could shut the kitchen door.

      There was no lock on it. They could easily force their way through. There was no phone in here. And hers was on the floor of the room where the noise was coming from. She had no choice. Rose leaned forward and picked up the paring knife.
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      ‘Close the door,’ Noah said, vocalising her thoughts.

      But Rose remained frozen, staring unblinkingly at the area beyond the walls of boxes. An icy draught tightened the goosebumps on the backs of her arms. The wind was blowing into the house through the open double-glazed door.

      They both waited. Rose counted the minutes in her head. Three passed without another sound from the lounge.

      ‘I really need to pee now,’ Noah hissed.

      So did Rose. She clasped the little knife to her chest and counted another minute. Did that really mean there was nobody there or were they just standing motionless, waiting for her to make a move?

      ‘I have to go.’ He tugged at her nightshirt.

      She held up a hand without turning. Rose realised the rain had stopped. The house was silent now except for the almost indiscernible tick of the heating.

      A sharp gust of wind and suddenly the main light came on in the lounge.

      Rose reversed three paces, her hand grabbing the door handle in readiness to slam it.

      But it was halfway closed when she froze.

      ‘Shut it!’ Noah yelled.

      Rose shook her head. ‘It’s OK.’

      ‘Quickly!’

      ‘Look, it’s fine.’ She opened the door again so he could see.

      The paper shade lamp she’d positioned on the floor had slid into view on its side. That was the sound they’d heard. It had been blown across the room by the wind through the door and now it had gusted further, so it illuminated the corridor of boxes.

      Noah said nothing as he peered around her.

      Rose wasn’t one hundred per cent convinced either. But if he hadn’t said he’d heard noises…

      She kept the knife tight to her chest and took a step forward.

      ‘Wait a bit longer.’ Noah tugged her back.

      ‘It’s OK. I’ll be two seconds.’

      Noah tried to yank her back again.

      ‘Let go.’ Without taking her eyes off the lounge, she gently prised away his hand.

      ‘If it’s OK, why have you got a knife?’

      ‘Ssshhh.’ It was the noise she made when she didn’t have an answer. She took another pace forward. ‘Quiet.’

      ‘Why should I keep quiet if there’s nobody else here?’

      Rose swallowed drily again and padded along the lounge floor until she reached the end of the box run. She paused there, then took a slow breath in. The lamp was at her feet. There was no other sound except the bay tree leaves hissing outside.

      You’re panicking. There’s nobody else here. You’re frightening Noah. Quickly look before he has an asthma attack.

      Rose gripped the knife handle tightly and stepped into the room.

      Nobody there. Of course not.

      But she quickly flicked on the lights and double-checked every corner before turning back to Noah.

      He was halfway up the passage of boxes, frozen mid-step.

      ‘All clear,’ she said as if she’d known it all along and had just been indulging him. Rose felt a bubble of tension burst in her stomach and relief flood through her.

      But when Noah joined Rose, they both stood silently for a moment as they looked at the ajar door and the dark gap to outside.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      ‘Will you look outside too?’ Noah implored.

      Rose moved over to the window and paused with her fingers on the handle. ‘There’s nobody there, but if you really want me to…’ She wanted to close the gap and seal the door.

      Noah stared past her through the black pane.

      Rose reminded herself how unlikely it was that anyone could have climbed over the tall walls. She was creeping herself out. It was only the wind blowing over the lamp.

      ‘Just to make sure.’ He still didn’t shift his eyes from the glass.

      Rose sighed and shook her head. She really didn’t want to go out there. It was cold and dark, and she just wanted to crawl back under her blankets. This was something Lucas would have done. But now it was her job. She saw the trepidation on Noah’s face. Rose had to step up.

      ‘Just a moment…’ She pulled on her purple towelling nightrobe, pocketed the knife and slid her feet into her faux animal skin slippers.

      ‘I’ll come too.’ Noah approached the window and squinted through his reflection.

      Rose tensed and put her hand on the edge of the door.

      ‘I’ve got my penlight.’ Noah slid it out of his top pyjama pocket and offered it to her.

      She took it from him. ‘OK, this won’t take long,’ she said breezily, more to persuade herself than anything else.

      ‘I want it back.’

      She nodded absently and slid the door open further. A strong breeze blew against her, and she pulled her collar tighter around her neck before switching on the light.

      Noah joined her on the paved area in front of the window but stood behind her.

      Rose quickly darted the beam around, part of her dreading the spotlight illuminating something she didn’t want to see. It lit up the back of Noah’s orange one-man tent that was pitched under the tall bay tree and she played the yellow circle about it before skimming it along the grass and the tall walls either side of it.

      ‘See? Nothing to worry about.’ She tried not to let the relief register in her voice.

      Noah was silent but stepped around to her right.

      Rose felt braver and slowly zig-zagged the beam, starting at the far end of the lawn and working it back to where they were standing to cover every inch before them.

      The wind picked up and the bay tree hissed.

      Rose looked down at Noah and he was nodding slowly. The action speeded up as he conceded that there was nobody there.

      ‘Come on, it’s getting cold out here.’

      ‘Can you tuck me in again?’ Noah took a few paces towards the tent.

      ‘You still want to sleep down there?’ she asked incredulously.

      Noah turned, frowning. ‘Like you said, there’s nothing to worry about.’

      She marvelled at his about-face. She had allayed his fears, even though she still felt on edge.

      Noah put out his hand. ‘Can I have my penlight back?’

      ‘Why don’t you sleep inside now? The weather’s better tomorrow.’

      ‘I want to sleep out here tonight,’ he wailed and bent over double like he always did when he knew she was going to refuse him.

      A day meant nothing to her, but to a nine-year-old, it was like being made to wait a week. ‘I could make some hot chocolate. And at least the wi-fi works indoors. I think you were brave to stay out here this long.’ Make it easy for him.

      Noah faltered, seemed tempted.

      ‘I’m going in.’ As she half-turned, she felt a stab of guilt. It was the easier option for her. Shouldn’t she be spending time with Noah – time Lucas would have killed for?

      ‘You go back to bed. I’m going to stick it out.’

      She grimaced. That was the sort of pathos Lucas would have employed. ‘You don’t need to “stick it out”.’ Did she really want to deprive him of this or was she still shaken by what had just happened?

      ‘I know that, but I want to,’ he decided resolutely and turned back to the tent.

      ‘Wait.’ She held in another sigh. ‘I’ll come and say good night again.’

      Noah swivelled back.

      Rose could see the obvious relief on his face. Or did he realise he was about to get her to stay?

      ‘You’re sure you’re going to be OK on your own?’ She knew how this was about to play out. Forget your comfy camp bed for tonight. She pulled the door closed and followed him down towards the tent, her beam playing over its orange triangular rear.

      As he reached it, she still felt uneasy. It was the only thing left that could still be a hiding place.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Your phone’s still on the floor in the lounge, Rose told herself. She turned back to the door.

      ‘I really need to pee now,’ Noah announced and strode off down the lawn.

      ‘Wait!’ Rose called after him. ‘Use the bathroom!’

      ‘No time.’ There was desperation in his voice.

      Rose followed him with the beam and then aimed it at the tent. Everything’s OK. You’re being ridiculous. Soon she could hear the sound of trickling and her son’s relief.

      ‘Don’t look,’ he said with mortification as she briefly swung the light to him.

      ‘OK, just… hurry it up.’

      ‘I can’t hurry.’

      She shone the penlight at the tent and it fluttered in the wind. Rose trembled in the cold blast.

      ‘OK, done.’ Noah returned to her and took the light from her hand.

      ‘Wait.’ She followed him down the lawn.

      He strode to the tent and as he ducked down and entered it, the light suddenly went out and Rose was in darkness.

      ‘Noah.’ She tried to keep the alarm from her voice. She had only been about eight feet from the tent, but she suddenly felt as if she were walking off course. She put her hands out and kept going, expecting the tent to light up at any moment. She slowed when it didn’t. ‘I can’t…’ She had to be almost on top of it. She waved her hands in front of her and anticipated her fingers brushing against its wet material.

      A squeaking rustle from in front of her. Like Noah was sliding over his sleeping bag.

      ‘Put your light back on. I can’t see.’

      The tent suddenly lit up to her right. She’d wandered past it and towards the unkempt border. She circled around to the front, which was about three feet away from the base of the bay tree. The door flaps were slightly parted, and she could see the muddy black soles of Noah’s red slippers inside. It looked like he was kneeling down.

      She knelt to the low entrance. ‘I’ll come in just for a minute.’ Rose told herself everything was fine. She’d tuck him in and see how he felt. If it looked like they were both going to stay out there, she’d dash back to the house and get her phone. Lucas had slept in here with Noah before and he was nearly six foot. Rose was only five three. She stood again and looked back up the lawn towards the illuminated lounge. Even with its stacks of boxes, it looked a hundred times more inviting than the tent.

      A low murmuring from inside.

      What was that? A male voice? She grunted as she bent to her knees again and listened.

      ‘Noah?’ Parting the flaps, she slipped inside. The interior smelt mouldy.

      Noah was on his knees.

      ‘What’s that?’

      His body shifted slightly but his beam was pointing away so there was little light to work out
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