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Chapter Eight

Lily, now

Heybridge Basin Lock is picturesque with plenty of moorings along the estuary. Cute tearooms and pubs line the walk from the car park to the main docking area and, in the distance, I can see colourful beach huts on stilts lining the sea wall.

I’m greeted by a man in a black anorak with a cap pulled low over his eyes. He waves from where he’s preparing a small boat, signalling for me to join him. The journey to reach the island takes close to half an hour and the man who I’ve come to know as Alan delights in giving me a running commentary about the area as we make the crossing. It is clear how much he lives and breathes this place, and how comfortable he is being out on the water. It is his life. His passion. There is something very endearing about it.

As we approach Osea, I am struck by how beautiful the island is and the way its colours become increasingly vibrant the closer we get to it. In the background the mainland further away remains looking grey and dull. I know it’s only perspective, but the juxtaposition of colour gives Osea a kind of magical quality. It certainly stands out against the rest of the landscape. Given how little I remember or know about my mum, I can feel a warm glow of anticipation as we head someplace I know she once spent so much of her time.

Family. I’ve never had a family before – it’s been just me and Dad for such a long time. But this beautiful island in front of me, it feels a part of my history, and that’s something I’ve been craving more and more recently. To know who I am and where I’m from. This island is a slice of my mum’s past.

‘It’s beautiful,’ I say and Alan puffs his chest out, proudly.

‘See over there?’ he says loudly above the boat’s humming engine. ‘That green buoy is called the Doctor because when this used to be a rehab, the people would kayak or swim out to that buoy and leave money taped to it. Then, people from Heybridge would come by boat and take the money in exchange for leaving booze. And there, is a lookout tower from the Second World War,’ he says, pointing towards a large structure in the distance on the other side of the island.

Not long after, we’re pulling into the island pier and Alan jumps off the boat quickly to tether us to it. There are a few other boats but not many. He helps me off and on to the wooden slats of the pier. I feel my legs sway beneath me, not yet used to being back on solid ground.

‘I told you she’s a beauty,’ Alan beams. I haven’t even seen the resort yet, but he’s right that even from here this place feels special. Before I can respond, Alan is proudly continuing his tour. ‘And over there,’ he says, pointing to the right of us, down the beach, ‘you see those railway tracks?’

I don’t clock them immediately but then I see two rusty tracks only about one metre long. It’s clear they must have been here for a long time. Alan waits before carrying on, which feels very theatrical to me, so I nod to let him know I’ve spotted them.

‘Well, they were used in the Second World War when Osea was a motor torpedo base. They used to haul the torpedoes along the railways to hide them in the middle of the island. This was back when it was all overgrown forest.’

‘That’s so cool,’ I reply a little too robotically, never very good at small talk.

I tip him for the journey and then I wait, out of politeness perhaps, and watch as he climbs back into his boat. Wave as he steers away, back to mainland, but as he leaves me standing on the pier, I am hit once again by the memory of this morning’s terror. Panic overwhelms me as I am all alone once again.

Rationally, I know it’s just the leftover anxiety from this morning making me feel like catastrophe is just around the corner and yet, despite all my rationalising, as I walk inland I think again about the hidden torpedo base and the Doctor buoy, and I am left with the unsettling feeling that this island was made for keeping secrets.





Chapter Eleven

Penny, 1990

Their dad has asked them to have a family breakfast every day before they go their separate ways. Penny knows the intention is to spend quality time together, but as they all sit at the table in silence it feels more awkward than anything. Their cutlery is too loud as it clangs against the table and plates. Penny’s own chewing even sounds obnoxious in her ears. She can tell they were all watching Chrissy that bit more closely than usual. Slightly unsure of what to say next. Yes, small talk would feel pointless, but it has to be better than this silence. It is unbearable.

The need to put her mum’s feelings before her own is something Penny had learnt was necessary long before Chrissy was first diagnosed with breast cancer, though that then amplified everything. But no, their emotional entrapment has nothing to do with her mum’s diagnosis. Instead, it had taken root because of Chrissy’s depression and her inability to be consistent or reliable after the accident.

Although her depression has improved in recent years, particularly after the news she was in remission, there are still moments – phrases even – that send Penny hurtling back to the more unsteady years of her childhood. Back to the nights her and Rosey would need to supervise getting her mum into bed while their dad was at work, making sure she’d eat dinner and helping her into her pyjamas. They had been as young as seven years old back then. This childlike behaviour, this vulnerability and instability, had caused them all to place Chrissy at the centre of the family. To put her feelings before everyone else’s, and even as she’d improved, the fear that she could be sent back to that place at any moment had meant those habits remained.

The cancer had made things worse for a while. But who could blame her for that? In a way, that had made it even harder. Even more reason to squash your own feelings down. And then after, once they’d been told she was in remission, Chrissy had seemed a little more stable.

I’m grateful, she’d say. And things had improved. But how would she cope now the cancer was back? Would one wrong word be enough to send her over the edge again? Penny can feel it isn’t just her feeling afraid and anxious about what is heading their way. How aggressive is the cancer this second time round? Has it already spread too far? How will their mum cope with it all mentally?

It feels selfish of Penny to feel sorry for herself in the face of her mum’s news and yet every time she closes her eyes all she can picture is her seven-year-old self, trying so hard to push aside every emotion inside of her in case saying the wrong thing would mean her mum didn’t get out of bed for three days.

And so, although it makes Penny want to scream, she spends the majority of their first family breakfast in silence. Small smiles exchange over passing the orange juice. Once the plates are cleared, Penny finds herself back to old habits, racing to her room and shutting the door behind her. Pulling at her own hair silently where no one can see her and letting it all out before plastering back on a serene, supportive face ready to emerge again.

She is already regretting agreeing to spend the day with the musicians from the bar before she even realises Rosey is unwell. As she marches downstairs, she sees Rosey lying across the sofa. Normally Rosey would be up at the crack of dawn with her nose in a good book and a cup of steaming hot coffee beside her. Instead, she is lying horizontally with her eyes firmly shut, her eyebrows visibly knitted together. She’d been quiet at breakfast, they all had, but this was unlike her.

‘Are you OK?’ Penny asks.

‘I’m fine,’ Rosey groans, peeling one eye open to look at Penny.

‘Yep, you look it. Really full of energy.’

‘Shut up. I’ve got a migraine coming on.’

‘That’s OK, we’ll just cancel.’ Penny shrugs.

‘We can’t. We told them we’d be there and it’s rude to go back on a promise.’ Penny pulls a face, as if Rosey ever cared before about being rude. ‘Come on, Penny, don’t be a bore. God, we need something exciting around here to take our minds off everything else.’

Penny has to admit that she is right. Being in the house with Chrissy’s impending results hanging over them feels horribly depressing. Anything has to be better than how she’d felt sitting round that breakfast table. Besides, Penny knows Rosey always loves a distraction. She needs life to be loud and fun, where otherwise she’d be hurting.

‘Fine. But for the record, this is your plan, not mine. And when they turn out to be massive weirdos, it’s on you.’

‘Very funny. Just lighten up and have a little fun. I dare you.’

 

The four of them seem to have fallen into a quiet rhythm as they walk from one side of the island to the other. Joe has grand plans of creating a path cutting through the middle, but for now they have to traipse around the edge of the island. Their profiles cutting dark figures against the coastline.

The further away from the main resort, the wilder the island gets. There’s no beach on the west side, it’s just forest, rocks and marshland, meaning it’s much quieter too. Not many people venture this way, the walk too uninviting as they clamber over rocks and through long, unkempt grass. They’ve already been walking for over an hour and the line of trees marking the abrupt and grand entrance into the denser forest is only a little way ahead of them.

They’re isolated out here and Penny suspects they won’t see anyone else until they return. She also knows the summer wind carries noise in the direction away from the resort. There’s no chance of anyone hearing you from the den. She knows this because one summer, she and Rosey had conducted their own experiments. When they were younger, it felt thrilling to know you could do whatever you wanted and no one could hear you. No parents would come running telling you to stop. It’s the main reason why they made the den in the first place, but now returning here as young women, no longer innocent teenagers, she’s more aware of its isolation. Of the fact they only met these two men yesterday. Who really are they? She’s trailing behind when Robbie slows his stride and falls into step alongside her.

‘So this place we’re going, Rosey said you made it?’

‘Yep. It took us a few summers, but we did it.’

‘Are you going to kidnap us and keep us captive in your secret wicked lair?’

‘He wishes,’ Rosey calls over her shoulder and the four of them laugh, but Penny is still feeling uneasy about bringing them here. This is meant to be their place; a safe space to escape from it all. They’ve never shown it to anyone before.

Finally, they reach the entrance to the forest. You can’t go over it. You can’t go under it. Come on Penn, we’ve got to go through it. Rosey’s childhood chant springs to mind. Back then they used to joke that there might be a monster lurking within the trees.

Penny has always been the more risk-averse of the two, and in some ways that was part of the thrill on the days they’d decide to play each other. To make it believable, Penny would have to push her own limits to make herself that bit louder and more boisterous than she normally was. By contrast, she always wondered if sometimes Rosey’s desire to be her for the day was because it gave her a bit of relief from playing the part she’d created for herself.

Penny understands that for both of them, having a mum like Chrissy has shaped who they’ve become: Penny continues to keep her emotions locked inside even when she isn’t at home, whereas Rosey lets it all out in other ways. When they were younger, being Rosey for the day would give Penny an excuse to play up and get rid of some of that pent-up energy she shoved down inside her. For Rosey – being Penny gave her a rest.

Already, being back on Osea is starting to have an effect on the twins. Penny can feel herself warming back up to her sister. Yes, she is an absolute pain in the arse most of the time, but the island holds so many good memories of the two of them that it is hard not to feel a pull towards each other again.

It has been three years since they last swapped places. Their eighteenth birthday signalling the end – they’d agreed it was time to grow up and find their place in the world as themselves. Given just how different they have become as adults, she wonders if she could even still pull it off if she wanted to. Instinctively, Penny reaches for the delicate chain around her neck, feels the sharp corners of the ‘P’ and pushes them between her fingers.





Chapter Fifteen

Penny, 1990

Thankfully, the next evening, the cottage felt a little less claustrophobic as they all got ready for what promised to be the biggest event of their week: Osea’s Bonfire BBQ Ball. Having something to concentrate on and proactively do, instead of just sitting around trying to think of something to say, helped lighten the atmosphere. It was a welcome distraction for them all.

Penny had always thought it quite a bizarre theme, mixing a ball (something traditionally thought of as being refined) with things so naturally rugged – bonfires and barbecues. But that was the joke of it. According to their dad it was precisely what made it such jolly good fun. And so, every summer of their childhood they’d been forced to dance out on the beach, tearing into chicken wings and drinking out of paper cups, all while donning ballgowns.

As teenagers, they would spend weeks, months even, before the trip carefully selecting their outfits for this evening’s annual event. They needed to find something that passed as a ball dress but also played into the vibe of the night – it had to be unique enough to pull off looking chic while dancing barefoot and drinking out of red plastic cups. Over the years, the bonfire night was one that always promised to bring drama, late-night drinking on the beach and plenty of flirting. As teens, they’d thrived off it.

Admittedly, Penny had approached packing with less childlike excitement than previous years, but still, the event hadn’t slipped her mind. She’d packed a sage green satin halterneck dress with a ruffle hem, split to the knee for this evening’s event. Now they’re here, Penny buries her toes into the sand as she finds herself, once again, standing on the beach while wearing diamond earrings and holding a clutch bag under her arm. She has to admit that the sheer ridiculousness of the whole event still feels somewhat charming.

Rosey is also dressed as fabulously as expected. Always peacocking. Her yellow satin dress shimmers against the bonfire blaze as she air-kisses everyone she meets. Penny rolls her eyes. She’s noticed since they arrived on the island that Rosey’s speech has become sprinkled with ‘darlings’ and ‘loves’ – an affect, Penny presumes, of trying to reinvent herself in London these past eight months. It doesn’t sound like her at all. But it isn’t unlike her either – to pretend to be someone she isn’t. To put on a façade. Yes, it is always the Rosey-Show. At least that much is consistent.

Patrick has sidled up to Joe over by the barbecue and she knows it is where he’ll stay, sweltering in his black tie, for the majority of the night. Chrissy sits a little further away, her deckchair strategically placed facing away from the wind, which carries with it the smoke from the bonfire. She has a tartan blanket folded over her knees to keep warm and Penny thinks it a shame it covers most of her beautiful dress.

Chrissy had been adamant not to miss out, even with her results on the horizon, just two days away now. ‘And miss the look on your dad’s face all night? Absolutely not. You’d have to bury me first,’ she’d said while applying her lipstick to her thinning purpling lips in the mirror earlier that night. They’d all laughed in response, but it had been a soft hesitant laugh, none of them wanting to tempt fate.

Even Mum notices it then, Penny had thought, that Dad transforms into someone else on these nights. A little louder. A little more carefree. And she, too, likes to watch him like that. It makes Penny wonder if they are all feeling just as trapped as she is – that it isn’t just Penny who feels like a prisoner in this picture-perfect family, but that they all do.

As she stands round the fire, for the first time in a while, Penny looks at her parents and sees them not as the grown-ups who she feels let down by, but past that. Her parents, Chrissy and Patrick, are just two people as insecure and vulnerable as she is, who are also going through life for their first time. Of course, they are going to have made mistakes. Does she have it in her to forgive them?

She wonders if the rage about it all boils inside them as hotly as it does her. Or is it just Penny who has all this anger fizzing around? She is fighting to keep it inside. She glances back to where Patrick stands next to Joe. He is looking noticeably thin in his slightly too big suit, and she can’t imagine it. Does it make her a terrible person to feel so much anger towards her mum for taking so much of her childhood away from her? Where do the lines blur between victim and villain?

She takes them all in, the way they spread out away from each other as soon as they arrived, and thinks about how they have splintered. A family broken at its very core; so far down that most people miss it, unable to see the rot that has cracked them open. But it’s there. Twisting and cracking. Chrissy is possibly dying and all Penny keeps finding herself doing is re-examining their past: the mistakes made along the way and the resentments against her parents that have built up over the years.

Penny is torn about how to be both devastatingly sad about her mum’s possible prognosis, and yet angry with her, all at the same time. What kind of daughter does that make her? Certainly not the ‘perfect one’ she’s expected to be.

She knows she needs to keep her anger pushed down inside of her. Her mother is unwell, there is nothing good that can come from bringing up the past. But what if she dies? The fear that these feelings will never get to be resolved swell inside of her and she can feel her anger rising.

Penny focuses on the stage and feels the music humming through her body, hoping it’ll drown out her thoughts. There is no denying that both Mike and Robbie belong on the stage. Each of them is mesmerising in their own way. They have ‘it’, whatever ‘it’ is. A magnetic force. Charisma. A whole lot of arrogance. And as a result, the beach is pulsating with energy. She finds herself glad she’d bothered to dress up for the evening.

‘Come on, come dance,’ Rosey insists, sashaying over to where Penny stands a little further back from the rest of the crowd. ‘You know you want to. Don’t be a bore.’

There it is again, Penny thinks. Rosey always manages to lace everything with a little meanness before her laugh quickly paints over it, abruptly leaving you with no room to react. To accuse her of it. It is an art she has perfected. Penny wonders whether it is all part of her feeling insecure. If, in fact, she is just pushing the boundaries.

One of Penny’s friends has a little boy aged two. She saw them not long ago and at one point the little boy hit his mum in the face. Later, when he was asleep, the mum had told Penny that once toddlers realise they exist in the world and can cause reactions, they go through a phase of testing the boundaries. He hit his mum to check it would get a reaction. That it’s a way of affirming they exist and have consequence. It makes Penny wonder if that’s why Rosey is the way she is. At eight years old, their mum made them question their own existence as an individual person with consequence. Just how far have those roots tangled and shaped them? She looks over to Chrissy, still sat in her chair and sees her looking straight at them.

‘Go,’ she mouths while shooing her from afar with her hands. The feeling catches in the back of Penny’s throat. The sadness that gets stuck there makes her want to turn around and leave. Walk off that beach and not take part. Crawl under her duvet and scream into her pillow. How do their parents expect them to take part in this final show for their mum? Is this really what this holiday is supposed to be? She doesn’t think she can do it. Is no longer up to playing the part. This time, Penny thinks they are asking too much of her.

But then again, what is Penny supposed to do? And so, just as her mum has instructed her to, she finds herself nodding and following Rosey towards the main group which has formed, dancing around the bonfire. She twirls when Rosey tells her to twirl and, on cue, she shimmies to the ground to see how low she can go.

After a while, Penny is surprised to feel herself starting to relax. She stops constantly thinking about her mother’s eyes boring into her; the fact she is no doubt committing the scene to memory, just in case there are no more Bonfire BBQ Balls. The truth of it hums around them and yet Penny manages, eventually, to start pushing it away.

She isn’t sure if it is whatever they’ve put in the punch bowl or if it’s the magic of the sand between her toes, but for the rest of the band’s set, their past seems to slowly melt away with each new song; the rivalry, the resentment, the insecurities that at times have threatened to boil over into hate. They dance around the flames, unaware that they are dangerously close to getting burned.





Chapter Eighteen

Penny, 1990

Rosey isn’t there at breakfast the next morning. It is just Penny and her parents sat round the breakfast table. Although she stayed in her chair the entire evening of the bonfire ball, Chrissy had exuded a glow about her that Penny realised she hadn’t seen in her mother for years. There had been a sparkle in her eye as she took it all in. She’d delighted in the evening. But now the adrenalin has worn off it seems as if that burst of energy she’d found has left, leaving less than had been there before. She looks tired; her skin paler than in recent days, and her movements are noticeably slower. Her smile, though she tries, never quite reaches her eyes as she laughs weakly at their dad’s retelling of the past evening’s events.

Penny has also noticed the way Chrissy keeps looking around her surroundings wistfully, just as she had done at the BBQ Ball. Her gaze keeps lingering on things a moment longer than usual and it strikes Penny that she is taking it all in and trying to commit it all to memory – that she is preparing herself for the end. Readying herself for this to be her last ever holiday here. The thought catches Penny with such emotional force that she has to stand up and move her legs. What she really needs is a swim. The feeling of needing to scream and run from it all – from the sadness that is filling up their cottage – makes her think of Rosey. Because if Penny is struggling, then she knows Rosey will be too.

At first, when Rosey doesn’t join them for breakfast, Penny doesn’t think too much of it. She assumes that Rosey has simply already made her escape. Neither of them are rushing to spend time as a family – it is too much. Too painful. And on top of it all, they aren’t expected to show any of it. Supposed to find the strength to continue being the perfect daughters. Everyone is, as usual, too worried about Chrissy to stop and think about them. It is the way it has always been, for as long as Penny can remember. It is mid-afternoon by the time she really starts to worry and Rosey’s absence begins to press unusually into her skull. The island is small. It is more normal than not to end up seeing everyone multiple times a day, but she still hasn’t seen Rosey.

She marches to the den, certain that must be where she is, but Rosey isn’t there. The place is empty. Penny tries not to overreact – that is Rosey’s energy, not hers – but the island feels too small this year, as though their mum’s illness is taking up too much space. Her chest feels hot inside her almost all of the time. And now Rosey is nowhere to be found.

She’s searched everywhere. The only place left she can think of is the sea. Rosey loves the water – as if her determination to spend time on it and master it is a fuck you to the way the car having plunged into the river as children has shaped their whole lives. Penny tries to reassure herself that it’s likely she’ll have taken out a paddleboard or jumped on someone’s boat, but the need to scream is rising up and taking over. She can’t help but imagine Rosey out on the water, but in this scene she is no longer laughing happily on a boat; instead she is face down, her body crashing into the rocks surrounding the western part of the island. The most dangerous side.

Penny knows it is only in her imagination but the need to let it all out is taking over. She closes her eyes and takes a deep breath in, filling her lungs with as much air as she can until it becomes painful. In the den, no one is going to hear her anyway. She doesn’t have to pretend to be OK out here or to put other people’s feelings first. That was the whole reason for them building this place. It is theirs.

And so, finally, when she can hold it in no longer – Penny allows herself to scream. It doesn’t simply exit her body and take the pain and fear with it. Instead, it seems to take over her whole body. It amplifies everything she is feeling, and as the scream rises up and morphs into rage, she lets it control her. All she wants to do is destroy everything around her. She pulls at the branches twined together. Her frustration building as they stay steadfastly in place, so she starts kicking at them instead. Screaming and kicking. The sound echoes through the den.

‘Hey, hey,’ a voice shouts forcefully. She can hear movement through the trees and realises that whoever it is is running towards her. Charging like a bull. Penny freezes. No one else is meant to be out here. To witness her. She was supposed to be alone. She feels an immediate need to hide. As teens, she and Rosey had taunted each other that a monster lurked in the surrounding trees and somehow that childhood joke has ingrained itself into her core.

‘What’s going on here? Are you OK?’ the voice asks as the person it belongs to finally breaks through the edge of the trees and steps into the clearing.

Penny should be relieved to see a familiar face. Confirmation that there is no monster. But instead, she simply has a new target to direct her rage towards.

‘You! Are you following me? Why are you out here?’

‘Hey, calm down,’ Mike says, holding his hands up as if to show her he means no harm. But he should have known better than to tell a woman to calm down.

‘Calm down? How did you even know to find me here?’

‘Firstly,’ Mike smirks, ‘I’m afraid to break it to you that me being here has nothing to do with you.’

‘Then why are you looking at me like that?’

‘Like what?’

‘You’re smirking.’ Penny folds her arms and stares at him.

‘I don’t know,’ he says, his smirk changing to an open smile. ‘I quite like this side of you, I guess. A bit feistier. Less in your sister’s shadow.’

‘You can tell us apart?’ Penny blurts out before she even registers what she’s asking. She left her necklace at home this morning. It makes her cringe. She likes to tell herself she’s grown-up and carved out her own identity over the past few years, but she’s just exposed the truth – she’s still exactly the same.

‘Of course I can,’ Mike says in a tone that shows he doesn’t realise how momentous this news feels to Penny. ‘You look the same but you stand differently, talk differently. I don’t know, I guess the air around you feels different.’

Penny stares at him briefly, lost for words. She hadn’t been expecting such a thoughtful response from the man with his tattoos and too-tight trousers. He has been watching her, that much is clear.

‘Well, I am currently trying to find the louder, more annoying version of me,’ she says finally.

‘What do you mean?’

‘Rosey’s missing. I haven’t seen her since yesterday and in case you haven’t noticed, this is a pretty small island to be able to get lost on.’

‘Are you worried?’

‘Do I look worried?’ Penny spits back at him sarcastically.

‘Well then, let’s go find her,’ he states, devoid of emotion as if it were that simple.

‘OK, Einstein, where do you think she is that I haven’t already looked?’

‘Just trust me.’

‘Trust you? How do I know you weren’t following me out here?’ She feels mean as soon as it leaves her lips.

‘Why would I be following you?’

‘I don’t know,’ she says, feeling a little more unsure of herself.

‘Are you going to come with me to find Rosey?’

‘Fine,’ Penny relents. Mike had seemed to act as though he knew where Rosey might be, and so she has no option other than to trust him. He’d appeared when she needed him and he’d offered to help her – and besides, it isn’t really Mike she is angry with. It’s her own family.

 

It’s hot, the kind of hot that clings to you. Normally, there’s a breeze from the coastline but, unusually, today the air is still. Penny thinks it is, quite literally, the calm before the storm.

‘She could have picked a better day to make me traipse around the island after her,’ Penny complains, as they march through the long grass back to the resort paths.

‘Are you always this mad at your sister?’ Mike raises his eyebrows at her, letting her know he’s noticed that not everything is smooth sailing between them. How much does he watch them? she wonders but then pushes the thought away.

‘It’s complicated.’

‘Isn’t everything?’

‘I don’t know. I think some things are more difficult than others.’

‘Do you want to talk about it?’ he asks, but this time he doesn’t look at her. He keeps his head forwards and his stride steady. It makes Penny feel safer opening up to him. It feels less confrontational or direct than having to look at the person you’re talking to. And so, she finds herself starting to tell him everything.

She starts at the very beginning – which surprises her. He’s made it so easy to talk to him that she ends up telling him things she’s kept from even her closest friends. This band singer who she is certain is destined one day for worldwide fame. This almost-stranger. Maybe that’s all part of his appeal.

‘It’s not that we hate each other, we don’t, but it’s because of the crash. There’s this competitiveness to our relationship that seems to define everything. When we were eleven months old, our mum drove into a river by accident. At the time, she thought she could only save one of us. Which she did. Two builders in the van she’d swerved to avoid saved the other. Mum never knew which one of us she’d chosen to save, as if it didn’t matter to her. That we were much of a muchness.’

‘Fuck,’ he says.

‘Yep. Fuck.’

‘And so now you’re constantly competing to prove you’re different?’

‘Something like that. It’s complicated,’ Penny says, brushing it off. They are skirting dangerously close to the truth, but she and Rosey have a pact. It is their secret to keep.

‘I can’t imagine how that must have felt, or still feel. To think even your own mum found you interchangeable. As if you don’t exist as a person by yourself,’ he says and the ease with which he understands surprises Penny. ‘I think I can maybe empathise a little though,’ Mike adds, keeping his eyes fixed forwards.

‘You can?’

‘Not that it’s a competition,’ he jokes, and Penny jabs him in the side but she’s grateful for his ability to lighten the mood a little without invalidating what she’s just revealed. ‘When I was six, my younger brother died. He was three. It was a congenital heart condition that hadn’t been diagnosed. I spent my whole life feeling like my parents would rather it had been me who had died, and not him. I don’t know how much was in my head, and how much was real. You can’t work the truth of it out, right? Drive yourself mad.’

‘I’m so sorry,’ Penny says.

‘Thanks.’

‘Does that mean you’re not close to your parents now then?’

‘My parents actually died when I was fourteen.’

‘Oh my God, that’s so awful. Sorry, I didn’t know.’

‘We were on holiday at a caravan park. I was at the beach with friends when there was a fire in the caravan. My parents were asleep at the time. They never stood a chance.’

‘I can’t even imagine going through that,’ Penny stutters, almost lost for words. She feels a shift inside of her as she starts to see him in a different light. You don’t go through something like that unchanged. She reaches out and brushes her fingers against his.

‘Thank you. It feels like a long time ago now and I don’t like talking about it much. What about your relationship with your parents?’ Mike asks, changing topic and she doesn’t blame him for wanting to move on. ‘You’re here with them, aren’t you? So I imagine it must be OK. Better than mine was, anyway.’

‘Well, for a start, she’s dying,’ Penny whispers, feeling more confident about letting him in now he’s shared his own story.

‘That’s very sad,’ he says, softly, though it doesn’t seem a shock. As though it’s information he’s already aware of.

‘Thanks. She’d been in remission for a while but it seems to have come back with a vengeance this time. I think they’ve brought us here as a kind of goodbye. She’s supposed to get her results tomorrow, but no one is expecting good news. Which makes me even more annoyed at Rosey and this bloody disappearing act.’

‘Speaking of—’ Mike says, stopping abruptly, ‘we’re here.’

They’ve stopped outside a white-cladded, two-storey cabin set on its own a little away from the main resort and built off the end of a walkway over the water. It looks to Penny almost like a houseboat, and it reminds her of similar ones she’s seen lining the beach in Mersea. It is completely unlike the other cottages and hotel from the main resort. This one, she assumes, must be reserved as accommodation for the ‘entertainment’. Mike leads her down the small wooden walkway and Penny notices it looks as though he is fumbling in his pocket for a key.

‘What’s going on?’ she asks, more warily now. He puts his finger over his lips conspiratorially, indicating for her to stay quiet. She does as he says and they tread lightly into the cabin, as if this is suddenly all just a game and they haven’t just opened up to each other in a way that now makes this seem abrupt and out of place.

It’s two p.m. and yet when Mike throws open the brown door at the top of the staircase, there are two bodies lying on the bed. Penny screams before she can stop herself.

What the hell is Rosey doing in bed with Robbie?

And although Penny had a bad feeling about it from the start, none of them could ever have imagined that this was only the beginning. That in less than twenty-four hours’ time, she would never see her family ever again and that one of them would have almost killed the other. Because if Rosey hadn’t slept with Robbie, would he have held as much power over her? Over both of them? Or would they have done things differently? It was the butterfly effect, and it was deadly.





Chapter Fifty-Four

Chrissy, 22 January 1970

Chrissy was the kind of tired you can feel in your bones. She’d wound all the car windows down, not just because it was too hot in the car but also because the wind on her cheeks was keeping her awake. Usually, at least one of the girls would have been causing enough noise to help her stay alert, but by some kind of miracle they were both fast asleep in their car seats.

After it had happened, she was certain she hadn’t fallen asleep. That she’d fought against the need to blink and simply not open her eyes again. But the headlights in front of them had seemed to appear out of thin air. Where had the van come from and why was it on the wrong side of the road? Too late, she’d realised with a jolt of fear that it wasn’t the van that was on the wrong side, it was her. She must have closed her eyes for longer than she’d realised and drifted lanes.

Chrissy didn’t scream at first. She was too shocked to make a sound. Instead, she swerved. Hard and fast. Too fast, she realised, as she lost complete control of the car. The scream finally arrived and poured out of Chrissy’s body as they smashed through the bridge railings, and it continued to pierce the air as they landed in the river below; as the nose of the car dipped
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