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        The wolf thought to himself, ‘That tender young thing would be a delicious morsel, and would taste better than the old one; I must manage somehow to get both of them.’ Then he walked by Little Red Riding Hood a little while, and said, ‘Little Red Riding Hood, just look at the pretty flowers that are growing all round you; and I don’t think you are listening to the song of the birds; you are posting along just as if you were going to school, and it is so delightful out here in the wood.’

        Little Red Riding Hood glanced round her, and when she saw the sunbeams darting here and there through the trees, and lovely flowers everywhere, she thought to herself, ‘If I were to take a fresh nosegay to my grandmother she would be very pleased, and it is so early in the day that I shall reach her in plenty of time’; and so she ran about in the wood, looking for flowers. And as she picked one she saw a still prettier one a little farther off, and so she went farther and farther into the wood.
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      It’s tough work, out on the Ham Lands in the thick, dead night. It’s dark. It’s cold too, and their hands freeze against the handles of their brand-new spades. They bought these spades this morning, from the vast DIY warehouse on the outskirts of town. But none of this was their plan. It was never their plan.

      Despite the cover of the trees, rain sticks the thin shirts to their backs, runs into their eyes and off the rounded points of their noses. Neither of them could have done this alone. Nor could they have trusted anyone else to do it. And so they are bound together. It could not be otherwise. This is the dark business of siblings, the wrestling of skeletons into the closet, the locking of the door. This is a blood bond severable only by death.

      Through the rush of wind in the leaves she calls out, ‘Are you all right?’

      No answer, only the thump of blade on sod, a grunt as the turf is sliced and lifted away.

      Anxious, she switches on the torch to check. Catches a wide eye, a grimace.

      ‘Switch it off!’

      ‘Sorry.’

      The darkness returns, blacker still. Lips pressed tight, she digs on. The rain has softened the ground, but still the work is hard – harder than she could possibly have imagined. Everything hurts: her arms, her back, her neck, her legs. But dawn will catch them red-handed if they don’t hurry. And so she must work, keeping her mind on the rush of the wind in the leaves, the blunt cut of blade on soil. They have been here for hours.

      A while later, though how much later she cannot tell, the rain abates. The wind drops and a vanilla moon filters through the treetops. Not a single car on the road. It is calm, silent – almost beautiful. The hole they have made is deeper now.

      ‘Grab the feet.’

      ‘OK.’ She takes the stiff, bare ankles in her filthy hands. Her cold, muddy fingers slide against the marbled flesh. The touch, the way the skin feels against her hands, makes her shiver.

      ‘On three.’

      Her arms pull at their sockets. A burning pain in her back when she straightens up; she leans forward to ease it.

      ‘One.’

      The body swings like a hammock towards the grave, since that is what it is, this hole they have made.

      ‘Two.’

      She focuses on her hands. She must stop them from slipping. Pain sears her neck and shoulders; hot needles prick the base of her spine.

      ‘Three.’

      The larger weight hits the ground before the other, smaller weights: the torso followed by the collapsed jumble of limbs. Eyes closed, one arm flung across the belly, a snapshot, frozen in grotesque and helpless laughter. Not a dead body, not a person at all – a photograph, a memory, a bad memory best forgotten.

      She closes her eyes. The scent of the soil is fresh and damp. She can smell her own sweat too, drying now to an icy film on the raised bumps of her skin.

      ‘Keep going.’

      She startles, opens her eyes. Those are her shoes, wet and muddy at the edge; this is her then, staring down into the shallow abyss. This is her. This, now, is part of who she is. She grabs the spade and shovels the broken earth.
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          Rosie

        

      

    

    
      Mum? Mummy? Are you… are you…

      Rosie, love… Rosie?

      Someone calling me… but I can’t ans— can’t open my… I feel… I feel… I’m at the bottom of… you’re… you’re… you’re somewhere. Mummy? Mum?

      You’re up above.

      I’m below. I can’t see anything. Water. Is it? Thick. Soup. I want to swim. I want to swim to you, but I can’t get… can’t get up off… I can’t get up off the seabed.

      Sea. Bed. A bed with covers and a soft white pillow. There’s a chemical smell. A seabed… a bed for the sea… Abed is a boy from drama. C is for caution. A cautionary tale. A mermaid’s tail. Flick, swish. The water is thick and dark. It’s full of weeds. Why was the sand wet? Because the sea weed. Smoke weed. We’d better not… we’d better not… we’d better not do that…

      Hold on, Mummy. I’m coming up.

      Wait for me, Mummy. Wait for me.
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      I remember the day you were born. You were perfect. A miracle. Knotted hands clasped together, face old and angry, skin deep red and purple, scrunch-eyed fury.

      ‘And you?’ you seemed to say. ‘What the hell are you doing here?’

      Your daddy and I were lost, like that, in an instant. We bent over you like lovesick idiots, brushed your tiny cheeks with our knuckles, cried without knowing why.

      ‘It’s such an everyday thing,’ your daddy said, his voice high and choked. ‘But it feels like we’re the first people ever to do it, you know? I know lots of people do it. I know that in my head, so I do. But it feels like we’re the first.’

      ‘She’s so beautiful.’ I couldn’t think of anything more original to say. I didn’t have a more original thought in my head. In all your bloodied, fist-clenched rage, you were beautiful. You are beautiful.

      You are my beautiful little girl.

      ‘Congratulations, Mrs Flint,’ the midwife said. ‘And does this little bundle have a name?’

      I looked at your lovely daddy, my Stan, and we shared a secret smile. There was one name we’d agreed upon. And there you were, soft russet flames rising from your furious little head, waiting for us to give this name to you. Still smiling, I turned back to the midwife.

      ‘She’s called Róisín,’ I said, bursting with a pride that was fierce, new, unstoppable. ‘It means rose in Irish.’

      And that’s what we called you, on your birth certificate. In life, we call you Rosie. Our sweet little Irish rose.

      The midwife laid you on my chest. You were still hot, hot with our shared blood. We were still attached, you and me. Me, overcome with love beneath your sweet, warm weight, and you, still furious, spitting with indignation, hacking like a cat. I knew we would have to cut the cord soon, I knew they would have to separate us.

      I didn’t want them to.
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          Rosie

        

      

    

    
      Smell… it’s… don’t think it’s coming from outside. I think… I think it’s up my nose… like… like a Vicks inhaler. Or is it the sea? Scratch on my arm. Ouch. Can’t feel tape on my mouth. But I can’t move it. I…

      Ó Maidrín rua, rua, rua, rua…

      Someone is singing. Daddy?

      Ó Maidrín rua, rua, rua, rua, rua…

      Oh red, red, red, red, red fox… Daddy? Is that you? You call me red fox, don’t you, Daddy? I’m your little red fox.

      An maidrín rua tá dána.

      An maidrín rua ‘na luí sa luachair,

      Is barr a dhá chluas in airde.

      ‘Little Red Fox’! My song!

      The little red fox,

      The little red fox so bold.

      The little red fox lying among the rushes,

      And the tops of his two ears sticking up!

      Dad? Daddy? Keep singing, Daddy, don’t go… don’t go, Daddy…

      D-dum, d-dum. My heart. My pulse. D-dum, d-dum. Mum? Mummy? Auntie Bridge? Emily? Can anyone… can anyone hear?

      A piece of paper in my hands…

      You are invited to Stella Prince’s 16th Birthday Party.

      Neon letters. Old-school font. Where am I? When is this? You’re there. You’re on the sofa watching the news. I’m standing up. I can see the top of your head, your parting white and straight. This is in our flat. I recognise our floorboards, our patterned rug. In my hands, the invitation to Stella Prince’s party. Stella Prince has got 2,000 followers on Instagram and she lives in a massive house in Strawberry Hill.

      Mum, oh my God, look at this…

      That’s my voice! I’m speaking. I’m saying, Stella’s having a marquee and waiters and a DJ and everything. Can I go? Please, Mum, can I?

      I’m stoked because no way would I be friends with Stella Prince normally, because I’m in the year below. But I know her from theatre group. Not gonna lie, I’m well gassed to get the invite, because this is a whole year before I get the main part in Little Red and the Wolf.

      I give the invitation to you. You read it fast, muttering the words, and then you say, For her sixteenth? What’s she going to do for her eighteenth, hire a yacht? When I was a kid it was a meal at Pizzaland if you were lucky. Round here’s Crazyland more like.

      Yeah, Mum, good one.

      So can I go? I chew my cheek. I like the feeling of my teeth cutting through the soft, knobbly bits of flesh. I suppose I must swallow them down. I guess I’m eating myself, if I think about it like that. Gross. Mum? Can I? Can I go? Please, Mum?

      You’re looking up at me with that face now. Like I’m driving you nuts but you’re trying to keep it together. When you speak, you do your soft voice, your let’s-be-reasonable voice. That’s enough to drive me batshit, Mummy. It makes me want to scream, because I know you’ve already decided I can’t go, and no matter what I say, you’ve already won.

      Sure enough, you say, You’re too young, Rosie. There’ll be drugs, and don’t tell me there won’t be – these posh kids always have drugs because they have the money, don’t they? And next thing we’ll be calling an ambulance.

      But, Mum, I’m nearly fifteen!

      You’re nearly fifteen – exactly. Which means you’re currently fourteen. You’re not a grown-up, you’re still a child, and while you’re under my roof you’ll live by my rules—

      But even Ellie Atkins is going! And her mum literally doesn’t let her do anything!

      You didn’t let me go, obvs. Everyone else went. I had to see all the photos on Facebook, see them all laughing with their arms round each other, the banter in the comments. I’m never allowed to go to parties. I had to wait till, like, a week after my fifteenth birthday before you even let Auntie Bridge take me to a gig. Not even a gig with my friends, no. I had to go with my auntie, for God’s sake. I mean I know Auntie Bridge is a legend and everything, but she’s still my auntie.

      Come on, Toni.

      That’s Auntie Bridge’s voice.

      What about Frozen? she is saying. We can have a singalong? Pitch Perfect?

      Where am I now? When is this? I’m… I’m in the living room in our flat again. Except I’m sitting next to you and I’m in my panda onesie and you’ve got wet hair and you’re in your dressing gown. We’re all cosy. We’re about to watch a movie. We have a good TV because you don’t go out at night. Auntie Bridge is kneeling on the floor in front of the telly, scrolling through the choices.

      What about Bridesmaids? I say. Naomi said it’s hilarious.

      It’s a 15, you say – so this must be before my birthday. Knowing you, it’s probably the week before. You didn’t let me watch a 15 until the actual day of my birth, probably after 10.13 a.m. because that’s the exact time I was born. I practically needed a birth certificate. So savage.

      Auntie Bridge is looking at the TV screen, but I know what she’s thinking; she’s thinking: Who waits till their kids are the actual exact age of the film certificate? But she doesn’t say anything and neither do I because hello? Pointless.

      So can I take her to see Honey Lips next month, then, Tones? Auntie Bridge’s scrolling through the films, acting casual. She calls you Tones, which is even more of a cringe than Toni *barfs into sleeve*. Shepherd’s Bush Empire has seating, she is saying. And I’ll only give her a little bit of coke, just a line or two.

      You laugh a bit, but then you say, I don’t know, Bridge. These things get so crowded. What if she needs to go to the loo?

      Auntie Bridge nods slowly, like someone trying to get a gun off a crazy person. They are crowded, yes. But it’s you that’s scared of crowds, yeah? And I’ll hold her hand if I have to take her to the loo. She winks at me. I’m not wiping your arse though, all right?

      I laugh; you sort of laugh, maybe because Auntie Bridge said arse.

      You hate crowds. And you hate gigs. You always complain that you can never see anything, or it’s too hot, or it’s all just tuneless noise. Naomi’s mum is the same age as you and she goes to gigs, like, all the time. And clubs, although that’s a bit dodgy to be honest.

      OK, so you let me go to the Honey Lips gig, but you hardly ever let me do anything. Can’t you see? Can’t you see, Mummy, you were so worried about drugs and boys and dark nights, it’s like those things made all this noise in your head and it was so loud you couldn’t hear what I was actually saying? It’s like that time you found tobacco in my room. Oh my God, I haven’t even tried weed or anything and everyone else has tried it and some of the guys at theatre have taken MDMA and one of them has tried ket, but you went as mental as if you’d found skunk or something. I can see you, pulling it out of the drawer of my desk and holding it up like evidence.

      What the hell is this? You’re shaking the yellow pouch, your eyes so round I can see the whites. You look like a bush baby on speed or something. What the hell do you think you’re playing at?

      I’m minding it for a friend. I’m trying not to laugh; you look so stupid with your nose in the Golden Virginia. I didn’t even buy it; Naomi’s brother got it for us from Waitrose near Twickenham station when he bought us some Kopparberg Summer Fruits for a party. Oops, I didn’t tell you I was going to that party. I told you I was staying at Naomi’s.

      Soz.

      If I smell pot in this, young lady, you say, you’ll be grounded for a year.

      You can ground me forever if you want. And I won’t even care because I’m practically a prisoner in this flat anyway.

      You come over to me and put your face so close to mine your eyes go all blurry. You almost slap me! I hate you when you’re like that, Mum, you’re soooo savage.

      We made up; we always do. I sat on your lap and kissed your cheek.

      I’m sorry, no, I’m sorry, I love you, love you more, wrong, I love you more…

      But I kept my roll-up stuff hidden after that.

      Like other things.

      Like my Instagram account.

      Like Ollie.
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          Toni

        

      

    

    
      So here we are, my love. West Middlesex University Hospital. West Mid, as it’s known locally, the place you were born, where I have worked for most of my life. It’s my hospital – that’s how I think of it. Only today I’m not organising patient data, I’m not giving birth in a delivery room and no one is saying Congratulations, Mrs Flint. This time – oh my love, my darling girl – this time, fifteen years on, your dad is long gone, and you’re lying in a bed. Saline drips into your arm through a tube. And I… I’m right here by your side with nothing better, nothing more productive to do than bury my own stupid head in my own useless hands.

      This is my fault. How did I let things get this far?

      Come back, darling girl. I can make everything right if you just come back. I don’t know what to do, where to put myself without you.

      Without you, I make no sense. I am alone. I am pointless.

      Come back…

      

      We were all right before all this, weren’t we? We thought we weren’t but, looking back, we were. We were so much more all right than we realised, as all right as anyone, our good days as happy as anyone else’s, our bad days no worse: the car not starting, or getting soaked in a sudden downpour, or a bank card getting eaten by the machine. Normal bad stuff – black-sock-in-the-white-wash stuff.

      Maybe it had taken us so long to get to that level of all right that we didn’t realise we had got there, that we had made it.

      Did we forget to start living afterwards, Rosie? Yes, at first. Of course we did. We were taken up with the business of surviving. But I like to think that, these last couple of years, we had started to live, you know, in the sense of taking joy in everyday things, like laughter, food cooked for deliciousness and company rather than for the sole purpose of nutrition. Each other. Your auntie Bridge, you and me, we were getting on with it, weren’t we? We felt joy; we achieved joy, didn’t we? Not all the time, but sometimes, and that’s enough, isn’t it? For anyone.

      And now here I am by your side, alone with my thoughts, but I can’t tell you what I’m thinking, or that I’m sorry, because you can’t hear me. I hope we’re going to be all right again. Sometimes I call your name, but you don’t respond. I hold your hand, but it is limp in mine. They said you will wake up, not to worry. But worrying is what I do, Rosie – you know that. Your auntie Bridge says I’d win gold in the Worry Olympics, doesn’t she? When you wake up, then we’ll talk. We’ll really talk this time. We’ll move on from all of this, if you allow us to, but first I must tell you I am sorry. I am so very sorry.

      The floor squeaks.

      ‘How’s you?’ A nurse appears at my side. She lays a hand on my shoulder a moment, unhooks your chart from the end of your bed. Overdose, that’s what she’s reading there. That’s the word on the sheet. I fight shame, the urge to explain. The less I say, the better. She puts the chart back on its hook and looks at me with a compassionate expression. ‘Can I bring you a cup of tea, Mrs Flint?’

      Tea. The British cure-all. Makes me think of World War II, of the poster that was all the rage the other year: Keep Calm and Carry On.

      ‘Call me Toni,’ I say. ‘Everyone does. I work here, actually, in Records.’

      ‘Do you?’ She smiles and folds her arms over her chest. She doesn’t have a large bosom, a bosom you could lay your head on and cry, but she should have, do you know what I mean? She has that comforting manner about her. ‘So you know your way about then.’ It’s a statement, not a question, but I answer anyway:

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘So.’ Eyes on mine, she raises her eyebrows for a new question. ‘Milk and sugar?’

      ‘That’s very kind.’ I check her name badge. ‘Thank you, Linda. Milk and half a sugar.’

      She touches my shoulder again, lightly, before walking away. Her white rubber clogs squeak, squeak, squeak as she disappears into the corridor.

      I turn back to you in hope, but nothing, no change. I can only talk to you here in my head. I’m thinking about you, and I’m thinking about me and about how I thought I was looking after you. I thought I was protecting you, but I think now you were protecting me, weren’t you?

      Me, you, Auntie Bridge. Auntie Bridge looking after me and you, me looking after you and Auntie Bridge, you looking after your auntie Bridge and me. You could put us on a diagram, couldn’t you? We would be a triangle. But would you, would anyone really be able to look at that triangle and know which was the base and which was the point?

      Tell me, Rosie: who was looking after whom?
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      Heart pounding, Bridget searches through her box of memorabilia: old programmes, her scrapbook of reviews and photographs from her TV work, from theatre work, from some of her early gigs. She should be packing some clothes to take to the hospital, making sandwiches, filling a flask; she should be…

      Where is that programme? A Midsummer Night’s Dream… Where the hell is it?

      ‘I’m your only niece,’ Rosie says, loud in Bridget’s mind, as if she were right here in this room, as if she hadn’t just been driven away, unconscious, in an ambulance.

      ‘You’re my favourite niece,’ Bridget will have replied. Yes, she can remember saying it; it’s their script, as old and worn as her leather jacket. ‘You’re going to nail it tonight,’ she remembers telling her. ‘It’s in the genes, yeah?’

      Rosie. Squirt, Bridget calls her when she’s teasing. Her goofy wide smile, her eyes almost shut. Rosie, for the love of God. That cheeky face alongside Bridget in the cab of the van, the gangly teenage legs shrink-wrapped in ripped black skinny jeans, blue Doc Martens crossed on the dashboard. That was the first night of Little Red and the Wolf. April – not quite three months ago. That’s right. Bridget was running her up to the theatre while Toni got herself together after work. Funny, the things you remember.

      ‘You’re so mad.’ Rosie, giggling.

      Bridget pushing her on her skinny shoulder. ‘I think you’ll find madness is the only reasonable response to the world.’ Pulling onto the roundabout.

      Rosie moves her feet down from the dash, wriggles in her seat. She’s pale suddenly, and her smile has gone. ‘I feel sick,’ she says. ‘What if people think I’m crap?’

      ‘Come on, Squirt. Don’t panic. One, feeling sick won’t kill you. The more you think about it, the more sick you’ll feel, so try and forget about it. Two, you won’t mess up, and three, as far as other people and what they think goes, I’ve told you – you have no control over that shit.’

      ‘You said shit.’ The smile is back, but it doesn’t reach her eyes.

      ‘Stuff, then, smart-arse…’ Bridget grins at her niece, changes back into fourth gear. ‘I tell you what – if I thought about that stuff, I’d never do anything. No acting, no band, no nothing. You can’t worry about what other people think, yeah? Do you get what I’m saying? You’ve just got to do what you do, in the way that you do it, and whatever anyone else thinks is up to them. You have zero control over it. None whatsoever, yeah? I’m not saying go round beating people up or anything, but if people want to laugh or take the mick or criticise, let them. Honestly, it says more about them than it can ever say about you, all right? So do yourself a favour and let that shi— stuff go right now.’

      ‘Thought you told me to put it in a box and shut the lid.’

      ‘Don’t be pedantic.’ Bridget glances at Rosie; the two of them exchange a smirk. ‘You’ll be great. Do your exercises and your breathing, you’ll be fine.’

      Rosie pulls a silly face and salutes – this Bridget catches out of the corner of her eye. ‘Do re mi fa so la ti do,’ she sings, then makes an exaggerated show of a deep, yoga-style breath. ‘Yes, boss.’

      She was fifteen by then. She’s still fifteen, not sixteen until August. Bridget’s jaw clenches at the thought. She empties the box onto her bed. The paper trail of her life scatters, slides onto the bedroom floor.

      Where is that bloody programme?

      The opening night of Little Red and the Wolf – that was the night Emily introduced herself. Came bowling into their lives pink-cheeked and waddling like a jolly character from a Christmas card. Except it was Easter, not Christmas, and she wasn’t waddling – she was limping, on account of her hip, but they only found that out later. Bridget can see herself and Toni in the theatre bar. Rosie has just that minute come up from the dressing rooms to join them, flushed with adrenalin and beaming from ear to ear.

      ‘Bloody brilliant, kid.’ Bridget recalls her niece’s bony little body in her arms. ‘You beat the nerves and you nailed it. Told you you would. Got your auntie’s designer genes, innit.’

      Rosie is laughing. Blushing crimson with delight. People come over and congratulate her on her performance – wow; amazing; you were awesome; well done, Rosie! – friends from the cast, parents of those friends. Everyone’s so nice, so generous, and it’s so bloody brilliant to see Rosie get the fuss she deserves, see her squirm with pleasure. She’s worked so hard, rehearsing like a demon since January. Toni’s a basket case by this point, of course: can’t speak for tears, bless her, which is understandable after all she’s been through. She just looks so happy. She looks like the old Toni, when Stan was alive. Bridget’s struggling to keep it together herself, but it’s all over when Toni take Rosie’s hands in hers and whispers:

      ‘Your daddy would have been so proud of you.’

      Too much. Bridget has to grab one of the little black paper napkins they put under the drinks and use it to blow her nose.

      ‘Hay fever,’ she says, to no one in particular. ‘Must be the lilies on the bar.’

      And that’s when she notices the middle-aged woman limping towards them, smiling away and sticking out her podgy little hand. As Bridget watches her, a smile forms, even though she has no idea that things are about to go from brilliant to full-on amazing.

      All of this she remembers as if it were yesterday. That feeling, that life was finally getting better for all of them, that this was the break they needed to put tragedy behind them once and for all.

      But like theatre itself, there was already so much going on behind the scenes. And neither she nor Toni would realise until it was too late.
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      I am alone. Alone in the soupy dark. Thick, heavy eyelids. Dead, lead limbs. Still can’t get up off the… my neck is fixed to the pillow… my head… my head so heavy. I… Ollie… Ollie?

      You’re too pretty to play rugby… cool auntie… so tell me, how was school today?

      I like your eyes.

      I like your hair.

      You are so crap at techy things, Mum. Soz, but you are. We had that on our side, Ollie and me. You made me be Facebook friends with you so you could see what I was up to. I couldn’t get Snapchat because hello? Too risky. So I got Instagram. But not as an app. I turned off notifications. I deleted recent history…

      Delete recent history…

      I wish I could. I would delete everything: bleach it out, scrub this sicky shame feeling away…

      Mummy? I want to… please, I…

      But literally all my friends have tattoos. Stella Prince has, like, three, and Naomi’s mum said she could get one.

      This is a different memory. Where am I? When am I? You’re there. This is you and me. We’re in the kitchen at home. This is quite recent, I think – a few months ago. Auntie Bridge isn’t there. I don’t tell you that Naomi’s mum said she can only get a tattoo when she’s eighteen. She’s going to get a Thai letter N, which I think is a mistake because in, like, two years she’ll think that’s lame.

      You’re like, That’s ridiculous. It’s not even legal.

      I’m like, You can get fake ID. Stella’s got fake ID.

      That’s legit, she actually has.

      I don’t care what bloody Princess Stella’s got! You’ll have to wait till you’re eighteen, by which time, hopefully, you’ll have come to your senses and gone off the idea.

      You turn your back on me then. You always do that when you want the conversation to be finished. I’m not gonna lie, you can be pretty savage sometimes.

      So harsh, I say and you tell me off for banging the cup on the worktop, which I didn’t – I just put it there. Auntie Bridge has got tats and you don’t say anything to her.

      You reach for the chopping board. I can’t tell her what to do, can I? She’s my sister! You pull the sharp knife from the drawer. You go over to the fridge and rummage around in the salad-tray bit, but roughly, as if you’re angry with the vegetables. Eventually you straighten up, a big brown onion in your hand, holding it up like, One more word from you, lady, and the onion gets it.

      You don’t really say that. That’s just me messing about. But you never ask me to pass you stuff when you’re cross; it’s like you’re trying to make some sort of point or something.

      She’s my sister is what you actually say. And she’s a grown-up.

      So?

      Don’t so me. You go all huffy and puffy, as if I’m so impossible. I’m thinking: do re mi fa so la ti do, which is one of my exercises for stress. You put the onion on the board and slice off the top, your mouth closed tight. I feel sorry for the onion. If you want to be an actress, you can’t go covering yourself in tattoos, can you?

      Auntie Bridge is an actress and she’s—

      You hold up the knife – psycho alert. Your auntie Bridget is a grown woman. This discussion is over. Chop chop chop.

      I walk off. You shout after me not to slam the door. But I didn’t – it just closed loudly behind me. In my room, I lie on my bed, pick up my phone. Swipe, Safari, hello, Instagram… a red circle, a message. It’s from him, from him, from him… a message for me… from Ollie, my Ollie… my…

      I only wanted to have a space. Everyone else has Snapchat, Instagram, Facebook, everything. Just FB and Insta, that’s all I have. I’m being completely straight now. I’m not going to lie to you. I’m not going to lie to you ever, ever again.
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      He would come into my room at night. He would wait until the house was asleep then creep along the landing. A soft knock at the door, a knock I’d been waiting for – and dreading. Why knock, I used to wonder, because he always came in anyway. He wasn’t asking my permission, but he liked to pretend he was.

      I would lie under my covers with my back to the door, pretending to be asleep, my whole body tense. I would wait for the change in the air, the slow creak of the floorboards.

      ‘Hey,’ he would whisper, his breath hot, his mouth right there by my ear, and I would stare at the gap in the curtains, the lamp post outside with the broken bulb, listen for the hoot of an owl, or the violent mating of the foxes. The foxes were the worst. They sounded like babies screaming, and I could not stop myself thinking of babies, hundreds of them, being murdered in their cribs. I would lie still, rigid, and stare at the gap in the curtains. And I would think of those babies.

      ‘Are you awake? Wake up now. I just want a cuddle. You can give me a cuddle, can’t you? No harm in that, is there? A little cuddle?’
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      I wonder if your auntie Bridget is on her way. I wonder if she’s called the police yet.

      No. No, she wouldn’t do that. Not without talking to me.

      She should be here soon. There was no room for her in the ambulance so she said she’d grab a change of clothes, some food and a flask of coffee, and come up in the van. But surely she’d be here by now? Oh my God, what if she’s driven off? Really, what if she’s run away, before it all comes out? I wouldn’t blame her. But please God, I hope she hasn’t. I need her. I can’t do this without her.

      I can’t get hold of Emily either. I’ve sent a text, but nothing yet. When she gets it, she’ll be here as soon as she can, I’m sure.

      I know I shouldn’t, but I can’t stop wondering if anyone’s been to the house. If they have, they will have discovered the body by now. It’s too soon for anything to be on the news, so I suppose there’s no way of knowing. I suppose it might be days before it’s discovered. Weeks, even.

      I can’t think about it. I can’t.

      

      Do you know what? I’m going to think about when you called me to tell me you’d got the part of Little Red instead. It’s a nice memory, a battery charger for my soul. It was last December, wasn’t it? We were coming up for the Christmas holidays. You’d turned fifteen in the summer and it was a Saturday afternoon; you’d remember it as clearly as me, I’m sure, if you were awake. You’d auditioned in November and you had to go up to the Cherry Orchard to hear the results.

      ‘No matter which role you get,’ I said when I dropped you off, ‘your auntie Bridge and I will be super proud of you just for trying. It’s being a part of something that counts, isn’t it, love? And don’t run, by the way, it’s icy.’

      You kissed my cheek and, as if I hadn’t even spoken, ran into the theatre. I watched you open the door and disappear inside, your red hair flashing behind you like a fox’s tail.

      A couple of hours later, my mobile rang. You were supposed to be doing a workshop – you weren’t due to finish until six, so when I saw it was an unknown number, my heart leapt into my mouth.

      ‘Mummy?’

      ‘Rosie?’ I said, trying but failing to keep the panic out of my voice. ‘Are you OK, baby girl? Is everything OK?’

      ‘Mum, I’m fine. I just forgot my phone.’

      ‘Again? What have I said about going out without your phone?’

      ‘Oh my God, stop stressing.’ Your teenage irritation was palpable. ‘I’m just borrowing Abed’s, it’s fine. They let us out early, that’s all.’

      ‘Oh, thank God.’ I pressed the phone to my chest a moment and sighed before I put it back to my ear. ‘Sorry, baby. As long as you’re OK. I’m on my way, all right? I’ll be there in ten minutes. Well, twenty.’

      ‘It’s not that, Mum. Just listen a sec, will you? I had to call because… well, because guess who got the lead?’ You giggled, and I knew instantly, of course.

      ‘Erm, let’s see,’ I said, stalling. ‘Toby Marsh?’

      You giggled again. ‘No-o.’

      ‘Sarah Peters? Maggie whatsherface? No, I’m joking.’ I paused. ‘It was Stella Prince, wasn’t it?’

      You knew I was teasing but you had to say it anyway – you were like a shaken-up bottle of lemonade. ‘I did!’ Cap off, out it fizzed. ‘Me! I got it! I’m going to be Little Red Riding Hood!’

      ‘You’re joking?’

      ‘I’m not!’

      ‘Does that mean I have to make you a cape now? Couldn’t you have got something easier, like a tree or something?’

      You laughed then, a big loud hahaha! – pure, delicious, unguarded. ‘You won’t! They have proper wardrobe and everything. There’s a lady at the theatre that does it; it’s, like, her job. They said to not have a haircut between now and Easter, but that’s about it.’

      Your lovely russet hair. Hair to make people turn in the street. Your father’s colouring. My God, how ecstatic he would have been, I thought. How filled up, how proud. ‘My little red fox,’ he would have said, and fifteen or not, he would have picked you up and spun you around for joy.

      ‘I still think Toby Marsh should have got it,’ I said.

      We were both helpless with laughter now, caught up in the wonder of the moment and all it meant, all that lay behind it: the accident and its terrible aftermath. We both knew, I think, that we were at the top of some kind of hill, looking down on what had been the most arduous of climbs. We couldn’t believe that we were there, at the summit. We had only to raise our eyes to see the view clear and blue before us. We had only to step into it and it would be ours.

      I found myself blinking back tears.

      ‘Mum?’ you said. ‘Are you still there?’

      ‘It’s amazing, baby girl,’ I managed to say. ‘Seriously. Wait till I tell your auntie Bridget. She’ll be over the moon. I’m so very proud of you.’ I bit my lip, wiped my wet cheek with my free hand. ‘What I mean is, I’m proud of you for fighting those nerves. That took guts.’

      ‘Thanks. I did the exercises like Auntie Bridge said and I… I just went for it.’

      ‘That’s brilliant. And you’re still at the Cherry Orchard?’

      ‘I’m just at the entrance. The others are going for the bus. There’s, like, five of us. The 33 goes right to the end of our road.’

      ‘No, no. I’ve literally already got my bum in the car. Wait there, OK?’

      ‘But, Mum, I can get the bus!’

      ‘No, baby girl. Stay there, I’m coming for you.’

      You sighed. ‘OK.’

      ‘Don’t go off anywhere, will you?’

      ‘I won’t.’

      I rang off, unable to wipe the smile from my face. You, who had been so quiet for so long, you were blossoming once again like… like cherry blossom – why not? Beautiful and white and bold on the tree. I felt your confidence, my love. I’d felt it grow those last few years since you’d joined that theatre. I had allowed myself to believe, or start to believe at least, that the feisty six-year-old you had been, with her dressing-up clothes and her little picnic-tabletop stage, the little Rosie who had been ours before the accident, was back.

      And then, months later, when we came to watch you perform, all dressed up and lost in the part and giving it your all, and Emily approached us in the theatre bar afterwards, I was so proud of you that I felt if someone tapped me on the shoulder or whispered something too kind or cruel, I would shatter into pieces on the floor. Your auntie Bridget was proud of you too, of course, but not like me. I’m your mother. There is no one, no one who loves you more than I do. No one ever will. No one could.

      Blossoms fall, though, don’t they? I didn’t think about that.
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      ‘May I be allowed to congratulate the marvellous Little Red?’

      That’s what she says, the woman, as she limps towards them across the theatre bar. Her huge eyes blink behind strong lenses, a slightly manic smile on her face, the programme rolled up in her hand. Bridget half expects her to start bopping them all on the head with it.

      To Bridget’s surprise, Rosie doesn’t clam up as she usually does in front of strangers.

      ‘Thank you,’ she says, all smiles, offering her hand to shake. ‘That’s really kind.’

      ‘Emily,’ the woman says. ‘Emily Wood.’

      ‘I’m Rosie Flint, and this is my mum, Antonia, and my auntie Bridget.’

      ‘Lovely, how lovely.’

      As they say their hellos, the lenses in Emily Wood’s glasses flash under the downlights.

      ‘Now,’ she says, hands on hips, ‘I won’t beat around the proverbial; I’ll come right out and say it. I’m wondering if Little Red here would be interested in a conversation about possible representation.’ The woman is as rambunctious as Toad of Toad Hall, as hearty as Father Christmas.

      ‘Wow,’ Toni says, glancing at Bridget. ‘I was not expecting you to say that.’

      Rosie meanwhile has gone pink. When Bridget catches her eye, her smile reaches her ears.

      ‘I’m in the business, as they say,’ Emily goes on, ‘but I’m moving from acting to agency, as it were. Scouting for talent, I suppose you’d call it.’ She leans back and chuckles – a real old-lady chuckle. ‘Scouting for talent, what on earth do I sound like? A silly moo, that’s what.’

      Bridget can’t look at her niece or her sister. Knowing she has to be serious always makes her lose it, and if she gets the giggles now, she knows she won’t be able to stop. At Central, she had a reputation for corpsing, especially during scenes involving love or death.

      ‘Scouting,’ Emily continues. ‘Sounds like something to do with tents and knots and dyb dyb dyb, doesn’t it?’ She chuckles again, rounds it off with a kind of hoot and a sigh.

      Bridget focuses on her boots, bites her bottom lip against growing hilarity, the increasing and horrific possibility of a full-on snort. The woman is crazy. Batshit, Rosie would say – will say, Bridget is sure, once they hit the privacy of the van. As for the woman, she’s borderline hysterical. She pushes up her glasses and draws her finger under her eyes to wipe away her stray tears.

      ‘Antonia,’ she says, letting the glasses fall back onto her nose. ‘Your daughter really is the full package.’

      ‘You make her sound like cheese,’ Toni says, laughing. ‘Or drugs!’

      Bridget and Rosie exchange a smirk. Toni can be heroically tactless sometimes.

      ‘Sorry, yes, quite,’ Emily says, apparently not fazed in the slightest. ‘Cheese, indeed. What I mean is, she has the lot. She’s as beautiful as a peach – look at her skin! And she really can act. Her singing voice is… well it’s nothing a voice coach can’t fix. Does she have any other talents?’

      ‘She has a brown belt in taekwondo.’ Toni nods at Bridget. ‘Her auntie takes her every week.’

      ‘Oh for God’s sake, Mum,’ Rosie mutters, rolling her eyes.

      Bridget keeps her mouth shut, as she always tries to when things have nothing to do with her. She’s been careful to stay an aunt, especially since she had to move in. This conversation is about Rosie, and Toni is Rosie’s mother, no one else.

      ‘No, that’s good, that’s good.’ Emily closes one hand into a fist and swipes the air. ‘It shows athleticism. Fitness is so important in this game. And the martial arts are marvellous for discipline of mind and body.’

      ‘And self-defence,’ Bridget adds – can’t help herself.

      ‘Self-defence indeed.’ Emily blinks at Bridget a moment. In those glasses, the effect is of a fish stunned by a flashlight. Blink! She turns back to Rosie and smiles. ‘Yes. Really. The whole package.’

      The crowd is dispersing, the hubbub quieting. Emily tells them that she trained at the Central School of Speech and Drama. Bridget almost chips in to say that so did she, and ask Emily which year, but again, it’s Rosie’s moment, so she keeps shtum.

      ‘I spent most of my career in the theatre,’ Emily says. ‘Character roles mainly, once the old beauty faded. Some television – Casualty and twice on The Bill – but that was when I was younger and prettier. The television work has dried up over the last ten years or so. Plus my dicky hip. Theatre work is so demanding physically, so I said to myself, Emily, I said, it is time for a change.’

      ‘Do you have a business card or anything?’ Toni says. ‘It’s just that I really need to get this little girl home and to bed.’

      ‘Of course. Silly moo, wittering on. Yes, yes.’ She digs around in her handbag. ‘I don’t expect you’ve thought about anything like this, and that’s fine. You’ll want to take a moment, I’m sure, but I think I could get Rosie a lot of work. Commercials at first, mostly, I’ll be perfectly honest. They’re not art, but they pay well. Obviously it won’t be Steven Spielberg straight away, but it won’t take long for this one to get noticed, mark my words. She would need a headshot of course, but I can arrange that.’ She throws up her hands. ‘Listen to me, getting ahead of myself. Shut up, Emily, don’t frighten the horses!’ She hands a card not to Toni but to Rosie.

      ‘Rosie,’ she says. ‘Such a pretty name. So feminine, and perfect for a famous actress, wouldn’t you say? And Flint. Flint is good too – shows strength, a cutting edge, a romantic heroine!’

      Rosie giggles. Bridget can tell her niece thinks Emily’s a bit bonkers too. She will definitely imitate the woman once they get home: the frequent blinking, the jolly-hockey-sticks turns of phrase, her constant chuckling. But Bridget has begun to wonder if this last is a sign of shyness, no more than Emily’s way of being in the world, and the thought softens her. Everyone has to find their way of being in the world, don’t they? No one knows that more than Bridget.

      ‘We should go,’ Toni says, throwing out her hand to shake. ‘Nice to meet you, Emily.’

      Seeming not to have heard, Emily traces her forefinger across the card. ‘Into the Light Agency,’ she says. ‘That’s the website address. Some small miracle there, I can tell you. Emily Wood is not exactly known for her technical savvy, to put it mildly. But do have a perusal. If you think you’d like to work with Madame Belle, aka moi, there’s an email on the old calling card there.’ For the second time she throws up her hands. ‘Stop talking, Emily! Rosie, my dear, you must be tired after your magnificent performance. Antonia, Bridget, lovely to meet you both. Goodnight, all. Bonne nuit. Buenos… nottes, noches, or whatever they say in Timbuktu.’ She raises her hand in a wave, blinking all the while. ‘Enjoy the rest of your evening.’

      Off she goes, a lopsided heel-toe, heel-toe, her white-grey hair fading out of the theatre and into the night.
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      I can’t get up off… I have to get up off the seabed. I’m… Shame. I’m ashamed. I’ve done something very bad, something shameful that’s making my stomach tie itself up in knots. Mummy? I’m sorry. I’m sorry, Mum. Am I awake? Emily? Auntie Bridge?

      Hey, Squirt. Did you remember your ankle support?

      Auntie Bridge! That’s my auntie! That’s her voice!

      Where am I? When is this?

      Course. I put it on in the flat. That’s me! That’s my voice!

      I can see my legs: crossed, white baggy trousers. My blue Doc Martens on the dashboard – the left on the right, the right on the left. We are in Auntie Bridget’s van. We so are because I can hear the rattle of the engine, can smell her vanilla air freshener. Fags, a bit, underneath.

      You… you’re not with us, Mummy. You’re probably at home because it’s the evening and you don’t go out, so you’ll be lying on the sofa watching some Netflix series.

      Ankle support… white baggy trousers…

      Auntie Bridge must be taking me to taekwondo. She always takes me. She stays and watches and shouts Yes! or Get in, girl! when I do a good kick or something, which is so embarrassing. I tell her to shush, but I don’t mind really ’cos the others say she’s a legend. All my friends say she’s a legend. Your auntie’s so cool, they say and I’m like, So?

      I have my kit on, my brown belt tied round my waist. I know taekwondo is good for strength and self-defence and everything, but secretly I like it because it’s given me abs. Naomi is jealous of my abs. She always pokes me in the stomach and says, That’s just freaky. I have Instagram abs #nofilter.

      Reckon you could still kick someone in the neck? I ask Auntie Bridge. We’re on Twickenham High Street, near Poundland. You know, like, if they were mugging you or something?

      She laughs. The van lurches as she changes gear. I could kick you up the arse.

      We both laugh. Auntie Bridge is a black belt, second dan, but she doesn’t do it any more. Auntie Bridge has six piercings and seven tattoos. You said if I get a tattoo you’ll bloody kill me. Bloody is your worst swear word. You’re weird about swearing. We’ve got enough stacked against us as it is, is what you say, without a foul mouth on top.

      I’m sorry, but that’s just weird.

      Auntie Bridge is a grown woman… grown woman… groan, woman… I am a girl who thought she was a grown-up. But I wasn’t. I’m not. And now I can’t see you, Mummy. I don’t know where you are…

      Everything slots into place; everything comes around. Auntie Bridge has this tattoo on the inside of her wrist. Everyone thinks it’s a Celtic sign, but it’s not. It’s an A and a B joined together so that the right leg of the A and the spine of the B are one line.

      It stands for Antonia and Bridget, Auntie Bridget says.

      Where are we now? When are we?

      The Italian café, that’s where. Café Bellissimo. I recognise the chairs. I can see Waitrose out of the front window, further up, towards the station. Auntie Bridge wouldn’t be seen dead in Starbucks because she’s an anarchist. She says that all the big chains are fascists. I go to Starbucks with Naomi sometimes, but I don’t tell Auntie Bridge.

      Antonia and Bridget. Antonia – that’s you, Mum, obvs. But everyone calls you Toni. The name Toni is so lame, but the only reason you’re called Antonia is because your dad wanted a boy and he was going to call you Anthony, LOL. But he left Granny Casement literally just after you were born, which is proper savage even though you say you were better off without him because he used to hit Granny and stuff. You say Antonia sounds too posh, but Toni is plain cheesy. Cheesy peas, you say when you’re messing about, or when someone takes a photo. It’s from some old comedy show you used to watch. You hate having your photo taken. Cheesy chips, like we get in Dorset. Remember when we were watching the TV that time and they asked that footballer what his favourite cheese was and he said, Er, melted. We laughed our heads off at that, didn’t we?

      I could have a tattoo somewhere you wouldn’t see – on my bum!

      Bottom, Rosie. The word is bottom.

      Bottom, Puck, Titania. Auntie Bridge was Bottom in A Midsummer Night’s Dream, she told me. It was when she was young. Bottom of the ocean… a seabed… Auntie Bridge got that tattoo done when she was twenty. It was her first.

      What does it mean, Auntie Bridge? We’re back in Café Bellissimo. Auntie Bridge has her Led Zep T-shirt on; her arm is on the table, wrist face up. The A and the B.

      What do you mean, what does it mean? she says. I told you, it’s your mum and me.

      I mean, like, why did you have it done?

      Because… Auntie Bridge stops, like she can’t say it. She looks me in the eye, as if she’s deciding whether she should say it or not. I had it done because… well, when I found out about Uncle Eric.

      Do you mean with Mummy?

      She nods.

      You told me about what happened with your uncle, but you never talk about him. Literally never. I didn’t know it was why Auntie Bridge got that tattoo – as in, the exact reason. The way I’m remembering this, that’s how it feels, like I didn’t know that before.

      Auntie Bridge looks more serious than I have ever seen her. She looks like she’s going to cry, and she never cries. Interfered, you said, but I don’t think you’ve said that word to me yet. In this memory, I mean. I think you told me later. I know what interfere means. You think I’m a kid, but I’m not. I could get married next year, legally. I could have a child. I could go to the GP and get the pill and they wouldn’t have to tell you because it would be patient confidentiality. There are different types of abuse: verbal, emotional, physical. Sexual. We had a talk about it in PSHE last year. Personal, social, health and economic education. So many abbreviations! GCSE… General Certificate of Secondary Education. PE… physical education. YOLO… you only live once. ROFL… roll on the floor laughing. You like FFS. I read that on a text you sent to Auntie Bridge.

      I’m locked out, FFS.

      Her reply: Spare key under geranium, you muppet.

      You say FFS means for flip’s sake, as if I don’t know. You’re so weird. I’m fifteen not ten, you know.

      The water is thick and dark. It’s full of weeds. I’m all alone in the moonlight. There is music. The wind is in my hair.

      I’m in Emily’s car. I’m in the passenger seat and she has the roof down. We’re singing along to her tape. Cats the Musical.

      Midnight…

      I’m being sick into a bucket. Your hand is cool on my forehead. That’s it, you say. That’s it – good girl. You’ll feel better now.

      I’m in the kitchen. There are Rice Krispie cakes, my favourite, on that three-tier cardboard cake stand we’ve got.

      Can I have one, Mummy?

      Not now, baby girl. You’ll spoil your appetite. You can have one after dinner.

      The tabletop comes up to my chest… how old am I? Eight? Nine?

      I’m in the Italian café. I’m with Auntie Bridge. She is wearing her black leather trousers. I have hot chocolate with little pink and white marshmallows. It is after school. I’m maybe eleven? It’s afterwards…

      Auntie Bridge always picked me up from school afterwards. Auntie Bridge drinks black coffee: an Americano. She goes to the gym and she’s quite dench. But your arms are even more dench than Auntie Bridge’s. You always twist the lids off jars when we can’t. Auntie Bridge has a patch on her bicep. Trying to give up smoking. Again. Auntie Bridge is six years older than you. Six piercings. I was six when Daddy died in the accident. I was six before.

      We shared a room when we were little, me and your mum, Auntie Bridge says.

      Was that in Hounslow?

      Yes. At Granny and Grandad Jackson’s in Benson Close. That’s your great-grandparents, Squirt. Your grandad Casement, that’s our dad, ran off with another woman, back to Scotland, we think, and your granny had no job and no money so she moved in with Great-Granny and Grandad Jackson. And Uncle Eric lived there too. Our uncle, I mean. He was your great-granny Jackson’s son from her first marriage, to a guy called Patrick. She had your auntie Patricia with him as well. I’m sorry, I’m not explaining this to you very well.

      I get it. I try and keep it in my mind, but it’s complicated, and even as I’m holding on, it floats away. I know Eric is my half-great-uncle, but I’ve never met him. I think he’s in a mental hospital, but I can’t remember. You told me he was ill. Ill-in-the-head ill, you said. You never tell me the whole truth. Auntie Bridge told me what happened. Not in detail or anything.

      Uncle Eric started on her when I left for drama school.

      Started interfering, you mean?

      We are talking about you. I am trying to be mature; I am using the correct terms. This isn’t in the Italian café now – this is at the flat. It’s another time. I am older. I already know about your uncle Eric. I have Doc Marten boots that Auntie Bridge bought me, and she didn’t buy me those until Year 9, so I’m thirteen or fourteen. You are out. You are probably at your charity meeting or at work, because you never go out anywhere else, like to the pub or anywhere, except to see one of Auntie Bridge’s gigs, but even that’s only, as you would say, once in a blue moon, because you are always tired.

      Auntie Bridge nods, but it’s a grim nod, like when they identify bodies on the television.

      He only got to her because I wasn’t there to protect her, sick bastard.

      Auntie Bridge swears in front of me sometimes when you’re not there. She says the F-word, but she told me not to tell you, because when you guys were growing up, she always told you never to swear. People like us have enough holding us back without a foul mouth, she used to say to you when you were growing up. Hmm, where have I heard that before? LOL. That’s why you’re strict about table manners as well. Hold your knife and fork properly, don’t hunch over the table, put your cutlery together to show you’ve finished… blah. Auntie Bridge smokes on the back patio, too, when she’s supposed to have stopped.

      Why didn’t you call the police? I ask, even though I know our family don’t trust the police.

      She shakes her head. The pi— the police are useless. Were, anyway. We called them once, when Dad… when your grandad gave our mum a black— when he hit Granny Casement. They stood outside and did nothing. There’s Mum with a shiner like a big bloody plum and Dad fobbing them off with some bullsh— some rubbish about the cupboard door…

      Why didn’t you tell them what happened?

      We did. They did nothing, Squirt. Sweet FA. Said they couldn’t intervene unless it was physically happening in front of them. And they would have done nothing to that sick, feckless bastard Eric either. Sorry. Anyway, I did it. I beat him up myself.

      My mouth drops open. Your uncle Eric? What, like, with taekwondo?

      She smiles. Something like that.

      My mouth is still open with shock. I’ve never heard either of these stories before. At that moment I think Auntie Bridge is more than a legend; she is a double-hard kickass legend! But at the same time, I can’t imagine it because she is so peaceful and chill. I don’t know when any of what she’s telling me was, except that it was in the past.

      So that’s when I got my first tattoo. She sips her Americano. We are back in the Italian café, so I suppose I’m at primary school again. She must have told me different versions of this story at different times. Grown-ups do that. You have to get those versions and slide them on top of one another like coloured filters until you build a picture that looks real.

      I stroke the inside of Auntie Bridge’s wrist with my fingertips. I trace the Celtic sign that isn’t. Her wrist is soft, and I think about how she has the same blood as me and you. What does it mean, Auntie Bridge?

      It’s a pact. Like a promise.

      Like your band, The Promise?

      A bit, yeah. Except a pact is maybe more serious.

      Like a contract?

      Yeah. Except there’s no paper. And you can end a contract; you can pay your way out or give notice or whatever. This is forever.

      But what does it actually, actually mean? As in this pact, yours and Mum’s one?
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