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Lily built her memories around nothingness, like so much false smoke around an absence of fire. Tiny glimpses of the earth beneath; a faded photograph, the odd fingerprint here and there. A hairbrush, its few buttercup strands still clinging to the redundant bristles. A mirror, so dusty that she couldn’t really see the face that was reflected. No great loss there; it wouldn’t be the face she was expecting to see anyway.


It had been twenty years since she’d set foot in that house.


Floorboards, thick with dust, audibly protested her presence. There were dark patches where the rugs had once been. An empty bed-frame, curtainless windows. And yet, clothes still hung in the wardrobe. A shirt. Two dresses, too large ever to have been hers.


She heard Richard moving around downstairs, filling the place with noise, as he tended to do. Connie would be here soon. There would be things to do, conversations to be had. It would be better left to Richard, really. He was good at that sort of thing. But that wasn’t fair. Not his family; not his responsibility.


She picked up the hairbrush and lifted one of the strands away. Others followed, tangled together, and then split apart, brittle with age. Dust clung to the broken threads and followed them to the floor.


She replaced the brush on the dresser, taking care to put it back exactly, so no dustless space was exposed.




 





Flickering faces. Daylight. And voices, which seemed to fade in and out of her hearing, some words unaccountably louder than others.


– Well if you will let her do this to you but I didn’t I’m telling you I didn’t I just said I know what you said I heard you –


Connie, eleven, wearing a pink vest, white shorts, ankle socks but no shoes. Laughing, hair flying in her face, or around her face. Movement. Maybe she was running.


No, she’d been shaking her head.


Or she’d spun around, too quickly, to share the joke.


But it couldn’t be sharing. Not when Lily wasn’t laughing.


– But Mama I only asked her if she wanted to and then she and now it’s all gone –


Scent of lavender through open windows. Blood. Hers?


– gone wrong well you know how she gets but I –


Connie, taller than she should be. And her mother, crouching. On the floor. Shoelaces undone. Or tied together?


And her mother’s voice.


We only get what we deserve.




 





‘The wanderer returns.’ Richard was smiling, holding out a cup of tea, and Lily was momentarily confused. Where did he get tea bags? Was there even water, or electricity? Then she remembered the camping stove, the provisions. All lined up on the counter now. Orderly, though they weren’t staying.


‘Hmm.’ She took the tea, walked hesitantly towards the patio doors. The kitchen felt smaller, even with the absence of clutter. The stools, red plastic diner stools, had disappeared. So had the blinds. Maybe Connie had taken them. It would be the kind of thing she would do: assuming ownership of something that was shared.


‘You okay?’


‘Yeah.’


Richard walked around her to open the doors, and stepped outside. The expanse of the garden – the lawn, gently sloping into flowerbeds, then woodland, all overgrown now, impenetrable. Lily followed him, her steps tentative. It was improbably bright, and still there was that feeling of abandonment. Except not quite.


Whispers of ghosts, gone as soon as they arrived.


It was she who had done the abandoning.


‘Not like the city, huh?’ Richard placed his mug on the wooden table, which was scarred, weatherbeaten, carpeted with moss. It wobbled when he put weight on it, but held.


‘I’d forgotten how quiet it is here.’ She stepped further down the patio, until her toes peeked over the edge, hovering above the lawn. She could remember leaping off, from land into the sea, full of crocodiles.


‘It’s nice. I could get used to it.’ His voice was reassuring, optimistic. Unfazed by her silence, or her hesitation. ‘Do you want to give me the tour, then?’


No.


‘Okay.’


The crunch of tyres on gravel, distant, but there nonetheless. Saving her from her insincerities.




 





Darkness, or sun obscured by trees. Spots of sunlight, or stars, or maybe lights from the house. Watch missing? Or intentionally left behind. Connie, always laughing, always ahead. Lily trails behind. Unnoticed. Or ignored.


– but Mama she always ignores me it’s not fair you’ve just got to learn to live with it –


No, the watch is there. Pink plastic reflects the time, but it’s gone. Numerals blurred, hands vanished. Digital or analogue? Flashing zeros, no time at all.


– you see Lils there’s this secret place but you can’t tell Mama or I’ll never speak to you again but Mama said we shouldn’t come down here I know that’s why it’s a secret silly now shut up because I don’t want Billy to know you’re here –


Definitely dark. The house had been asleep, floorboards creaking all the way down the stairs.


But then hadn’t she been up there, watching? Twigs snapping underfoot. Carpet between bare toes. Which?




 





‘You wouldn’t believe how long it took us to get here!’ Connie, letting herself in through the front door, weighed down with bags, which she left in a pile on the kitchen counter. She grabbed them both in awkward hugs. ‘Oh, I’m glad you remembered to bring tea, I completely forgot.’


‘Where are the kids?’


‘Just getting out of the car. Luke! Tommy! Where have you got to?’


Within seconds they were underfoot. Lily crouched down to hug them, and stayed there, perched awkwardly, when they moved away. Richard made tea, while Connie bustled around him, unpacking her own provisions. ‘Cake, anyone?’


‘Cake! Cake!’ the boys chorused. Eight and five. Same difference in age as her and Connie. Tom was the protective older brother, making sure Luke got his share, that he didn’t drop it on the floor. They took after their father.


‘Where’s Nathan?’


‘Oh, working, you know. He apologised. What are you doing still on the floor, Lils? Get up and give me another hug.’


The second hug was as awkward as the first. As soon as Connie backed away, Lily followed the boys, who had already retreated to the garden. They circled her eagerly, begging for stories, games, treats. She gave them her crocodiles, and watched as they jumped in and out of the water, screaming with pleasurable fear.


‘How’s she been?’


‘Oh, not great. You know. I think… Well, you know how she gets.’


They didn’t realise the window was open. Or didn’t care. Their words floated out into the air, caught on a breeze, and dissipated into the sunlight.




 





She could hear them but not see them. Dark, very big. Black. Obscuring faces, hands, feet, fur.


Teeth. All manner of things.


Which came first, blood or screams?


No, not yet.


– I’m not sure I like it out here I want to go home stop being such a baby we’re going to the secret place but I can’t see you I don’t like it where’s Mama oh go on then run home to Mama see if I care –


She was there, warm hands, kind face, shhhhh, all okay now.


Not yet.


No carpet now. Twigs, moonlight on skin. Eyes wide. Mouth open. Gape. Footsteps, two sets, tap, crunch, tap. Branches like fingers in hair. Cobwebs on face.


– are you sure this is the right way of course I’m sure I’ve been here a thousand times but not in the dark it’s different in the dark will you just stop whining –


Monsters in the dark. But no, of course not monsters.


This is no fairytale.




 





‘Lils. Hey. Lily.’


She spun around. Richard and Connie were standing behind her, twin expressions of concern on their faces.


‘Hi. Sorry. Drifted off for a minute.’


‘Yeah.’ Connie’s voice. ‘This place does that to you.’


Does it do it to you?


‘Mmm.’


The boys had gone further down the lawn, to the edge of the flowerbeds. She hadn’t noticed them go. Tried not to think of what lurked beyond.


‘We were thinking: we should probably start going through stuff now. Before it gets dark. I don’t think this place has electricity any more, you know.’


‘No. I don’t suppose anyone’s been paying the bills.’


‘Well, Mama did for a while…’ Connie trailed off, awkward. ‘Yeah, you’re right, I suppose.’


‘There’s not much here.’


‘Well, no. No one’s lived here for ages. She was in care for over two years, at the end.’


‘I thought there might have been stuff. That was left behind.’ Lily found herself groping for words, and giving up. It was exhausting. Why did no one else seem to be having any trouble?


‘I got rid of some of it,’ Connie said, carefully. Watching her for a reaction, but Lily had already turned away, looking back towards the bottom of the garden. ‘There’s still a lot around, though. Maybe we should make a start?’


Lily’s voice was small, petulant. ‘Richard can do it.’


‘No.’ Gentle, but firm. ‘It’s got to be you.’


Lily looked at her face. Unrelenting.


‘Right. Me, then.’




 





Blood. All obscured by. And dark, of course. But blood blacker than the dark.


– I thought you knew the way that’s not the point just help me –


No screams now, all quiet. Except that she wouldn’t stop crying.


Which one? Did she feel tears? Hadn’t ever cried as a baby. Mother told everyone. The quietest child…


– he’s too heavy not moving I –


And then Mother, crashing, fighting undergrowth. Twigs snap snap snap all over the place.


– What are you girls doing out here –


And silence.


Shhhhh, okay.


We only get what we deserve.




 





It didn’t take long, in the end. They found the important paperwork in one of the kitchen drawers. Made a half-hearted attempt at clearing away some of the residue of their mother’s life, but Lily’s mind was on other things and Connie didn’t want to force her.


Lily didn’t go back upstairs. Didn’t need to feel the absence of carpet on bare toes. Knew what she’d see if she looked out of the window.


They locked the door behind them, and Connie pocketed the key.

















Part One




















then





The funeral service for William Edward Thompson was held in the church at the centre of the village. Connie had walked past it every day for as long as she could remember, but had never attended a funeral before.


Her grandad – her mother’s father – had died two years beforehand, but she’d been deemed too young to attend the service, despite the fact that she’d been old enough to watch him die. She’d tried to sneak out to the church, she remembered; the neighbours’ teenage daughter was watching her, but not really watching, and she’d managed to get out of the back door and halfway round the house before she’d been seen. She’d screamed when she was caught, a roaring embodiment of a week and a half’s worth of pent-up rage and sorrow that they’d heard, distantly, in the dusty mutedness of the church.


They wouldn’t make the same mistake twice. Anna Emmett held her eldest daughter firmly by the hand and all but dragged her to Billy’s. Connie wore a dress that restricted her breathing and shoes that pinched her feet, and she was miserable, not for Billy, but for the sorry state she found herself in. She cried endlessly, bitterly, while the entire church stared and whispered.


When she got home they didn’t speak of it, as if by prior agreement. Her father hadn’t come to the service – he’d been visiting Lily, who was at their grandparents’ house – and Connie and Anna resumed their normal lives as if nothing had ever happened. Connie understood that they would not talk about it, would not talk about why Lily had gone, would not even talk about the fact that she had gone. These were not topics for discussion.


She didn’t ask when Lily would be back.


Instead she went upstairs to her room and she fought her way out of the dress that didn’t fit and she lay down in the middle of her floor, wearing only her pants, lying deliberately half-across the rug so that its edge would dig into her shoulders and so that her head was resting on cold unpolished hardwood floor. It made her neck ache, but she stayed that way, her head tilted so that she could see, not the ceiling directly above her, but the open window behind her, the curtains that fluttered in the breeze.


Lily’s room was next door. They were almost identical in size and shape, and Lily and Connie had arranged the furniture so that the rooms were mirror images. Their beds were against the shared wall, so that they slept inches apart. Their desks, in the far corners, were where they retreated when they fought, so that they could be as far away from each other as possible.


Connie lay in the same position, staring at the open window, until the sun set, trawling its shadow laboriously across her body before slinking off behind the woods. She stared at the string that was tied to the outside of the window; the string that was attached similarly to Lily’s window, which could easily be untied, which the two girls used to pass things from room to room, when they were supposed to be asleep. In the shadow of the setting sun she watched it tremble in the wind, until darkness took hold and she closed her eyes to stave it off.




 





Lily had been at her grandparents’ house for two weeks. Her father had turned up twice, both times at Saturday lunchtime, his car horn honking cheerfully as he pulled up outside. The first time, he had stayed a long while after lunch, and spent the whole afternoon asking Lily questions while she stared at him blankly. This time, on the day of the funeral, he seemed to have got a hold of himself: he spent the afternoon talking quietly to his parents in the kitchen, leaving Lily to sit alone. She sat in the living room, perched on the windowsill, and watched the traffic pass by, separated from her by the expanse of grass in front of the house and a low, neatly trimmed hedge.


The living room was dim, and decorated mainly in shades of brown. Framed photos showed her father at all ages: from grinning blond child to humble teenage graduate to proud father of two, arm slung casually around his wife’s shoulders. Lily found it odd to see photos of her father as a child next to photos of her at the same age. It was as if she were in a photographic race to catch him up.


Marcus Emmett came into the sitting room to find her, placing a cup of tea and a glass of juice on the table before sinking into the sofa. ‘Come and sit with me,’ he said, patting the cushion next to him, and she obliged, curling herself into him and letting him put his arm around her shoulders. ‘You know it’s Billy’s funeral today?’


Lily nodded. She didn’t sit up or look at him, but she knew he would feel the movement.


‘Do you wish you’d been able to go?’


She shook her head. Her father squeezed her shoulder, and fell silent for a while. Shaping his mind around phrases that wouldn’t require her to respond in words.


‘I didn’t want you to go,’ he said finally. ‘Your mother thought it would do you good. But I think you’ve seen enough.’


Lily sat up and reached for her juice. The glass was cold, slippery with condensation, and she had to concentrate to make sure she didn’t drop it.


‘I’ve been talking to Grandma,’ he said, ‘and we’ve come up with a plan, for the time being. We think it would be better for you to stay here, away from everything that’s gone on at home. Grandma could teach you, because she used to be a teacher. And it would take some of the pressure off your mama.’ There was a slight strain in his voice as he said the last sentence, but he hid it well. ‘What do you think? Does that sound okay to you?’


Lily looked into her glass. There was a single black hair floating in the opaque orange juice, swirling round in circles in the centre of the glass. Nothing here was quite right. The juice wasn’t right. The bedroom that she usually stayed in with Connie wasn’t right, now that Connie wasn’t here to share it with her. The food that Grandma cooked didn’t taste right and the bath wasn’t the right shape and the toothpaste wasn’t the right colour.


But then she thought of the house, and the woods behind the house, and Billy, and Billy’s funeral, and thought that maybe things not being right wasn’t such a big deal after all.


She nodded, and took a long swig of her juice. She drained half the glass in one go, and, when she looked at it again, the hair had disappeared.




 





The day after Billy’s funeral, his story reappeared in all the newspapers. Connie, walking past the village newsagent’s, caught sight of his face in the newspaper stand outside and flinched as if someone had hit her.


She took a paper without paying for it – the old man behind the counter watched her take it without comment – and made her way through the village, down to the river, tiptoeing along the pebble-dashed shore until she found a spot where no one would come to look for her.


She climbed up the bank and sat down in the grass with her legs straight out in front of her. She smoothed the newspaper over her legs so that Billy’s face came to rest, childish and grinning, over her knees. They had used a different photo last week: a school one, with a less genuine smile. This one was more casual; it had caught him off-guard. He was wearing a ThunderCats T-shirt that Connie had been coveting for the past year.


She found she was crying, without quite knowing how it had happened.


She read the words beneath his face, picking them apart as she knew others would. Her name was there, and Lily’s. It is alleged that two of Billy’s schoolmates were with him at the time of death – Connie Emmett, 11, and her sister Lily, 8. It is not known why the three children were out of the house in the middle of the night. Their parents have refused to comment.


There wasn’t much more detail than there had been last week – rumours of brutal injuries, coroner refuses to comment – but they picked apart his funeral in detail. Took all the beauty from it and left dry, empty words where before there had been something more. They spelled his father’s name wrong and confused the names of the songs.


She got to the end and read it again, just to be sure. No new information, but there was still the hint of accusation when they spoke about her and Lily. Not so much that the paper could be accused of outright speculation; just enough to plant the seed in people’s heads.


She folded the newspaper over and tossed it to one side. The police hadn’t wanted to speak to her again since last week; she supposed they, at least, thought the possibility of her and Lily murdering someone was out of the question. Or maybe they didn’t. Maybe they hadn’t believed her version of the story, and were just waiting until they could talk to Lily, to see if her story would tally.


Lily was showing no inclination towards speaking, though, from what Connie had heard. Connie lay back on the grass, staring up at the sky, her vision still half-blurred with old tears. She was exhausted and confused, and she wanted so much to talk to Lily, to find out what she saw, what she remembered; to confirm that they hadn’t done anything wrong.


That this wasn’t their fault.


Because the longer Connie went without talking to her about it, the more possible it seemed that the past would be lost altogether.




 





The village in which they lived didn’t have a secondary school, so Connie had to get a bus into the nearest town with the thirty or so other children who lived nearby. Her first day was just over two weeks after Billy’s funeral – two weeks which she had spent sitting in the garden, or the nearby park, or walking in the fields on the outskirts of the village. She had avoided the woods that connected her back garden with Billy’s, but otherwise she didn’t worry about being by herself. In fact, she preferred it.


Her father, when he was there, tried to engage her in conversation, but she deflected his interest. Truth be told, he had other things to worry about, another daughter who was in a far worse state than Connie. Connie was a trooper. She’d be fine.


Her mother didn’t talk to her, and she didn’t talk to her mother.


In the fields on the other side of the village, ten minutes’ walk from her house, there was a barn that had probably once been used for storing tools. There was no purpose to it now: there was nothing inside it; no one owned it. One of the windows had been smashed, long before Connie had ever been there, and the remnants of glass still littered the wooden floor inside. There were shelves on the inside, with empty jars, or old boxes full of nails and screws that had no purpose to serve.


She had been here before, with Billy, sheltering from the rainstorms at the beginning of the summer. They had been soaked through, and huddled together for warmth, watching the rain driving against the one remaining windowpane, and forming window-shaped puddles on the floor in the places where there was no glass.


They’d talked about starting secondary school. They’d agreed to sit together on the bus, at least on the first day. They hadn’t thought beyond that. It was the first day that had loomed ahead, unknown, unknowable. The first day that they’d created contingency plans for, in an attempt to unravel the knots of terror they’d constructed around it.


When it came to it, Connie sat alone, halfway down the bus, and huddled against the window for comfort. It was raining now, too, and she watched the water as it clung momentarily to the glass, attempted to worm its way across, and then was flung off into the road by the movement of the bus. She spoke to no one, and no one spoke to her, and she bit the inside of her cheek for the whole twenty-minute journey. Her mouth was filled with blood by the time they arrived.

















now





Throughout the four years that Richard and Lily had been together, Richard had met Connie for dinner around once a month. Originally it had just been an exercise in getting to know each other; it was hard to speak freely when Lily was around, almost as if her awkwardness with words spread outwards into everyone in the room, making them all curiously muted. Over the years it had developed into a strange kind of companionship, almost a parental relationship: Richard sometimes felt that they were united by their shared interest in Lily.


There were unspoken rules to their conversation, subjects that were permissible and things that were left noticeably unbroached. Richard never asked questions about Lily that she would not have answered herself; it would have felt like a betrayal, delving into her past without her explicit permission, and, besides, he had no interest in hearing details of her personal life from anyone except her. But Connie could be useful in the sense that she seemed almost to be able to read her sister’s mind at times, and could advise Richard on changes in Lily’s mood that he sometimes missed.


Now, though – a month after her mother had died, less than a week after they’d visited her house – Richard needed no help to translate Lily’s silences.


‘She’s okay, I think,’ he said, spearing a piece of steak on his fork and lifting it halfway to his mouth before changing his mind and replacing it on the plate. ‘I mean, she’s certainly not showing any signs of being actually upset. But she’s even quieter than she was before, and I’m not sure whether I should be doing something about it or not.’


Connie watched him from across the table. They were in the same restaurant they always came to – a small place halfway between both of their houses, which was cosy without being overly intimate, and was one of the few local places capable of cooking steak to both of their tastes. ‘She hadn’t seen Mama for years,’ she said, the tone of her voice carefully even.


‘Yeah, I know. But it’s got to have an effect, hasn’t it? She was still your mother.’ Richard stopped abruptly, realising how insensitive he was being. ‘I’m sorry. Are you okay about it? I haven’t even asked.’


Connie laughed. ‘It’s fine. I, at least, am capable of telling you when I’m not okay. And, besides, I’m not your responsibility.’


‘That doesn’t mean I don’t care.’


‘I know.’ She smiled, kindly. ‘I’m not so bad. I don’t miss her or anything – I hadn’t seen her for months either. I’m just – I don’t know. Sad that she had such a miserable existence, I suppose.’


He nodded. They ate in silence for a while, letting the murmur of the other diners wash over them.


‘Have you decided what you’re going to do about the house yet?’


‘No. I need to talk to Lily about it.’ Connie laughed dryly. ‘That’ll be a fun conversation.’


‘It might be a bit one-sided,’ Richard said, with a smile.


‘I suppose we should probably sell it, really. I can’t imagine either of us wanting to live there. It’s not like we have many happy memories of the place.’


‘There must have been some good times, though?’


Connie took a sip of her wine, and shrugged.


‘None that springs to mind. Oh, it wasn’t all completely awful,’ she added, seeing the look on his face. ‘But we were both glad to move on.’


‘Hmm. Well, it’s a nice place. Shouldn’t be too hard to find a buyer.’


‘That’s what I’m hoping. The thought of actually selling it, though… It just seems like so much effort.’


‘If you find a decent estate agent it shouldn’t be too hard.’


‘True.’ She nodded, chewing slowly. ‘I suppose I should talk to Lily about it sooner rather than later.’


‘Might be an idea. Maybe we could all have dinner at some point. It’s been a while, hasn’t it?’


‘Yeah. That would be nice.’


Richard poured them both some more wine. ‘Would you not think of moving back to the house? Bringing the kids up somewhere quieter?’


Connie made a face. ‘No. Drayfield is too weird, too insular. I want them to grow up somewhere with a bit more life to it.’


‘And Nathan? Does he feel the same?’


‘I don’t know. He’s got this idealised view of living in the countryside, I think. Knowing everyone by name and keeping horses and so on. But he’s never said anything about moving.’


They ate and drank slowly, their conversation skimming over subjects that held no controversy: Richard’s job, what the boys had been up to, Connie’s latest forays into the world of socialising with the mothers at school. They lingered over the wine, and Connie described the relief of having her mother buried at last, after long years of worrying about her as she went in and out of hospital, and trying to arrange her care.


‘I can’t miss her, because there was nothing left to miss,’ she said, her voice blunt and uncharacteristically harsh. ‘All the goodness, the personality that she might have once had disappeared years ago. All that was left was bitterness and self-pity.’


‘But you didn’t see her much, did you? Do you think she was different when you weren’t there?’


Connie shrugged. ‘I doubt it. She’d been that way for years. Since we were kids, really.’


‘Do you think there was a reason for it?’


Connie looked away. ‘Probably lots of reasons. But she’d had plenty of time to get over them.’


Richard looked at her curiously, but she didn’t say anything else, and he didn’t press her. Connie might find conversation easier than her sister, but there were still some subjects on which silence was resolutely upheld.




 





There was a documentary on the TV. Something about the Great Depression, though Lily had stopped watching it fifteen minutes ago, flicking the sound off so it wouldn’t interfere with her thoughts. She was in the kitchen, a good six feet from the battered old fourteen-inch TV that had seen her through her days at university, and she could only just see the shapes as they flickered across the screen. Richard kept suggesting they buy something bigger, more modern, but neither of them could bring themselves to spend money on upgrading something they only ever used as background noise.


The whole flat was a mishmash of things that they should probably have updated or thrown out long before now. It was something Connie commented on every time she came over, though Lily had never asked for her opinion.


Lily was trying to remember how it felt to sit on the red plastic bar stools in her mother’s house. She’d been walking backwards and forwards between the living room and the kitchen, trying to work out when she’d last sat on one. She couldn’t possibly have been older than twelve, and therefore the seat would have been huge in comparison to her legs; the whole length of her thighs would have been pressed against the plastic, with just her shins dangling over the edge. And yet. She could so clearly remember the feeling of being perched on the edge of a stool, with the tips of her toes brushing the coolness of the kitchen floor, as they would be now. As if she’d been sitting on one just last week.


She knew she was just superimposing memories of later times. False memories were a fact of life. But it was picking, gnawing at the edge of her brain. Making her restless, so that she walked to the kettle, got stuck at the sink, left the tap running for minutes before she shut it off, went back to the sofa, back to the kitchen, back. Paused at the kitchen window, which looked down over a glimpse of street, always empty, lit with its own, personal, grimy-England-orange glow. If she pressed her nose against the glass she could make tiny, clear holes in the fog on the pane. She could feel the conversation between the heat of her skin and the coolness of the condensation.


She loved this flat. Loved everything about it. When Richard was out she spent hours wandering from room to room, picking up objects, looking at bookshelves and picture frames and ornaments from different viewpoints. She tried to imagine how other people saw it. Spread out on the bed, or the sofa, or the floor, she would focus on individual freeze-frames of her flat and imagine what they said about her. About her-and-Richard.


When Richard was around everything was bustling, busy. The radio was on, or the TV, whichever, it didn’t matter as long as there was inane chatter going on somewhere in the background. When he was there the phone rang all the time and people came to the door and Lily’s contact with the outside world was real, tangible, there for everyone to see. She was a genuine, real-life person.


When he went out, which he did often, and left her alone, she retreated back into herself. She became just Lily.


She didn’t mind. In some ways she liked it best when she had breathing space. Thinking space. Imagining space.


But she was always glad when Richard came back.




 





The flat was dark when he got home. He let himself in quietly, placing his keys on the table by the door, slipping off his shoes and nudging them with his toes, into line with Lily’s battered once-white trainers. The front door opened directly on to the living room, the familiar furniture and debris of their life together lit only by the silvery-orange glow of the moonlight and the street-lamps outside.


He padded through to the kitchen to get a glass of water, automatically registering the objects that had moved since he was in here last, subconsciously taking note of the clues which were his daily insight into Lily’s state of mind. It was tidier than when he’d left, indicating restlessness, dissatisfaction. His unopened mail, neglected that morning owing to an early meeting, was piled neatly in the middle of the table. She’d been thinking of him, then. It wasn’t all bad news.


He took the water through to the bedroom, opening the door as quietly as possible. The hinges always creaked slightly, but if he opened it slowly enough then the creaking didn’t reach the pitch required to wake Lily up; rather, it was a low groan, unobtrusive. She slept sprawled across the bed, wearing a T-shirt and knickers. Her dark blonde hair was loose, tangled around her face. Her mouth was set in a stubborn line, and she breathed out tiny huffs of air, as if exhaling her discontent with the world.


He placed his glass of water on the bedside table and stood for a moment, watching her sleep. It wasn’t the only time she was peaceful. But it was the only time he ever had a chance of being able to guess what she was thinking.

















then





Lily had been at her grandparents’ for two months before Connie’s parents broached the subject of taking her to visit. Connie had begun to get used to being an only child: the silence Lily had left behind her now seemed almost normal. She was okay with her parents arguing, with being the sole focus of attention. She didn’t like it, but she no longer hated it.


She wasn’t sure how she would feel about going to her grandparents’ house, a place they had always visited together, and finding Lily there by herself. Her grandparents would presumably now be much closer to Lily than they were to her. Perhaps she and Lily would no longer feel like sisters, but like friends, or strangers even: people who were separated by the differences in their daily lives.


In the end, though, they didn’t go to the house. They met halfway between the two houses, a two-hour drive for each, in a pub with a playground in the garden. The weather was cold but sunny, and Connie took Lily outside while the adults chatted and waited for food to arrive.


‘You want to play on the swings?’ Connie offered. Lily nodded, and climbed on to a swing, clutching the chain tightly on each side with her hands. Connie pushed her, making sure she didn’t go too high. She remembered the last time they’d done this: maybe six months ago? Connie had been less cautious then. Pushing her sister carelessly, wanting her to fly, without sparing a thought for what would happen if she did. Now Connie realised she thought of her as fragile; something to be protected.


She wasn’t sure she liked it much.


After the swings they played on the slide, Connie going down first, Lily following with a wordless swish and a smile. They landed side by side in the dirt.


‘How about we go down together?’ Connie suggested. Lily nodded, so they climbed up together, fitting their feet into the ridges in the wood. The slide wasn’t wide enough for them to sit alongside each other, so Lily sat between Connie’s legs, Connie holding on to her waist. When they landed at the bottom they heard a cheer; Marcus had been watching them from the doorway.


‘Do it again,’ he urged, so they did. By the end of the third time Connie found the back of her jeans was covered in mud.


‘No more, Dad, please,’ she said, when he seemed about to ask.


He laughed. ‘Okay, then. I was only supposed to be coming to tell you the food has arrived, anyway.’


They trooped back inside, their mother clucking disapprovingly over the state of their hands as soon as they sat down, ordering them to go and wash them. They obeyed, Connie muttering under her breath about selective parenting.


Over dinner the main topic of conversation was the inquest, which had taken place the day before. Lily stared at her plate and gave no indication that she heard anything that was said around her. Connie glared at her mother, who spoke in hushed tones, as if that would somehow soften the blow of her words.


‘We thought we’d better go,’ she said. ‘I mean, the police had already told us what they were going to say, and they didn’t need us as witnesses, but I really think it’s better to know what’s being said. I wanted to be on hand, in case they mentioned the girls.’


‘And did they?’ Her grandmother’s question, but it was Connie who held her breath, awaiting the answer.


‘They mentioned that they were there, obviously. Quoted Connie’s statement, explained that Lily couldn’t talk about it. They recorded a verdict of accidental death.’


‘So they’re not holding anyone responsible?’


‘Officially, no. Basically they don’t really have any idea how it happened, but there were no definite signs of foul play, so they just have to assume that it was an accident.’


There was no response to this. Connie tried to chew the food in her mouth, but it was suddenly tasteless, with the texture of damp paper. Lily was completely motionless, staring silently at her plate.


‘Anyway,’ Marcus said, his voice full of false cheer, ‘the main thing is, it’s over now, isn’t it? So we can all go back to normal.’


The conversation moved back to less painful subjects, and, if anyone noticed that Connie and Lily didn’t eat another bite, they chose not to mention it.




 





‘As I said yesterday, there are lots of different types of energy. We’ve looked at electrical energy, chemical energy and thermal energy. Does anyone know of any more?’


Connie didn’t look up, in case the teacher caught her eye. The lack of response wasn’t quite a silence; there were low mutterings, the odd giggle. The students weren’t not communicating, just steadfastly refusing to communicate with the teacher.


‘Anyone?’


In among the quiet murmurs she could pick out individual voices. The odd sentence here and there.


I heard she killed someone.


‘Okay, well, today we’re going to be looking at kinetic energy.’


Connie looked up, following the squeaking strokes of the whiteboard marker as it traced words across the board: ‘kinetic energy’. Except that the ‘r’ and the ‘g’ weren’t clear, had melded together to form an uncertain squiggle. If Connie squinted slightly, she could see the word ‘enemy’, emblazoned on the board for all to see.


I heard it was her sister that killed him and that she got sent away so they couldn’t put her in jail.


Connie closed her eyes. Tried to tune in to the teacher’s voice, while the whispers behind her seemed to scratch at the back of her mind.


‘Kinetic energy is motion energy. All moving things have kinetic energy, even tiny ones, like atoms, and huge ones, like planets. Today we’re going to do an exercise to look at the way kinetic energy is transferred, and why it might be of importance to us.’


There was a general shuffling as the teacher started writing instructions on the board. People turned to their partners, started talking more loudly. Connie leaned forward on her desk and switched on the gas tap for the Bunsen burners. Released a tiny cloud of gas into the air, with a minute hiss that only she could hear. She flipped it off again.


I thought her sister went crazy and they sent her to a mental institution.


She had a Walkman at home. Maybe she could bring it in. The teacher probably wouldn’t notice, so long as she looked as if she was paying attention. It would use a lot of batteries, though. Her parents would notice if she kept taking all their batteries.


‘Okay, so if you want to divide into pairs…’


Connie didn’t bother to look around for a partner. It had been nearly three months since she’d started secondary school, and every lesson had been the same. She would sit here until the teacher assigned her to a pair. A different one every time; it wouldn’t be fair for anyone to have to put up with her for more than one lesson.


Look at her. I think the whole family’s crazy.


‘Connie, could you make a three with Natalie and Emma, please?’


She gathered up her books, awkwardly levered herself down from the wooden stool. Taller than the plastic bar stools at home. And the noise the metal legs made, screeching across the linoleum. Grating her eardrums.


Natalie and Emma were two tables away. Far enough that she couldn’t hear the whispers of the girls behind. They didn’t talk to her, but there were no snide comments as there were with some of the others. This was fine.


She could get used to this.




 





Connie came in through the patio doors, hoping to avoid her parents. No such luck. They were sitting at the breakfast bar, a pot of coffee untouched in the space between their hands. They both looked up as she walked in.


‘Good day?’


‘Mmm.’


‘That’s hardly an answer, is it?’


Connie took a deep breath. Allowed the traces of bitterness left in the air by Anna’s tone to dissipate before she responded. ‘It was okay.’


‘What lessons did you have?’


Her father had evidently been training himself in asking questions that required direct responses. Can’t have two silent daughters. Keep this one talking.


‘English. Maths.’ She paused. Tried to pluck something out of the day that would be worth mentioning. ‘We’re learning about energy in science.’


‘What kind of energy?’


‘All kinds. I’ve got lots of homework.’


‘Okay. You’d best get on with it, then.’


Connie went upstairs, closed her bedroom door behind her, dropped her bag on the floor next to her bed. Went to the mirror that hung above her dresser. She looked the same as she had that morning. More tired, perhaps. She leaned close, examined the dark circles beneath her eyes. Some of the other girls wore make-up that gave their faces a powdery orange tint. Maybe she would get some.


She could sense her parents downstairs, talking about her. Talking about Lily. Or maybe they weren’t talking at all. Communicating via silent thought-transmissions.


It seemed that silence was its own mode of communication, these days.


She went to her bed, knelt down, and reached a hand underneath, fingers tracing the dust on the floorboards until she found what she was looking for. Her hand closed around hard plastic casing. The radio that her parents had given her for Christmas two years ago. That she had barely used since her father had finally relented and bought a television a year later.


She switched it on. A muted buzz whispered its way through the air. She twisted the dial, and found a voice. A man’s voice, joined a moment later by a woman’s. They laughed. Oh, Jim, you know me so well.


She turned the volume down low enough that she could hear the voices without being able to make out the words, and placed the radio on her windowsill.


She hadn’t been lying about the homework, but she couldn’t be bothered to do anything about it. Her parents wouldn’t check. The teachers wouldn’t comment. She was in limbo, outside the normal rules of society, temporarily. Temporally.


Lily had never been able to say temporarily.


Connie lay down on her bed and stretched out as much as she could without touching the wall. Not much leeway with a single bed. Sometimes, when her parents were out, she spread out on their bed like a starfish, trying to touch every corner. It was supposed to be a secret, but she could never make the bed as neatly as they could and they always knew. Her father didn’t mind. It was only Anna who complained.


She liked their room. It didn’t have the sense of emptiness that hers did, regardless of whether or not they were in it. Perhaps it was the fact that it was shared space, the lives of two people combined in one area. It gave a sense of conversation in the room, even when there was no communication between its living occupants.


Downstairs she could hear their voices begin to rise. She pulled a pillow around her ears to muffle the sound. Not that she could ever hear the words. But she could make out the vibrations in her mother’s tone that would indicate when she was near tears.


Through the open window she could hear the birds as they bade farewell to the fading day. The sound mingled with the murmurings from the radio, the low growl of voices from the kitchen. And Lily’s voice in her mind, stumbling over syllables she could not pronounce. Tempery. Temporally. Tempo-rarity.


Connie closed her eyes and wished: for silence or for graspable sound, she could not quite decide.




 





The following day she decided to go into town after school. Set off on the same route she took every day. The buses from Farnworth back to Drayfield went every hour, with one leaving straight after school. She usually took a later bus. Avoiding people she knew. And it was better to be out of the house.


She headed down the alley next to the school. Kept to the left, clear of the garages where older kids went to smoke. Concentrated on stepping around the cat shit which was liberally scattered among the gravel.


Didn’t notice the people emerging from the garages, walking behind her.


The first blow caught her on the ear and knocked her sideways, into the wall. She stumbled, dizzy, and someone grabbed her hair, pulling her to the floor. Face-first, so that the gravel bit into her cheeks and split her lip. She closed her eyes and tried to curl into a ball.


‘Coward. Weren’t so cowardly when you were killing that guy, were you?’


She didn’t know how many there were. At least three, she guessed. They kicked her repeatedly, until she lost count of how many blows landed on her body, and she could no longer feel the individual impact. Just the juddering of her whole body as shoe collided with skin.


‘We thought we’d give you a lesson in the transference of kinetic energy,’ said one voice. A hiss, venomous, but also amused. It was the amusement that made Connie feel genuinely afraid.


It didn’t last long. Maybe a minute before they spat in her hair and left her on the ground. She heard laughter as they retreated, and the lighting of cigarettes.


She lay there for just a few moments too long; when she got to the bus station the early bus was leaving, its brake lights waving cheerfully as they disappeared around the corner. She could think of nowhere else to go, and so she sat at the bus station for an hour, until the next bus arrived. The bus driver looked at her when he pulled up – dirt-smudged, gravel-grazed – but he made no comment, and she sat down without a word.

















now





Lily was the first person in the department most mornings. She shared an office with two other members of the faculty: a lecturer in algebraic topology, Eric, who insisted on drinking out of a mug bearing the slogan ‘To a Topologist This Is a Doughnut’, and Marianna, a German who specialised in archaeostatistics and being quiet. They tended to work in near-total silence, which was only ever interrupted by Eric, whose opinions fluttered out of his mouth and settled ineffectually on the indifference in the room.


Lily treasured the early mornings, when she could work without interruption. She hated sharing an office; had several times considered moving to a new institution just for the privilege of having her own space in which to work. But Richard didn’t want to move. And when it came right down to it, nor did Lily. So she came in early, worked hard, taught for the required number of hours, and went back home to capture a few uninterrupted hours of productivity before Richard arrived home.


She set up the coffee machine, switched on her computer, and raised the blinds to let in the first struggling signs of daylight. The sky was blue-grey, without any genuine promise of becoming brighter later in the day. It was the claustrophobic darkness of mid-October, the kind that in the evenings carried with it promises of trick-or-treating, bonfires, hot chestnuts and tinsel, but in the early mornings merely pledged drizzle and murky, rain-bleached sunlight.


Checking her emails took considerably longer than usual. It was her first day back in the office. They’d offered her compassionate leave, but she didn’t see the point. The longer she was out of touch with the academic world, the harder it would be to fight her way back to the centre. Besides, excessive thinking without an object on which to focus thought was the quickest route to insanity, in her limited experience.


When she was most of the way through her inbox, Marianna came in, and they exchanged awkward conversation for a previously unheard-of length of three minutes. How are, where have, did you, and, here we are. Three minutes to establish that nothing in their working relationship had changed, or needed to change. Then back to the silence in which they were both most comfortable.


The phone rang ten minutes later.


‘Lily Emmett.’


‘Lils! Richard said you were going back to work today.’


Lily didn’t respond, but shifted the receiver to rest between her ear and her shoulder, so that she could continue typing while Connie spoke.


‘How are you feeling?’


‘Yes, fine, thank you. And you?’


‘Fine. Well, you know, not fine, obviously not. I know you’re not either. We should meet up soon. The kids would like to see more of you, and of course Nathan…’


‘I’m at work.’


‘I didn’t mean now.’ Deliberately missing the point. ‘Look, Lils, there’s stuff we need to talk about. I was wondering if we could do dinner.’


‘Mmm.’


‘Don’t just make noises at me. What does that mean? Does it mean yes?’


‘Yes. Of course. When?’


‘When are you free?’


Lily was momentarily confused. ‘Um. Always?’


‘Oh, Lily, don’t make it sound like that.’ A pause, for Lily to speak, but she couldn’t think of a single thing to say. ‘How about tomorrow, then?’


‘Yes. Fine. At your house?’


‘Yes. Bring Richard.’


‘Of course.’


‘Good. See you tomorrow, then. Take care.’


‘Yes.’ A pause, before Lily remembered, and started to say ‘you too’, but Connie was already gone; a tiny click followed by an endless and impenetrable buzz.

















then





‘I still don’t understand why we couldn’t all spend Christmas together.’


Connie was slouched in the back seat of the car, feet resting high on the seat in front of her, roughly in line with her mother’s shoulder-blades. Her mother stared out of the window and did a very good impression of not being able to hear anything. Every now and then she lifted a hand, to rub a clear patch in the condensation on the window; otherwise she was motionless.


‘Your grandfather was ill,’ Marcus said, his voice stubbornly calm. He was staring straight ahead, watching where he was going, and all Connie could see were his eyes in the mirror, dark and strangely expressionless. ‘It wouldn’t have been nice, to barge in on them when he wasn’t feeling well.’


‘They could have come to us,’ Connie said. She was aware she was being petulant. They’d been having the same argument all morning.


‘Yes, they could have done, but they didn’t want to and it would have made things difficult – ’


‘You mean Lily didn’t want to.’


‘Lily hasn’t said a word on the subject,’ Marcus said. Connie glared at him in the mirror. ‘Sorry. Bad time to try to be funny, I suppose.’


‘It would help if you were actually funny.’


‘Yes, I suppose it would.’ Marcus sighed, tapping his thumbs on the steering wheel as he slowed the car to a stop at the end of a queue. ‘Anyway, it’s nothing to do with Lily. It was me and your grandmother who made the decision, really.’


‘And no one else,’ her mother said pointedly.


‘I asked you whether you wanted to go for Christmas, Anna – ’


‘And I said I didn’t want to go at all. And yet, here I am.’ Anna was still staring out of the window, her voice utterly expressionless. Connie shifted further down in her seat, trying to make herself inconspicuous.


‘What, you’d rather not see Lily at all?’


‘That’s not what I meant.’


‘Well, that’s basically what you said, isn’t it?’


Anna shrugged. The car juddered slightly as it waited to resume its movement. Outside, ahead of them in the queue, someone was honking their horn. Connie tilted her head to peer through the gap between the seats, trying to see what was causing the hold-up, but she was slouched too low to see anything but dashboard and sky.


Christmas had been a strange and dismal affair. Her parents had attempted the customary festivities, but there had been a flatness in the air, a lack of enthusiasm. Connie had failed to get out of bed at the usual time – she was usually woken early by an excited Lily. She’d lain awake for almost an hour, listening to the wind stirring outside the house, before she remembered that it was traditional at Christmas for the children to drag the adults out of bed. When she’d knocked on her parents’ bedroom door she’d found them both awake, as puzzled and uncertain as she was.


There had still been presents, of course, and they had still made dinner; but, where once it would have been Anna’s job to cook while Marcus entertained the girls, Anna now seemed unable to remember what she was meant to do, and she’d left most of it to Marcus. Connie had stayed in her room until late in the morning, reading a book with the radio on low, only stirring when she heard the sound of the patio doors slamming shut beneath her. She’d climbed off her bed and gone to the window, just in time to see her mother striding through the garden, past the lavender borders – all overgrown now, and nothing but a collection of grey-green weeds at this time of year – straight into the depths of the woodland beyond. Connie had watched her until she was out of sight, even her shadow slipping away beneath the trees, and then she’d pulled herself away from the window and joined her father downstairs.


Her mother had come back in time for dinner, and they’d made a valiant attempt at good cheer, before disintegrating into silence and stupor, and eventually retreating to separate rooms.


Connie couldn’t help thinking about what it had been like the year before, when Lily had been given a pair of roller skates and Connie had pushed her up and down the patio for an hour, trying not to let her fall off the edges on to the grass. Her mother had watched them from the kitchen window while cooking dinner, and Marcus had hovered with his camera, shouting encouragement from all sides. After dinner Billy and his father had come round, and the adults had sat around drinking wine, getting louder and more out of control. They’d forgotten to send them to bed, and Connie remembered crouching in the doorway to the kitchen, watching them, with Billy on one side and Lily on the other. Billy had whispered in her ear, ‘We could steal some of their wine; they wouldn’t even notice,’ and for a moment Connie had been excited by the prospect, until she’d realised that Lily was there – Lily who she was supposed to be responsible for – and she’d shaken her head. Instead they’d gone upstairs to Lily’s room and Billy and Connie had taken turns reading her stories until she fell asleep, twisted in her duvet, left thumb in mouth, right arm thrown out recklessly above her head. Not long after that, Billy’s dad had called him downstairs and they’d gone home.


The car started moving again, and Connie shifted so that she was upright in her seat, her feet on the floor. She could see out of the windscreen from this angle, the long line of brake lights arcing off into the distance. ‘How much longer?’


‘Depends how long the traffic lasts,’ Marcus replied. ‘Half an hour, maybe?’


‘Hurrah,’ Anna muttered under her breath.


It turned out to be almost an hour. When they pulled into the tiny terraced street lined with box hedges and rosebush borders, it was to find Marcus’s father out in the front garden, trowel in hand, squinting gloomily at the clouds overhead. ‘Looks like rain,’ he said by way of greeting, giving his son a hug and kissing his daughter-in-law on the cheek. He put an arm round Connie’s shoulders and kept it there, squeezing her gently towards him. ‘Was the journey okay?’


‘Largely uneventful.’ Marcus hoisted a large rucksack on to his shoulders, shifting awkwardly under its weight. ‘Mum inside?’


‘Yeah, she’s making lunch. Lily’s in her room, I think.’


‘I’ll go and say hi.’ He disappeared inside, Anna trailing behind like a lost child.


‘And how have you been, trouble?’ He ruffled Connie’s hair and then released her from his grip. ‘They been taking care of you?’


‘Of course.’ She looked at the ground, tracing a circle in the lawn with her toe. ‘How’s Lily?’


‘Oh, she’s fine. I expect she’ll be back home with you soon enough.’


‘Is she talking yet?’


‘No, not yet. But no need to rush these things, hmm?’ He ruffled her hair again, looked as if he might say something, and then thought better of it. Instead he turned to the nearest rosebush, which was almost as tall as Connie. ‘Have you met Fred? He’ll be on top form by June.’


She followed him around the front garden for a while, looking at shrubs on command, listening politely to the names and the histories even though she knew she would forget them as soon as she went indoors. It was something they did every time she came to visit, but she never remembered the details.


After a while it did start to rain, so they went inside, to find Anna and Marcus standing in the doorway of the kitchen. The house smelled the same as it always did: slightly dusty, slightly flowery. The scent of roasting ham skated over the top of everything else.


Her grandma stood at the hob, stirring something in a pan, and she beckoned Connie over when she saw her. ‘Do you want to try this? It should be about done. Have a taste and tell me what you think.’


She held out a spoonful of soup and Connie sipped it obediently. ‘Mmm. It’s good.’


‘Excellent. That means lunch is ready, then. Do you want to go and tell Lily?’


Connie shuffled upstairs, leaving the adults talking loudly as they pulled plates out of cupboards and set the table. The noise receded as she climbed the stairs, and was barely a whisper by the time she was outside Lily’s room. She knocked on the door, waited, and then realised she was being ridiculous: there was not likely to be any answering call of ‘come in’.


The room was almost eerily still when she pushed open the door. Lily was sitting on her bed, staring out of the window; she turned her head for just long enough to confirm that it was her sister at the door, and then turned back to the outside world. ‘Hey, Lils,’ Connie murmured, but there was no answering response.


She crossed the room and crawled on to the bed next to her sister. Lily shifted slightly to the left to let her sit down. Together, they looked down on the outside world.


The room was at the back of the house, and from the window they could see a patchwork quilt of gardens stretching out into the distance: tiny strips of land, bordered by wooden fences and hedges, joined by trees which crept over the borders and spilled into neighbouring gardens. Connie could see her grandparents’ garden, with more of Grandpa’s beloved roses trailing the pathway on either side; the neighbouring gardens, less well tended but still obviously cared for; the gardens that backed on to the ends of them, wild and unruly, allowing their untamed hedgerows to push through the fences. The rain was still falling, and no one was outside; it was a dismal picture, grey sky as far as the eye could see and droplets of water slipping down the windowpane, blurring the view.


‘Grandma said to tell you lunch is ready,’ Connie said, her voice soft in the silence of the room. Lily didn’t move, and her expression didn’t change.


‘Mama and Dad fought all the way here. I don’t think Mama wanted to come. I think – well, I think she wanted you to come home, though she won’t admit it.’


Connie watched out of the corner of her eye, but Lily still didn’t move.


‘You’d find some way to tell us if you hated it here, wouldn’t you?’


There was no response for a minute, and then Lily slid off the bed and left the room. Connie sat and listened to her soft, plodding eight-year-old’s footsteps on the carpeted stairs. She waited until they’d reached the bottom and disappeared before she made a move to follow.




 





Connie was surprised by how animated Lily seemed around their grandparents. She still didn’t speak, but she was noticeably more responsive – she made eye contact, she smiled, she looked as if she was paying attention to the world around her. She barely glanced in Connie’s direction, despite the fact that they sat opposite each other; but, positioned at the end of the table, with her grandmother to one side and her father to the other, Lily almost looked like a normal child having a normal dinner with her family.


‘We’ve been working on reading and writing,’ Grandma was saying, as she pushed the bowls from their soup starter to one side, and reached for the meat in the centre of the table. ‘Lily’s getting very good at writing. She’s been writing us letters, haven’t you, Lily?’


Lily nodded, but didn’t look up. Connie watched as she pushed a slice of tomato backwards and forwards through a pile of salt. ‘You don’t need so much, Lils,’ Marcus said, but she ignored him and popped the tomato in her mouth, her eyes briefly meeting Connie’s before darting back to her plate.


‘She’s very good at maths, as well. I don’t think you’ve got anything to worry about.’


‘I got in touch with the school, actually,’ Marcus said. Anna looked up, and Connie could see the surprise in her expression, though she didn’t say anything. ‘They’re happy to send out some guidelines to help you. Just some of the subject areas they’ll be working on each term, you know. Do you think that would be helpful?’


‘Absolutely. Though it depends how long you want her to stay here, obviously. There’s no point putting together a whole curriculum and then having you turn round and say you want to put her back in school in two weeks’ time.’ Grandma’s voice was firm, and Marcus looked slightly guilty.


‘Mum, you know if it’s too much to ask at any point – ’


‘That’s not what I’m saying at all.’ Connie saw Grandma’s gaze flick towards Lily, but Lily was still absorbed in her food and didn’t look up. ‘We love having her here. We love having all of you here,’ she added, with a pointed look at Anna. ‘But being a teacher is a lot of work, and, as much as I enjoy it, I would like to know whether there’s a long-term plan.’


‘Wouldn’t we all,’ Anna muttered.


‘Don’t start,’ Marcus said. ‘This was as much your idea as it was mine.’


Anna shrugged, and picked sullenly at her ham, saying nothing. Connie, looking around the table, wondered whether anyone would notice if she got down from the table and didn’t come back.


‘How about we work on a month-by-month basis, for now?’ Marcus suggested. ‘That way you don’t have to plan too far ahead and we can keep an eye on Lily and see how she’s getting on.’ Marcus looked directly at Lily, as if remembering she was still there. ‘Does that sound okay to you, Lils? We don’t want to send you back to school before you’re ready, do we?’


Lily nodded, too focused on her plate to look up. Connie watched her, willing her to make eye contact, but there was no response.


‘Sounds good to me,’ Grandma agreed. ‘What about you, Connie? Have you been enjoying school lately?’


Oh, so you do know I’m here, she thought, and then felt bad. It wasn’t Grandma she was angry with. She thought of the bruises on her ribs that were only just healing, and shrugged. They hadn’t caught her after school since that last time, but they’d become bolder in other places – tripping her up as she walked past them in the school halls, pinching her arms and pulling her hair when they sat behind her on the bus.


‘Well, secondary school’s a big adjustment,’ Grandma said, her voice gentle. ‘Especially after everything that’s happened.’


‘Maybe you’d like to look after Connie as well? Since she clearly can’t cope either?’ Anna’s voice was bitter, making Connie flinch.


‘Anna, there’s no need to be like that.’ Marcus sounded stern, parental. Connie’s eyes went to her grandparents. Grandpa was focused on eating his food, and looked as though he’d barely registered what was being said, but her Grandma was looking directly at Anna with what looked like pity.


‘Maybe we could go and have a drink, Anna?’ she suggested. ‘I’ve got some wine I’ve been meaning to open.’


Anna, looking torn between shame and anger, nodded. She didn’t meet Connie’s eye as they disappeared into the kitchen.


‘I guess that’s dinner done with, then,’ Connie muttered. ‘You could have just left her at home. She’d have been much happier.’


‘We’re a family, Connie.’ Marcus’s voice was sharp, but there was an undertone of weariness, and he pushed away his plate with a sigh. ‘How about we go and sit in the living room? We could play a game.’


The four of them went and sat on the living room floor. Marcus and Grandpa leaned their backs against the sofas and spread their legs out in front, their feet almost meeting in the middle. Lily lay on her stomach in the middle of the floor, while Connie sat cross-legged opposite her. Grandpa found a deck of cards and they played a few rounds of Sevens in ponderous silence. From the kitchen Connie could hear the low murmuring of her mother and grandmother talking, but the words were too faint to catch.


‘I hope they’re getting things sorted,’ Marcus said, to no one in particular.


‘They’ll be fine,’ Grandpa said, his voice firm and reassuring. He leaned forward so he could lay the jack of clubs on the nearest pile. ‘You know what your mother’s like. She can sort out anything.’


‘Hmm.’ Marcus looked doubtful. ‘Anna’s been pretty difficult lately. And she’s been so negative about this whole situation; it’s like she thinks someone’s trying to steal her children away…’ He trailed off, looking around the room, as if he’d just noticed that both his daughters were within earshot. ‘I just don’t want you or Mum to think we’re ungrateful,’ he said finally.


Lily, focused on laying down a card, didn’t give any indication that she’d heard. Connie studied her own cards, so she wouldn’t say what she was thinking: that maybe they didn’t need to be stolen. Maybe their mother had given her children away.


‘We know it’s a difficult situation,’ Grandpa said, his voice light. ‘You just focus on worrying about yourselves. Your mother and I are old enough to let you know if something’s upsetting us.’


Marcus nodded, and the conversation moved on. After a while Connie put down her cards, mumbling something about needing the toilet, and slipped into the dining room, pushing the door closed behind her.


The room was empty, and strangely dim with the door closed: the sky was steadily darkening outside, as the rain grew heavier and the day crept towards the night. The dishes from lunch were still scattered across the table, casting strange shadows, and the door to the kitchen was open a crack, a shaft of light throwing itself carelessly across the carpet. Connie could hear the low voices of her mother and her grandmother from the other side of the door.


‘I know it sounds petulant,’ Anna was saying, ‘but I feel as if Marcus is punishing me because I wasn’t there to help them. It’s as if he’s gone, Well, you weren’t around to help then, so I’m not going to let you help now. What other reason can there be for him sending Lily away, other than that he thinks I’m incompetent?’


‘Anna, you need to talk to him about this. He doesn’t think you’re incompetent. He thinks you’re stressed and he’s trying to avoid putting any more pressure on you.’


‘By taking my daughter away? How is that relieving the pressure?’


‘She’s hard work, Anna. You know that – you can see what it’s like. Looking after someone who won’t communicate is a full-time job, and it can be pretty hurtful, knowing that despite your best efforts they still don’t want to talk to you. Especially if it’s your own child. I think Marcus just wants to protect you.’


Connie waited for the response, barely breathing in her attempt to not make any noise.


‘Well, he hasn’t protected me,’ Anna said, her voice blunt and full of hurt. ‘He’s just made things worse. He’s probably ruined my relationship with my daughters, and he’s made me lose all respect for him. I don’t know if I’ll ever be able to forgive him for that.’


The door swung open so suddenly that Connie didn’t have time to move; light filled the room, and Anna appeared in the doorway, her features contorted almost unrecognisably. Connie froze, terrified that she’d be seen, but she needn’t have worried – Anna made straight for the stairs, and never once looked in her direction.
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