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         ‘A moving and compelling tale exploring the heartbreak one impulsive lie can cause, breaking apart a family. Deft and confident, this book has it all: emotive and gripping in equal measure. Had to stop myself gulping it down in one go!’

         Louise Mumford

         
             

         

         ‘I love everything about this book. If you like character-led novels, then they don’t come finer than this, with its beautifully developed personalities reacting to changing circumstances. Amongst the shocking revelations are touches of humour and lightness that balance the grief and darkness… “I couldn’t put the book down” may be a cliché, but I read this in one session that stretched into the early hours of the morning, from the shock of the opening to the ultimately satisfying conclusion.’

         Alex Craigie

         
             

         

         ‘Judith Barrow is such a skilled storyteller I was completely immersed in the narrative, living alongside the characters as the plot played seamlessly out. It is hard to say too much about the story itself without including spoilers, but take it from me, Sisters is a first class read.’

         Jane Cable
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            Prologue

         

         1981

         I never wanted to be in Micklethwaite ever again. Yet here I am. And meeting the one person I never wanted to see again. Sisters don’t do what she did to me. I’ll never forgive her. Ever.
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         Chapter One

         Mandy, 1970

         ‘Thanks, love, he’s not settled all night.’

         I know, I heard him. Robert’s in Mum and Dad’s bedroom, next to mine, and the walls are thin. But I don’t say anything, I love my little brother and I’m proper chuffed that Mum trusts me to take him out in his new pram. They bought all new things for him because they’d got rid of everything after me: the pram, a cot, one of those seats that bounce when Dad lays him in it. And loads of clothes – Mum was knitting all the time before he was born. Most of the wool was yellow because we didn’t know if the baby would be a boy or a girl. When Dad came back from the hospital, after Robert was born, he kept repeating, ‘a son’, and that he was, ‘over the moon’. I think my sister was a bit jealous. She said it showed she was special, being the first girl, and that I was a disappointment because I wasn’t a lad. I don’t care, I get to play with him more because Angie says she has better things to do. I’m guessing she means dolling herself up and putting all that muck on her face.

         Mum tells people Robert was a total surprise. I can’t think he was that much of a surprise, seeing as how she must have known there was a baby in her tummy, seeing as how she got fatter and fatter. Anyhow, I know she loves him because she smiles all the time and laughs at everything he does. She says he’ll be sitting up before he’s six months old. I can’t wait – it’ll be good to show him all the birds and things in the garden.

         ‘I’ll just take Robert round the avenues, Mum. I’m going to call for Belinda. We won’t go off the estate. Promise.’ I grip the handle of the pram; it’s a bright and shiny blue with little letters that spell 5out ‘Silver Cross’ on the rim of the hood. I love pushing it around the avenues. ‘I’ll look after him. Cross my heart.’

         ‘I know you will, Mandy. I’m not worried.’

         Robert whimpers. I jiggle the pram.

         ‘Go on, then, before he starts again. Off you go. It’ll give me a chance to get the washing done.’

         We both look up at the sky. There are no clouds, and the brightness hurts my eyes.

         ‘It’s a good drying day,’ I say. Mum laughs and gives me a quick hug. It’s something she always says on washdays like this. I walk steadily along the path, through the gate and onto the pavement. I know she’ll be watching to see how I’m managing; she always does.

         When I go round the corner to the next avenue, I go a bit faster. Robert’s muted grumbles mean if I stop, he’ll be in full throttle in no time. I take no notice when I hear someone clip-clopping behind, because I can tell it’s Angie in those daft wedge-heeled sandals she insists are ‘the fashion’.

         ‘Give us a go, our Mand,’ she says, catching up with me.

         ‘Why?’ She’s never wanted to before. ‘You always say you wouldn’t be seen dead pushing the pram outside.’

         ‘If I stop in, I’ll get lumbered with the washing or stuck doing some boring weeding on the vegetable patch for Dad.’ Angie tugs at the handle of the pram, jerking it. Robert lets out a loud cry.

         ‘Stop it!’

         ‘Go on, our kid, and I’ll buy you some sherbet from my spends.’

         I’m still cross with her for leaving me to wash and dry the pots on my own after breakfast. But when I look at her, I feel a twinge of guilt. Angie’s eyelashes are clumped together with mascara; I’d seen her spitting on the black block earlier and peering into the mirror while she used the little brush. The same brush I’d swished around in the toilet after I’d peed. Just to get my own back.

         I shouldn’t have done that, so to make me feel better, I give in. ‘Okay then, just for a bit. And a liquorice stick to go with the sherbet, mind?’6

         ‘And a liquorice stick to go with the sherbet.’ She’s mimicking me, but I don’t care. It’s a bargain. And one thing about Angie is she always keeps her promises.

         She turns the pram to go along the next avenue.

         ‘I’m not going that way. I’m calling for Belinda.’ I try to catch hold of her arm. She dodges away and the pram jerks. Robert gives a wail of protest.

         ‘Does it matter?’ She walks faster, though how in those stupid sandals I don’t know. ‘You can call for your little best friend after.’

         ‘She’ll be waiting for me. I told her on our way home yesterday I’d go round to their house. Stop! I’ll tell Mum.’ I bump into her when she suddenly halts.

         ‘You’d better not tell Mum.’ She glares at me.

         ‘Well, all right, I won’t. But I know what you’re doing.’ I glare back. ‘You’re going to meet that lad off Victoria Avenue, aren’t you?’

         ‘How do you know?’

         I’d heard her giggling about him with her friend, Sally Sedgemoor, but I can’t tell her I had my ear pressed to the wall between our bedrooms. So I just say, ‘That’s why you want the pram – so if his mother sees you, you can pretend you’re only walking the baby.’

         She glances at me. ‘You won’t tell Dad, will you?’

         ‘As if.’ He’d only go off on one of his, ‘It’s not you I don’t trust, it’s the kind of boy you’d attract,’ talks. I snap, ‘I don’t know how’ve you managed to get out of the house with all that stuff on your face.’ She’s also wearing blue eyeshadow and pale pink lipstick. She’s so pretty and has lovely, thick, dark brown hair that swings around her face like that singer’s, Sandie Shaw. Not that she can sing like her; her caterwauling in the bath is like cats fighting. I can sing, but I take after Mum’s side, with my ginger hair, horrible pale green eyes and the freckles.

         She shrugs. ‘He didn’t see me. I nipped out when he was in the back garden.’

         ‘Well, you’ll have to put up with me being with you. Because as soon as you see that lad, you won’t want the pram…’7

         ‘He’s not just a lad, he’s lovely. He’s called Stephen − Stephen Birch.’ She flushes and leans forward to tuck the knitted blanket closer around Robert.

         ‘Soppy.’ I make a gagging noise. ‘Anyway, what about Ben Watson?’ She’s been seeing my friend Belinda’s brother on the sly from Dad for months. ‘Does he know you fancy this Stephen lad?’

         She goes redder. ‘No, and you won’t tell him. Will you?’ She narrows her eyes at me.

         I shrug; I don’t really care. Except that Belinda’s my friend and I don’t want anything my daft sister does to spoil that. Ben’s always nice to me when I go to their house. Friendly. And Belinda’s family are like us − normal. They live on the cul-de-sac at the end of our road. Not like that stuck-up lot off Victoria Avenue.

         ‘Will you?’

         ‘I like Ben…’

         ‘Oh, shut up, and mind your own business. Anyway, I don’t have to go past Stephen’s house. He’s meeting me at the bottom of Beggars Ginnel…’

         ‘And, like I said, as soon as you meet him, you’ll want to get rid of Robert.’

         She grins.

         I keep on following her as fast as I can. I’m not happy. I promised Mum I’d look after Robert. We turn into the narrow passageway and I see Stephen Birch standing down at the other end, looking up at us.

         Angie glances at me, just the once, before shouting, ‘Catch!’

         I try to grab at the handle as she lets go of it. I’m not fast enough. The ginnel’s steep and cobbled. The pram bumps and lurches, going faster and faster. My legs won’t move. Don’t understand. Don’t believe it. I push past her. Run.

         Robert’s screaming.

         Stephen Birch is yelling, panic in his voice. He dodges from side to side of the ginnel, arms outstretched. The pram careers into him and tips over onto its side. He’s underneath it. The cobbles are 8bumpy. I slip. Pain. Pain in my ankle. I scream. Still running. Crying. Can’t breathe. Can’t breathe.

         ‘Robert!’

         He’s not screaming now. Not crying. I tug at the pram. ‘Help me,’ I shout at the boy. He’s curled up, moaning. ‘Angie. Help!’

         She’s standing at the top of the ginnel. Staring.

         I’d heard Robert when the pram was crashing around. Now he’s quiet. Totally quiet.

         Angie’s helping at last. I’m dizzy. Hot. Cold. Feel sick. Hate her. Hit out at her. ‘Hate you. Hate you!’ She doesn’t hit back.

         The pram’s on its wheels. The blankets are bunched up in the hood. Can’t untangle them.

         ‘If anything’s…’

         My little brother’s not moving. His face is pale. His eyes shut. His little mouth is open a bit. He’s not breathing.

         Chapter Two

         Angie

         The tears have dried, salt-tightened, on her cheeks. Angie hunches her shoulders and rocks, ignoring the sharp branches of the beech hedge pressing against her back. No one can see her here from the house, she knows that, and she needs time to think what to do. The pulse in her neck has gradually subsided to a steady beat.

         She shouldn’t have run away, shouldn’t have left Mandy on her own to bring their baby brother home. The thought torments her. But she’d panicked when she hadn’t heard him cry. He should have been crying. She mustn’t think about it. Was he hurt? No, he couldn’t be. She had heard him cry. Hadn’t she? That makes her feel better for a second before she remembers how he’d looked. So still.

         She can’t think straight. She rocks harder, wrapping her arms 9around her knees. Wishing none of the last hour had happened. If she could just go back…

         Chapter Three

         Mandy

         Everything’s happening at once. I know they’re talking, but all I can hear is this loud, rushing noise in my head. My face is hot, wet with snot and tears. I wipe it with my cardigan sleeve because I don’t have a hanky. No one’s taking any notice of me except Dad, my dad, who’s usually really kind, keeps glaring at me, the skin around his mouth white because he’s pressing his lips so tight together.

         The ambulance outside on the road still has blue lights flashing. I can see it out of the corner of my eye. Two men in green uniforms bend over Robert. Mum’s kneeling next to them. Since that horrid woman pushed me and the pram through the front gate, with all those other people behind us, she hasn’t made a sound. But she’s shaking, so I know she’s crying too. I’ll never forget the way she held onto the front door. The way she ran towards me, her arms out in front of her as though she was pushing at the air to get to the pram, her eyes stretched as wide as her mouth.

         There’s a policeman talking to Dad. I’m guessing he’s telling him what happened. Not what really happened, because I haven’t told him the truth. I don’t know why, really. I don’t know where Angie is, but I can’t tell on her. I’ll let her tell what happened.

         I can’t get my little brother’s face out of my mind.

         The policeman and Dad are looking at me. I don’t know what else to say except, ‘I’m sorry.’

         All at once, a lady is standing at the living-room doorway. Her smile makes me take in a deep breath that sort of turns into a gulping sob, and I hear her say, ‘Carol Hudson, from social services, 10Mr and Mrs Marsden. I’m here to help in any way I can.’ She looks at me. ‘You must be Amanda?’

         Mum doesn’t move. The two ambulance men don’t look up. They’re still leaning over my brother, but they’re not moving anymore. I don’t know what that means. Dad’s eyes are flickering everywhere but at me. There’s a strange silence in the room. Nobody calls me Amanda unless they are cross with me. Unless I’m in trouble. And I know I’m in trouble now.

         Mum starts to scream.

         I cover my ears, shut my eyes.

         I wish Angie was here with me. She’ll make it right.

         Chapter Four

         Angie

         Angie stops rocking, rests her head on her knees. She has to think, think what to do, what to say. Mandy’s probably in the house, telling them what happened. Telling on her. They’ll be in there, waiting for her to show up. To blame her.

         Or they might have taken Robert to the doctor’s, just to get him checked over. Make sure he’s okay. Yes, that’s probably it. But there’s a tremor rising from deep inside her; she saw the stillness of her brother’s face, the trickle of blood on the pillow. She knows.

         The shaking grows. The branches of the hedge dig deeper. Angie welcomes the pain. But she can’t stay upright any longer and she sprawls sideways onto the ground, the smell of freshly cut grass all around her. Dad’s been mowing the lawn. Dad! What will he say? Do? Oh God, what will he do?

         She can’t get it out of her head – that moment when she realised that Mandy couldn’t catch hold of the pram, that it was going too fast. Seeing it bounce and jolt over the cobbles.

         The shrill scream from Robert. The moment when the pram 11bounced over, the metal screeching against the cobbles, the wheels spinning. And then the quiet few seconds when there were only her own sharp intakes of breath inside her head.

         Slowly, she sits up, wipes her hands over her face and pushes herself to her feet. Fragments of cut grass stick to her skin. She still feels wobbly, but she must go in; she must face up to what she’s done. She needs to know what happened after… If Mandy is all right. The guilt is like a weight pressing down on her head. Walking unsteadily, she crosses the lawn. At the back door she stops, hears a voice coming from the hall, a deep voice, not her dad’s. And then she hears her mother. Screaming.

         She staggers backwards, crossing her arms over her head. Falls to her knees. Whimpering, she crawls back to the beech hedge. Hides.

         Chapter Five

         Mandy

         I know that Mum will be blaming herself. She’ll be thinking she shouldn’t have trusted me to look after Robert. And it isn’t my fault, it’s Angie’s.

         They’ve taken my baby brother away. Mum’s still on the floor, all crumpled up. The lady from the social services has told Dad she’s phoned our doctor and he’ll come as soon as he can. She’s sitting next to me, her arm around my shoulder, and the policeman keeps asking me to tell him what happened to Robert.

         I close my eyes so I can’t see the policeman. I don’t want to think about pushing the pram home with my dead baby brother in it. Me crying. Noisy, snotty, gulping sobs. Me standing on the corner of our avenue, just out of sight of our house, not knowing what to do. Rocking the pram, hoping Robert would wake up. Not be dead.

         My breath’s shuddering in my chest. I don’t want to say the words, 12make it all real again. But they’re waiting. And I have to try. I think back to when that woman stopped at the side of me…

         ‘Eh up, it’s young Mandy, in’t it? It’s me, Mrs Ormorand, love. Now then, what’s up?’ The woman spoke through the cigarette pressed between her lips.

         I couldn’t speak. I wiped my cardigan sleeve across my nose, then pointed at the pram.

         ‘What is it, love?’ She leans over me; her breath smells of the cigarette.

         ‘Nothing… I mean…’

         ‘It’s your little brother, init?’ The woman pats the hood of the pram. ‘I’d recognise this fancy pram anywhere.’

         ‘Yes. No. I mean, yes, it’s…’ My voice cracks. ‘It wasn’t my fault.’

         ‘What wasn’t, pet?’ She frowns as she pokes her head inside the hood. I make myself not look. Make myself stare at the bright red smear of lipstick on the end of the cigarette she’s now holding above her head. ‘What’s happened then…?’ Her voice trails off. She steps back, dropping the cigarette. ‘Oh, good God!’

         ‘I couldn’t help it.’

         ‘He looks…’ She leans forward again, puts her hand inside the pram. I see her touch my brother’s face.

         I look up at her. ‘Honest, I didn’t do anything.’ The swallowing hurts my throat. ‘I mean I couldn’t…’

         ‘What happened?’ She’s a funny colour now.

         I shake my head, a finger of cold stabbing my insides. I can’t stop the shaking.

         ‘What have you done, lass?’ She’s almost whispering. Looking at me as though she’s as frightened as I am. I’d thought that somehow, because she was a grown-up, she’d know what to do.

         She doesn’t.

         ‘It was an accident,’ I say again. ‘It was in Beggars Ginnel. It was rolling so fast I couldn’t catch it.’

         ‘What do you mean, it was rolling so fast? Weren’t you holding it?’13

         I shake my head. I don’t know why I said that. My mind’s a muddle. Why had Angie run away? Why had she left me, when she’s always the one who knows how to make things right? She always gets us out of trouble. But she’s not here. I’m on my own.

         The woman shakes me by the shoulder, her bony fingers digging in. ‘What have you done to the babby, eh? What did you do?’ Her voice gets louder.

         ‘It was an … accident … honest … honest.’ There’s a great lump in my throat. I can’t get the words out properly.

         ‘I don’t believe you. That’s blood on that babby’s head.’

         I hadn’t seen any blood. ‘N-no…’ I’m going to be sick. I cover my mouth with my hand.

         When she talks, it’s through a screwed-up mouth, her thick black eyebrows pulled together.

         ‘We’ll need the police to decide that. Wicked! God above, your poor mother.’ She pushes at me with her shopping basket, her other hand on the pram.

         I’m trying to keep up with her as she strides out. I stumble, trip, twist on my ankle again. Cry out in pain.

         ‘No point in skriking, my girl.’ She nods without looking at me, her voice loud. The way she’s speaking, it’s almost as though she’s now enjoying what’s happening. Even as I’m thinking that, she says, ‘You’re for it…’ It doesn’t sound right coming from a grown-up. She sounds like Angie when she’s won an argument.

         ‘I can’t … I’m sorry … please…’

         ‘Shut up!’

         The shout brings people to their doors. Some women follow us along the avenue. They crowd around, asking questions she’s not taking breath to answer. I don’t want her to answer. I don’t want to hear the words. I’m so frightened I can hardly see where I’m going.

         But then I do see. I see Mum running towards me…14

         
             

         

         Angie should be here. Where is she? I need her.

         ‘Mum? I can’t…’ I’m going to be sick again, but there’s nothing left in my stomach. When I swallow, I think I’m going to choke. I can’t think about anything except seeing Mum’s face after she’d looked into the pram at my baby brother. Touched him. And then looked at me as if she didn’t know me.

         ‘Mum? It was an accident. Honest.’

         But I’m not being honest. And it’s as though Mum knows. She’s still sitting on the carpet, legs stuck out in front of her, her hands lying limp on her lap. Now she shakes her head slowly. Large tears run down her face and onto her skirt, making splotches on the yellow flower pattern.

         Behind her, I see Dad’s Adam’s apple rise and fall in his throat. He doesn’t speak. His eyes aren’t like Mum’s. He’s never looked at me like this before. He keeps running his fingers through his hair. They’re trembling.

         ‘Is there anyone we can contact for you? A member of the family? Friends?’ The social services lady says to Dad, squeezing my shoulder. He shakes his head. I hear her swallow before she says, ‘This is not something you have to deal with on your own, Mr Marsden. I can arrange for someone to be with you?’ Dad shakes his head again. ‘Amanda will need a lot of support—’

         ‘She will?’

         ‘Eric!’ Mum raises her head. ‘Don’t.’

         His eyes are shiny with tears. I’ve only seen him cry once before. When he was telling Angie and me we had a baby brother. But this is different. He keeps screwing his eyelids tight together.

         ‘She’ll need support?’ He’s shouting. ‘I’ve lost my son. My only son…’

         ‘Eric. Don’t. Please.’

         ‘I understand, Mr Marsden. Of course I do—’

         ‘Oh, do you? You understand why my son is dead? What happened? Because I bloody don’t.’

         He pushes past Mum and comes to tower over me, his lips drawn 15thin over his teeth. His face is really red and the two lines between his eyes are almost together. ‘What I’d like to know, madam, is what you were doing anywhere near that ginnel?’

         I don’t know this dad. This isn’t my lovely, gentle dad. I want my proper dad back.

         He jabs his finger at me. ‘Eh? Eh?’

         Spit lands on my cheek but I daren’t wipe it off in case he thinks I’m being cheeky. I try to sit as still as I can. Anything to stop him shouting.

         ‘Why? Why did you leave the estate − when you were specifically told not to? Well?’

         Mum hadn’t actually told me not to go off the estate; it was me that said I wouldn’t. But I don’t say that. I shouldn’t have told them where we were, where I was when it happened. I should have made something up when the policeman first asked. All I wanted to do was to tell him, tell Mum and Dad, that it was an accident. And I didn’t want to get Angie into trouble.

         ‘Well?’ He’s breathing big, loud breaths. My legs start to jiggle. He lifts his hand, all his fingers clenched. I duck down. I don’t look at this man who looks like my dad but isn’t. Dad’s never hit me, but I think he’s going to now.

         I’m weeing and I can’t stop. The warmth between my legs goes on and on. I try to hold it back by putting my hand there but it’s no use and my fingers are wet through. When I look down there’s a patch of damp on both sides of me on the seat.

         Dad drops his arm to his side. He walks out of the room.

         Mum shuffles over towards the settee. The lady moves to make room for her and, still on the floor, Mum puts her arms around me. ‘Oh, love,’ she whispers. ‘Oh, love.’ Her body is limp and heavy on mine. She moves back and forth so the two of us are rocking.

         The policeman clears his throat. I see him exchange a glance with the lady, move his head slightly. See her nod. He leaves without saying anything.

         ‘I’m going to go now, Mrs Marsden, ‘the lady says. ‘But I’ll be 16back tomorrow. PC Radon − and some other people − will need to talk to Amanda again. When the doctor comes, Mrs Marsden, please let him give you something to help you to sleep.’

         ‘I should be with my baby.’

         I can’t keep still. The wet underneath me is cold now.

         ‘There’s nothing you can do − not today. Your baby is being looked after. If you want to, you can see him tomorrow. Would you like me to stay with you tonight? I can do that; I don’t need to go. Or is there someone you’d like me to contact?’

         ‘No.’ I feel Mum shake her head against mine.

         ‘Well, as I said, your doctor will be here soon.’ She puts a piece of paper on the arm of the settee. ‘I’ll leave my number at the office here. If you need to ask me anything… I’ll be back tomorrow.’

         The lady stands and smiles at me. ‘It was an accident, Amanda, we all know that. Try not to worry.’ But I can tell from her eyes that I should be worrying.

         When she’s gone Mum sits back from me, her forehead wrinkled, her jaw slack. ‘Oh no, Angela! Mandy, we need to find her. Tell her what’s happened. Do you know where she is, love?’

         Chapter Six

         Angie

         Angie waits for a long time, unable to go inside. When she peers around the corner of the house, she sees the blue lights of the ambulance. Her stomach jumps. The sudden terror, the realisation that this is the worst thing that has ever happened to her, makes her retch.

         She should run away.

         The choking sensation in her throat, the tingling in her arms and legs, last for a long time.

         The sky holds a faint shadowing, a pale orange and blue, when 17she finally pushes herself forward. The slow unsteady walk to the door is still too fast, takes her too soon to a house, a family, where life has changed forever.

         
             

         

         Angie listens to the harsh sobs coming through her sister’s bedroom door before pushing it open. ‘Mandy?’

         Her sister has the covers over her head. When she peeps out, her eyes are pink and swollen. ‘Where were you?’

         Angie flinches at the accusation.

         ‘Why didn’t you come home. Why?’

         ‘I’m sorry. I was scared.’

         ‘And me.’ Mandy raises her voice. ‘And me. I was scared as well. A woman dragged me here. There were loads of people following. No one believed me when I said it was an accident.’ Mandy covers her eyes with her forearm. ‘Because it wasn’t, was it?’

         ‘It was, Sis, honest. I thought you were closer when—’

         ‘You let go of the pram. And now Robert’s dead.’

         Hearing his name spoken out loud shocks both of them. After a long, stretched-out minute, Angie mutters, ‘Yes.’ She’s jumpy. And frightened. She’s going to throw up. ‘Why didn’t you say what really happened?’

         ‘I don’t know.’ A hoarse whisper. ‘I thought you’d come home, that you’d tell them. You’d look after me.’

         ‘I’m sorry, Mand. I am, really.’ Angie’s voice cracks. She’s crying again. She knows she should own up. She should have the minute she walked into the house. But to admit to killing her own baby brother is something too awful, too unbelievable.

         Mandy sits up, her face blotched. She scrubs at her nose. ‘You could tell them now what happened. That you were pushing the pram?’ She nods a few times, her eyebrows lifted in a plea. ‘You could say the handle slipped from your fingers. Like I said. But your fingers, not mine.’ There’s a hopeful quivering around her mouth. ‘Please?’

         Angie looks around the door to the stairs. ‘There’s no point now. 18You didn’t tell them, so if we do now they’ll know you lied. And they’d only think I was lying – covering up for you.’

         Mandy slumps back down under the covers. Her voice is muffled. ‘They might not. You could try? Please?’

         Her desperation makes panic lurch in Angie’s stomach. ‘I can’t. It’d be worse for me, being older, like. You’re only thirteen − they’ll think the pram was too much for you to control.’

         ‘How do you think that would make Mum feel? She’d blame herself for letting me take Robert out.’ Mandy snaps the covers off her, lies with her arms straight down on them and stares at her sister. ‘She’d blame herself.’

         ‘You don’t know that.’ Angie closes her eyes. But she knows her sister’s right and that their mother will blame herself.

         How can she make Mandy stick to her story? ‘Didn’t you say you tripped? That it was an accident? Can’t you just stick with that?’ She can see the fear on her sister’s face, hear the shuddering breaths, and she hates it. ‘I’m sorry.’ Crossing to the bed, she sits, taking hold of Mandy’s fingers. ‘You’re freezing!’

         ‘I can’t get warm. I can’t stop seeing…’

         ‘Don’t.’ Angie pushes away the same image, along with the guilt. ‘Just a minute.’

         Running to her room, Angie drags the eiderdown from her own bed and carries it across the landing. Spreading it over Mandy, she says, ‘How’s your ankle?’

         ‘The doctor said it’s sprained. Mum put cold cloths on it and then one of her knee bandage thingies. She sent me to bed to rest it.’

         Angie knows her mother sent her sister to bed to get her away from their father. He’d come back downstairs when she’d plucked up enough courage to come into the house. He hadn’t looked or sounded like their dad; Angie didn’t know the man who paced the room, loomed over her sister. Shouted.

         She’d felt Mandy’s eyes on her all the time their mum was holding her, telling her what had happened to their little brother. She could feel Mandy’s silent pleading that she tell the truth. And she hadn’t.19

         Shame sweeps through her again when she thinks of the way their father had thrown those nasty words at Mandy. It had made Angie feel sick. And yet she’d been relieved it wasn’t her he’d vented his hatred on.

         ‘What will happen, Angie? What will they do to me?’ Mandy plucks at the covers.

         ‘I don’t know.’ Angie kneels by the bed, covers her sister’s hand. ‘I’m sorry, Sis.’

         Mandy pulls her fingers away. ‘Get out.’ Anger makes her voice rough. ‘I don’t want you in here.’

         Angie pushes herself off her knees. At the door she stops. ‘I am, Mandy, I really am sorry.’

         ‘Get out!’

         When Angie hovers at the top of the stairs, there are no voices downstairs. For a moment she listens to her sister crying, then she creeps into her own room.

         Chapter Seven

         Mandy

         They’re waiting for me again. Third time this week. There’s seven of them tonight; Karen Webb has got two more in her gang now. There’s no way I can get to the school gate with them circling.

         I hang back, trying to get into the middle of a group of other kids, but they drift off, giving me dirty looks and leaving me on my own. It’s all over the school that I killed my little brother. Glancing over my shoulder, I see that the teachers who were standing at the main doors, making sure there was no pushing and shoving on the steps outside, have now disappeared. The school is dark. Empty. We’re not allowed back inside after the end-of-day bell, unless there’s a good reason. Is being pushed around for the third time this week a good reason? Being scared to death? 20

         I wish I’d asked Angie to come to our gate to meet me. But I don’t want anything to do with her. I can’t believe she’s letting me take the blame for something so horrible. She’s always stuck up for me in the past. I haven’t spoken to her since she came into my room to persuade me it was best to stick to my story. Best for who?

         Dad ignores me. I think he hates me. And Mum’s just sad. Sometimes I hear her crying in the night.

         I’m thinking all this while I’m watching them watching me. There’s a strange smile on Karen Webb’s face, like she’s won something. And I suppose she has. She’s won and I’ve lost. I lost that first Monday I went back to school. The whispers started as I walked past groups of girls outside school: ‘Murdered her own brother.’ ‘Killed her little baby brother on purpose.’

         And my best friend, Belinda, was one of them.

         
             

         

         The social services lady, Miss Hudson, told me not to talk to anyone about it, to ignore anyone being nasty, but it’s hard. No one will sit next to me in class. Not even Cecilia Atherton, the cleverest girl in the class, the one they always call a dork. They ignore me, talk over me when I try to answer a question. They bump into me in the corridor, pull my satchel off my shoulder, hiss words: baby killer, bitch, murderer.

         The teachers try to help; they’re extra kind. But it makes things worse.

         I try hard to push the names to the back of my mind. But they fill my head in my sleep, in the nightmares. I see my brother’s face, sometimes smiling up at me, more often how he looked on that horrible day. I blame myself; it doesn’t matter that it wasn’t my fingers on the pram handle.

         
             

         

         I feel like I’ve been standing here forever, my satchel digging into my shoulder, the grit on the drive grinding under my shoes as I move from one foot to another. I should run. But Karen always beats me. She’d catch me, no bother. Behind me car doors click shut, wheels 21crunch. I should run after them; one of the teachers might see me, stop for me. Or I might make it to the vehicle entrance.

         The girls are nudging each other, goading one another on. Grinning. They start to take sudden steps towards me and then jump back. Each time my heart leaps. I’m shaking inside; that feeling like on Sports Day just before the gun goes off. That wanting to run. That instinctive movement.

         It overwhelms me. I turn and I’m running across the grass towards the open gate. The caretaker hasn’t closed it yet. I’m running and running.

         The whooping and shouting behind me is loud. My legs are burning. The thump of my shoes on the ground shudders through me. My chest hurts each time I try to drag in air. There’s a strange, horrid taste in my mouth.

         And now I’m flat on the ground, winded. A weight of bodies lands on top of me. They’re tugging at my hair so hard it stings, and banging my head on the ground. I’ve bitten my lip. I taste blood. I try to cover my head with my arms, but they’re dragging at the straps of my satchel, wrenching my shoulders. It’s so hard, not to beg them to stop, but that didn’t work last time. They don’t speak. All I can hear is the sound of their breathing, my breathing.

         Until there is a shout and all at once I’m lying face down, alone.

         ‘You okay?’ The hands that lift me up are gentle. I keep my head lowered but I recognise the man’s voice.

         ‘I’m all right, Mr Jessop.’ I wipe my hand across my mouth, look at the blood. My lip already feels swollen. ‘My satchel…’ I look around for it. My books are scattered everywhere, trampled on, ripped.

         ‘Here, let me ’elp.’ The caretaker drops to his knees and as he picks each book up, he tries to flatten the pages with his big hands. The arms of his glasses push his ears forward. He has a boil behind his right ear. I wonder if it hurts.

         ‘You okay, lass?’ He looks over his shoulder at me.

         I nod. The movement makes my lip hurt more; it feels as if it’s getting fatter all the time.22

         ‘You’ve got a fair old scrape on your knee.’ He struggles to his feet, holding the books.

         My leg is throbbing.

         ‘My satchel?’ There’s blood in my mouth and it splatters out when I speak.

         ‘I see it.’ He points to one of the small trees that the sixth form planted as part of their project last summer. My bag is hanging on one of the slender branches. The branch is broken. ‘I’ll get it.’ He hesitates, takes a white hanky out of his jacket pocket. ‘Here, use this on that cut.’

         The handkerchief is surprisingly clean compared with his overalls.

         My lip stings. I want to cry. But I don’t want him to report what’s happened, so I say, ‘Thank you. I’m all right. Really, Mr Jessop. It’s nothing.’ My words are muffled by the hanky, so I take it from my mouth and say again, ‘It’s nothing.’

         ‘Didn’t look like nothing to me. I know bullying when I see it.’ He places my books carefully into the satchel and hands it to me. ‘I know that girl of Barry Webb’s. She’s a nasty piece of work…’

         ‘Karen? You know her?’ I’m looking across the field for my shoe but can’t see it.

         ‘I know ’er father. Went to this school, same time as me. He were the same. A bully.’ He frowns. ‘I should report this. It’s happened on school premises.’

         ‘No. Please don’t, Mr Jessop. It’ll only make things worse.’

         ‘Aye, ’appen you’re right; always did in my time. Perhaps I won’t, then, if it bothers you that much, Amanda.’

         I’m surprised. ‘You know who I am?’

         He shuffles his feet, stares around the field before answering. ‘Everybody knows who you are, Amanda. And what’s ’appened to your baby brother…’

         I feel the heat creep up my throat and into my face. ‘It was an accident.’

         ‘Aye, that’s what I ’eard.’ Even though his eyes are kind, there is doubt in his voice. 23

         I just want to get away. ‘I’d better get home. Mum will wonder where I am.’ I say that, but I doubt she’d notice if I never went home again; it’s like she doesn’t even know where she is.

         He dips his head towards me. ‘She’ll wonder what’s ’appened when she sees the state of you. And your blazer.’ It’s ripped on the shoulder. I shrug. ‘And you’ve lost a shoe.’ Turning a half circle, he surveys the ground around us, saying, almost absently, ‘I really should report it, you know.’

         ‘Please don’t…’ I feel really sick now. I try to hand his hanky back to him, but he shakes his head.

         ‘Keep it.’

         ‘I’ll get my mum to wash it for you.’

         ‘It don’t matter.’ He sweeps her offer away with a wave of his hand. ‘I’ll look out for your shoe as I’m closing up.’

         He won’t find it. Karen’s lot will have taken it. ‘I have to go,’ I say again.

         And I’m running. At the gate I turn around. He’s still standing there.

         ‘Please don’t report it, Mr. Jessop,’ I shout.

         He shakes his head but I’m not sure what that means.

         Chapter Eight

         Angie

         Angie is sitting on the back doorstep trying not to hear the stifled grief in her mother’s voice, the despair in her father’s. They’re in the living room. Sometimes the words are so loud she has no choice; she can’t shut them out.

         ‘It makes no sense. He was only a baby, for God’s sake. We − you shouldn’t ’ave let her take him out. Or made sure Angela was with her’

         ‘What could she have done?’24

         ‘She would have made sure they stayed on the estate. She has more sense in her little finger than Amanda. She’s always daydreaming − always away with the fairies. I’ve told you. ’Ow many times have I told you? How many times ’ave I said, she’s only thirteen, and she’s got no sense…’ He sounds to be spitting the words out.

         ‘So you’re blaming me?’

         ‘Yes. No. I don’t know. We’re … we were his parents … we should have looked after him—’

         ‘You mean I should.’ Her mother is sobbing. Angie can picture her mother twisting her handkerchief in her fingers. The sobs become muffled.

         Angie stands up, steps into the kitchen, head turned to hear better. She moves forward until she can see them on the settee. Her father has his arm around her mum. There’s a long pause. When he next speaks, he’s quieter.

         ‘I’m sorry, love, but we only ’ave her word for what happened. What the ’ell was she doing at Beggars Ginnel?’

         ‘I don’t know. But it’s doing no good, keep having a go at her. She’s in such a state. She’s distraught, Eric. She’s a child. Please…’

         ‘I just want to know the truth. She’s lying about summat, I can tell. We ’ave a son lying in the—’

         ‘Don’t! Don’t say it. I can’t stand it.’

         Angie twists around when she hears movement, sees her mother, hand to her mouth, run up the stairs.

         And then she hears deep sobs. Her father crying.

         When her dad wished she’d been there, her mother asked what she could have done.

         And what had she done? The thought makes Angie sick. She grabs her cardigan from the back of the chair and runs from the house.

         
             

         

         Angie’s heard what happened to Mandy at school the day before. Saw the state she came home in. Too late to help her. And her help’s 25not wanted anyway. Her sister won’t talk to her. Won’t even look at her.

         Sometimes, at night, the guilt keeps her awake. Often she imagines she can hear the crashing of the pram over the cobbles in the ginnel. Hears her baby brother crying. But it’s too late to own up. Too late to say sorry to Mandy. Just too late for anything, except to cover her own back. And live with the awful feeling that turns her stomach every time.

         
             

         

         Crossing the field and following the path along the line of trees, Angie has only the glimmer of an idea about what she’s about to do. But she knows she needs to do something about Stephen. She pushes the image of Ben’s face from her mind; she can’t think about him now, and, anyway, he’s not really her boyfriend. She climbs over the stiles onto the narrow footpath and stands looking towards the row of low, stone cottages. Two women walk towards her, baskets over their arms. On the opposite side, an old man sits on the bench outside the Swan, a pint pot on the table in front of him. A cluster of girls still in school uniform perch on the wall by the war memorial, swinging their legs and laughing. She recognises them in a vague sort of way, but they’re younger than her, unimportant.

         The sense of urgency that forced her from the house is almost unbearable. Biting her lip, she hops from one foot to the other, spins around and scans Mickle Road leading away from the village. The women pass her. She’s conscious of a backwards glance from one of them, a whispered, ‘That’s the sister…’ as they walk away. She glares at their backs. Shivers.

         Pushing her arms into the sleeves of her cardigan, she dithers, nibbles harder on her lip. She’s looking for Stephen. He won’t have gone home yet; there’s a good chance he’ll still be hanging around the village. She knows where most of the boys usually go at this time of night. Working up her nerve, she peers over the hedge at the cricket field, hearing laughter. There he is. But he’s with two of his mates. 26

         She knows they’re watching her when she pushes open the cricket club gate. They’re sitting on the wooden steps of the pavilion. She recognises the lads with Stephen: John Gibson and Alec Holroyd. They nudge one another with their shoulders as she gets closer, and she wonders what he’s told them. The thought makes her stomach lurch. If he has said anything, it’s all too late. She falters. Lifting her head and pulling back her shoulders, she makes herself move forward.

         ‘Stephen.’ He turns his head away, leaning on the railing at the side of the steps. She sees a dotted line of blood, a cut healing on his forehead. ‘Can we talk?’

         His hand goes to his arm below the sleeve of his t-shirt; there is a large bruise and a red scabbed-over graze from his wrist to his elbow.

         ‘About?’ The word is drawled. But she’d seen the way his shoulders hunched when he first saw her.

         ‘Please?’

         An explosion of sniggering from the two lads contrasts with the nervous way his eyes dart towards her. But he shrugs. ‘Watson know you’re here?’

         ‘This is nothing to do with Ben. Please, Stephen?’ Angie hears the desperation in her voice and wants only to spin on her heels and walk away while she still has some pride. But she can’t afford to do that.

         ‘So he doesn’t.’ Stephen twists around to grin at his mates, who are still snorting behind their hands. Pushing at John Gibson, he laughs a loud, punctuated laugh. When he looks back at her, he narrows his eyes. ‘I’m here. Talk.’

         A flicker of nerves runs through her. ‘On our own.’

         More laughter drowns out Stephen’s words.

         ‘You’re in luck, mate. Watson loses out…’ John Gibson stands, jabs his foot into Alec Holroyd’s side. ‘Come on, let’s go. Leave these two love-birds to … er … get on with whatever.’ He grins.

         Inside, Angie is cringing but tries not to show it. She tells herself she doesn’t care what they think. 27

         ‘’S’open.’ John gestures with his thumb to the door of the pavilion, jerking his hips at the same time.

         ‘Go to hell.’ Angie glares at him.

         They walk away laughing, but not before Alec, clutching his crotch, makes the same jerking movement.

         Her fear melts under the humiliation. Angie knows what’s said, what happens next, she’ll never be able to undo.

         ‘Can I sit down?’

         He shrugs.

         ‘I haven’t seen you in school?’ Careful not to touch him, she balances on the edge of the step.

         ‘Looking for me, were you? Worried what I might say when I found out you’d landed your kid in it? You’re bloody unbelievable.’

         ‘I’m sorry.’

         ‘You told anybody I was there?’ He faces her, his brown eyes narrow.

         ‘No.’

         ‘Has she?’

         ‘Mandy? No.’

         ‘Why not?’

         ‘I don’t know. She won’t talk to me.’

         ‘You surprised?’

         She swats at her quick tears. The growing distance between herself and Mandy is horrible. Yes, they fought, like any of her friends fought with their brothers or sisters. But she’s used to Mandy looking up to her.

         ‘You going to own up?’

         ‘I can’t.’ Bile swells in Angie’s throat. She swallows, unable to say any more.

         ‘So? What now?’

         She waits, pushing down the fear, willing her voice to work. In barely a whisper she says, ‘You haven’t said anything to the police?’ She closes her eyes, afraid of the answer.

         ‘No. But I told my dad.’ She gasps. ‘Oh, don’t worry, he hates the 28cops. Keeps his head down from that lot. Told me to do the same. He’s more bloody annoyed this is keeping me out of training with the county football team.’ He puts his hand flat on his thigh. ‘Tore a muscle, thanks to you.’ Neither speaks for a few moments.

         He drops his chin to his chest, looks sideways at her. For the first time she sees the deep shadows under his eyes. ‘I’ve hardly slept. I keep seeing that bloody pram coming at me, hearing the kid screaming.’ He screws up his face. ‘What the hell did you think you were playing at?’

         ‘I don’t know.’ Angie takes a deep breath, laces her fingers. ‘But I do know I’ll have to live with what I did. And I know I’ve been a coward.’ Her heart is beating so fast the noise is pulsing in her head. ‘But I wanted to ask you…’

         ‘What?’ Without giving her a chance to answer, he lowers his voice. ‘You killed your own brother. What do you want from me?’

         ‘I want…’ She speaks in a rush. ‘I want you to tell the police that it was Mandy, that it was an accident—’

         ‘No bloody way.’

         ‘Please, Stephen. I thought you liked me—’

         ‘Not that soddin’ much. And Dad’d kill me. I’m doing what he said. Keeping out of it. He’s taking me on in his business next year. He won’t want me if I get into trouble with the police. Mustn’t do anything that’s bad for the family reputation.’ He says it in a bored voice, as though it’s something he’s heard a lot. ‘So I’m not about to bugger that up for you.’

         Standing, he slowly makes his way down the steps and limps across the pitch.

         She can’t let him go. He must listen to her. Help her.

         Catching up with him, her words tumble out. ‘I’m frightened, Stephen. It’ll be worse if I own up. Our kid will get away with it because she’s so young…’

         He walks faster, the limp more pronounced. ‘You’re bloody unbelievable.’

         ‘If they find out it was me…’29

         ‘What? You’d have to face what you’ve done?’ He throws the words over his shoulder.

         Angie ignores the image of Mandy’s face in her head. ‘Please?’ What can she say? ‘If you do this for me, I’ll do anything for you.’

         He slows down. ‘Don’t ask me to do this, Angie.’

         ‘I wouldn’t ask if I wasn’t sure it’ll be okay for our Mandy. Honest.’

         ‘I told you, Dad’ll go mad.’

         ‘It’ll be all right. You always say you can wrap him round your little finger.’

         He’s wavering. She can see it.

         He stands still. Studies her. ‘I could get Mum to tell him.’

         She sees the flicking of his tongue against the inside of his cheek. A habit she’s noticed he has when thinking.

         ‘Please. Stephen. I’ll do anything.’

         ‘Anything?’ He raises his eyebrows.

         ‘Yes.’ If he can get her out of this, she’ll do whatever he wants. ‘Anything. Honest.’

         ‘That desperate, eh?’

         ‘Yes.’

         ‘Let me give you one?’

         Her throat is tight. She swallows. ‘What?’

         ‘You heard.’

         ‘Yes.’ The word is out before it has hardly formed in her head.

         ‘You mean it?’

         ‘Yes.’ Her voice is low.

         ‘You done it with Watson?’

         ‘No.’ She won’t – can’t think of Ben now. Her heart is thumping.

         ‘So I’ll be your first?’

         ‘Yes … yes, you will.’ She lets her breath out in a long quivering sigh.

         When he turns to look at her, his face is strange, his jaw set. ‘Okay.’ He nods slowly. ‘Okay. I’ll do it. I’ll lie for you. After we… All right?’

         ‘Yes. After…’30

         Chapter Nine

         Mandy

         ‘I think it will be better for all concerned if Mandy stays home for the time being, Mrs Marsden.’

         The sun from the large window slants across the room, an elongated rectangle, making Mum squint. The glare shows up the lines around her eyes and mouth. I haven’t noticed them before. I can tell from the way she’s screwing her hanky between her fingers that she’s struggling not to cry. I feel bad. I shouldn’t have lied. Now it’s too late. But Angie is Mum’s daughter as well; she would be in this state even if my sister had owned up. Our brother would still be…

         Mrs Lestor rests her elbows on her desk and steeples her fingers. I know what she’s doing: she’s getting rid of me. Pushing me, the problem, onto someone else until the police decide what they are going to do. Pain cramps in my stomach.

         ‘I’ve talked with the governors, and they’ve agreed. We can arrange home schooling for her.’ Mrs Lestor smiles down at me. ‘Is that all right, Mandy?’

         We’re sitting on chairs that are lower than hers. I bet that’s to make her feel good. I decide I’ve never liked her.

         What’s she going to do if I say no? I know I won’t. I can’t keep pretending I don’t care when I hear the whispers, when I get pushed or pinched on the corridors. When no one will sit by me. When I see Belinda in Karen Webb’s gang. I keep thinking Belinda will remember she’s my best friend. But she hasn’t been to see me. I thought, at first, that she didn’t know what to say to me, because she loved our Robert as much as I did. But then I saw her with Karen Webb.

         So I shrug and answer, ‘Yes, Mrs Lestor.’

         ‘Good. That’s decided then.’ She pushes herself away from her desk. The chair squeaks on the wooden floor. Mum hesitates when 31Mrs Lestor stands and holds out her hand. When she gets up, she forgets her handbag is on her knees and it falls to the floor with a thud.

         ‘It’s okay, Mum, I’ve got it.’ I pick it up before she moves. When I hand it to her, I see her fingers are shaking and I realise she hasn’t spoken a word since we came in. She looks as though she hasn’t a clue what’s just happened. She looks frightened. For the first time ever, it’s me that needs to protect her. I grab her arm. Don’t let her shake hands with Mrs Lestor. ‘Come on, Mum.’ I hustle her to the door. I leave it open.

         ‘Head up, love,’ I hear Mum whisper.

         That makes me feel better. ‘Yes, Mum,’ I say. ‘But can we go a bit quicker, I’m bursting for a pee.’

         ‘Yeah, me an’ all. Where’s the loos?’

         ‘Down here, on the left.’ I don’t care if the Head can see us going into the lavvies, but I’m glad that lessons are still going on and there’s no one else in here.

         The sound of my rushing pee is nothing compared to that of Mum’s, and I giggle when she says, ‘Bloody ’ell, how the hell does anyone fit into these places. There’s no room to move. I hope to God I can get up again.’

         But she does and we’re out of the school doors and down the drive whippet quick.

         I see Mr Jessop and he lifts a hand, waves, but I lower my head and pretend not to see him. I’d rather forget the time he picked me up. He might have helped me, but I knew he hadn’t believed me when I said what had happened to my baby brother was an accident. Then I regret it. He was right that I am lying. But when I turn to wave back, he’s gone.

         ‘I’ll never come back to this school, Mum. Not ever.’

         ‘No, love, you won’t have to.’ Her fingers tighten around mine. ‘Ever.’ 32

         Chapter Ten

         Angie

         Following Stephen’s instructions, Angie goes through the gate in the middle of the long, perfectly trimmed privet hedge and into the garden of the large, red-brick detached house. She hasn’t been to his home before, although she’s walked along Victoria Avenue plenty of times, hoping to catch a glimpse of him, way before he noticed her in school.

         Ben Watson noticed her eyeing up Stephen at school though. Angie tries not to think back to the hurt and bitterness on his face when he’d challenged her.

         
             

         

         ‘You must think I’m bloody stupid.’ Ben folds his arms, the bulk of him almost blocking the narrow passageway to the school gym. Middle-school girls, kitted out in netball gear and boots, shuffle past them.

         There’s a knot in Angie’s stomach but she lifts her chin, tosses back her hair.

         ‘What you on about?’ She copies him, folding her arms.

         ‘You, all cow-eyed over Birch. Following him round every day. I’ve been watching you.’ His jaw juts forward. ‘Why Birch? Why pick him?’

         A wave of guilt makes Angie blink; she knows the two lads have hated one another since primary school, vying for the same places on the school and county football teams. But still she says, ‘It’s a shame you’ve nothing better to do than spy on me.’

         A girl hesitates before passing them. Angie glares at her. ‘Yeah? Want a photo?’ The girl scurries away. ‘Look Ben, I’m sorry—’

         ‘Don’t bother. I’ll say it for you.’ He locks his hands on the top of his head, looks at two girls who are walking towards them, heads together, whispering. ‘We’re finished. You’re dumped.’

         Angie sees hurt and bitterness in his eyes before he turns away. 33Watches him following the two girls, sees them glancing back at him, smiling. Wonders if she’s made a mistake.

         
             

         

         Now here she is, knowing that she has to keep her side of this deal she’s made with Stephen. Angie takes in a long breath. If she doesn’t go through with it he won’t lie to the police for her. She’s terrified. Even after going together for all those months, she and Ben haven’t done it, haven’t gone all the way.

         She stands, looking around. Although early in the year, she sees some of the shrubs already have buds fat enough to burst open. The large flowering cherry tree in the centre of the lawn is in full bloom. The black tarmacked drive edges a large, immaculate lawn, as her dad would say ‘cut to within an inch of its life’. She tries not to think of her dad. Knows what he would say if he could see her here.

         ‘What’re you doing?’ The hissed question makes her jump. Stephen is standing by the corner of the house.

         ‘I didn’t see you there.’

         ‘Stop bloody shouting. I don’t want the whole bloody neighbourhood to hear. Come on. Get over here.’

         ‘What?’ What neighbours? Angie spins around. All she can see are the roofs of the houses on the other side of the avenue over the high hedge at the end of the lawn.

         ‘I’m not supposed to be here. I told my parents I’d be at a mate’s place.’

         ‘Your parents aren’t here?’ She goes towards him.

         ‘What do you think?’ He walks away, leaving her to follow. ‘They play golf every Saturday. They won’t be back until tonight.’ He adds, ‘And they’ll be too pissed to notice whether I’m here or not.’

         A jolt goes through Angie’s body. Of course she wouldn’t be here if his mother and father were home. And she’s under no illusion; they’d be none too thrilled to see their precious son meeting a girl from the Carrbrook council estate.

         Stephen doesn’t look at her as he walks through the kitchen into 34a long hall. The walls are painted a dark maroon and seem to close in around Angie. She follows him.

         ‘Upstairs.’ He takes the pine staircase two treads at a time.

         She catches her top lip between her teeth. There’s still time to leave.

         ‘Steve…’

         ‘What?’ Leaning his forearms on the railing at the top of the stairs, he looks down at her. His face is flushed, and she can see her tension reflected in his face. ‘You know why you’re here. Don’t pretend you don’t. This is what we agreed.’ He frowns.

         ‘And you’ll do as I asked? You’ll talk to the police?’ She must make sure.

         ‘I’ve said so, haven’t I?’ He straightens and drags his t-shirt over his head. ‘You’re not backing out now, are you? ’Cos if you are…’ He shrugs.

         ‘No. But…’

         ‘Come on up, then.’ He walks off.

         Angie follows slowly. He’s right, this is her choice; she has no choice; she needs to feel safe.

         On the landing only one of the five doors is open.

         ‘In here.’

         When she goes into the room, Stephen Birch is lying naked on top of the covers of a large double bed.

         
             

         

         Hardly an hour later, Angie is running along Victoria Avenue, trying not to think about anything. All she knows is that she is sore. It must have been his first time as well. It hurt, but it was over in minutes. When he rolled off her, he turned on his side and wouldn’t answer when she’d asked him when he was going to go to the police. 35

         Chapter Eleven

         Mandy

         ‘PC Radon.’ The policeman introduces himself as though I could ever forget. He wipes his feet on the doormat and takes off his helmet. It drips on the carpet where there’s also a line of rain from the bottom of the front door.

         I look out onto the avenue. A car swishes by, spraying an arc of water onto the pavement. The leaves on the trees opposite droop with the weight of rain. The sky is grey, the same grey colour as the school gates.

         ‘We’ve found a witness.’ He’s still wiping his feet.

         The relief is like a huge wave all the way through me.

         ‘Close the door, Amanda. You’re letting the rain in.’ Dad’s using that new voice, the one he’s used since it … it happened. When I turn to him, he doesn’t look at me. He fixes his stare on the policeman. ‘A witness? Who is it?’ He’s got that funny expression again, eye-flickering, head bobbing. He doesn’t make me feel safe, like he did before. I used to talk to Belinda about how our dads looked after us when we had nightmares. I’m in a nightmare now.

         The policeman moves to let me close the door and unbuttons the top pocket of his jacket to take out a small notebook. Tapping it flat onto the back of his hand he gives a heavy sigh. ‘Or rather he found us.’ His glance takes us all in. Mum puts her arm around my waist and gives me a squeeze. ‘Though why it took him so long, we’ve yet to find out.’ He frowns.

         I don’t look at Angie, but I wonder if she’s as scared as me. Yet it feels wonderful, knowing it will be all right. Whoever it is will say it wasn’t me. I feel sorry for her. They will have said what she did.

         I peep at her out of the corner of my eye, trying to let her know I’ll help her all I can. But when she meets my gaze, the relief in me falters. There’s something in her face that isn’t right.

         ‘It’s a young lad called Stephen Birch. Not sure why he waited so 36long – said something about not knowing he needed to…’ He studies the notebook. ‘Said he thought everybody knew what had happened. I’m going to interview him again this afternoon, just to clear up some details, you know.’ He nods towards me. ‘I’m afraid this lad has said your daughter lost control of the pram because she was,’ he reads, ‘“acting the fool, and messing about at the top of the ginnel.”’ He pauses. ‘Er… “and seemed to give it a push, as though to see how fast it would go. But then couldn’t catch it.”’

         He closes his notebook and slides it back into his pocket. ‘The lad said that once she let go of the pram, because the ginnel was so steep, there was nothing she could do to stop it…’ He waits to let us take in what he’s just said.

         I don’t understand.

         Angie won’t look at me. Dad turns away, shaking his head. Mum moves away from me. I try to catch hold of her fingers, but she sits down with a flop onto the settee. She’s crying.

         ‘I wasn’t… I didn’t…’ I stop, try to steady the quivering in my voice. ‘Angie?’

         She frowns, lifts her head a fraction. ‘It’s okay, Mand.’ She comes to stand next to me, taking Mum’s place. Takes hold of my hand. I try to shake off her fingers, but she holds firm. And then I know. Somehow Angie has got Stephen Birch to lie for her. To blame me.

         I hate her.

         I will always be blamed by everyone for what happened to Robert. Big gulps come out of my mouth in squeaky breaths.

         ‘Mum?’

         There’s this twisty feeling inside me. I’m frightened. What will happen now? What will they do to me?

         ‘Mum?’

         She’s got her face in her hands. Won’t look at me.

         ‘Mum, I didn’t…’

         The policeman closes his notebook and slides it back into his pocket. ‘My condolences to you both…’ He leaves the words drifting in the air.37

         There’s another knock at the door. After a moment’s hesitation Dad goes to answer.

         The social services lady follows him back in and turns to the policeman. ‘Can I have a word, please? In private.’

         He goes red, pulls his shoulders back, runs his fingers around the inside of his collar, tugs at it. Then, nodding, follows her out to the hall.

         My legs sort of crumble under me. I’m on the floor. Dad has gone over to the window and stands, staring out, his back all stiff. None of us say anything. We’re all listening to the quiet words being said in the hall.

         ‘Your sergeant said I was to meet you here, PC Radon.’

         ‘Not what I was told, Miss Hudson.’ He gives a small cough. ‘I was told to pass the information on and that’s what I’ve done.’

         ‘With about as much tact as I’ve seen you show before in other circumstances. I should have been here. To support them. What’s happened is the worst thing that can happen to any family. My greatest concern is for the younger sister.’ I hear her sigh. ‘And I hear the witness is a young person as well. I should have been there when you spoke to them.’

         ‘There appears to have been some sort of breakdown in communication, Miss Hudson. I just do as I’m told. I still haven’t told them that a post-mortem examination will need to be carried out and the report submitted.’

         Mum cries out.

         ‘Oh, for God’s sake!’ Dad shouts. He strides across the room. I hear the front door bang back against the wall. ‘Get out. Both of you. Leave!’

         ‘I’m sorry, Mr Marsden. I’m here to help—’

         The policeman clears his throat. ‘Mr Marsden, I’m sorry but we need to present all the information to the coroner. And we will need to re-interview Amanda—’

         ‘Just go. Leave us alone.’

         ‘Eric…’38

         Dad turns to look at Mum. His face is all crumpled. He’s clenching and unclenching his hands.

         ‘Eric, let Miss Hudson stay. Please.’

         He moves quickly. Across the room to the kitchen. There’s a draught of cold air and the back door crashes.

         The policeman leaves without saying anything. The lady comes to sit on Dad’s armchair.

         ‘Girls, let me speak to Miss Hudson on my own.’ Mum’s voice is shaky.

         I run upstairs. I don’t wait to see what my sister does.

         
             

         

         I don’t know how long I’ve been lying on my bed, my pillow over my head, when there’s a knock on my bedroom door. I sit up, rubbing at my eyes. They’re itchy, sore.

         ‘Mum?’

         Miss Hudson peers round the door. ‘Can I come in?’

         I nod. I know she’s only being polite. I have no choice.

         We sit in silence for a minute or two. She holds my hand. I want to tell her what really happened. I will tell her. I will make her believe me. I pull in a deep breath…

         But she speaks first. ‘It will be all right, Amanda. Try not to worry.’ She sounds like Mum does when she’s pretending everything’s okay. And I don’t believe her, anymore than I believe Mum.

         Chapter Twelve

         Angie

         ‘Why has he lied?’ Mandy stands by the door of Angie’s room.

         ‘Who?’ Angie doesn’t look up from the history textbook she’s pretending to read.

         ‘Who do you think?’39

         Angie shrugs. ‘Suppose he thought he was helping.’ The intensity of her shame rises in her throat, choking her. Stephen has gone too far, saying Mandy was acting stupid at the top of the ginnel. It isn’t what she asked him to say. But still she shrugs again.

         ‘You know what happened. You know I wasn’t messing about. If anybody was messing about it was you. You did it.’ Mandy points at her.

         Angie sees how her sister’s fingers are shaking. She pats the bed.

         ‘Mand, come and sit here.’ She tries to stifle the pleading tone in her voice. ‘Come on.’

         ‘No.’ Mandy’s face is distorted with tears.

         ‘Come on, our kid.’ Angie has agonised over what to say. It’s as though the guilt of what happened to her brother and of letting her sister take the blame has taken on a life of its own, like some horrible snake-like thing wrapping itself around inside her. She holds out her hand. ‘Please…’

         ‘Stephen Birch has lied. It’s horrible. Why would he do that?’ Angie watches Mandy’s mouth slacken as something occurs to her. When she speaks, her words are slow. ‘He’s lied because he fancies you. That’s why, isn’t it? Did you know what he was going to do?’ She takes a couple of steps into the room, her fists clenched.

         ‘I didn’t know he was going to say all that. Honest.’

         ‘You did!’

         Angie lets the textbook drop to the carpet, ready for whatever will happen next. ‘Mand…’

         ‘You knew!’ She leaps on top of Angie, knees on her chest, taking clumps of hair in her hands and pulling, pulling. ‘You knew.’ She speaks with clenched teeth.

         Angie squeezes her eyes tight against the pain. She’d thought she would fight back if this happened, but she doesn’t; it’s what she deserves.

         It stops. The weight of her sister lifts. She opens her eyes. Mandy is standing by the bed, breathing heavily through flared nostrils.

         They stare at one another for a long time. Angie wonders if what just happened has been heard downstairs.40

         ‘I hate you.’ Mandy’s voice holds no emotion. She doesn’t look like her little sister anymore; she looks older.

         ‘I’m sorry.’

         ‘I hate you.’

         Mandy doesn’t look back when she leaves Angie’s bedroom.

         Chapter Thirteen

         Mandy

         I’m not going back to school. Miss Lestor has decided to expel me. Of course, she doesn’t call it being expelled. She says I would ‘be better having a new start’ at a different school. The trouble is no one seems to know where.

         I don’t care. Everything’s horrible. I don’t go out. I don’t come out of my room except when I’m made to for mealtimes. That’s horrible as well. Dad doesn’t talk, except for, ‘Please pass the salt,’ or something like that; Angie stares at me, and Mum keeps crying. I stay quiet and ask to leave the table as soon as I can. Even then Dad just grunts.

         I don’t know how I feel. Alone. And sad. And frightened.

         I hear her come home. I hear her stop outside my bedroom door. I close my eyes, hold my breath, wish her to go away. I hate her.

         I hear Dad come home.

         Before long the shouting starts again. Well, not proper shouting; it’s horrid talking, like being so cross they don’t listen to what the other is saying. Like they talk as though they don’t love one another anymore. Last night I had an awful thought: what if they’re going to get divorced, same as Cecilia Atherton’s mum and dad?

         I shuffle on my hands and knees onto the landing. There’s no sound from my sister’s room. I slide halfway down the stairs, stopping where I can hear them. I’ve been doing this every evening.

         Mum’s crying. I hear him say, ‘I don’t want her here. I just can’t forgive her, Eve. I’ve tried, I just can’t.’41

         I know he means me. My stomach clenches.

         ‘She’s your daughter, Eric. How can you say that?’

         ‘It’s how I feel. I can’t help it. I don’t want to feel like this…’

         I can hear him crying. I wrap my arms around my knees and rock. The stair carpet becomes all blurry when I hear Mum pleading.

         ‘You can’t leave her out of it, Eric. You can’t…’

         Suddenly, I know they’re talking about my baby brother’s funeral. My hands are all sweaty. I rub my palms on my pyjama front and move further down the stairs.

         I’m sitting on the bottom stair, and I can hear them both crying.

         ‘I’m sorry, Eve…’

         ‘It’s too cruel. Letting Angela be there and not…’

         I don’t wait to listen anymore. My stomach tightens again and I’m cold but sweating at the same time. I hold onto the banister, make myself stand, and pulling on the rail, drag myself up to the bathroom. I’m on my knees in front of the loo, heaving.

         When it finishes I slide across the lino to the door and lock it. And curl up between the basin and the bath.

         
             

         

         ‘Mandy? Are you in there, love?’

         Eventually I say, ‘Yes.’

         ‘Can I come in?’

         I wipe my nose on my pyjama sleeve. My hands are shaking. ‘Yes.’

         Mum sits next to me, shuffling up against the bath, and strokes my hair. It sets me off crying again.

         ‘You heard Dad?’

         I nod.

         ‘I’m sorry, love. I know it’s hard, you’re so young, and it’s all been so … but try to—’

         ‘Don’t, Mum. Don’t say it.’ I manage to get the words out. ‘He hates me.’

         ‘He doesn’t. He loves you. But he’s hurting so much, he doesn’t know what he’s saying.’ Mum stops stroking my hair and dabs at my eyes with her hanky.42

         ‘No! I heard him. You both hate me.’

         ‘Oh, love.’ She puts her face next to mine. ‘We don’t.’

         ‘Nothing’s going to be the same. Ever again.’

         ‘No.’ She kisses my forehead. ‘No.’

         We sit together for ages, hugging. But it changes nothing.

         Chapter Fourteen

         Mandy

         It’s been days now and Mum hasn’t said anything else about the funeral. We’re on our own in the house. I’m watching her from the kitchen door.

         ‘I want to go to the funeral. Please, Mum?’ I try hard not to cry. ‘He was my brother as well.’

         ‘I know, love.’ When Mum turns toward me, she’s sucking in her top lip. It’s her thinking-what-to-say face. ‘But it would be too difficult for you. You’re too young—’

         ‘That’s not why. It’s because of Dad, isn’t it? It’s because he doesn’t want me there.’

         She crosses the kitchen, pulls me to her. ‘Try to understand, Mandy.’

         ‘No!’ I push myself away from her. ‘I want to go.’

         She catches hold of my hand between hers, leads me to one of the chairs at the table. Pulls her chair near to me. Waits a moment. And then she says the words that will change my life forever.

         ‘I want to talk about something else, Mandy. Your dad and I, we’ve been talking … and … we think it best that you go away.’

         ‘What? No! Why?’

         ‘Just for a while … maybe … just until we all feel a little … better…’

         I can’t take in what she’s saying. ‘You’re sending me away?’

         ‘No!’ She squeezes my fingers. ‘Not like that. We’ve talked to 43Miss Hudson. You know, the nice social worker? She thinks it’s the best thing for you.’

         I don’t answer.

         ‘So, your dad and I have decided that you should go to stay with Auntie Barbara in Wales.’

         ‘I don’t want to.’ I make myself talk as calmly as I can. The last thing I want is to leave my mum. The thought makes my heart thump until I think it’s going to burst out of my chest.

         ‘Just for a short while. Just until after the funeral…’ She gives my hand a little shake, smiles at me. Smiles with her mouth, but not with her eyes. ‘Perhaps a little longer. Just until everything is sorted out. Please, Mandy. Try to understand.’

         I don’t know what she means by everything. All I can think is that they are sending me away because I remind them too much of Robert. ‘You just want me out of the way. Dad wants me gone.’

         ‘No. It’s not that. I’m … we’re … thinking of you. It’s just for a couple of weeks.’

         ‘But she stays?’

         ‘Angela? Well, yes. Because she’ll have her exams soon.’

         Because they think she hasn’t done anything. That what happened to Robert is nothing to do with her.

         I hate her more and more. And that gives me a nasty feeling inside me. A sad feeling.

         Mum’s waiting.

         I want to argue. To shout. To say I won’t go. Instead I hear myself say, ‘You’d come to see me?’

         ‘Of course.’ She leans towards me, puts her forehead against mine. ‘Of course I will. I’ll miss you so much.’

         I’ve lost. ‘Do Auntie Barbara and Uncle Chris know?’

         She nods.

         ‘And they’ve said yes? They want me to stay with them? Just for a bit?’

         ‘Of course they do; they love you.’

         Not like Dad then.44

         ‘Okay,’ I say, eventually. ‘Okay. As long as you promise that you’ll come to see me, I’ll go.’

         Chapter Fifteen

         Angie

         When Angie gets up on Saturday morning, Mandy has gone.

         She doesn’t understand at first. The house is strangely silent. Putting one foot on the stairs, she stops to listen. Nothing. No clatter of crockery in the kitchen, no voices, no aroma of coffee, Mum’s essential initial hit of caffeine for the day. She glances at Mandy’s bedroom door. It’s closed, but that’s nothing new these days. The treads creak slightly under her feet, and she feels the first tremor of nerves.

         ‘Mum?’

         Nothing. But even that isn’t unusual, her mum seems to be in a world of her own since… Angie closes her mind to the image of the pram rattling down the narrow ginnel.

         In the hallway, the post – three buff-coloured envelopes and a leaflet – is still on the mat. She pushes at them with her toes, listens again, glancing through the door to the living room, and walks slowly into the kitchen. No one in the garden. No note.

         Taking a glass from the cupboard, Angie fills it with water and perches on the edge of the table. The quietness of the house is unnerving, contrasting with the muffled radio music from the neighbours’ connecting wall. She looks up at the ceiling, considers running back upstairs to fling open her sister’s bedroom door.

         She hears the harsh sound of the key being pushed and turned in the lock of the front door. Her father stands back to let her mum step into the hall.

         ‘Mum?’ Her mother looks at her but says nothing. ‘What is it? What’s happened?’ Angie puts the glass on the table. She’s cold. ‘Is 45it Mandy?’ Why does she ask that? Why should she think this strange feeling is anything to do with Mandy? Yet she knows it is.

         All at once her mother moves, unbuttoning her coat and hanging it with a sharp movement on the hook of the stand. She walks past Angie to fill the kettle.

         ‘Mandy’s gone away for a bit.’

         And Angie knows not to ask anything else.
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