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          EMMA

        

      

    

    
      Even though September is here, the trees are still verdant green. We’re all dressed in light clothing for the unseasonably warm weather, bare arms caressed by a calm breeze filtering through the trees. I can’t deny that it’s a beautiful day today, but inside my ribcage my heart is tapping away, quick as fluttering moth wings. Anticipation makes my skin prickle. I glance at the man to my right, who still seems like a boy; who stares out beyond with an inscrutable expression. He doesn’t like to be touched but I slip my fingers into his and squeeze them, hoping those squeezes will convey my thoughts: You’re not alone. I’m here with you. I’ll keep you safe. This is almost over.

      They built us a platform so that we wouldn’t miss a single moment, and I feel strangely tall standing here in the woods, as though I’m on stilts. Below us there’s a clearing surrounded by a metal fence, which seems out of place among the dark branches and lush foliage of the forest. But the fence marks out the location of the place we need to watch. I take it all in one final time as I breathe deeply to steady my heart.

      On my left, there’s a soft, sticky little hand in mine.

      ‘Will it be loud?’ says a small voice.

      I glance down at my daughter, the owner of the tiny hand. ‘It might be. Would you like some ear plugs?’

      Gina grins. ‘No, I want it to be loud.’

      She’s been looking forward to this for weeks. I, on the other hand, have been dreading it. And as for Aiden, well, I don’t know how he feels, I can’t even imagine, and when I ask, he gives me a shrug in return.

      I turn my head to my son. ‘Would you like them?’

      He shakes his head. His body is rigid, his hand sweaty in mine. ‘No, Mum.’ Some tension leaves my body at the sound of his gentle voice. It means he’s still here, still present in the world. When he disappears into himself, his voice goes away.

      We’re not alone on our platform, but no one else matters apart from Aiden and Gina. Their hands in mine. Their safety against this world and the darkness within it. I stare down into the woodland area, through the trees and tangles of thorny bushes.

      ‘Get it over with,’ Rob grumbles under his breath. Aiden’s father. My ex.

      I hear the cluck of Sonya’s tongue as she gently chastises her son.

      ‘Perhaps I should go and check everything’s all right,’ DCI Stevenson suggests.

      ‘No,’ I reply, worried that he’d miss it. He deserves to witness this moment as much as we all do. ‘I’m sure it’s just one of those things.’ I smile at Gina, trying to keep the worry out of my voice. ‘Like how the fireworks are always late on bonfire night.’ Gina nods solemnly, remembering her own impatience last November, waiting outside a cold pub in Manchester.

      It’ll take a measly few seconds to demolish the bunker. After ripping out the internal fittings of it, the place has been fitted with explosives and the nearby trees have been cleared. A digger waits patiently for the clear-up. Another jarring contrast to the natural environment.

      We were asked if we wanted to watch the demolition some months back. At first, I found it difficult to broach the subject with Aiden. He didn’t answer right away, instead he went to his room and sat on his bed in silence. A few hours later, he came back down and nodded his head. He told me who he wanted to be here, and I began to hope that this could be a positive experience for us as a family. Closure for the trauma. For Aiden’s trauma, and mine and everyone else’s, but mainly for him. And here we are. Aiden, little Gina, Rob, Sonya, Peter, Josie and Stevenson, all shuffling our feet, sighing and sweating on a hot Tuesday in September, waiting and waiting.

      They asked me if I would like to push the button, or whether Aiden would want to do it. He said no. I look at him now, the profile of his face, and try to imagine what he’s thinking. I can’t. There’s no possibility of reaching into that mind and uncovering all the pain and suffering. It’s the place he keeps locked away. It’s a place I can never go to or feel for myself. And as a mother, that is horrifying.

      There’s a shout from one of the men, then a crack followed by a boom. A cloud of dust bursts upwards and it’s over almost as soon as it begins. The ground sinks in on itself and soil falls away. Aiden’s underground prison has been destroyed. It’s done. I wait for it, the moment, the release, the acknowledgement that the worst part of my life is over. There’s nothing.

      

      On our way out of the woods, Aiden’s hand leaves mine and he slips through the trees, fading from sight. A moment of panic constricts my chest until I remember that he’s safe now. The bunker is gone. Hugh is dead. But even so, I find myself walking a little faster to keep him in sight.

      ‘Too fast, Mummy,’ Gina protests, yanking on my arm.

      ‘Sorry, darling.’ There’s a glimpse of Aiden’s red T-shirt between the branches of the trees. I wish he wouldn’t wear red.

      ‘Mummy, was that place where I was born?’

      I scoop her up into my arms, remembering too late that at four she’s becoming quite heavy for me to carry. ‘Almost.’

      ‘You blew it,’ she says, referring to the bunker. There’s a note of disappointment in her voice that catches me off guard.

      There was a limit to what I could explain to Gina about the bunker and what it means to Aiden. We told her that Aiden had some unhappy times there but that it wasn’t all bad, because it was the place where my water broke, and she came into the world. The rest, we can’t tell her. Not yet.

      ‘Emma.’

      I stop and turn around, realising that I’ve separated from the rest of the group. Everyone else is gathered around Rob, helping him along the path. My face warms with guilt. Since his head injury, Rob has had to learn to walk again, still relying on his cane. Much of his frame has withered away, but he’s still tall and imposing as he struggles along the uneven path.

      ‘We’re going to the pub,’ Rob says. ‘Are you coming?’

      ‘I don’t know. What if we’re being followed again?’ All these years on and photographers still target my family. Still print our pictures.

      Rob taps Gina on the nose with his finger and she giggles. ‘Who cares? Let’s celebrate.’

      The word makes my skin crawl and I think I visibly cringe because Rob backtracks.

      ‘Well, not celebrate, but you know what I mean. We’re alive, the bunker is destroyed, Aiden is safe and those that deserve to be are dead.’

      My eyes seek out Josie’s face when he says that. But she’s lost in her thoughts, gazing out into the woods.

      ‘I don’t know about Aiden. He’s a little shaken up.’

      ‘I want to.’

      The sound of my son’s voice makes my heart leap in surprise. I spin around so fast Gina has to grab hold of my shoulder.

      ‘Sorry,’ he says. ‘I didn’t mean to sneak up on you.’

      I open my mouth to ask him how he managed to walk in one direction and then turn back without me noticing, but in truth, I’m beginning to get used to Aiden’s cat-like prowling. Instead, I just laugh.

      ‘It wouldn’t hurt to spend a bit of time together,’ Sonya says. ‘As long as you’re OK, Aiden?’

      ‘I’m fine, Grandma.’

      And with that, I’m swept away by the others as we head back to the car park. This time, Aiden stays by my side.

      He’s a miracle. The boy who returned. At one time I thought he’d died; I closed off a part of myself; sunk into the grief. Even after he returned there were those who thought he would’ve been better off dying than suffering through what he suffered. Even I thought it, fleetingly, guiltily. But he came through it, growing stronger than I could ever have imagined. More resilient than I could ever be. A miracle, and part of me. The best part.

      I wonder whether I’ll ever grow accustomed to him being above the legal age to drive and vote. He could live on his own or have an important job. There are other twenty-year-olds out there with children, careers, or studying for their university degree. But none of that has happened for Aiden yet. The scars are still there, of course, both physical and psychological. And for now, he lives with me, until he reaches the point where he can make his way out into the world. I hope that point isn’t too soon. I’m not sure my heart could take it.

      ‘She’s lovely, Emma,’ Josie says, as I let Gina down onto the tarmac. ‘Hi, Gina!’

      My little one hides behind my legs, her face poking out around the side with a big grin between her delicate ears. She isn’t shy, but she knows that pretending to be shy gets her more attention. She waggles her fingers in hello.

      ‘How old are you, Gina?’ Josie asks.

      She holds up four fingers before gripping my legs. I can feel her sticky skin against mine.

      ‘Wow, that many?’ Josie turns to me. ‘Time flies.’

      I nod.

      ‘You should visit more, Em,’ she says. ‘I miss you.’

      ‘I miss you too,’ I say, thinking about Josie and what she’s been through. Hugh fooled her, his wife, as much as he fooled us all. I know she still feels responsible for his actions, but she isn’t, and she will always be my best friend, as well as one of the few people in the world who understands what Aiden and I have been through.

      When Josie bends down to ruffle Gina’s hair, instinct tells me to pull my daughter away, even though I trust Josie. It takes willpower to quell the urge. The sight of people touching my children does not get any easier.

      ‘See you there,’ she says, smiling sadly as she takes a couple of steps back. She felt my uncertainty, which means I’m not hiding my discomfort well.

      Perhaps I never will. It might be a part of me that I’ll need to accept going forward. They’re safe now, I tell myself, lowering Gina into her car seat. No one will hurt them ever again. At least now I know what I’m capable of doing to keep them safe. That’s some comfort to me, knowing that I will kill anyone who tries to hurt my children. After all, I’ve done it before.

      Aiden obediently slips into the passenger seat, like he used to do during his period of silence. I can’t stop myself dwelling on that time. It’s this village, these woods. This air. I’m breathing in the past, exhaling the future, my mind obsessing over both but stripping me away from the present.

      One by one the cars filter out of the small car park. I find myself checking the rear-view mirror as soon as I’m on the road. There’s no one around, we’re not being followed by photographers. The destruction of the bunker will be reported in the media, but we were firm that we wanted it to be a private occasion for those directly affected by what Hugh did to my son. We know the story is a public one, but the pain is private, and that’s how it should remain.

      The Blue Stoops is not as empty as the roads. It’s Tuesday lunchtime and there’s sun in the sky, which means locals are here to drink a few pints in the beer garden and eat a burger before they have to go back to work. I dab my sweaty forehead with a tissue before climbing out of the car.

      ‘Are you both hungry? We can eat here, too, if you like,’ I suggest, trying to brighten up a little. I hate them seeing their mother so serious all the time.

      ‘Nuggies,’ Gina cries.

      Aiden smiles. ‘It’s nuggets, Ginny.’

      She dramatically puts her finger to her lips. ‘Nuff, Denny.’

      While shaking my head at my two kids, I unclip the seatbelt and make my way around to the car seat to get Gina, but Aiden beats me to it.

      ‘Ay-den.’

      ‘Denny.’

      ‘Ay-den.’

      ‘She can pronounce it just fine,’ I say. As Aiden brings her out of the car, I tickle her, and she squeals. ‘She’s just doing it to wind you up.’ I place a hand on Aiden’s shoulder and his body freezes. I quickly retract it and he lets out a quiet breath.

      On a good day, he doesn’t flinch at physical contact. But this isn’t a good day for him.

      ‘Sorry.’ I take Gina’s hand in mine and try to brush over the awkwardness.

      The group waits for me before heading in, and this time I remember to slow down and walk beside Rob. He’s a little out of breath heading up the steps to the door and it tugs on my heart. We owe him everything for saving our lives.

      Stevenson hesitates at the bottom of the steps. I’d almost forgotten about him until he clears his throat. ‘You know, you can say if you’d rather it be family only.’ He pushes his hands into his trouser pockets and shrugs his shoulders.

      Quietly, every face turns to him at the back of the group. I break the silence by leaning over and placing a hand on his upper arm.

      ‘No. You need a drink as much as the rest of us do.’ Even though it was Aiden who showed us the way to Hugh’s bunker, it was DCI Stevenson who found me there and saved mine and Gina’s life. Without him, she might never have been born.

      ‘You’ve got that right,’ he says, and his downturned expression breaks into a more natural smile. ‘What a day.’

      Peter, Rob’s dad, holds the door open for everyone as we walk into the pub, appreciating the cool air away from the hot sun outside, and then offers to buy a round when we get to the bar. I order Gina some chicken nuggets, and sandwiches for me and Aiden, even though I’m not hungry. Peter, Stevenson and Rob all order a pint and Rob makes a joke about being drunk and in charge of a walking stick that we tentatively laugh at.

      By the time we find a table in the corner of the pub, I’m beginning to unclench. When our food arrives, I’m almost relaxed, though I don’t drink because I’m driving. As the tension leaves my body, I find myself ravenous, and tuck straight into my lunch.

      ‘Why don’t you leave your car here,’ Peter says to Stevenson. ‘Sonya’s driving and can give you a lift.’

      ‘Thank you, but no. I’ll just have the one,’ he replies. ‘I live closer to York and it’ll put you out.’

      While the conversation goes on, I notice that Aiden isn’t eating much. He sees me watching him and smiles.

      ‘I’m fine, Mum. Just not hungry.’

      ‘You tell me if you want to go,’ I say, a little too firmly.

      ‘I will.’ He pats me lightly on the hand.

      ‘Excuse me.’

      We all look up from our table to a young woman, around twenty years old, standing next to us with her hands pulled behind her back, red-faced and nervous.

      ‘Sorry, I didn’t want to interrupt, but are you Aiden Price?’

      I’m immediately on high alert. There’s a slight shuffle next to me, Rob also focuses on the mystery girl.

      ‘Yes,’ Aiden says, managing a smile.

      ‘I . . . I’m a fan of yours,’ the girl says, blushing a darker shade of red. She quickly swipes the back of her hand over her forehead. She’s pretty, with freckles and naturally golden hair. ‘Could I take a selfie with you?’

      There’s tension running along Aiden’s jaw as he grits his teeth. But nevertheless, he stands up and smiles.

      ‘You don’t have to,’ I say, wanting to shove this girl away from my child. The memory of him in the hospital room flashes through my mind. The first meeting with the doctor, and the wretched, slopping sound as I vomited in response to what he told me about Aiden’s injuries. The first time I saw Aiden’s brown eyes staring up at me when he came home, so small for his age. My heart quickens again.

      ‘It’s OK,’ Aiden says, before swallowing nervously.

      ‘Thank you so much!’ The girl takes her mobile phone and gets uncomfortably close to my boy. Thankfully, she doesn’t put an arm around him. I watch the pained expression on my son’s face with a sense of hopelessness. This is his life and there’s nothing I can do to change that.

      It’s over in a moment and the girl retreats back to wherever she came from, but the incident only draws attention to us, because a second person approaches. A woman around my age this time, perhaps a little older, asking for an autograph on a beer mat. Aiden smiles politely as he signs it. I watch them both, my body still clenched. When will this stop?

      ‘Could I have a quick photo, too?’ she asks.

      ‘OK.’ He glances at me, lost, overwhelmed.

      ‘We’re actually trying to –’ I start.

      ‘Mum, it’s OK,’ he says, taking the picture using her phone.

      This happens more than I’d like. It’s the new normal, and there’s nothing I can do about it. I can’t imagine ever getting used to his celebrity status, and all I can think is how dangerous it might become unless I can control it.
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          THE CHAPEL

        

      

    

    
      The wind blew out the window again, which means it needs boarding up. My fingers catch on the nails while rummaging through the toolbox. I place one between my teeth as I hold the wood in position. It’s strong MDF that I found in someone’s skip. Heavy enough to make my arms ache as I keep it in place. At night, I scurry around the village roads, like a rat in the shadows. Sometimes I turn off my headlights, so no one knows I’m there. If you asked me why, I wouldn’t know. It doesn’t matter so much if they see me, I just don’t want to be seen.

      When the wood drops an inch underneath my grip I instinctively bite down on the nail and let out a curse through throbbing teeth and a cut lip. The pain strengthens my resolve. I shove my shoulder against the wood, banging in the nail as hard as I can. The second one secures it enough to allow me to get in a third. And then a fourth.

      Today is a hot day, and my clothes are drenched through by the time the job is over. On a day like this I miss showers and electric fans. But I make do by removing my top and working in my underwear. Next, I move the mattress to underneath the hole in the roof, lie down, and let the breeze cool my hot skin.

      This is a lonely place, but I don’t care. When I speak, which is rarely, my voice echoes around the rafters. It frightens the spiders back into their corners. But I don’t care.

      It was a chapel once, before nature covered it. Now that it’s abandoned, I’m the evil thing that lurks in this once-holy place. But I. Don’t. Care.

      There was a rich family who lived somewhere close to here who built this private chapel on their woodland. It ended up in disrepair after they sold their properties, along with an old mansion that was demolished to make way for a new road. Now their old chapel is haunted. I’m the thing lurking in the shadows.

      There’s no cooling down on a day like today. The high winds that blew out the window at the front of the building have gone, and I’m still as hot as I was before. I wouldn’t have bothered with the boards but I didn’t want any nosy trespassers to lean in and see me here. The covered windows tell them to keep walking. Leave the ghost well alone or you’ll be sorry.

      My lip stings a little, and I allow my tongue to trail the length of it, tasting the blood. I sit up from the old mattress and stretch, feeling the aching deep down in my bones.

      Outside the chapel, I make my way to the vegetable patch I’ve been cultivating. Lettuce, strawberries, tomatoes. The tomatoes are the hardest because I need to buy plant food for them, and I don’t like going out into the world. I don’t like the noise or the faces.

      I’m pleased to see that there’s a squirrel in my trap today. I unclip the trap and take it back to the chapel. I have a knife there along with wood for a fire, though I’ll have to wait until nightfall for the fire. The last thing I need is some nosy do-gooder seeing the smoke and calling the emergency services.

      I can’t have any attention drawn to me now. This is my time to hunker down and work things out in my mind. There are tasks to complete before I put my plan in motion.

      I put the squirrel down on one of the old pews with the veg, which will need washing. Luckily, purification tablets help me when I don’t have running water. Before doing any of that, I kneel down by the mattress and retrieve a tin box from near the old altar. It squeaks as I remove the lid. Good. It’s still there: the last of my money, withdrawn from my bank before I came here.

      No matter how hard I try, I can’t escape society. I still need that money because it’s essential for what I intend to do next.

      With a sigh, I sit back down on the mattress and push the lid back on the tin wondering if what I want to do is worth it. I stare up at the cracked stained glass above the altar. I’m not sure who it depicts, but I think it might be Mary. I remember learning the nativity story. Back when I hid myself behind masks. Like how I hid my feelings deep down, down, down where no one could touch them. Mary was this woman with a destiny to bring a great good into the world. She still is the female ideal for the world, the virgin mother, the woman the world wants all women to be. A vessel waiting to be filled with purpose.

      And I am who I am. Empty.

      Alone.

      But I don’t care, because I have work to do.
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      When I say that I’m fine, I’m lying. I’m saying the words people want to hear. No one wants the truth when they ask you how you are; they want to go through the motions of checking in, to prove to themselves that they care, when they don’t. The word fine is part of the dance we perform with each other. I’m not fine at all, but I am better.

      It’s a slow process that comes from within myself and extends out to my family. Each night, the nightmare fades away more than the night before. The picture of Jake’s face dwindles away like an insignificant, unloved relative. The image of Hugh’s dead body is obfuscated by time. The mental images slowly drift away.

      But whether I’m healing with each day, or whether I’m simply forgetting the details, is a question I can’t answer.

      What I do know is that we’ve found some peace here. We don’t like it in Bishoptown-on-Ouse anymore. We live in a three-bedroom apartment in the suburbs of Manchester overlooking a park. The selling point for me was the garage we open up in the afternoon sun. A good place to paint.

      After the court cases ended and it was decided that what I did was in self-defence, I inherited Jake’s house as his widow. But I immediately sold it in order to buy back my parents’ cottage. No matter how I feel about Bishoptown, I know I can’t quite let it go.

      In our Manchester apartment, we wake, eat together and run errands. I spend a lot of the day taking Aiden to his appointments because he hasn’t learned to drive yet. Aiden still has weekly therapy sessions, speech therapy and physiotherapy. He has regular check-ups, too. I have a calendar with them all written down. When we’re not going to Aiden’s appointments, we read and learn together. Aiden missed ten years of school, but he’s bright and eager to learn.

      As much as I hate to admit it – I have to because it’s a fact – while Aiden was in the bunker, Hugh bought books for him. Hugh was the one who helped to advance his reading and writing. He gave him history books, world maps, the occasional science textbook. While Aiden lost many, many things in that bunker, he never lost his desire to learn about the world.

      It’s early on Saturday morning and both Gina and Aiden are asleep. I have my hands wrapped around a cup of coffee, though the day is warm enough already that I don’t need to hold it so close. I just like the comfort.

      By the time I’ve finished my drink, Gina wanders into the kitchen, bleary-eyed and in her teddy pyjamas. She clutches Walnut the Dragon, a gift from Aiden.

      ‘Mummy, I had another accident,’ she says, rubbing her eyes.

      Sure enough, the crotch of the teddy pyjamas is darker in colour.

      ‘That’s OK, sweetheart.’ I brush a lock of her hair away from her face and gently pinch her in the part of her belly that usually makes her squeal. Today she silently wriggles away from me. No matter how hard I try to make sure she doesn’t feel shame when she’s wet the bed, somehow kids always sense that they’ve done something wrong.

      ‘Where’s Denny?’ she asks, as I begin stripping her for the bath.

      ‘Still asleep.’

      ‘Can I wake him?’ she asks.

      ‘No, sweetheart. You know we talked about that.’

      ‘Denny doesn’t like it when I jump on the bed.’

      No, he does not. Though I wish it was for a normal young man reason, and not because being woken abruptly pulls him out of his nightmares.

      It doesn’t take long to get Gina washed, dried and in clothes. She’s a relaxed child who tends to go with the flow rather than fight me at every turn, very unlike Aiden as a boy. As I’m putting her bed linen into the washing machine, Aiden comes down the stairs.

      ‘Denny!’ Gina cries.

      I glance up at my son. This is my morning routine. I need to gauge how well Aiden slept to know how to handle him for that day. If he has dark circles and is holding himself tightly, I know I need to make sure Gina gives him some space. If he doesn’t have his hands balled into fists and there are no dark circles, then he’s OK with conversation straight away. Today, he’s tensed.

      ‘Tuck into your breakfast, Ginny, before it goes cold.’

      Obediently, she dunks a soldier in her egg and tucks in, smearing yolk around her mouth. Food tends to be a winning distraction for Gina.

      Aiden sits down at the table and silently gazes out of the window. This kind of behaviour doesn’t worry me as much anymore – I know that he retreats within himself when he’s feeling overwhelmed. It has only been four days since the bunker was destroyed and he’s still recovering from that change.

      ‘What would you like for breakfast?’ I ask, quietly.

      ‘Can I have a glass of water please?’

      ‘You can get that, remember?’ I remind him.

      He nods, and I sense a part of him coming back. Sometimes he needs to be reminded that he can do things for himself. Something simple like getting some water or making a meal is important for him. I’ve also been teaching him how to cook, since he never got to watch me cook for him as he grew up.

      ‘Did you decide about the school?’ he asks.

      For a moment I’m not sure what he’s referring to, because I’m so surprised to hear him talk without me asking a question. And then I realise he means Gina.

      ‘I think it’s best to school Gina at home.’

      Aiden turns on the tap and the water comes gushing out. With his back to me I can’t see his facial expression, but I know he’ll be annoyed because we’ve had this chat before. Aiden thinks Gina should go to school. He doesn’t want his abduction to be responsible for her not having a normal life. But I can’t bear the thought of her out there in the world without my protection. It was a schoolteacher who gave my son to a paedophile. Amy Perry, one of the people I trusted most in this world, called her paedo boyfriend Hugh and told him where to kidnap my son, and how to make it look like an accidental death. Unfortunately, Amy is still out there, in the world.

      Who knows who else might be waiting to do us harm? I can’t help the way I feel about the darkness in people, and there’s a chance I’m allowing that to seep into my parenting style. Gina already knows how to call the police because we’ve role-played it together. She never gets the opportunity to talk to strangers because I’m with her all the time. I know deep down that most people in the world are fundamentally good, but I can’t stop thinking about the bad ones, and what they’ve done to me and my family. I’d keep Gina away from them forever if I could, but perhaps I’ll have to settle for the next few years as a start.

      Aiden walks over to the table with his water. ‘It’s not right, Mum. She should go.’

      ‘Go where?’ Gina says. ‘The park?’

      ‘Yes, we can go to the park.’ I stroke her hair and she smiles.

      ‘I’m going to paint.’ Aiden pushes his water away and stands. His hands are balled into fists again. He’s angry with me. A pained expression travels across his face, one that I’m familiar with and understand to mean he’s keeping his temper in check. A technique he’s been working on with his psychologist, Dr Anderton, for the last four years.

      ‘Are you OK?’ I ask.

      He nods.

      ‘It’s for the best, you know that.’ But as I say the words, I’m not sure whether I’m trying to persuade myself. I glance down at Gina. She’s so small. I can’t bear the thought of her being away from me for hours at a time. My heart tugs, and an aching pain opens up in my belly. Scar tissue from my grief.

      The doorbell sends a jolt down my spine. Because I’m so close to Gina it also makes her jump and then she giggles.

      ‘It’s just the bell, Mummy. Silly.’

      My four-year-old is comforting me. But of course she is. I’m forever blown away by how self-possessed she is for her age.

      ‘I’ll get it,’ I say, hurrying to catch up to Aiden. I know he hates answering the door. Small talk is not something Aiden excels in, and we have a chatty postman.

      I press the buzzer, establish that it’s a delivery, and let the man into the apartment block. My heart always beats a little harder in these situations. Who am I allowing in?

      It isn’t the chatty postman, but a private courier who needs a signature for a heavy box. I heave it into the flat and see that the box is addressed to Aiden, not me.

      ‘Can I open it?’ he asks.

      ‘Did you order something?’

      ‘No, but I know what it is,’ he says.

      I stand back so that he can tear away the tape, realising what he means. He pulls the cardboard open and reaches inside. For the briefest of moments, I think it’s going to be a bomb or some kind of airborne poison, until I force my thoughts to come back to reality. That kind of thinking is what I incurred in the moment I killed Jake.

      Aiden is smiling as he pulls the first book out of the box. I lean closer for a better view.

      ‘It’s heavy,’ he says, holding it with both hands. The bright colours catch the hallway light, making the glossy exterior shine.

      ‘Bring it to the table so Ginny can see it,’ I suggest.

      He does, but she’s more interested in her eggs.

      ‘Your first book,’ I say to Aiden, daring to rub his shoulder.

      He nods and opens the pages, flicking through to check the quality.

      Since Aiden escaped from the bunker, he’s taken up painting again. We often paint together. My work is OK, and I love doing it, but I don’t possess the talent that Aiden does, and with his ‘celebrity’ status after the bunker, Aiden found an agent and sold some pieces. Since then, a publisher contacted him, asking if he would like to release a coffee-table book filled with his art. These are the advance copies.

      The pages are thick and smooth. The art jumps from the page in swirls and strong geometric shapes. Lots of primary colours mixed with a darker, gloomier aesthetic. They are his interpretations of the bunker. I like to think of the lighter, brighter pieces as interpretations of us, his family. But Aiden never explains his art. He puts it out into the world for others to take whatever meaning they want from it. Somehow feedback, good or bad, doesn’t affect him at all.

      ‘I need to tell you something, Mum,’ Aiden says, lifting his face from the pages of the book.

      ‘What is it?’ My skin cools as unstoppable panic seizes my heart. Those are not words I often hear from my son.

      ‘My agent called yesterday. She wants me to go on a chat show to talk about the book.’

      I almost laugh out loud. ‘A chat show?’

      ‘Yes,’ he says.

      You’re not chatty, Aiden. I want to reply, but I don’t because I don’t like to discourage him.

      ‘I want to do it,’ he says. ‘I think it’ll help sell a few copies.’

      I take a seat in the chair next to him. ‘They’ll ask you questions about the bunker.’

      ‘I know,’ he says.

      ‘How do you feel about that?’

      He shrugs. ‘I guess I’ll find out when I get there.’

      ‘Is it going to be live?’

      ‘I don’t think so. But there’ll be a studio audience. They’ve suggested you do it too.’

      The idea of talking about what we went through as a family makes my stomach churn. I’m suddenly filled with energy. I stand up and begin clearing Gina’s breakfast plate.

      ‘Egg!’ she shouts.

      ‘I don’t know,’ I reply, creating noise with the plates, scraping eggshell into the bin. ‘I’m not sure this is a good idea.’

      Out of the corner of my eye I notice Aiden’s fingers grip tightly around the hard cover of his book. ‘What isn’t a good idea? Me moving on with my life?’

      ‘This isn’t moving on. It’s rehashing the past with an audience there watching.’ I stop piling up the breakfast plates and sigh. ‘I’m worried . . . I’m concerned that they might take advantage of you. That they’ll want you to talk about the bunker rather than promote your book.’

      ‘I can look after myself,’ he says. He gives me a defiant look; one I’ve never seen on his face before. One that takes me aback and makes me realise that I’m not going to win this argument.

      But the entire situation fills me with dread. I can’t stand the thought of letting the outside world back into our lives after working so hard to shut it out.

      ‘I can do this,’ he says.

      Maybe he can, but I’m not sure I can.
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      We go to my dad’s on Sundays for a crowded family dinner. Grandma and Grandad’s B&B gets crammed with people: Grandma and Grandad, of course, Dad, who lives with them, and then Mum, Ginny and me. We end up squashed into the living room, loud voices growing louder as everyone tries to be heard over one another. It’s so noisy that I usually dread Sunday coming around. But if we don’t go, I miss not being there. I don’t understand how that works, but maybe I shouldn’t second-guess my feelings.

      It’s taken a while to get Grandma to stop fussing so much, but now she understands that I only want water and a small meal. I’m pretty sure she thinks I’m ill and that I’m about to drop dead at any moment. She checks that Mum is making me wear sun cream and sunglasses in sunny weather, that I do my physiotherapy, that I get enough calcium. Sometimes I see her peering at me through squinty eyes and I think she might be assessing how I look, whether I’ve put on or lost weight, or have dark circles under my eyes.

      It’s exhausting, but Mum says that’s what love is. The never-ending urge to fix whatever makes a loved-one sad.

      I don’t think I’m ill, not really, but I have spent a lot of time trying to figure out what I am.

      At night, in my comfortable bed, my mind wanders its way to him. To Hugh.

      The shadows of the bars fall across his face.

      ‘I brought you books to read,’ he says, slipping them through the steel.

      They are school textbooks about maths, science, nature.

      In the early days, I thought there was a great big search party out there that wouldn’t stop until they found me. But after a few years I realised that I was never going to be saved. When I was older than twelve, I began to wonder how Hugh even managed the practicalities of what he was doing. Didn’t anyone notice him buying me things? Didn’t his wife ever see his bank statements? His receipts? Clothes. Food. Toilet paper. Even the occasional new mattress. Maintenance for the bunker, like new air pumps and generators. Rat traps and electric lamps.

      Though I’ve often tried to explain what it was like to my therapist, Dr Anderton, I don’t think she could ever grasp how the strangeness was normal for me. Hugh and I would have mundane conversations with each other. I’d ask about Mum and Dad, what they were up to. What was going on in the village.

      ‘Your mum’s getting married,’ he said once. ‘To a teacher at the secondary school. Jake Hewitt. He’s rich, apparently.’ He paused, mid-bite of an apple. ‘I like him.’

      Then, several months later, he dug his phone out of his pocket and brought it closer to me. ‘It was the wedding this weekend. A beautiful day. She wore a long white dress. I think it had lace on it. Here, let me show you the photographs.’ He swiped his finger across the screen, revealing photograph after photograph of my mother beaming with joy. There was an older man I didn’t know by her side. Jake. ‘They released balloons in your memory.’

      I felt like a ghost then. A white balloon floating up into the sky, weightless. At the time, the idea was comforting, but now it terrifies me. What if, despite the Sunday lunches at Grandma’s, I can never tether myself to the real world? I might not be dead like Jake is now, but there’s such a thing as being dead inside, and maybe that’s the same.

      The car journey is fairly quiet because Gina has one of those toy computers for children. Mum buys us the odd expensive item every now and then, like my painting tools and laptop. She’ll rarely acknowledge it, but we’re basically living off the substantial inheritance from Jake.

      Ginny sees me looking at her in the mirror, screws up her nose and pokes out her tongue. Mum pokes out her tongue back and giggles. A half-hearted laugh catches in my throat, but I don’t let it out. Even in this car with a happy family, my mind has a tendency to drift to the past.

      Was that the worst moment? I don’t know.

      I think the worst moments come to me in my nightmares, because when they were happening for real, I went to another place.

      I should be grateful that I’m free, but the truth is, I don’t feel free. And that’s because of her pain. I glance across at Mum as she concentrates on the road. It’s not that I blame her for her feelings. If I was a father, which I can’t ever imagine, and my child was hurt by another person in the way Hugh hurt me, wouldn’t I want to shelter them from the world? Palm to my heart, could I say I would be different?

      It’s something I think about a lot when I’m angry with her. Because there are times when I look at her face and all I can see are the happy photographs with Hugh’s pale finger swiping through them. She was happier when I was gone. I think that a lot. Over and over until it hurts. She was happier when I was gone. But that isn’t true, is it? When I’m alone with Dad he tells me about Jake and how he controlled everything. ‘Controlling people are toxic,’ he says. But that’s kind of confusing, because I think Mum is controlling me a little bit.

      I take a deep breath as we pull onto Dad’s street. Dad helped us with his testimony at the trial, though Jake’s storage unit spoke for itself. Mum was acquitted for the way she fought back against her abusive husband, and my crime was considered self-defence against a kidnapper. We had sympathy on our side. Mum did what she had to do to save her child. But I still remember the blood on her mouth, the wild look in her eyes. Can this person calmly driving this car really be the same person that bit into a man’s arm? The world is strange to me. I don’t know how to make it feel more familiar when nothing makes sense.

      What I know is that the world pities me. I still have messages on my phone from famous people and letters from politicians telling me how inspiring I am.

      I’m not even the slightest bit inspirational.

      That’s why I’m glad I have Faith to talk to. She isn’t what Mum calls a ‘sycophant’, she’s someone who listens to me and gives me real advice. She was being honest when she said that I shouldn’t always listen to my mum because being a mother doesn’t make you right. She encouraged me to get an agent and sell my art. She says I should be out in the world more, and maybe she’s right. I spent so much of my life locked away from it.

      Dad hovers in the doorway of the B&B when we arrive. Hugh never showed me any photos of Dad when I was away. Seeing my father again was the biggest surprise for me. I’d forgotten his face. Since then he’s physically changed again, withering away because he tried to defend us against Jake and was hurt in the process. Faith also tells me not to feel guilty about that, because that’s what a father does for a child.

      Before I open the car door, I reach inside myself to see if my mind will go to that silent place it sometimes goes. If I notice it before it happens, I can usually stop myself. But today I’m still thinking of the book delivery and the promise of a future. My stomach flutters with anxious energy, but there’s no darkness building up.

      ‘Hiya, mate.’

      Rather than hug me, Dad holds up a hand and we high-five. I’m twenty now and I know this game has gone on too long, but it’s better than being pressed up against someone, even my dad.

      ‘You OK?’ he asks.

      ‘Yeah.’

      ‘Good, good,’ he says, still standing there awkwardly. ‘How about you, Em?’

      Mum forces a tight smile. She’s been making that expression a lot since I told her about the chat show.

      ‘Bob!’ Gina cries, pointing.

      ‘Hello, Ginny-minny-skinny-bombinny.’

      She slaps him on the leg. ‘No, Bob. It’s Gee-naa.’

      All right, I’ll admit it, she makes me laugh. Dad grins.

      Mum stands proudly behind her daughter. ‘You know how to say Rob, Ginny.’

      ‘Oh, I know she does,’ Dad replies. ‘Come in. Mum’s just put the Yorkshires in.’

      ‘I’m going to eat all the puddings,’ Gina announces to no one.

      Mum gets her settled on the sofa with her toy computer while I sit awkwardly in the armchair and check my Instagram DMs to see if Faith has been in touch today. She sent me a smiley face this morning.

      The room is bright, with the late-summer sun filtering through the windows. All of them are open but there’s little breeze and the stifling air makes me think about the bunker. Though I don’t want to, I imagine the naked lightbulb that would attract moths and throw shadows up the concrete walls.

      Gina needs help with one of her games, and I force myself to be patient and talk her through the buttons she needs to press. Computers have been tricky to learn, but I’m getting the hang of them now and even have my own Instagram account for my art, something that bugs Mum.

      The adults – I still think of myself as a child, I can’t help it – stand around making small talk and setting the table. Grandad picks Gina up and gives her aeroplane rides around the living room for a little while. It’s happy family time.

      ‘Are you coming to the table, Aiden?’ Mum asks.

      I hadn’t noticed myself slip away. By the time I come back, Grandma’s carrying dishes of veg to the table.

      Mum’s features are all bunched up, so I know she’s worrying about me. I make sure I get up quickly and hurry to the table at the back of the living room. It sits next to a bay window that gives us a view of the garden. My world is so vast now.

      ‘Mum says your book is ready.’ Dad starts the conversation as usual. He’s good at this. ‘You got the proofs, didn’t you?’

      ‘We brought a copy, but I left it in the car,’ Mum says. ‘I’ll go and get it.’

      ‘Oh, lovely.’ Grandma clasps her hands together. ‘Peter, have you got your glasses?’

      ‘Yes, all ready.’

      Mum shuffles her way around the table and leaves. I feel all of the eyeballs directed at me.

      ‘My agent wants me to go on a chat show,’ I blurt out, and then regret it.

      The table is silent for a moment. My body drinks it in, craving silence. Until I realise there are faces staring at me. This isn’t a good silence, it’s a bad silence.

      Dad speaks first. ‘Is that a good idea, mate? It’s a lot of pressure.’

      ‘It’s a wonderful opportunity to sell your book,’ Grandad says carefully. ‘But these people are more interested in selling themselves. They’ll ask you all sorts of things.’

      I hear the sound of the door opening and closing. Mum is returning.

      ‘I want to do it,’ I say.

      ‘Well,’ Grandma says. ‘If he wants to do it . . .’

      ‘Mum.’ Dad raises his eyebrows at her. He’s lowered his voice, signalling that this isn’t meant for my ears. ‘He can’t seriously –’

      ‘Can’t seriously what?’ Mum asks, slightly out of breath from hurrying back from the car.

      ‘They agree with you,’ I say. ‘That I shouldn’t do the interview.’

      ‘Oh,’ she says.

      Dad lets out a low sigh. ‘You’re an adult now, Aiden. All we can do is give you our advice.’

      ‘OK,’ I say. ‘And that advice is don’t do it. I understand.’

      There’s another silence.

      

      The rest of the meal continues on without much more discussion on the subject. Mum passes the art book around and everyone makes pleasant noises about it. Grandma even begins to cry. I never thought he’d have this, she says into Grandad’s handkerchief.

      Mum, Dad and Grandma clear the plates away while I play with Gina in the living room. Her imagination fuels my art. Today I’m a monkey and she’s a fairy and we live on the moon. She shouts at me because I can’t do the monkey right, delegating the role to Grandad instead.

      As Grandad pretends to live in a crater on the moon, I slip out to use the bathroom. I don’t like to announce my comings and goings. I don’t like to be watched when I need to leave.

      It’s on the way up the stairs that I hear the sound of voices carrying from the kitchen. Someone has left the door open, and even though they speak in hushed tones, I can hear them.

      ‘I’m not saying we should be together. But I miss you,’ Dad says. ‘I miss all of you. I know Gina isn’t mine, but . . . well, I think of her as related to me, you know, like a daughter.’

      When Mum speaks, I imagine her expression, her eyes wide and glossy. Mouth pulled down with emotion. ‘It’s too complicated. The way I feel about this village . . . is . . . I just don’t think I could live here.’

      ‘And I need to be here,’ Rob says. ‘Because I need the help my parents can give.’

      ‘I know.’ I imagine Mum placing a hand on his arm. ‘I wish things were different. You know how grateful I am for what you did to help. I’m sorry, for what it’s worth. I married a weak man. If I hadn’t married Jake, you’d be walking without a cane. I –’

      ‘Emma, don’t. It’s not your fault.’

      I hear the catch in Mum’s throat. She’s crying again.

      ‘I mean it. You didn’t do anything wrong.’

      I go up the stairs to the bathroom so that I can’t hear her crying anymore. When the bathroom door is closed, I take my phone out of my pocket and type a message.

      

      ME: Mum’s crying again.

      FAITH: It’s not your fault.

      ME: Wish I could change it tho.

      FAITH: If she was a good mother, she’d pull herself together.

      ME: She doesn’t want Gina to go to school, or me to go on the chat show.

      FAITH: That’s not OK. She has to let you both be your own people.

      FAITH: I think you’re so awesome. I just wish she’d let you be you.

      ME: Me too.
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      I tell myself over and over again that this is what he wants. This is his choice. I can’t make it for him. Aiden is twenty years old and he has a right to be able to make his own decisions.

      But I can’t deny the heaviness in the pit of my stomach, and the quick patter of my heart within my chest. I clench and unclench my hands, desperate to scratch the worn patch of skin I ruined when Aiden first came back from the bunker.

      The three of us – me, Aiden, Gina – arrive at the studio at an ungodly 6 a.m. because this gives everyone time to have make-up applied, hair styled; to be fixed up and made perfect. We need to look like polished versions of ourselves in order to seem real to the viewers. Every flaw is magnified when you’re inside a television. Every deviation from the norm is seen as an indication that something isn’t quite right about you. I never noticed this kind of thinking until I was thrust into the public eye.

      I’m dressed in a grey suit with a cream blouse. Aiden has on smart trousers and a light-blue shirt. Gina is in her usual leggings and T-shirt. She has Walnut in her hands. I’m pretty sure she smeared crayon on my blouse this morning. Maybe it’ll be one of those flaws discussed in a Twitter thread afterwards.

      Whether I’ll join the interview hasn’t been decided, by me anyway. As long as I’m sitting on a chair in front of the cameras, I’m not by Gina’s side, which is difficult for me.

      As soon as we arrive, a smiley assistant called Becky buzzes around us, directing us where to go. We’re bundled into a room and sat down in front of a mirror as a make-up lady applies powder to my face.
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