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      One. Two. Now you. One. Two. Now you.

      The garden smells nice. Warm leaves. Warmth underfoot. Sun overhead. Count the birds. One. Two. Three. Magpies, all of them. Black, blue, and white. They sound funny—scratchy and coarse—when they sing. I don’t like that sound. It frightens me. Maybe I should go inside? I don’t want to. I want to feel the sunshine on my skin. When I close my eyes, the afterimage of the sun is bright red, like the blood that came out when I scraped my knee last year.

      One. Two.

      What comes next? What did we do?

      Now you.

      I don’t remember what comes next. Why am I forgetting?

      “What are you doing out here?”

      I tense at the sound of her voice. It’s high-pitched and urgent. That means she’s mad about something. Her footsteps hurry over. Then her cold hand grasps my arm.

      “We don’t have time for this. You need to get ready,” she says.

      “I don’t want to,” I whisper. I always whisper when I disobey her. It’s the only way I dare to do it.

      She yanks me, and I cry out. Her fingernails dig into my skin and tears wet my cheeks.

      “I told you not to play out here,” she says. She’s sweating. Her hair has come loose from her hairdo, and the straggles stick to her forehead. Her blouse is stained and unbuttoned at the top. Her eyes are ringed with dark circles, and her lipstick is smudged. But still, she’s terrifying to me. Still, she drags me across the grass. “What are you doing out here, anyway? Who were you talking to?”

      I don’t want to say.

      “Well?” she insists. Her nails dig harder into my skin.

      “The shadow,” I whisper.

      She stops. I’m afraid now. Afraid of the silence that follows. She sinks down to my height, and all I can think about are her bloodshot eyes, how frantic they are.

      “There is no shadow,” she says. “There never was a shadow. You need to stop this nonsense right now.”

      I nod my head. I will. I will stop this nonsense. I promise.

      I just want her to love me.
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      My name is Sophie Howland, and, never—not even for one single moment in my sorry existence—have I ever felt like a whole person. There’s a part of me that’s missing. It’s as though a dog tore away a piece of me shortly after I was born. I got eaten all up, like leftovers.

      Now that I’m older, I believe that missing piece might one day be filled in by having a family. You see, I’ve always wanted children. I want, more than anything, to belong to a clan. To have it all: husband… kids… the lot. Mum raised me on her own after Dad died, so I wanted a taste of the normal nuclear life. Perhaps the stars didn’t align for me and it was never part of my destiny. Perhaps, at thirty-five, I will be a late bloomer. Everything will click for me all of a sudden. You hear of that happening to women. They’re usually rich or famous women over forty, settling down after a glittering career, able to afford a surrogate, not a primary school teacher living with her mother in a small English town.

      Despite my not finding a husband, you could say that I have the child. I have a fifty-five-year-old, stubborn, angry, confused child. But this child isn’t going to grow up. It’s going to become a baby. As Mum’s mind disintegrates, she’s going to lose a lot of functionality. Soon I’ll have to feed, bathe, and dress her, like a baby. She is slowly becoming my baby. The one I never had.

      I still remember being in the doctor’s surgery as our GP delivered the news. I remember how the room narrowed and the light winnowed to spotlight the bald, shiny head of Dr. Lee. I remember the pencil that rolled slowly across the desk, and the dirty coffee mug sitting on an old coaster. I remember how the words decelerated and distorted, then sped up without warning. Early. Onset. Alzheimer’s. And then a thought popped into my mind: This is my punishment. Because I knew I’d have to care for her. There was no one else to do it. This is my punishment for never being the daughter I was supposed to be. And there’s nothing I can do about it. All I can do is watch her as her mind is slowly eaten away by the disease.

      Since then, I’ve lived only half for myself. My first thoughts are always of her; she has to come first, now that she’s vulnerable. I’m in a constant push and pull with myself, a tug of war about how I will live my life. I have friends who pull me one way, while I push myself in another direction, striving for a life I’ll probably never get. Then there is that perpetual pull from Mum. The constant need. Continually, I ask myself, should I stop living for her? Should I give everything up: my dreams of a normal life with a husband and family? I know what Mum would want. I know what she would say. Maybe I’ve made the wrong decision. I don’t know.

      I arrive at the café early. I knew I would. I worked out that it would take me twenty minutes to walk, but then I decided to give myself an extra ten minutes “just in case”. Before I knew it, I’d talked myself into leaving an hour early. But that’s okay. I can sit here and read my book, enjoying the sound of the coffee machine and ridding myself of the stresses at home.

      I check my phone again, reminding myself of what he looks like, then I glance at the door to the café. He won’t be here yet; there’s still forty-five minutes to go until the time we agreed to meet. It’s 11am on Saturday, and the only other people in here are couples having brunch together, and a few people with their laptops, sipping cappuccinos. Even though it seems fairly unlikely that my internet date will murder me at 11am on a Saturday in broad daylight, Mum still tried to talk me out of going. Luckily, she lost her keys and got distracted, meaning I could slip out unnoticed, leaving her with Erin, her nurse.

      I stir my coffee. It’s not good for me to think about Mum all day, which is what I usually do. Like the doctor keeps telling me, worrying about it isn’t going to cure her Alzheimer’s, but it might make me ill too. She has Erin. She’s fine.

      Even though she’s been deteriorating quickly—as people with early onset Alzheimer’s tend to do—she was still aware enough to tell me that wearing my hair up only makes my slightly-too-large jaw look even bigger, and that my cardigan is frumpy. How do mothers do that? How do they always manage to slip in a criticism as easily as saying hello? It seems to be second nature.

      The door opens, and my head snaps up. This is him. He’s shorter than I thought he would be. The photograph on his profile must be a few years old—or was taken in very good light—because it doesn’t show the wrinkles around his eyes and the grey in his beard. But he has a nice smile. He clocks me right away and walks over with his head bent low, staring at his feet. I can’t help but notice his shoes. They’re some sort of work boot, scuffed as though he’s been wearing them every day for years. The rest of his outfit is jeans and a zip-up top.

      “You must be Sophie,” he says. “I’m Peter.”

      I shake his hand and then try to discreetly wipe his sweat on my skirt. “Hi, Peter. It’s nice to meet you.”

      He sits down and shuffles the chair towards the table. His large stomach presses against the lip of the table. “You look just like your picture,” he says.

      I’m not sure whether to take that as a compliment or not.

      “What are you drinking?” he asks.

      “Oh, an Americana.”

      “I don’t like coffee myself,” he says. “The caffeine makes me jittery. My mum never let me drink tea when I was a child. It’s probably because of that.”

      Mentioning Mum in the first minute… could be a bad sign. Then again, maybe we’ll bond over our dysfunctional maternal relationships. Seeing as it was my dysfunctional maternal relationship that destroyed my last romance, that might help.

      “So, you’re an accountant?” I ask.

      “Yes,” he says. “It’s a small firm, but we have loyal clients. We get enough work to keep us going. It’s mostly self-employed people. You’d be amazed at how unorganised they are.” He laughs. “Last year I got a bunch of receipts in a plastic bag.”

      I raise my eyebrows. “Oh, that sounds—”

      Luckily, the waitress comes over to take Peter’s order, saving me from trying to make more conversation. I’m not quite sure what to say next.

      “What is it that you’re reading?” Peter gestures to the upside down book on the table.

      “Oh.” I turn it over. “Jane Eyre. It’s my third read-through. I tend to read it every five years or so, to remind myself of why I love it.”

      Peter laughs at this. It’s like a big “Ha!” Then he says, “I don’t like to read. I’d rather play video games. Don’t you think it’s exhausting, trying to imagine all those characters? And writers, well. They’re all narcissists.”

      “How so?” I ask.

      “Who else would sit there on their own and imagine people having a conversation? It’s weird.”

      The waitress brings Peter a Coke. He slurps half of it down.

      I’m still floored by his last comments. “But don’t you think that people need stories? And that our language is beautiful?”

      He narrows his eyes. “You’re an English teacher, aren’t you?”

      I bristle. “No. A primary school teacher. But I studied English at university.”

      He clicks his fingers and grins. “I knew it!”

      I grit my teeth, choosing not to remind him that my occupation was listed on my dating profile. Maybe if I can get him off the topic of English literature, he’ll show some hidden depths. “What are your interests, Peter? Do you like music?” Everyone likes music.

      “More arrogant twats,” he says. “I can’t stand rock stars, can you? Knobheads like Bono trying to save the world.”

      I shuffle my weight, physically cringing away from his penetrating gaze. I hate how confrontational he is. It’s as though everything he says has to be a debate. This isn’t a good start. Right now, I just want to leave. Being at home with my ill mother is preferable to this. “I suppose so. What about classical music, then?”

      “I don’t have the patience for it. Now, country and western, that’s all right. Kenny Rogers, Dolly Parton. She wrote ‘I Will Always Love You’. The original. Then Shitney Houston ruined it.” He laughs at his own joke.

      I’m nodding along when my phone rings. “I’m really sorry—I should take this. My mother hasn’t been well.”

      “Of course,” he says, and I can’t help but notice how his eyes light up at the mention of my mother.

      I’m both relieved to get the call at such an opportune moment, and heart-heavy for how the date is going, plus there’s the prospect of problems at home. I find a quiet corner of the café and swipe my finger across the screen to accept the call.

      “Erin, what’s wrong?” I ask, immediately anxious.

      “It’s nothing to be too concerned about,” she says in a voice an octave higher than usual. I can picture her standing by the kitchen work surface, her arms flapping up and down as she speaks. Erin is a decade younger than I am, and sometimes her energy makes me feel exhausted. “But Mum isn’t doing too good today.” She always talks about Mum as though she’s a child. That doesn’t bother me so much. Mum is so awful to her that I allow Erin any little eccentricity she likes to make the job easier. “She’s quite agitated. She keeps asking for you. I’m so sorry to interrupt your date—”

      “No, that’s okay,” I jump in. “To tell you the truth, I was looking for an excuse to leave.”

      “That bad, huh?” Erin asks.

      I glance across at Peter, who waves enthusiastically. I arrange my face into an expression I hope shows concern but not distress, and then shrug my shoulders apologetically.

      “Yeah. He seems nice, but…”

      “Not your cup of tea?” she finishes.

      I sigh. “Not really. I’ll be home in twenty minutes.”

      I hang up the phone and head back to Peter, sat slurping on his Coke. When he places the glass back down, there’s still moisture on his moustache, which makes me feel a little queasy.

      “I’m sorry, Peter, but I’ll have to go. My mother is suffering with early onset Alzheimer’s disease, and the nurse has phoned to tell me that she’s very distressed. I’m going to have to go home.”

      “Oh, what a shame,” he says. He finally wipes his mouth and frowns. “Can I drive you home?”

      “That’s all right. I only live a few minutes away,” I lie. I don’t want to be alone with him in a moving vehicle.

      “I could walk you home.” He smiles. It is a nice smile. There’s every chance that he’s a nice man, just not very good with people.

      “No, you stay and finish your drink. I must hurry. It was very nice to meet you.”

      The waitress winks at me as I hurry out of the café. I almost laugh, but then I think about going home, and the laugh fizzles out before it can begin.
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        * * *

      

      “I will not do that.”

      My shoulders are heavier when I hear her voice. Loud, cockney, mean-spirited. Three words my mother has embodied for my entire life.

      “Get off me!”

      “Mrs. Howland, please. You need to eat something.”

      I open the door as a smash of china rings out through the house. “Mum? What are you doing?” I hurry into the kitchen to see a broken bowl sitting in a puddle of soup on the kitchen floor. “Why did you do that, Mum?”

      “This woman broke into my house and tried to feed me poison,” she says with her nose in the air. Mum always stands tall and proud. She’s thin as a rake, with eyes as sharp as an eagle’s. It’s only her mind that has lost its edge.

      “Mum, that’s Erin. She looks after you.” I smile at Erin, who’s paid for in part by the Alzheimer’s charity. She’s a sweet twenty-something with a pixie hairdo and a nose ring. “Come on, sit down for a moment. I’ll get this cleared up.” I try to herd her towards the dining table, but she bats my hand away.

      “I can’t sit down, you stupid bitch. I’ve lost my keys.”

      Erin’s eyes widen at the language, but I don’t even flinch.

      “I’ve got your keys, Mum. They’re in my bag. I’ll give them to you after you’ve eaten.”

      Lying to Mum got a lot easier when she started forgetting things every five minutes. But when her eyes narrow, I know I’m in trouble. When her eyes flash, and she goes quieter, I know she’s having one of her more lucid moments. “So, how was it, then? I see you kept your hair like that, even though I said not to.”

      Erin bends down to help me pick up the pieces of broken bowl. When I stand, I avoid eye contact with my mother. It’s in these moments that I feel like a ten-year-old child, not a thirty-five-year-old woman.

      “He was nice,” I say. “But I don’t think we’ll see each other again.”

      She laughs. “Not with that jaw.” She turns to Erin, who she’s evidently decided is not a murdering burglar anymore. “You should’ve seen her as a baby. Chin like an anvil.” She tips her head back and laughs. “I didn’t know whether to feed her or hammer a horseshoe on her.” She laughs again.

      Erin flashes me a pitying smile. She opens a bin bag, and we drop the pieces of the bowl into it.

      “Still, at least he didn’t rape and murder you,” Mum continues. “That’s what happens on these internet dates. They’re all perverts. He probably grooms teenagers in his spare time. I bet that’s why he didn’t bother. You’re too long in the tooth.”

      “Mum,” I say. My voice is quiet. Too quiet to stop my mother. I move across the kitchen to get a rag to clean up the spilled soup. Erin is silent. My insides crawl with embarrassment. I hate it when others witness what she’s like.

      “I told you not to go, didn’t I?” Her green eyes bore into mine. When I was little, I thought lasers would come out of them, as if she were an evil superman.

      “You did,” I say.

      “And I was right, wasn’t I?” she says.

      “Yes,” I reply.

      “I’m always right.” She moves a few strands of her hair back. She likes to have it set just so. Many hairdressers have been screamed at. “Aren’t I?”

      “Yes.” I wring out the rag in the kitchen sink and try not to say anything more. Erin starts on another batch of soup.

      “Did I tell you that I’d lost my keys?” Mum says.

      “No, Mum. I’ll go and look for them in a moment.”
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        * * *

      

      After Erin leaves and Mum has been put to bed, I tidy up the kitchen and replace the filled bin liner. As it’s early July, if I don’t do it right away it will smell. Not to mention the fact that I once came downstairs to find Mum picking discarded chicken out of the bin. Even the memory makes my stomach churn.

      The evening is pleasant and warm, but the air is full of midges. I pad down the path to the outside bin and quickly throw the filled bin liner into it.

      Our garden needs tending. Mum always loved to garden, but since the Alzheimer’s, she’s not cared for it as much. I try to get her involved every now and then, but she’s too easily distracted.

      Perhaps I’ll enjoy a nice, cool glass of wine when I get inside. Or maybe I’ll take it into the garden and stretch out on the sun lounger. I don’t drink a lot, but there’s little that’s more relaxing than a glass or two at home.

      I frown as I step on an oddly shaped object. I didn’t bother with shoes to take out the bin. It didn’t seem worth it. Now my bare foot is standing on a small, round item. Too flat to be a stone. I step back, bend down, and pick it up.

      It’s a button from a coat or a jacket. There’s nothing unusual about that, but for some reason, it seems so out of place. I know it’s not from any of my clothes, and I know most of Mum’s clothes. I don’t think it’s hers. I suppose it probably belongs to Erin, so I pop it in my jeans pocket and open the French doors into the kitchen.

      “Has that shadow been hanging around again?”

      I start. Mum is standing in the centre of the kitchen with her hair bedraggled and her face vacant. Her nightgown has come loose, so I can see far more of her chest than I’d like.

      “Come on, Mum. I’ll take you back to bed.”

      But before I take her up, I make sure to turn around and lock the door. The word “shadow” pokes at a long-forgotten memory. It’s there, but I can’t access it, like a word on the tip of my tongue. All I know is that the word makes me shiver, and it makes me want to lock the door.
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      Through sleep-filled, bleary eyes, I somehow manage to move my finger across my phone screen to turn off the alarm. My eyelids flutter as I force myself not to choose the snooze option. I don’t have time to snooze. I have too much to do.

      First, I wash and dress Mum. She never was an early riser, and now that we need home help, I have to force her out of bed at 6am. Every morning, I get called every name under the sun. She’s always more disorientated in the mornings. She flails her thin arms, scratches my skin with her fingernails, and hisses at me between her teeth. She finds old wounds to pick at, even in this confused state. My jaw is a favourite. I need exercise, because I’m too fat and I’ll never find a man. Then there’s blaming me for Dad’s death. I’ve never amounted to anything.

      I’m a disappointment.

      At 6:30 I make us both breakfast. Sometimes Mum still loves her favourite breakfast, which is toast and strawberry jam. Other days, she suddenly hates it. I manage to gobble down tea and toast while watching her like a hawk to make sure she eats enough. Then at 7am Erin arrives, and I bomb upstairs to get a quick shower and get ready for work. Sometimes I even squeeze in some marking if Erin is a bit early.

      It can be hard to leave the house if Mum is being difficult. I know Erin is being paid a wage to care for my mother, but I also know it’s not easy, not even when she’s more lucid. She’s always been a difficult woman, but I suppose I found ways of dealing with it early on. I fell into a book or into my studies.

      Mum never wanted me to go to university. She wanted me at home. I think she was afraid of being alone. We compromised, and I lived at home and travelled into Derby to study there. I managed to find a work placement on the outskirts of Derby, and then a position opened at the local primary school. Everything fit perfectly, and I got to stay close to her. That’s how it’s always been. The two of us.

      Until Jamie came along. We met in the pub one Friday night at the end of term piss-up with the other teachers. You could say I was a late starter in life. I managed to get through university without any hook-ups and without many messy nights out. I’m ashamed to admit I was twenty-five before I was intimate with a man. Jamie was the first guy who was interested in me, and I grew to like him after a few weeks of him pursuing me.

      He was the brother of one of the teachers at school, and worked as an electrician for a local firm. At first I wasn’t interested. He was quiet, and short, and there was nothing remarkable about him. He had milky-blond hair and small blue eyes. He offered to buy me a drink and I said yes because I was drunk. Later that night we were kissing, but I went home alone after giving him my phone number.

      Alisha, my colleague at the primary school and best friend, was determined that I should go out with him, but I avoided his calls for a few days until he turned up to the pub again and insisted on buying me a drink. After getting a little drunk, I finally agreed to go out with him to dinner and a movie.

      Jamie never gave up. There were flowers and chocolates and bottles of wine. Mum told me that all he was interested in was a quick shag, and once I’d put out, I’d never hear from him again. But that didn’t happen. He stuck around for seven years, and I finally began to love him. But Mum drove him away with her snide remarks and backhanded compliments. Every argument we ever had revolved around Mum: about the things she said to put us down, about how I wouldn’t move out of her house, and when I did move out of her house, the arguments became about how we spent too much time with her. Jamie wanted to get married and have children, but there was always something holding me back. Now, I think it might have been Mum’s influence. Her little comments might have planted the seeds of doubt, but I let them grow until they became tangled weeds strangling the life out of our relationship.

      “If you marry him, you can’t get out of it. Marriage is for life,” she’d say. “Do you honestly want that lump for the rest of your life? What if there’s someone better out there? Jamie couldn’t find two brain cells to rub together. Is that the man you want to spend the rest of your life with?”

      Somewhere buried under all her insults was a nugget of truth that wore away at me. I didn’t want to marry Jamie. I did worry that there was someone else out there for me. After seven years we finally called it a day. I still blame my mother, but perhaps that isn’t fair. While I rarely ever disobey her, I think I would have if Jamie had been right for me.

      At least, that’s what I keep telling myself.

      One thing I do know is that Peter is not the guy, either.

      At 7am on the dot, Erin steps into the house and waves cheerfully at us both. I sat next to Mum making sure she eats her cereal, with a cooling mug of tea clutched in both hands. Mum eyes Erin and frowns.

      “You again,” she says. “You’d best not feed me poison this time.”

      “Mum, this is Erin—”

      “I know who this is,” she snaps. “I’m not a child.”

      I roll my eyes for Erin’s benefit.

      “Good morning to you, Mrs. Howland. You’re looking well today,” Erin says, knowing that compliments work best with my mother.

      “She almost got my hair right,” Mum says.

      I can’t help but smile. That’s about as good as it gets when it comes to compliments from Mum.

      “I’d best get to school,” I say. “There’s ham in the fridge for sandwiches and some chocolate in the cupboard. Help yourself to whatever you fancy.”

      “Have a good day,” Erin says. “Don’t work too hard. Oh, and make sure my nephew doesn’t give you any lip!”

      I laugh. “Oh, he’s cheeky, but sweet with it. But I’ll tell him that his Aunty will be having words if he goes too far.”

      Eddington is a small village where everyone knows everyone, and if you work at a school you get to know all the names and faces. It’s the kind of traditional place that still has a village fete at the school attended by everyone—part of the haemorrhaging English culture that everyone bemoans as it dies, but no one actually wants to revive. Erin’s nephew, Noah, is in my class. He’s a sweet kid, with the same blue eyes as Erin. But she’s right, he can be lippy. They all can, but I don’t mind. At ten years old, a little bit of cheek is expected from happy kids. It’s the quiet ones I worry about the most.

      I leave Mum and Erin and hop into my Fiesta, piling up the passenger seat with marking. At 7:45am I park the car, carry the pile of marking into my classroom, sit down in my chair behind the desk and breathe for the first time this morning. I fill up my lungs, close my eyes, and breathe. The place smells like whiteboard marker and glue, but I love it. This is my break from it all, and yes, it’s stressful, loud and chaotic, but it’s a part of my life that I control. This is mine.

      There’s work to be done. I have photocopying to do, posters to hang, notes to make, and a little extra marking to finish up, all before the kids get here. First things first: the photocopying. If I leave it too late, there’ll be a queue. I pick up my lesson plans and worksheets and head down to the teacher’s lounge. A cup of coffee would be good, too.

      “Soph!”

      I grin. “Morning, ’Lish. I see you got to the photocopier early this morning.”

      “Just avoiding the hoards.” Alisha exaggerates an eye-roll. We’ve worked together for almost ten years, after both starting within six months of completing teacher training. We were a crutch for each other, both completely in it up to our ears and struggling along. “Fucking thing. I’ve changed the toner twice and unjammed it already this morning.” She gives the ancient printer a little kick. “There’s fresh coffee if you want some.”

      “You’re a life saver. I had to peel myself out of bed this morning.”

      I head over to the small kitchen area to pour a cup into my favourite mug—one with a bust of Shakespeare on the front and the caption 2B or not 2B, that is the classroom—a present from Alisha when I first started teaching in 2B.

      “How is the old battle-axe?” Alisha’s posture changes when she mentions my mum. She folds her arms and narrows her eyes.

      Alisha has only met Mum once, when she picked us both up from a teacher’s convention in Nottingham. Unfortunately, Mum talked to Alisha like a child the whole way home, raising her voice and talking slowly, as though Alisha couldn’t understand English. Alisha, whose heritage is Indian but who was born and bred in Manchester, gritted her teeth and put on an over-the-top Indian accent to make light of the situation. But I know it annoyed her—rightly so—and she’s disliked Mum ever since.

      I’d never gone into a lot of detail about my childhood, but I think Alisha saw who Mum truly is. Though I already knew Mum’s true colours, I saw them reflected back to me from Alisha’s reaction. It unsettled me.

      After that incident, we almost drifted apart. It was around the same time that she became pregnant with her first child. As well as feeling incredibly awkward about how Mum had treated my best friend—and how I’d failed to stand up to Mum yet again—the sight of my best friend going through pregnancy was almost too hard to bear. It took me a long time to realise how jealous I was of her, and then I felt like the pettiest person in the world. So I shouldered the pain, and I bought presents for her newborn. I went to the hospital and I took her flowers and I held her child in my arms. I saw her happiness, and I was glad she got to experience it. I loved them both.

      I try to shake the thoughts away. “Confused, frustrated, difficult. The Alzheimer’s is progressing quickly. She has her good moments where she’s exactly as she was, but there are times when she looks at me and I’m not sure she even knows who I am.”

      Alisha’s expression softens. “That must be hard.” She shifts her weight from one foot to the other, and an awkward silence follows. I know exactly what she’s going to say next, and I automatically tense up. “Have you given it any more thought?” She raises her eyebrows, clocking me with a serious gaze.

      “I have thought about it,” I say. “But I can’t.”

      It’s almost imperceptible, but Alisha’s lips tighten, as though she knew I was going to say that and is disappointed in me. “I’m just going to say this. I know it’s not my place, but you’re my best friend and I can’t hold it in anymore. Why are you still caring for this woman when I know she’s been a terrible mother to you all your life?” She holds her hands up when I’m about to interject. “It doesn’t take a genius to work it out. That woman is emotionally abusive. She tried to talk you out of going to university, she picks on the way you look in front of other people, and she broke up your relationship with Jamie. God knows what she was like when you were a child. This is your opportunity to get rid of her for good and finally move on with your life. Take it. Sell her house, move her into a home, and finally live the happy life you’ve always deserved.”

      My spine straightens. “Opportunity? I’d hardly call watching my mother deteriorate into a child an opportunity.”

      Alisha sighs. “You’re right. I’m sorry. That was a poor choice of words.” She collects her papers and taps them against the top of the photocopier to get them straight. “Maybe I overstepped. I don’t know. I just want to make sure that someone is on your side. I want to be on your side, and I want you to be happy. You know you deserve to be happy, right?”

      I blink, trying to process everything that’s going on: Alisha’s sudden plea, Mum’s difficulties at home. It’s all happening so fast. A few months ago Mum had mild memory loss and lapses in concentration; now she’s deteriorating faster than even the doctors expected. “I know.” But I speak quietly, without confidence.

      Alisha places a hand on my arm. “If you need any help, I’m right here.”

      I believe her, but I wonder how much help she’d be willing to offer. There’s only so much anyone can do when you’re in this situation. They can’t clean up my mother’s urine or put her to bed. They can’t fill out the paperwork needed to sort out financial aid or finalise Mum’s will. They can’t be there 24/7, watching her to make sure she doesn’t burn down the house or try to eat uncooked bacon from the refrigerator. No, they can’t do any of that.

      Which is Alisha’s point, isn’t it? That I can’t cope on my own, so I should put Mum in a home. I place my paper in the photocopying machine. No. I can’t do that. Mum would give up in a place like that. I wouldn’t be able to afford the best, and I’d be leaving my mother at the mercy of people who probably don’t give a shit about their patients. There are horror stories in the press all the time, detailing how care assistants abuse their patients. I can’t let that happen to Mum, no matter what has happened to us, no matter how hard the next few years will be.
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        * * *

      

      The classroom is one of the few places I can clear my mind of all the things I need to do to help Mum. This is all about the children, and giving them a good start in life. But I’m the first to admit that my head is all over the place today. I even mess up teaching a simple grammar lesson to the children, prompting Isaac—who is very advanced for his age—to question me. My face grows red, and all the children make oooh and ahhh noises when I realise my mistake. Erin’s nephew calls out, “Miss, Miss, you got it wrong, Miss!”, delighted that a grown-up can make a mistake.

      Lunch time is a sandwich at my desk followed by playground duty. I quickly check my phone for messages. Erin has texted: Mum doing well today. Ate all her lunch and is watching Loose Women on TV! See you later. Xoxo. I couldn’t ask for a better nurse. She truly is a godsend.

      I also have a text from Peter: Enjoyed our coffee (Coke for me!). Hope your mum is ok. Shall we rearrange? There’s also a missed call from him. He’s put a lot of effort in so far, although it verges on creepy. Maybe I should give him another chance. I mull it over in my mind, thinking about his attitude toward books. That could be a deal-breaker. Maybe it’s best to leave it. He seems pretty keen, though, which could result in an awkward telephone call. I cringe at the thought.

      The bell goes for playtime to end, and the children start filtering back into the school. There’s one girl lagging behind the others, Chloe, a sweet but quiet girl who tends to play on her own during the break. My heart breaks when the others tease or ostracise her. She’s not quite as developed as the rest of the class. She often struggles with her reading. I watch her as she makes her way into the school. There’s something else about Chloe… something odd.

      “Come on, Jessie,” Chloe says, holding her arm out as though she’s dragging someone behind her, except that there’s no one behind her. She gives her wrist a little shake as though yanking them forward. “You’re too slow! I have to get to class.”

      “Hi, Chloe. Are you ready for this afternoon’s class?” I ask, trying to get her attention away from her imaginary friend. I read a little child psychology during my training as a teacher, so I know it’s normal to have an imaginary friend, but it’s odd for her to be ten and still have one, and for her to play with her imaginary friend at school rather than make actual friends.

      “Yes,” she whispers. Her small head of blonde hair passes me, and she walks into the entrance of the school and down the hall. I frown, worrying again about the quiet children in my class, the ones who are forgotten and ignored. It’s my duty to look out for them. That’s how it works. Those of us who live through it grow up and give back because we know how hard it was.

      My mind is still on Chloe as I travel home from work with a daunting stack of homework to mark. Most teachers I know hate how much homework young children are forced to endure, and how many standardised tests they’re made to sit to. We hate the stats and the OFSTED side of teaching. We want to give the children the best education we can, but the restrictions force us into becoming clones of each other, delivering clone messages to mini-clones.

      I pause at my front door, expecting to hear shouting or glass breaking, but the house is quiet. When I step into the hall and shed my coat, the place is oddly serene.

      “Sophie, is that you?” Erin calls out.

      “Yes. Is everything all right? It seems very…” When I walk into the living room, Mum is sat on the sofa with a cup of tea. Her face is slack. No matter how often I see her like that, I’ll never get used to it. It’s like seeing only the shell of a person.

      “We’re all fine,” Erin says. “You look shattered. Was Noah a nuisance?”

      I laugh, but it sounds hollow. “He was an angel.”

      “Yeah, yeah. Cuppa?”

      “I’d love one.”

      I follow Erin into the kitchen, which is our after-work ritual. I could see us as friends even after… after what? After Mum dies? That’s the only way this ends.

      “I boiled the kettle a moment ago,” Erin says. “I knew you’d be home soon.”

      “You’re an angel too, just like your nephew!”

      She laughs, and her face lights up. Her eyes twinkle. I’m jealous then, for a moment. She gets to go home and relax with her boyfriend. She can shake off the day and forget all about my mother. I have to think about her all day, and it’s wearing me out.

      “Oh, I almost forgot.” I lift my bag onto the breakfast bar and rummage through it. “I found this in the garden last night, by the back door. I think it must be yours, because it’s not mine or Mum’s.” I pass her the button.

      Erin lifts it and frowns at it. “You must have the wrong person. It’s not mine. I don’t have anything in that shade, and I always wear my nurse’s uniform here, anyway.”

      She passes it back to me and starts pouring the hot water over tea bags.

      I turn the smooth, round button over between my fingers. If it isn’t mine, Mum’s or Erin’s, that means someone else has been in our garden.
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