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‘Hope’ is the thing with feathers –


That perches in the soul – 


And sings the tune without the words –


and never stops – at all


Emily Dickinson
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Beth


Beth’s sole aim in coming to the Lakes was to disappear, but it seemed that her car had other ideas. Heads turned wherever she went, following the grind and bump of the engine as she rattled past. Black smoke puffed from the exhaust as if trying to skywrite her arrival and it was becoming clear that, during her ten years living in the States, she had totally forgotten how to drive a manual car. 


She jerked down a winding lane into another village, muttering ‘Fresh start’ at scattered white houses through increasingly gritted teeth. Pale pink clematis climbed up walls, fells rose majestically around her, but she was too busy trying to control her vehicle to drink them in. A clutch of walkers in sturdy boots and bright kagoules looked up from their maps to stare, and a woman in thick-rimmed glasses stopped watering the hanging baskets outside the village shop to peer in her direction.


Beth flushed. In the four hours since handing over the last of her savings she had discovered that the only part of her used car that was ever silent was the horn. Trying to wind the window down unleashed a squeal not unlike her own when she had accidentally sat on an ant’s nest last summer and she was becoming increasingly concerned that the driver’s door was about to fall off. If evidence were needed that she hadn’t thought any of this through, this car was it.


She put her foot on the brake and was pleasantly surprised when the wheels slowed in time to avoid flattening a sheep that was ambling across the low stone bridge in front of her. It moved on sturdy legs, waggling its black ears, a ragged purple patch sprayed onto its shaggy left shoulder. Its nose sniffed one way, then the other, before it decided to settle itself down in the middle of the road, about five metres from her rusty bumper.


Beth checked her watch, stress beginning to prickle. Her new start would become a dead end if she didn’t get a move on. She had been travelling against time ever since leaving Brooklyn and her knuckles were so white they could give the smattering of late snowdrops swaying by her front wheel a run for their money. She pressed the horn again, but there was no sound. She tried to wind the window down, winced, and pushed the door instead. Unfurling herself from the seat, spine cracking after nearly four thousand miles of constant travel, she awkwardly climbed out. 


Beth breathed in the sweet air as she looked around. Daffodils bobbed and waved in the chilly April breeze and she could hear birdsong and the bubble of the stream as it foamed over mossy stones beneath the grey arch of the bridge. To either side green hedges edged the lane, and purple crocuses were bursting through the grass as if arriving for a party that was just about to start. Gnarled trees arched above her, their twisted branches thinning out as they reached for the breathtaking blue of the sky. All around her the world was waking up from the grip of winter. Maybe she could come back to life too.


‘Fresh start.’ She swallowed. ‘Fresh start.’ 


As long as she could get to her interview on time.


She walked towards the sheep. 


‘Excuse me? Could you move, do you think? I need a job, and you’re kind of in the way.’


The sheep glanced idly at her, before settling its head back down on its forelegs and closing its eyes. Beth looked around for back-up but the lane was deserted. The sheep twitched. Beth’s watch ticked on. 


She decided to drive straight at it to scare it into moving, and got back into the car. She turned the key.


Nothing.


‘Noooo.’ Beth turned it again. A cough, and then silence. She stroked the steering wheel, trying to coax it, as if it were the hand of a patient coming round from an anaesthetic, eyelids flickering, the pain yet to hit. ‘Come on, car. We’re a team now. We can do this.’


One more try.


Not even a cough this time.


Frustration brought tears to her eyes. She hit the wheel, biting back a sob, and turned the key one final time as her mobile began to ring. It was probably Jas, wondering where the hell she was. As she reached for the phone the engine sputtered into life and Beth was so shocked she released the hand brake and rolled forwards before she could check what was coming. 


Crunch.


‘No!’ She braked sharply, her fingers fumbling with the seatbelt, eyes scanning the road. Two bikes had appeared from nowhere and she could see a figure on the ground. A child. His arm was thrown back above his head and he was still. Too still. Then, as her mouth was opening to scream, his hand moved and he pushed himself up, blue cycling helmet askew. 


‘Thank God.’ Her only thought was to get to him. She was opening the door when the airbag belatedly realised that there had been a collision and inflated with surprising speed. Now she was pinioned against her seat, a man’s face blocking her window. It was seventy percent beard, but the remainder was pure rage. His brown eyes flashed and a deep line bit into his forehead. He yelled at her to wind the window down, not that she needed to. She could hear him quite well enough as it was.


‘You didn’t even look!’ He climbed off his bike, and lowered it to the verge. ‘Didn’t anyone ever teach you to drive?’ He turned around and dropped to his knees in front of the boy, eyes searching, hands checking for injury. 


‘I’m so sorry.’ Beth started fighting the airbag, struggling to get out. She managed to extract her left arm, and then her leg, holding her breath in case it made it any easier to escape. With her mind playing relentless disaster scenarios – haematomas, brain injuries – she finally managed to slide across into the passenger seat and stumbled on unsteady legs around to the man and child.


‘It’s OK, Dad. She didn’t hit me. Just the bike. The bumper’s a bit scratched.’ The boy was pale, with tousled red hair and skin splattered with freckles, as if a paintbrush had been flicked at his face. He was wearing a bright green sweatshirt dominated by The Grinch’s grin and long denim shorts that flapped around his knees. 


Beth looked at the bike. A scratch split the red paint in two. 


‘I’m so sorry.’


The boy glanced at her, then away, addressing the man still bent over him. ‘I’m alright, Dad. Can I get back on my bike now? I’m not tired at all.’ He stood up straight. His huge white trainers were almost cartoonish below his slender ankles. He only looked about five. God, the damage she could have caused.


His dad didn’t move. ‘I need to make sure you didn’t get hurt before we go anywhere.’ His fingers tracked a huge black bruise on the boy’s calf and Beth caught her breath. 


The boy followed her eyes. ‘It’s OK, I had that anyway. I get lots of bruises.’


His dad frowned as he finished checking every inch of every limb. From the severity of his expression Beth suspected she had a lawsuit coming her way. 


‘Dad.’ The boy put his hand on the man’s shoulder. ‘I’m fine. Let’s go.’ 


The man lifted the boy’s leg, still searching, clearly certain that damage had been done. 


‘Did you hear me? Dad? I’m OK.’ 


‘Are you sure?’ His dad looked up, shielding his eyes from the sun.


‘Yes. Come on.’ The boy’s voice had a note of impatience now.


‘You should have looked.’ The man turned towards Beth.


‘I’m so s-sorry.’ She couldn’t stop shaking. No matter where she went she was a liability. 


The man looked like he had plenty more to say, but the boy tugged him away.


‘Come on, Dad!’


The man pointed his finger. ‘Make sure you drive more carefully next time.’ He picked up the boy’s bike and wheeled it across to him. 


‘I can give you money?’ The second it came out she knew it was the wrong thing to say.


His eyes narrowed. ‘No thanks.’


‘To repaint the bike, I meant?’ Beth ran a mental list of things she could go without in order to pay for her latest mistake. 


‘We don’t need your money.’ This man did a great line in looming. He was part human, part grizzly. 


She held her hands out wide, palms upwards. ‘I just wanted to try to make up for what I did. I wasn’t …’ His expression was incredibly forbidding. ‘I’m sorry.’ 


‘Aye, well, that doesn’t really help, does it?’ 


‘I can take you anywhere you need to go?’


He took a good look at the car, which was wheezing beside her. He shook his head.


‘No.’


‘Are you sure? I feel so bad, and I—’


‘One hundred percent sure, thanks.’


She took a breath, trying to get her trembling under control. Fresh starts weren’t all they were cracked up to be. ‘Well, let me know your address. I’ll bring you some paint, at least?’ 


‘I told you, we’re alright.’ The man checked the boy was safely on his saddle, then mounted his own bike. 


‘Come on, lad.’ He tucked a lock of long brown hair behind his ear. 


She stepped towards him but they were already moving off. ‘Are you sure I can’t …?’


‘Yes. I’m sure.’ He waved a hand dismissively as they rode slowly along the lane that had borne her here, back towards the cluster of slate-roofed houses nestling at the foot of the hills.


She called after them. ‘Please?’


The boy looked round. ‘We’re the first cottage on the left as you come down the lane into Thistlethwaite. Number 1, The Rise. You can’t miss it.’ He wobbled dangerously. 


She heard his dad’s reply as they rounded the bend. ‘You shouldn’t have told her.’


‘Why? She did say she’d like to …’ Their voices faded into the distance.


Beth turned, leaning on the car, pressing her hands against her forehead, as if she could somehow expel the memories that had followed her across the Atlantic. She took a deep breath, forcing herself to focus. The car creaked gently as if in sympathy. She opened the door and hit button after button until she managed to get the airbag to deflate, catching a glimpse of herself in the rear-view mirror. It was still a shock. She had cut her long brown hair short a few weeks ago before the final hearing, craving agency, needing control over something. Now she stroked her cropped fringe self-consciously, wishing that she hadn’t made her face feel so exposed. She had nothing to hide behind now.


It was time to go. She turned the key, checked her mirror and blind spot at least ten times and drove off, stopping for every twig, every squirrel, every bird hovering on the breeze. Half an hour later, after several detours down tiny lanes leading to farm gates or ramshackle huts, she arrived at a health centre with a predictably rammed car park. She squeezed into a corner space and walked to the parking meter, noticing as she queued that the contrast with her last workplace could not have been greater. The Mercy View Hospital in New York had been all gleaming windows, steel and light – this place was grey concrete, brown brick and NHS blue. 


The entrance door slid open to reveal her old friend Jas, in blue scrubs, her hands thrust deep in her pockets. Beth waved and Jas strode towards her, dark curly hair still fighting to escape from her ponytail as it always had. Seeing her took Beth back twenty years and she was eighteen again, reaching for a croissant in the uni cafe. ‘I’ll fight you for it,’ Jas had said. In the end they had both eaten half, and by the final bite they were already looking for flats to rent together.


Jas threw her arms around Beth.


‘All these years of friendship, and interview day is when you choose to start being late?’


‘I’m sorry. I got lost. A lot. And I hit a child too.’ Beth’s voice cracked. 


‘You what?’


‘I hit a child. With my car.’ She felt sick thinking about it. ‘I mean, I hit his bike.’


Jas’s eyebrows disappeared into her hair. ‘Is he OK?’


‘Yeah. Thank God. But I might not be if I ever see his dad again. Man, he was angry.’ Beth got to the front of the queue for the meter and started feeding change into the slot with shaking fingers.


Jas watched, arms folded. ‘Well, of course he is. Someone accidentally bumped Saffy with a Tesco trolley the other week and I wanted to kill them.’


Beth pushed her final coin in. ‘Oh God. I feel so bad about it.’ The machine whirred and clanked before begrudgingly issuing Beth with a ticket. She turned and Jas walked with her back towards the car. ‘Was Saffy OK?’


‘Yeah. She was teaching the checkout guy how to do the Floss five minutes later. Nothing keeps my daughter down.’ Jas put her arm around Beth’s waist. ‘It’s so good to see you.’


‘You too.’ Beth stopped in front of her car. Jas gave a low whistle. ‘This is yours? No wonder you were late. It’s a miracle you made it at all.’


‘Hey.’ Beth patted the bonnet, only to receive a loud groan in return. ‘She may not look like much, but …’ 


‘What a colour.’ Jas grimaced. ‘Reminds me of A&E shifts at drunk o’clock.’


‘Have you quite finished?’ Beth put the ticket on the dashboard and shut the door. She locked it, even though she was certain no thief would be stupid enough to take it. ‘She’s vintage.’


‘Scrapheap material, more like.’ Jas stared at Beth. ‘Wow, you look so US of A. Love the hair. It really suits you. And your teeth are so white they’re blinding!’


‘Sorry.’ Beth covered her teeth with her hand. ‘Is that better?’


‘No.’ Jas walked as fast as ever and Beth trotted to keep up. ‘Now you just look knackered, even with all that make-up on.’


Beth swallowed. ‘Oh God. Is it too much? I did it on the plane. I haven’t slept in weeks so I was trowelling it on. Should I take it off?’


Jas arched an eyebrow. ‘I was joking – you look great. Where’s your sense of humour gone?’


‘Missing in Action.’


‘Not surprising. And believe me, once we’re done here we’ll head straight to the pub and you can tell me all about it.’


‘I’d rather just get drunk.’ Maybe with enough wine inside her, she might sleep.


‘We can do that too.’ Jas came to a halt in front of the entrance, leaning over and adjusting the collar of Beth’s green blouse. ‘I’m so sorry about everything that’s happened.’


‘Me too.’ Beth stared at a patch of chewing gum stuck to the pavement, tears prickling her eyes. ‘I’m so stupid, Jas.’ 


Her friend’s voice went up a note. ‘You are not stupid. You’re going to ace this interview, you’ll see. I’m not on the panel, for obvious reasons, but you’ll be great.’ She leant closer. ‘Don’t let Tyler ruin things for you, OK?’


‘I’m perfectly capable of ruining things all by myself.’ Beth barely felt capable of doing her teeth, let alone convincing strangers to employ her. ‘But thanks for telling me about the job – whatever happens.’


‘Don’t thank me. Really. We’re crying out for people like you to be school nurses.’


‘Are you sure?’ 


‘Yes.’ Jas exuded a certainty Beth couldn’t even begin to feel. ‘Of course you’re madly overqualified. And it’s not like we can offer you any perks, either, unless Digestives and cups of tea count. Though …’ She grinned. ‘The boss is pretty great, so I hear.’


‘Is that so?’ Beth was relieved to find she was still capable of smiling. ‘I won’t have to call you boss though, will I? If I get it?’


‘Not every day. Just on Fridays, when you buy me lunch at the pub and give me a head massage.’ 


‘Hey.’ Beth punched her lightly on the arm.


‘Stop that!’ Jas shook her head as they walked through the sliding door into the small grey foyer of the health centre. ‘You’re meant to be looking professional!’


Beth shook her head, clouds looming again. ‘I don’t feel it. Not after …’


Jas held up a hand. ‘Beth, stop. You’re a bloody great nurse. OK?’


‘How can you say that?’ Beth’s voice was tiny. 


‘Because I know you.’ Her friend pulled away, hands on Beth’s shoulders. ‘Top of the class at uni, and Ward Sister at a leading hospital in NYC? Trust me. You’ve got game.’


‘But …’ The lump was rising in her throat again. 


‘Now is not the time for this.’ The kindness in Jas’s eyes only made Beth feel worse. 


‘I …’


‘No, Beth.’ Jas shook her head decisively. ‘Not now.’


She had a point. Beth dug her nails into her palms to stop the tears. 


‘Come on, then.’ Jas held out a tissue. ‘Wipe that snot off your face and let’s get this show on the road.’


Beth turned to follow her. 


One step at a time. 


Stop crying. Get a job. 


Don’t look back.





 


 


 


EMILY!!!!


I hope you enjoyed your party last week. I did. I ate so many iced buns that my tummy stuck out like Dad’s does. He didn’t look very happy when I told him we matched. Grown-ups are weird, aren’t they?


It’s time to start our plan. The one we talked about at Christmas? You were right – Dad needs a girlfriend. I don’t want him to be alone. I’ve been watching Jean’s soppy films after school and falling in love doesn’t look too hard. I know Dad’s a bit hairy, but he’s really good at hugs. He can burp the whole alphabet too. I’ll get him a girlfriend, easy.


See you soon. 


Love, 


Jake xxx
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Simon


Tamsin wasn’t coming. However much Simon stared across the road towards the revolving hospital door, hoping for a glimpse of her long red hair, it was time to accept that he was on his own again for this one. Every six months, as Jake’s clinic approached, he sent the date and the time to the only number he still had for her. Not once had he received a reply.


Yet still he hoped.


Stupid. 


He put the rest of his Mars Bar into his mouth, swigged it down with Fanta and stood up. ‘Come on, lad.’ He held out his hand. ‘Time to go.’


‘Not yet.’ Jake was hunched over his game, brow furrowed. ‘I’ve nearly got him now. I just need one more minute.’ His thumbs moved so fast Simon could barely see them. 


Simon sighed. That bloody console was starting to feel like a more important member of the household than he was. Soon it would be pushing ahead of him into the bathroom and complaining when there weren’t enough chips for tea. Half of him wished he hadn’t done overtime to buy it for Jake’s Christmas present, but the other half liked seeing his son doing something everybody else could do: not huffing and puffing his way round the playground far behind his peers; not needing a rest on the fifteen-minute walk to school. In the land of Nintendo, Jake could hold his own. 


And at least it was distracting Jake from what awaited him inside the vast grey building in front of them. Sometimes Simon dreamt of its concrete walls and narrow windows, and woke up covered in sweat. And he wasn’t even the one at the centre of things – the one having electrodes attached and needles inserted and phial after phial of blood sent to the hospital labs for testing.


‘It’s time to go in, Jake.’


‘In a minute, Dad, I told you.’ Jake’s voice rose to a whine. ‘They’re always running late anyway.’ 


‘I know, but—’


‘So I can finish this game, can’t I?’


Simon sighed. Jake didn’t want to go inside. Fair enough.


He didn’t want to either. 


He sat on his haunches, face level with his son, feeling his belt buckle biting into his belly. He must start running again. Or swimming. Or doing anything to counteract the hours he spent hunched miserably over his desk at work, keeping himself awake with fizzy drinks and chocolate. 


‘Jake. Come on. You know the drill. Let’s get this over with.’


It wasn’t the most inspirational speech the world had ever heard. Unsurprisingly, it didn’t win Jake over.


‘I don’t want to.’ 


‘I know. But this is your team, remember? They’ve known you since you were born.’


No answer.


‘They’re always so excited about seeing you. Miss Maya? Phil the physio? Nurse Shanice?’ He thought of her gentle brown eyes as she had brought him and Tamsin toast in the middle of the night after Jake’s first operation. His boy had just had open heart surgery. He was six days old. 


‘Come on, kiddo.’ He checked his watch for the twentieth time. ‘Let’s not keep them waiting.’ He got his son’s favourite cuddly toy out of his bag. ‘Superchick’s ready.’


Jake’s face became stone. ‘Stop it, Dad. I’m too old for that.’


He hadn’t been too old when he was cuddling him last night.


Simon tucked the duck away again. ‘But …’ 


‘Just chill, Dad. I’ll be ready in a minute.’ Jake’s leg kicked against the bench as he kept killing baddies. Simon could see the dark purple bruise on his arm from when that terrible driver had hit him a fortnight ago. He knew he had been rough with her – he had seen the tears glistening in her eyes – but he had no time for people who took risks like that with other people’s lives. Jake had enough to deal with already. Now Simon examined the bruise every day, to see if it might be growing into a blood clot beneath the skin – one of the many daily checks that were as much a part of his life as brushing his teeth or wishing Sunderland would win a game of football for once. 


‘I’m chilled.’ Simon paced the length of the concrete garden, just to prove his point. ‘Look at how chilled I am.’ He did a dance, waving his arms in the air and wiggling his bum. Once it would have made Jake laugh, but now it only produced a roll of the eyes. A man with thick black hair cast Simon a pitying look as he strutted past in a cloud of aftershave. 


Simon dropped his eyes and picked up their lunchtime debris, including the banana skin on which he had written You Rock in Sharpie next to a wonky electric guitar in an unsuccessful bid to cheer Jake up. He put everything into the overflowing bin by the edge of the green metal bench. Once, when he was four, Jake had clung to its leg with such determination that Simon had been totally unable to move him. He could still hear his son’s screams as one of the nurses had helped Simon to detach his fingers one by one and carry him inside.


He looked at his boy, head down, still. This was preferable, he supposed. At least people weren’t looking; at least judgements weren’t being made. 


He was considering tactics when a familiar voice rang out behind them.


‘What are two nice lads like you doing in a place like this?’ 


‘Barney!’ Jake was off the bench in a nanosecond, game forgotten, smile a mile wide.


‘Mate.’ Simon was embarrassed to hear his voice cracking. He was turning into a right wuss. ‘What are you doing here?’


‘I dunno.’ His best friend shrugged, running a hand through his short blond crop. ‘Didn’t have anything else to do, so …’


‘You thought you’d come and annoy us?’ Simon felt a rush of gratitude.


‘Something like that.’ Barney leant down to greet Jake.


Simon was more touched than he wanted to admit. He and Barney didn’t talk about feelings – they talked football results and pints – but they were always there for each other when they were needed. Barney knew that Simon dreaded taking Jake to these clinics alone – particularly this time, when Simon thought he knew what the doctors were going to say. The hardest thing was trying to keep his game face on – making Jake think everything was fine when inside the fear was galloping. When he was smaller Jake had been easily distracted with a sweet or a magazine, but now he was increasingly able to see the cracks beneath Simon’s smile. 


‘Jakey boy.’ Barney ruffled his hair, the only person on earth who was allowed this privilege. ‘How are you, mate?’ His voice was light, but his hand on Simon’s shoulder was warm and strong. ‘God, I can’t believe you let your dad out wearing that.’


Simon looked down at his black sweatshirt. A dolphin curled across his chest above battered white letters spelling the name of the Koh Tao dive school where he and Tamsin had met. ‘What’s wrong with it?’


‘Where do I start?’ 


‘I like it.’ Simon flushed. ‘It’s an old favourite.’ Tamsin had got it for him. He could still see the gleam of her smile as she had slipped it over his head on the way to a Full Moon party, before kissing him, her mouth sweet with papaya and strawberry. He wore the sweatshirt to every clinic. He told himself it brought them luck – he had put it on the night Jake was born, when he was facing only a twenty percent chance of survival. Nearly eight years later, his son was still here. 


Simon would keep wearing the sweatshirt, whatever anyone said. 


‘Alright, don’t get your knickers in a knot.’ Barney rolled his eyes at Jake, who responded in kind. ‘Now, Jake, I thought you might want a personal piggy back service to this clinic of yours?’


‘Yes please!’ 


Simon smiled to himself. Only yesterday Jake had claimed to be too big for piggy backs. Now, he climbed up on the bench and wrapped his arms around Barney’s neck, giggling as his godfather stood up and started progressing towards the doors at a light jog. 


‘Are you coming or what?’ Barney turned at the level crossing, not even breaking a sweat. 


‘Yeah.’ Simon heaved his rucksack onto his shoulder and followed them. He had been dreading this appointment for weeks, ever since the letter had arrived announcing the date and time. In the months between clinics Simon could just about convince himself things were OK. He could pretend that there was nothing much wrong with his boy – that the ups and downs of their life together were almost normal. 


But when he was here it all came back. His head was starting to buzz as it ran its familiar showreel: frowning doctors, alarms, a Perspex box containing the tiny figure of his baby son. Wires, so many wires.


He stopped, closing his eyes, forcing the images back. 


It was time to get his game face on. 


Barney leant towards him, holding Jake’s legs with his hands. ‘Are you sure you’re OK? You look like you’re about to murder someone.’


‘I’m fine.’ Simon’s jaw was tight. Once, back when he had been a physiotherapist, he had loved hospitals. Every day he had walked in, uniform on, feet springy in his trainers, feeling that he could help people, that he could play a small part in healing the sick. But since Jake had arrived, everything had changed. Now hospitals were an obligation, places where nights were spent sitting at bedsides, holding lifeless fingers. Places of pain and fear and hoping against hope. 


His stomach churned as they passed the cafe where he and Tamsin had stared silently into coffee cups after Jake was diagnosed during their twenty-week anomaly scan. He looked resolutely ahead as they passed the toilets in which Jake had collapsed four years ago, and then the door to A&E, which was as familiar to him as his own back step. This hospital, with its crowds and its corridors, was a map of his son’s pain – every department a reminder that his heart could never be made whole. Simon clenched his jaw. He had to power through – if he let one thread of emotion loose he would unravel. His son needed him to be strong, so strong he would be.


If only he had Tamsin’s hand to hold. 


They joined the throng waiting for the lift.


‘Hello.’ Jake beamed down at a young girl in skinny jeans and a red top. Her hoop earrings glinted as she looked up. ‘I’m Jake.’ 


He held out a hand and, clearly surprised, she took it.


Simon wondered what his son was up to. The doors opened and they pushed their way inside, the girl beside them. Jake continued his conversation as they juddered upwards.


‘Are you single?’


The girl twirled her ponytail between her fingers and didn’t answer. She was leaning into someone who must be her boyfriend. Simon cringed as Jake leant closer. ‘My dad’s single. And he’s really nice. Maybe you could have a coffee or something?’


Simon did his best to blend into the wall, praying that Jake wouldn’t point him out. 


Jake pointed him out. Simon tried to smile, but the girl cast him the kind of look she might bestow on a pile of vomit and he felt his ego dwindle yet further. Barney’s grin could have lit up the Blackpool Tower. He whispered behind his hand. ‘Wow, mate. Didn’t know your own son was pimping for you nowadays.’


‘That’s enough, Jake.’ Simon spoke out of the corner of his mouth. The lift halted for a second and he suddenly had visions of them all being trapped inside. 


‘What, Dad? You are single.’ Jake shrugged. ‘I’m just trying to help.’


Barney snickered and the lift juddered on. Simon held his breath as they reached the fifth floor. Mouthing apologies he ran past the girl, head down, face burning.


‘Jake! What were you thinking?’


His son gazed at him from above Barney’s laughing face, head on one side. ‘She had a nice smile. Nothing wrong in asking, is there?’


‘I like being single.’ Simon’s voice was sharper than he had intended. ‘And she was at least fifteen years younger than me!’


‘So?’ Jake was undeterred. ‘Age isn’t everything. I read it in one of Jean’s magazines.’


Simon swallowed a snort. Later. He would sort this out later. He exhaled as they passed pale yellow walls, decorated at intervals with giraffes and smiling lions. When he saw the familiar brown doors he felt nausea start to rise. Their feet halted on a huge sun mosaicked on the floor next to the wall covered in hundreds of childish handprints arranged in a giant heart around the words: Maybell Suite: paediatric cardiac services. 


Here they were again. 


Barney lowered Jake to the floor and Simon felt his son’s hand slide into his. He held his head high. He could do this. For Jake.


He pressed the small blue intercom, said Jake’s name, and squeezed antibacterial gel from the wall dispenser onto his hands. When the door buzzed, he put his shoulder to it and led them in.


‘Jake! Hello. Good to see you, pet. Hello, Simon.’ The receptionist, Chloe, had first met them when Jake was only a baby. She had brown hair piled up in a bun so big that Simon sometimes wondered if that was where she hid the stickers that she handed out to the children as they were leaving, a reward for what they had undergone. ‘High five, Jake.’ Her rings gleamed as she reached around the reception desk.


‘Down low. Too slow!’ Jake whipped his hand away. 


She shook her head, her glasses slipping down her nose. ‘You get me every time, pet. You’re too quick for me!’


Jake made straight for the Hot Wheels cars that were in a box in the carpeted play area by the window. A curly-headed toddler was busy cooking a bit of plastic lettuce in a toy oven, while a girl with blonde hair was trying to squeeze long legs into a green toy bus designed for someone half her size. 


Simon found seats for him and Barney in the corner, and tried to avoid staring at the door in case Tamsin suddenly walked in. Along the far wall a mum hugged her little girl, who was reading a brightly coloured book and chewing a thumbnail. By another, a pale boy with bright red glasses held tight to his parents’ hands. Simon couldn’t help assessing all the children he could see. Some were pink-cheeked, loud, energetic. Did they only have half a working heart, like Jake? Or were they siblings with hearts that were whole and healthy, dragged along for a day out in the big hospital? As always he looked for older children – living proof that Jake had more time ahead of him.


‘Great toys here.’ Barney stretched out on his blue plastic chair, leaning his head on the wall behind him. He had a gift for looking comfortable wherever he went.


‘Yeah.’ Simon crossed his legs, feeling stiff and awkward. He uncrossed them and leant forwards, hands clasped together. ‘The kids spend a lot of time here, so parents donate stuff, and there’s fundraising too.’


‘Jake Withers.’ A blonde nurse in a crisp navy uniform beckoned to his son. Jake looked up from arranging the cars in neat rows inside the garage. Simon braced himself for resistance but Jake smiled, stood up and walked over to her.


‘It’s OK, Dad. You stay there.’


Barney nudged Simon. ‘He goes on his own?’


‘Just for this bit, yeah. They’re just doing his height and weight.’


‘What else do they do here, then?’


Simon stared at his fingers, checking things off. ‘Quite a bit. An ECG to see if his heart is working normally, an echo test to see how the valves and chambers are functioning, blood tests to detect if there’s any infection. They’ll check his oxygen saturation too. He’s been a bit grey and tired recently, so hopefully we’ll find out why.’


‘And you said he might have another operation?’


‘He definitely will, yes. The Fontan Completion. It’s the third open heart surgery for any kid born with Hypoplastic Left Heart Syndrome, like Jake. If you have HLHS the left side of your heart is underdeveloped and can’t pump blood. Jake had the first two operations when he was a baby – back before Tamsin left.’


‘Yeah. I remember.’ 


Simon swallowed. He still couldn’t speak about what had happened back then. 


He forced himself onwards. ‘Anyway, most kids have the third operation by age five or so, but Jake hasn’t needed it yet. But …’ 


‘But you think it might be time?’


‘Yeah. He’s grown a bit, and he’s been struggling more to keep up with his mates, hasn’t he? You’ve seen it. That PE class still gives me nightmares.’


‘That was a rough one, yeah.’ Barney taught in Jake’s primary school so he had seen it all. It was the only thing that made Simon able to leave the village and get to work every day – knowing that Barney was right there with his son when a crisis arose. 


That PE class had ended in an ambulance and five nights in hospital. One game of dodgeball in which Jake had tried too hard. That was all it had taken. 


Barney rubbed his stubble with his fingertips. ‘It’s a lot, isn’t it? More than I’ve ever had to deal with.’


‘More than most of us have.’ Simon folded his arms. ‘Thanks for coming. Even though you hate needles.’


Barney shook his head. ‘It’s the holidays. I’ve nowhere to be. And I don’t hate needles!’


‘Really? Remember your flu jab last year? You ended up with your head between your legs for half an hour.’


‘Shut up.’ Barney looked nervously around the room. ‘You said you’d take that to your grave.’


‘I will.’ Simon wished the heaving in his stomach would stop. ‘I’m just saying though – there’s no need to stay if you’ve got better things to do.’


‘I’m not going anywhere.’ Barney got out a packet of Smarties, threw one up in the air and caught it in his mouth. He offered the tube to Simon.


‘Want some?’


‘No thanks.’


Barney poured some into his own hand instead. ‘Doesn’t seem fair, does it? All this.’ 


Simon didn’t say anything. He didn’t need to.


He forced a smile as Jake came back. His boy sat down beside him this time. As the afternoon wore on he would get closer still, leaning into him or climbing onto his knee, and tonight Simon would go to bed when he did and hold him until he slept.


Jake was grinning up at the nurse who had weighed him. ‘Dad, this is Sarah. She’s single, you know. Pretty, isn’t she?’


God, not again. ‘Um …?’


‘Maybe you could get her number? Take her out?’


Sarah looked around, as if desperately trying to locate a trapdoor. 


Simon squirmed. His voice was a squeak. ‘I think Sarah’s got more patients to see, Jake.’


‘Yeah.’ Sarah fiddled with her hair. ‘But thanks for the offer. Your dad’s great – I’m sure he’ll find – erm, someone.’ Her words held an absolute lack of conviction. Barney mouthed ‘MATE’ as Simon put his head in his hands. He could practically hear her squealing with laughter as she told her colleagues about that desperate dad who got his son to ask people out for him. Whatever had got into Jake, it needed to get the hell out right now. 


‘What are you doing, Jake? That poor woman.’ Simon glanced around to see several amused smiles being aimed in his direction. 


Jake didn’t answer. He pulled his Nintendo out and restarted play. ‘Don’t worry, Dad. There are plenty more fish in the sea. I’ll keep trying. And guess what?’ Despite his embarrassment, Jake’s smile gladdened Simon’s heart. ‘I’ve put on half a kilogram since last time.’ He flexed a non-existent bicep. 


‘Hey. Strong Man.’ Barney raised his hand, waggling his fingers. ‘How about an arm wrestle? I want to see if I can get revenge for last time.’


‘No chance!’ Jake grinned.


They were just getting down to it when Jake was called through for his ECG. Then the other tests began, one after another, and with each one Simon was more proud of his son for patiently submitting; for getting in the right position, for not complaining when they stuck things on his chest as he ran on a treadmill, or asked him to breathe out for the twentieth time. 


And then finally, there Simon was, alone in the room he dreaded most, as Barney led Jake back out to the play area. It was best his boy didn’t hear this. Miss Maya, Jake’s surgeon, sat in front of him. She looked at her screen, presumably scrolling through Jake’s results, frowning and tapping her finger against her chin. Simon watched her hands, long fingers ending in pale pink nails. His son’s life lay in the palms of these hands. His son’s future was hers to give.


She looked up, her brown eyes bright as they met his. Simon fleetingly wondered who she was when she wasn’t here. Whether she liked gardening or swimming or going nuts on a dancefloor on a Saturday night.


Miss Maya spoke just as fast as he remembered. ‘OK, Simon. As you know with HLHS, Jake’s heart is running on one pump rather than two, so no matter what he’s doing, his heart is racing at a permanent sprint. It’s full tilt, all day, every day. It’s why he gets so tired and breathless, yes?’


Simon nodded. 


‘Tests today show that his oxygen levels are looking lower than we’d like – and with the recent increase in his size as he approaches his eighth birthday it’s time to do his next operation. As we’ve talked about before, it’s the third stage of our palliative treatment for him. There’s no cure for HLHS, as you know, but the Fontan Completion should increase his oxygen levels, his energy levels, and give him the greatest chance at a less limited life.’


‘I see.’ No cure. Those words got him every time. 


She held up the model of the heart that he had got to know rather too well over the years. He looked at the chambers, wishing his son had got all four – that he hadn’t been the one baby in five thousand born with HLHS. Miss Maya continued. ‘As you know, we’ll be changing the plumbing of Jake’s heart.’ She indicated a large vein at the bottom of the model, coloured a reddish brown. ‘The inferior vena cava will be disconnected from the heart and connected to the pulmonary artery instead. This will redirect blood flow so that oxygenated blood can be pumped around his body.’ She made it sound as simple as writing a shopping list or starting a car. 


‘We’re keen to proceed soon. Waiting times are significant at the moment, but we hope to get the procedure done this year if at all possible. December looks the most likely, but we’ll send a letter through as soon as we can.’


She steepled her fingers, leaning forward in her chair. ‘If you don’t have any questions we need you to sign the consent form now, so we’re ready to go when the time comes.’


Oh God. This was the worst moment. Consenting to a procedure that could prolong Jake’s life, but one that would put him in danger too. Across the table it came, the thick blue form that he knew so well, full of terrifying what-ifs. 


Miss Maya didn’t beat around the bush. ‘Now, it’s important that you know that, as with his previous operations, this is complex surgery and this always comes with risks.’ She crossed her legs, leaning forward, her gold necklace catching the light. 


‘Yes.’ The shakes were here, right on time.


‘Jake might have a cardiac arrest on the operating table, or a stroke. Either could lead to brain damage or death. His blood might clot or he might have lung or kidney failure, or get a wound infection after surgery.’ 


Simon could only think about the small boy busy playing with cars outside. His shoulders were too small to bear this. Simon’s would have to be broad enough for both of them.


‘Any questions, Simon?’


‘No.’


He forced himself to click the biro in his hand, fingers trembling.


Miss Maya gave a rare smile. ‘Having said all that, this operation is what Jake needs. And without the Fontan his heart function will gradually deteriorate, as our tests showed today.’


‘I know.’ He felt the weight descend upon him, the pressure of the build-up to another operation. More months spent waiting for Jake’s pain. Days anticipating the walk to the anaesthetic room, the blood and stress of the recovery room. And underlying it all the memory of that first surgery, the Norwood, where they had left Jake’s chest open to reduce pressure on his tiny heart, and Simon had seen it beating through a clear plastic film.


He shivered. 


Miss Maya held his eyes. He saw a gleam of compassion. ‘He’ll probably be here for a couple of weeks, minimum. He’ll be in ICU, and then stepped down from there as he progresses.’


‘OK.’ He bit down hard on his cheek. He mustn’t cry. Jake must never see him cry.


‘As ever, if he has a cold or anything then we can’t go ahead, so best to keep him off school for a week or two beforehand, and for his caregivers to be extra careful too. Many people quarantine, just to make sure they’re ready.’


‘Got it.’ 


‘Good. Could you sign here, please?’


Simon pressed the pen to the paper, wishing he didn’t have to put his son through this. Wishing he had a choice. Then he signed, pushing the form back across the desk as rapidly as if it was radioactive. 


This was his job: signing forms; staying vigilant; holding Jake down when doctors needed to hurt him to save him. 


Blocking out the screams. 


Blocking out the fear.


Remembering how lucky Jake was to be alive.
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Beth


She still woke up thinking she was living her old life in New York: Tyler’s face on the pillow next to hers; a busy day on the ward ahead; evening plans to meet friends in her favourite cocktail bar near Washington Square Park. Instead she found an orange teddy with a bedraggled right arm eyeing her from only millimetres away. 


‘Um. Hello?’ 


Beth rubbed gritty eyes. She wasn’t in Brooklyn. She was on a sofa bed in the open-plan kitchen-living room in Jas’s flat in Keswick. No arms around her; no coffee brewing; no distant gleam of the river Hudson when she drew back the shades. 


Just a little girl and her teddy bear.


‘What time is it?’ She stretched, yawning. She couldn’t have got to sleep before 4 a.m, maybe 5. Another night spent staring at the ceiling. She felt like a demolished wall.


‘It can’t be time to get up, can it?’


‘It’s time for you to help Milo.’ Four-year-old Saffy’s concerned expression told Beth that there was an urgent problem to be solved. ‘He needs help.’ The little voice was determined, and its owner scrambled up and sat on Beth’s legs before she could reach out for her phone and see quite how early it was. She had been staying at Jas’s place for three weeks and her daughter consistently appeared at 6 a.m. Beth was so tired she regularly forgot her own name.


‘His arm hurts.’ Saffy’s black ponytail was sticking out at right angles as she helpfully held out a packet of Peppa Pig plasters. ‘Operation please.’


Beth rubbed a hand over her face. 


‘Now.’ It was an order. 


Beth’s back clicked as she sat up and took Milo gingerly by the paw. From what she could see a washing machine would be more use than an operating table, but she laid him out on her knees and began to check him over as seriously as she had once examined patients in the spotless hospital in New York.


Jas swept into the room, red dressing gown flying behind her. ‘Saffy. I told you about this. No waking Beth up in the mornings!’ The sternness of her words was belied by the smile she gave her daughter as she kissed her and swooped her up high in her arms. 


‘It’s OK.’ Beth swung her legs to the floor. It wasn’t far. The sofa bed’s springs had given up the struggle long ago. ‘I couldn’t sleep anyway.’


‘Still jet-lagged?’ Jas put her daughter down.


‘Yeah.’ 


‘Is that all?’


‘Yeah. That’s all.’ 


‘You are such a bad liar.’ Jas arched an eyebrow. ‘You know you were whimpering in your sleep again?’


‘Was I?’ When Beth did finally fall asleep it was only for her nightmare to repeat. The same one, every time. She woke sweaty and tangled, a scream on her lips. ‘Sorry.’


‘It’s OK.’ Jas shrugged. ‘I was wondering though – if maybe you want to talk to someone? About what happened?’ 


‘No.’ Beth felt adrenaline spike through her. The whole point of coming here was to leave the past behind. She didn’t want to sit in a nondescript room, telling a stranger all about it. ‘I’m fine.’


‘If you say so.’ Jas walked behind the breakfast bar and flicked on the kettle. ‘I just hope you can get some sleep before you start work with us next week. School nurses are meant to be cuddly. Sympathetic. At this rate the primary school cuties will have nightmares whenever you turn up to do their flu immunisations or whatever. You look like something off the chain gang in Les Mis.’


‘Gee, thanks.’


‘Well, I can’t have complaints about the newest member of my team.’ Jas opened a cupboard and surveyed the contents. ‘Which cereal would you like this morning, Saf?’


‘All of them!’ Saffy bounded across to the table, Milo’s perilous medical condition forgotten.


‘Any for you, Beth?’ Jas rustled a packet of Rice Krispies.


‘Thanks. I’ll pass.’


‘What are you up to today?’


‘Looking for somewhere to live. Again. I know you need your sofa back, for …’


‘Watching TV?’ Jas winked over her daughter’s head. She had filled Beth in on all the details of Sam, the dark-haired paramedic she had met last month. Beth knew that she was getting in the way of their budding romance and was keen to move, however much Jas assured her there was no need. 


Beth nodded. ‘Exactly.’ Saffy didn’t know about Sam yet and Beth didn’t want to be the one to let it slip. 


‘What are you looking at today?’ Jas added Cheerios to Saffy’s bowl.


‘Anything I can.’ Beth felt her spirits plunge. ‘There’s not a lot out there.’


‘Bloody holiday homes. It’s no wonder you can’t find anywhere decent.’ Jas poured milk into the bowl and Saffy eagerly tucked in. 


‘I just need to keep trying.’ 


Jas held out a mug of coffee. ‘Take your medicine first.’


‘Thank you.’ Beth wrapped her hands around the mug, leaning against the counter. ‘You’re a lifesaver.’


Jas took a sip, wincing. ‘Ugh. Not enough sugar.’ She plopped another heaped teaspoon into her mug. ‘I wish I could come with you.’


Beth shook her head. ‘It’s fine. Honestly. I’m so grateful for everything you’ve done.’


She put her arm around her friend. Jas held on tight and for a precious moment Beth felt understood.


Jas shifted. ‘You know, you have the worst morning breath.’


Moment over.


‘You should clean your teeth.’ Saffy put her spoon down and merrily shovelled a fistful of cereal into her mouth. Milk dribbled down her stripy red nightshirt. ‘That’s what Mum does before her boyfriend Sam wakes up when he comes for sleepovers.’


Jas’s mouth fell open. 


‘From the mouths of babes.’ Beth grinned and headed for the shower.


Three hours later she was seriously contemplating buying a tent. Even in this sleeting May rain she felt life under canvas would be preferable to the stifling bunk-bedded cupboard in flat one, to the army camp bed with added hamster cage in house two and to sharing a cottage with a man whose T-shirt announced that he was a member of the National Front on her third stop of the day.


Beth frowned. This was the problem with leaping into the unknown – there was no safety net to catch you if you fell. She parked up for her final task of the morning – dropping off a present for the boy she had collided with on her first morning here. Whatever his dad said, however much he had protested, she had to do this. 


She parked by the bridge, which was mercifully clear of sheep today, and meandered up the twisting lane, past hedgerows frothing white with Old Man’s Beard. The only sounds were birds and bleats as she reached a bend and turned off, following the boy’s directions. She leant down and wrestled with the rusty latch on a low white gate, admiring the yellow roses that were climbing determinedly up the cream pebbledash wall towards the grey slate roof. Above the door an oval sign proclaimed in a twirling scrawl that this was Number 1, The Rise.


She ran a hand over her hair, looked left and right, and leant down to put the present on the doorstep. She would just leave it and run. The thought of having to talk to the dad again was …


‘Hello.’ A white-haired lady in a plaid skirt and cream blouse pulled the door open so fast that Beth practically fell inside. 


‘Hi.’ Beth was so relieved it wasn’t the human grizzly that she smiled. 


‘Can you stay a minute?’


‘Um. I …’


‘Thanks. I wouldn’t normally do this, but you have a kind face.’


‘I do?’


The lady grabbed a large black handbag and disappeared out of the door. ‘Boiler emergency. I’ll be back in two shakes of a lamb’s tail.’


‘Wha …?’


‘Jake’s out the back.’


‘But …’


The lady had already gone.


OK. It didn’t look like Beth had much choice. She couldn’t leave the kid here on his own.


‘Hello there,’ she called out, taking a tentative step into the narrow hallway. A scooter and a bike were fighting for space by the bottom of the stairs and shoes were piled haphazardly on the doormat.


‘Oh. It’s you.’ There was the boy, standing at the other end of the hall, baggy grey jumper flapping at the wrists. He walked towards her.


She smiled. ‘Hi. I’m Beth.’


He blinked wide brown eyes. ‘I’m Jake. And it’s OK. Dad’s not here. No need to be scared.’


‘I’m not scared.’


The corner of his mouth lifted. ‘That’s what Dad says when I climb a tree. And he always is scared, really.’


‘Why? Do you go really high?’


He shrugged and didn’t answer.


She took another step forward. ‘I brought you a little something. To say sorry for hitting your bike.’


‘Thank you!’ His face lit up, making this journey very much worth it.


Then he frowned.


‘It’s not bike paint, is it?’


‘No. I realised I didn’t know which was the right red.’ She held out the package. ‘And I thought paint might be a bit boring. So – I got you something else.’


He fell on the present, ripping the paper off and throwing it to the floor. Beth prayed that she had chosen right. ‘Oh wow, the Lego Minecraft Zombie cave!’ He beamed. ‘This is amazing. I’ve been trying to make one for months out of my other Lego sets, but it just doesn’t look right.’


She felt a wave of relief. ‘I’m glad you like it.’ 


‘Can I start it? Now?’


‘I …’


‘Dad won’t mind. I’ve done my homework with Jean. It was just boring ten times tables again.’ His slender fingers ran over the box, clearly itching to begin. 


‘OK. If you’re sure.’ 


‘Will you help me?’


Beth considered. There was no sign of Jean yet, so she might as well. 


‘Sure.’


‘Great.’


She closed the front door and followed him down the corridor, past a spindly staircase and a cluster of coats. The cottage was dark and smelt of biscuits and wellies. She glanced into an open door as she passed, seeing T-shirts drying over a flaking radiator and a pair of jeans lying on a black and white checked bedspread. She hastily looked away, feeling like she was intruding.


‘In here.’ Jake pushed open a door to what must be the living room, which had a galley kitchen with bright yellow tiles carved out of the far corner behind a high counter with two mismatching stools. Beth bit back a swear word as her foot crunched onto what proved to be part of a train track. Models were everywhere, half-built or fully completed: trains, houses, helicopters, hotels and even what looked like a submarine. The mustard-yellow carpet was covered almost entirely in an explosion of bricks, and a black and green space rocket was propped up against peeling cream wallpaper in the corner.


‘Let’s do it over here.’ Jake sank down to the floor, by a radiator covered in men’s underpants smelling strongly of Persil. Beth looked the other way, before realising that there were more hanging over the dining room chairs. 


She thought of their owner and swallowed nervously.


Then she looked at Jake, who had already opened the box, and was happily unpacking the little plastic bags of bricks. She sat down next to him. This, she could handle. Her dad had spent years lying beside her on various carpets, creating castles or buses or hospitals or boarding schools – whatever she had been into at the time. When he died she had found the tiny Lego heart she had made him for his fortieth birthday tucked away in his bedside drawer. It was still in her suitcase now, one of the few things she hadn’t wanted to leave in the States. How she wished she had her dad here instead. His wisdom, his understanding – the way he always made her feel bigger, better, bolder. 


Her spirits were falling, and she was grateful when Jake started to speak.


‘I bet this cost a lot.’ His freckled nose crinkled thoughtfully. ‘I can give you some of my pocket money if you need it.’


‘It’s OK.’ She helped him to open the first bag, pouring the bricks into a bowl he had ready. He was obviously a pro. ‘No need.’


Beth knelt forwards, chin in hands. ‘Shall we get started?’


‘Yeeeeeahhh.’ Jake was already turning the instructions to the correct page. 


‘Did you say your name is Beth?’


‘Yes.’


‘You know, our dinner lady at school’s called Beth.’


‘She is?’


‘She smells of onions.’


‘Does she?’ 


‘You don’t smell of onions.’


‘I’m happy to hear that.’ 


He started snapping grey bricks together. ‘You smell of coffee.’


‘I guess that’s better than onions.’ Beth saw that she was surplus to Lego requirements and sat back on her heels. She glanced around, taking in the cans piled up next to the sink in the kitchen, the brown bread half open on the side, the crisps spilling out of a packet next to the small white radio belting out pop tunes. Above it, in a nook in the wall, was a picture of a man with butterscotch skin and a smile that stretched to the stars and back. He was cuddling a toddler with red hair and a blue T-shirt.


She stood up and went to take a closer look.


Jake glanced up. ‘That’s my dad and me.’


‘Really?’ 


‘Yeah.’ He snapped brown bricks into place. 


‘Your dad looks …’


‘Thin? Yeah. Everyone says that.’ 


‘No.’ She shook her head. ‘I wasn’t thinking that.’


‘Yes you were.’ He clipped more bricks together.


He was spot on. Beth took a step closer to the picture, trying to work out how the man in that photo had become the wild-haired fury who had shouted at her. She wondered if she had changed as much as him. When she went to the USA with Tyler she had been long-haired, ambitious, confident that the world was at her feet. And now look at her. Anxious, fearful, sleepless. 


Guilty.


Another photo caught her eye. A woman with cascading red hair, gazing over one shoulder, her stomach swelling gloriously beneath a long green sundress. 


Jake glanced up. ‘That’s my mum, Tamsin.’


‘She’s beautiful.’


‘Yeah. Dad says I have her eyes.’ He batted his eyelids at her.


Beth giggled. ‘I can see you do.’


Jake looked down again. ‘That’s me in her tummy.’


‘I thought so. She looks really young.’


‘She was nineteen when she had me.’


‘Wow.’ 


Jake crossed his legs, head bent over his evolving zombie cave. ‘She had to go away when I was little.’


Beth looked at the girl’s dancing eyes. ‘Do you miss her?’ 


Jake started jiggling his knee. ‘No. I’ve got Dad. He’s the best.’


Beth stayed silent, sensing there was more to come.


‘And she loves me very much, Dad says. He’s told me loads about her.’ His words bubbled like froth on a cappuccino. ‘And she left me Superchick to cuddle whenever I think about her.’ He turned and grabbed a yellow toy duck from the sofa. Its fuzzy white hair stuck straight up and its black eyes stared beadily above its soft orange beak. 
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