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      Emmy shifted in her seat, the hard plastic as unforgiving as her hangover. ‘Come on, Jared, you know we haven’t done anything wrong.’

      ‘This is clearly a case of Maplewood bullshittery,’ Rae scoffed next to her, peeling fragmented pigments of last night’s lipstick from her mouth and dropping them on the table like a pink pile of ash. ‘This town ain’t big enough for the three of us.’

      PC Jared Jones mirrored Emmy’s shuffling, uncomfortable under the gaze of the three sisters. ‘How can I not bring you in for questioning? The misdemeanours are stacking up against you.’

      ‘Please tell us exactly what we’ve done wrong?’ prompted Noelle, who sat up straight, business-face on, the knowledge of the law behind her unwavering smile.

      Emmy pushed her hair away from her face, and feeling something against her fingers, pulled a small leaf from the tangles. She met Jared’s eye for a second.

      He refocused on his paperwork, a blush creeping out from under his collar. ‘I’ve had reports of theft, criminal damage, threatening language, antisocial behaviour, disturbing the peace, breaking and entering, devil worship, kidnapping —’

      ‘Alleged kidnapping,’ Noelle interrupted.

      ‘It’s all alleged,’ sighed Emmy.

      ‘Then help me out here, ladies,’ said Jared, holding his head in his hands. ‘You can’t keep this silence up. Where is she? Where’s the mayor?’
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      In Hyde Park, London, the late summer sun was already dipping, as if it knew September began tomorrow, and it wanted an early night before the task of reddening the leaves was here. Rae Lake was ‘backstage’ in a pop-up trailer, warming up her voice to play Musetta in a stripped-down alfresco performance of La Bohème, her curtain call in twenty minutes. She stood in a sumptuous red satin gown, furry slipper boots and a black hoodie while she waited to go on.

      Next to her, her husband Finn was popping Tangfastics and keeping her company.

      ‘I am so looking forward to not having to wear a pissing dress for two whole months,’ she said, the corset gripping her tightly.

      ‘Me too,’ agreed Finn, and she smiled at him.

      ‘Are you sticking around for the whole thing or do you think you’ll go and get a burger?’

      ‘I’ll stick it out, it’s a nice evening. Plus, you’re bloody good in this part and I like being all smug-face in the audience telling people you’re my wife.’

      Rae grinned. ‘It sucks that this has fallen on our last night together though. Bad planning on my part. As soon as the show’s over, let’s go and grab a bite to eat.’

      ‘You don’t want to go for cast drinks?’

      ‘Christ, no. I want to hang out with you. I’ll see them all again in what’ll feel like no time at all.’ Rae was a soprano for the London Operatic Society, a musical style her younger, rock-obsessed self would never have imagined becoming her life.

      Finn wrapped a big bear arm around her waist and snuggled her over to him. ‘Are you going to miss me, missus?’

      ‘No, I just want to get one final bone in before I go and sow my oats in Maplewood.’ Of course she would miss him. Rae had one soft spot, and it was Finn-shaped. They met when he was freelancing as a sound engineer for the Royal Variety Performance eight years ago. She came offstage so pumped from being part of a Phantom of the Opera medley that she felt on top of the world, and told him she wanted to take him home. He was six-foot-seven to her five-five, large in tummy, huge in heart, and with dark-rimmed glasses and a big dark beard. He was her bear, and four years later they married near Abbey Road Studios.

      ‘On a scale of one to ten, where are your stress levels about tomorrow?’ Finn released her and went back to the Tangfastics.

      ‘My stress levels are non-existent. Apart from the fact I haven’t packed a single thing yet. I’m looking forward to some time off, hanging with my sisters, spending some time at the house again. What I am worried about is the other two.’

      Rae, middle sister Emmy, and their youngest sister Noelle were heading south to Maplewood, Devon – their home town. Leaving tomorrow afternoon, they were embarking on a two-month sabbatical from their respective jobs around the country, plus a bit of holiday leave tagged on, to go back to the place they grew up, despite not having returned for more than fleeting visits since their school days.

      Now, apparently, they all thought they were Kirstie Allsopp and at their mother, Willow’s, request, the sisters were reuniting to renovate the family home. Willow had become quite the adventurer since their father passed a little over a year ago, and no longer needed a huge, crumbling house in the woods to herself. The idea was that, while Willow was away on another of her world cruises, the girls would have a clear-out, spruce the place up and whack it on Airbnb for all those months of the year that their mum was sailing up the Nile, or trekking the Himalayas, or drinking mimosas with billionaires at the Beverly Hills Wilshire (true story).

      The sisters, super-close, but in an arms-distance kinda way, hadn’t spent this much time together in years.

      ‘How’s Emmy doing? She nervous?’ Finn asked.

      ‘Emmy has a huge stick up her arse at the best of times, so two months in Maplewood in a crumbling house and a power struggle between three siblings is making her super-chill, as you can imagine.’ Rae was half kidding. She loved her little sister, who was quiet and careful and so independent she’d forged a career working for the space programme, but she really hoped she could relax on this break. Emmy, more than any of them, had a real aversion to going back to where she grew up and reliving old memories, and their father’s death the year before had only made the canyon deeper. If ever Emmy could find an excuse to transport their mother from Devon to Oxford, instead of her having to go home, she’d taken it.

      ‘It’ll be fine,’ Rae continued. ‘I doubt we’ll even recognise the town, let alone the people, any more.’ She wished she actually knew, in her heart, that these next two months would be smooth sailing for the three of them. Growing up, Rae was always the one to protect her sisters when the bullying and the rumours got too much – or before it even reached them – but they were all adults now. The pettiness and the cruelty was behind them. Rae just didn’t want to spend nine-plus weeks on edge, listening for whispers in the walls.

      ‘Right.’ She whipped off the hoodie, needing to shake out of this concern and focus on her performance. ‘You fuck off and I’ll see you at the end.’

      Finn stood and gave her a warm kiss. ‘Good luck, lady.’

      ‘Love you, bear.’

      Off he went and she composed herself into Rae the Opera Singer. She applied a last coat of lipstick and smoothed the goddamned dress. At least Noelle seemed to be looking forward to the trip, but then she was the epitome of the hippy love child their mother and father had once been, so she was generally happy about everything. Funny girl. Emmy might be a work in progress. They really had been so close growing up, even with four years’ difference between the youngest, Noelle, now twenty-nine, and Rae, the oldest at thirty-three. They had to be. And man, it would be good to be back living under the same roof again.

      Rae put on a huge, genuine smile, felt the tingling sensation ripple through her as the anticipation and excitement of going on stage flooded her veins. Many years ago, she got this rush from being Maplewood’s wild child – from being in her rock band, drinking, sneaking out of the house and smoking with her friends at the top of the hill. Now it came from this: from belting out her voice and seeing those that used to drag her and her family down stand up and applaud her. It felt good.

      She still liked a drink though. Mmmm, gin.
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      While her sister was captivating an audience from the London stage that evening, Emmy Lake was working late. She sat in her robotics lab at the European Space Agency’s Science and Innovation Campus in Harwell, near Oxford, hunched over, unaware that most of her colleagues had left for the day. Quite a while ago. She was so close to finishing her new piece of machine vision technology that even one giant leap by mankind across the floor of the lab wouldn’t have been able to break her concentration.

      Sure, she had tomorrow as well, one final day of work before her two-month sabbatical, but she knew she wouldn’t be able to sleep tonight with excitement if she left without testing her creation.

      Emmy was living her dream: after graduating from university ten years ago, she’d joined the ESA as an Aerospace Engineer. After spending most of her career working on spacecraft design via her computer screen, she’d recently progressed to the exciting (and trendy!) world of robotics and automation. And she loved it. Knowing that the things she was literally holding and making with her own two hands could end up out there in space, going about their little jobs in the ways she taught them, well, that was almost like being up in space herself. It was like sending her children up into space. In a good way.

      She started to softly hum the Star Wars theme tune to herself as she neared the end of her testing. She was going to miss this place. They say there’s no place like home, but here was her home now. Here in the lab, in the Innovation Centre. She thought of Harwell as ‘Space Town’, and it was exactly the kind of town she used to dream of growing up in – full of like-minded people who looked up to the universe and explored it with not only their imagination, but with their brains. She was at home here.

      ‘Enough, Emmy,’ she scolded herself. She’d promised to keep an open mind. This was a good chance to reconnect with her sisters, and although it made her a bit sick with worry on what she’d miss out on, she really should take some time off work once in a while.

      She sat back in her seat and beamed to herself. It worked. Her technology worked. She felt a million dollars, like the inventor George Devol, or Anthony Hopkins’s character from Westworld. She had made a tiny robot! ‘I’m your mum,’ she whispered, before packing it away carefully into dust-proof casing.

      Emmy looked at the clock. It was closing on nine p.m. now. She should get home and pack, since Rae was picking her up tomorrow evening almost as soon as she got home.

      She contemplated taking her baby robot home with her – it wrenched her to leave it here, sleeping alone. But no. It would be okay. It had to fend for its little self while she was on leave, as did she. Which was ridiculous really, because she loved living alone and when she got to Maplewood she’d be – for the first time since university – sleeping under the same roof as other people. But there was something about Maplewood that meant no matter how surrounded she was by her sisters, her parents, the woods, she felt more alone than ever.

      ‘Enough, Emmy.’
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      Noelle Lake had given up on packing. She’d plonked all of her things to take on the floor, but as the last two hours of August began their countdown, she sat cross-legged on her sofa in Bristol with a huge bowl of ice cream and her eyes glued to Stranger Things. Also scattered around her were legal briefs for court the next day, one with a huge stain from a blob of Ben & Jerry’s Chocolate Fudge Brownie that had flung itself from her spoon when she jumped at one of the scenes on the TV.

      For an environmental lawyer, the irony was not lost on Noelle that her own home often resembled an environmental hazard.

      Noelle was intrigued about going home to Maplewood. It would be a very interesting situation, she had no doubt. She wouldn’t say she was as excited as Rae seemed (though Rae was queen at putting on a front, and Noelle highly suspected she wasn’t quite as mad-keen as she was making out), but she definitely wasn’t as trepidatious as Emmy. It would just be interesting, to see how the town had evolved, how the three of them would cope living back in the same four walls as each other, that’s if they had it in them to completely renovate the family home without cocking it all up or burning it down.

      What time was it in Peru? Her brain, as usual, flittered about from one thing to another, though she always kept a handle on where each thought had been left off.

      Peru was six hours behind at this time of year, which meant it was around five in the afternoon. She paused Stranger Things, scooped up another spoonful of ice cream, and reached for her phone.

      It took eight rings before her mother, Willow, picked up, sounding out of breath and a little annoyed. ‘What, darling?’ she used as a greeting.

      ‘Mum! How’s Peru? How’s the Inca Trail? Are you in the middle of hiking?’

      ‘No, I’d just flaming well finished hiking for the day, taken my boots off, unleashed my poor smelly feet into the air and had settled down for a glass of toddy. Then you ring and I have to go charging off up a hill to get better reception. What’s wrong? Can’t you get in the house? I told you you’d forget your key.’

      ‘No, no, we’re heading there tomorrow evening. I’m still at home. I’m eating ice cream and watching TV. I forgot I’d bought a job lot of Ben & Jerry’s when there was an offer in Tesco a couple of weeks ago, so I’m using it all up, in case my freezer breaks while I’m away or something.’

      ‘That is a hardship, so comparable to my situation.’ Her mother made one of those long, low exhalation noises that everyone past their mid-twenties does when they stand up or sit down. ‘Just settling down on a rock. It is quite a spectacular view from up here.’

      ‘Are you having a lovely time?’

      ‘Oh yes, we get to Machu Picchu tomorrow. Your dad would have loved it over here, the scenery is straight out of National Geographic.’

      ‘He loved a good landscape. How’s the walking?’

      ‘Fine, fine; there’s life in this old girl yet.’

      ‘Plenty.’ Noelle smiled into the phone. She wanted to be her mum when she grew up: full of life. Rae got her no-nonsense attitude from her mother; Emmy had inherited her ability to dream big and think far, far beyond the confines of her own homestead; and Noelle liked to think she was the happy hippy branch of her mother. The one that smiled in the face of adversity, cared for the earth around her and allowed her heart to be open to the world and all it had to offer.

      ‘So you’re heading home tomorrow?’ Willow asked.

      ‘Yep, tomorrow evening. I’ll be meeting Em and Rae at the house.’

      ‘I should tell you something…’

      ‘What?’

      ‘I know when you girls normally come home you stay very close. Too close, sometimes, it’s like you think you’re quarantined in the house. But moving back for a couple of months means you’ll have to get out and about.’

      ‘I know, I’m actually looking forward to it. It feels like for ever since we went into the centre of Maplewood.’

      ‘Yes, well. Lots will seem different, of course, since you lived here before. But you probably will see some familiar faces.’

      Noelle swallowed her mouthful of ice cream. She was beginning to feel a little sick now, but whether it was the ice cream or the beginning tingles of nerves, she wasn’t sure. ‘Like Jenny?’

      ‘Yes, like Jenny. I think I’ve mentioned before that I occasionally see her around, but I just want you to prepare yourself that you might as well.’

      ‘Okay. Thanks, Mum.’

      ‘I have to go, love, I’m completely famished, and your ice cream slurps aren’t doing me any favours. Safe drive tomorrow, good luck with the house and I’ll see you at Christmas.’

      ‘I’ll call you from Maplewood,’ added Noelle.

      ‘Not too often. Just be with your sisters.’

      They hung up and Noelle looked at the mess on her floor, her mind elsewhere, already in her home town.

      Noelle tried not to think about Jenny too often. Which was hard, because she thought about her all the time.
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      The following day, Rae was stomping around the house throwing things in and out of suitcases and ignoring her husband.

      ‘Are you bringing anything back up with you?’ he asked, wondering why he’d even opened this can of worms, already heading for the back door.

      ‘My childhood crap is heirlooms, of course I’m bringing it all back with me. I’m not sending it all to the dump. How rude are you!’

      ‘I wasn’t suggesting it went to the dump, it’s just that I know you’re going to be having a big clear-out while you’re down there. I was thinking maybe you should save some suitcase space.’

      She stared daggers at him to rival Lady Macbeth, and he tried not to laugh. He knew she wasn’t angry with him; she always got like this when she and her sisters went home. She was so busy thinking about how they were going to cope, she forgot how to cope herself. With that, he nodded, and backed out into the garden of their St Albans town house.

      Back inside, Rae surveyed the problem. The problem was that what she really needed was battle armour, and all she had were sweatshirts and ripped jeans.

      Fifteen years. Fifteen years since she’d lived in Maplewood. She’d been in such a rush to grow up and get out that it slightly blew her mind she was going back to live there again. But, also, she needed to chill the fuck out because it was only nine weeks – an extended visit really – she was hardly relocating. She needed to stop being so dramatic.

      She sighed and stomped towards the back door, flinging it open. ‘Just so you know,’ she called to Finn. ‘I’m going to leave most of my shit here. I need to save some suitcase space. And I came up with that plan all on my own. And I feel like you don’t understand how much I wish you were coming with me, so stick that up your behind.’ She smiled at him, and he came over from his spot on their swinging seat to bend his head to her, and enjoyed her with a long, bittersweet kiss.

      ‘I wish I was coming too,’ he said, cursing his project manager role at an audio-visual design company, which was swamping him at the moment. She nuzzled into him, and he promised, ‘I’ll be down to visit as soon as I can. Just don’t all kill each other before then.’

      ‘I might kill them, but I’ll be fine.’

      ‘That’s the spirit.’

      ‘All right, I need to get going soon. Will you help me load the car?’

      Finn followed her inside and stopped at the fridge. ‘I bought you a present – a six-pack of beers to get you through the first night.’

      Rae smirked, and took them from him.

      Once upon a time, Rae Lake used to disappear for a few days, sometimes a couple of weeks, when it all got too much and she just needed some space. This felt like she was doing the opposite, going back in time, returning to the lion’s den. She was leaving her grown-up life and her independence and having a homecoming of sorts.

      It frightened her a little. But then, a growing part of her felt a spark of true excitement. Because this sister had always kinda liked the things that frightened her a little.
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      Emmy closed the lid of her laptop, washed her ‘I Need My Space’ mug one last time, and bid farewell to her little robotic machine.

      The door of her lab swung open and in trotted Alex and Mack, her co-workers, and her friends. They were carrying a gift, wrapped in spaceship wrapping paper.

      ‘I can’t believe you’re going,’ wailed Alex, throwing her arms around Emmy, smacking her slightly on the head with the gift.

      ‘Who’s going to be the life and soul of the party now?’ Mack deadpanned, before he ducked out of the way of Alex’s foot donkey-kicking at him.

      ‘You guys,’ Emmy said, touched. ‘I’ll be back before I’m even missed. Just don’t let anyone take over my lab. Or take credit for my research! Or take my glow-in-the-dark stars.’

      ‘We won’t. Open your gift.’ Alex perched on a stool.

      Emmy tore open the paper and pulled out a bottle of wine and a sweatshirt which was pale cream at the front, with large lettering that said, Remember you’re a Jedi.

      ‘Turn it over,’ prompted Alex.

      The back of the sweatshirt was black, with a quote from Star Wars’ Yoda warning to be careful about looking at the dark side because it can look back at you. ‘I love this, thank you!’

      Alex grinned. ‘It seemed perfect for you. You have to wear it any time you feel yourself getting angry, or thinking too much about how those Maplewood baddies are getting to you. You need to remember you’re strong. Also, we thought the jumper might be good as the weather gets colder, and spending that long with family can send anyone to alcohol. How are you feeling?’

      Emmy needed a moment to collect her thoughts. This was such a thoughtful present, and Yoda was right. If she spent her whole time back in Devon focusing on the bad memories, she was in danger of letting them define her again. She couldn’t let that happen – she’d moved on. Dammit. ‘Nervous,’ she replied. ‘I hardly ever go back home, especially now Dad’s… gone, and Mum’s off travelling all the time. I think the longest I’ve spent at home since I first moved away is probably three or four days. Nine weeks is going to feel like for ever. We’ll actually have to leave the house and be part of the community!’ She laughed loudly to cover her panic as she thought about who might still live there.

      To say Emmy and her sisters had a tough childhood was an understatement. The short history is that they were the weird family from the outskirts of town, and all three were bullied in different ways. Rae was judged and looked down upon for the type of personality she had, which only made her act out even more. Noelle was talked about because of who she was, ignorance being the opposite of bliss. And Emmy was the classic target: bookish, friendless, from a family of weirdos and with no hope of fitting in, she seemed the get the brunt, although she knew even now it would have been a lot worse without Rae around to act as bodyguard.

      ‘The nerd is coming home,’ Emmy said, in a robot-voice that made even her cringe, but at least it shook her from her thoughts.

      Mack gave her a final one-armed hug. ‘If anyone gives you any trouble, just remind them you don’t need to listen to their shit any more. You’re a grown-up. With your own lab. Just tell them you’re an astronaut.’

      ‘Okay, I’ll do that.’

      ‘And you can always hop back on the train from darkest Devon and come and see us.’

      ‘When do you set off?’ asked Alex.

      ‘Tonight. In fact, I’d better get going, Rae’s picking me up on her way past.’ Emmy pulled them both in for a group hug. She was going to miss this place and these people. Going home to Maplewood just felt like the opposite of going home.

      She bundled up her things and held her new sweater close. Did she have to do this? Yes, of course she did. And it might be fun. It was still work, after all, what she and her sisters were heading south to do. Just very different work.

      ‘See you later, alligator,’ Alex said, as Emmy headed to the door.

      ‘In a while, crocodile,’ Mack added.

      Emmy gave them a final wave and stepped out the door and into her sabbatical. ‘See you soon, baboons.’ I am a Jedi.
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      Noelle walked out of Bristol County Court with all the last of the summer sunshine in her step. Her case had wrapped up far earlier than she expected, with a positive result (the Earth was saved for now!), and she was now free for two whole months!

      The first day of September was everything it should be: sunny skies, even as the day was coming to a close, the faintest chill in the mostly warm air, whispers of amber tickling the edges of the leaves.

      Since she had thought she’d be staying late to wrap up all her paperwork, Noelle had already packed everything into her car and had it with her in the city centre. She was ready to drive down to the house, but she decided to enjoy Bristol for just a smidge more, considering how lovely an early evening it was.

      Crossing the river, Noelle strolled to Starbucks, a smile dancing on her face. She’d not thought to bring her reusable cup today, but even she could live on the edge just this once. Although as she reached the counter she caved and picked up one of their twelve-pound ceramic travel mugs instead.

      ‘Pumpkin Spice Latte, please,’ she asked with pride. Hello, autumn.

      The barista’s motionless face betrayed the fact he’d probably spent the whole day making these drinks. ‘Sure. Name, please?’

      ‘Noelle. Thank you!’ He picked up a black marker and wrote her name on the side of the travel mug (she hoped it wasn’t permanent), and she moved to the side.

      ‘I love your bag,’ she commented to a woman with a large mustard-yellow tote, as she waited for her warm drink. ‘My sister Emmy could do with one of those, she has to carry these huge files to and from work.’

      The woman smiled and went back to her phone.

      ‘Where’s it from?’ Noelle asked. She could do with one too, actually.

      ‘Oasis,’ the woman replied.

      ‘Great, thank you! I haven’t seen my two sisters for ages, but I’m about to spend over two months with them doing up our old family home, and I can’t wait —’

      ‘Pumpkin Spice Latte for… Nowhere?’

      ‘Ooops, I think that’s me! Nice to talk to you, and thanks for the bag tip.’ Noelle took her drink and left the coffee shop, breathing in the cinnamon and nutmeg, and feeling all seasonal and toasty and You’ve Got Mail.

      Autumn was the best season. And their family home, surrounded by trees and a haven for hedgehogs, squirrels and dormice, never looked better than it did in the last months of the year.

      Ever since the mention of Jenny last night, Noelle’s slight nerves had been transforming themselves into adrenaline. She was coming home.
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      Rae pounded the car horn with her fist outside Emmy’s house, hollering ‘Emmmmyyyyyyy’ out of the driver’s seat window.

      Emmy flung open her front door. ‘Would you shush?’ she cried into the dusk. It was only early evening but the autumnal sun had already dipped, and the street upon which Emmy lived was quiet and peaceful – up until the appearance of her older sister.

      Rae jumped out of the car and headed round to the boot, squishing her belongings to one side. Two-plus months’ worth of luggage fitted Tetris-style into her raspberry-coloured KA.

      ‘I’ll be two minutes,’ Emmy called, backing away from the door and into the house. ‘Do you want a coffee?’

      Rae appeared at the door, grabbing Emmy and demanding a tight hug, all the while thinking how she’d missed these bony shoulders, this freckled face. Time apart from her sisters was always too long. ‘Nope, we’ll break up the journey with a coffee stop at a service station. Let’s hit the road, arsehole. Are these all your cases? What’s in the coolbox?’

      ‘Just stuff from my fridge that needs using up.’ Emmy looked back down the hall into her home. It wasn’t like she’d be gone that long, and if she really needed space from her sisters, or from Maplewood, she just needed to do what Mack suggested: jump on a train and come back to Oxford for a couple of nights. Noooooo big deal.

      ‘Sooo, how did it feel stepping away from the lab for two and a half months? Did anyone give you a leaving present? Did you feel like you were heading off to have a baby? I don’t think I’ve ever known you to take more than a week off at one time.’ Rae fired questions as she swooped around collecting up Emmy’s neatly stacked bags, a coat from the coat rack, a TV guide from her living room.

      ‘It felt fine, a little sad; they’ll barely even notice I’m gone, I’m sure.’

      ‘Jesus Christ, don’t do that from now until November.’

      ‘Do what?’

      ‘That – you!’ Rae looked her sister up and down. ‘How was that robot bionic eye thing you were working on? Did you finish it in time?’

      ‘Yep! I mean it’s not really a bionic eye, it’s a —’

      Rae made a loud snoring noise. ‘Hurry up and go into space, will you, I want to tell everyone my sister is an astronaut.’

      Emmy was distracted, trying to remember if she’d prepared her house for its lonesome spell. Was the heating off, but not too off so that the pipes wouldn’t freeze if winter came early? Was the compost bin empty? Were there conkers in the corner of every room, because she didn’t want to come back and find a family of four thousand tarantulas had taken up residence? ‘How about you? I bet your voice is looking forward to a break. You actually already look like you’ve been away from the opera scene for way more than one day,’ she added, her sister already beginning to look more like her old, potty-mouthed, Harley-Quinn-on-a-day-off self.

      Rae hesitated, midway through scraping her hair back into a scruffy high ponytail. ‘Actually, about that…’

      ‘What? Wait – don’t tell me you haven’t taken the time off. We all agreed —’

      ‘No, I have, I totally have. I just have one performance I have to come back to London for, all the way in November, at least two months away. We’ll be so close to finishing doing up the house then anyway, and I’ll only be gone for the weekend.’

      ‘Are you also going to be coming back and forth to visit Finn?’ Emmy asked, finally stepping over her doorstep and into the cold night air, locking her door behind her, lingering on every clack and pop of the latches as if she was leaving a part of her safely inside.

      ‘Nope, he’s about to start a huge project at work and will be travelling loads for it anyway. He’s going to come and stay, if he can, for a weekend some time midway.’

      Rae felt a wash of loneliness thinking about her Finn, her big bear, her electric blanket. But she shook her head, evaporating those thoughts. She’d be fine. She and Finn were solid as a rock and a few weeks apart was a chance to bring back that closeness with her sisters. It would be fun.

      She hoped. But Maplewood had a way of getting under her skin, whether she was two hundred miles away or back in her childhood home. She remembered it as gossipy, hard work – and cold. And she couldn’t shake the suspicion that Maplewood might be exactly as she remembered.
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      Apparently, Rae’s voice wasn’t planning to take any kind of break, as she’d sung loudly along to every track on the eighties rock anthem playlist in the car. But two hours into the journey and Emmy was zoned out, staring at the tail lights and headlights that ribboned across the inky motorway.

      ‘Where are you?’ asked Rae, muting Aerosmith.

      Emmy looked over. ‘Hmm?’

      ‘Where’s your head at? You’ve barely sung along at all, and you’re not even eating the Haribo.’

      ‘Oh, no thanks. When my road trip buddy is a professional singer, the journey is more enjoyable for everyone if I don’t join in.’

      Rae picked up a jelly cola bottle and leaned over, forcing it into Emmy’s mouth. ‘Talk to me, Emmaline.’

      Emmy took a breath. She hadn’t meant to slip into a funk already – she already felt like a teenager again and she wasn’t even over the Devon border. She really needed to give this the open mind it deserved. The problem was, in her field it was crucial to worry about things that hadn’t happened yet. She literally had to plan for the worst. So, it was hard to shake that and be all idealist – all Noelle – about it. Another Haribo would help. ‘Sorry. Right, how about a round of twenty questions?’

      ‘How about you tell me what’s on your mind?’

      ‘How about that game you like, Snog, Marry or Kill?’ Emmy tried.

      ‘How about… okay, Snog, Marry or Kill and then you have to talk to me properly. Snog, marry or kill: me, Noelle and Finn.’

      Emmy laughed, ‘Oh my god. Really?’

      ‘You have to do it.’

      ‘Marry Noelle —’

      ‘Why Noelle and not me?’ Rae cried.

      ‘Because she’s all earthy and makes soup and she has pretty hair so we’d have pretty-haired children.’

      ‘Well, that’s gross and incest, and you’re not her type anyway.’

      ‘Snog Finn —’

      ‘Bitch! Stop snogging my husband!’

      ‘And kill you, for making me answer this awkward question!’ Emmy concluded. ‘Okay, snog, marry or kill… um…’

      ‘Let’s talk about you now,’ interrupted Rae.

      ‘Why? I get to do a round.’

      ‘What’s going on? Is work okay? You didn’t lose another beagle up there, did you?’

      ‘Only a few,’ Emmy smiled. ‘It’s just… aren’t you nervous?’

      ‘About going home?’

      ‘Yes.’

      Rae considered her words, wary of fuelling the fire. ‘A little, but it’s not like we haven’t been home at all since we moved out or anything, we were back at Easter.’

      ‘But fleetingly. It’s always fleetingly. This time it’s lastingly.’

      ‘What are you so worried about?’

      Emmy paused, flicking her hair above her lip like a moustache while she collected her words. ‘I’m worried that nothing will have changed.’

      ‘Everything’s changed. We’ve all changed. You haven’t lived there for what… thirteen years? Only eleven for Noelle but it must be fifteen for me? I’m sure it’s going to be very different.’ She was so not sure.

      ‘Yeah, well, you better hope that’s the case, because the townsfolk of Maplewood hated you.’ Emmy stuck her hand into the bag of Haribo, already ashamed of firing that shot.

      Rae glanced over at her sister; Emmy was only two years her junior, but sometimes Rae felt so much older. And with feeling older came feeling responsible. She often wondered whether if she’d made more effort to fit in, calm down, be one of the crowd, life might not have been so hard on her younger sisters. Noelle, there was no helping, she had her own battles, but Emmy… Rae felt she’d laid such foundations that Emmy was almost set up to fail. ‘Do you remember when I had that music exam and I wrote my song about female genital mutilation?’

      ‘How could I forget it, it was so graphic? And angry.’

      ‘Yep. I thought it was pretty good – still do, actually. But anyway, I remember Mrs Whatsherface, my music teacher, almost fainting when I started adding in the interpretive dance moves.’

      ‘I think it was the language that nearly killed her, from what I heard.’

      ‘I was suspended for a week for that. And I failed the exam. But look at me now,’ Rae sang. ‘You know, I am looking forward to reconnecting with that Rae of the past, she was hilaire. Anyway, I’m not sorry for the song, but just so you know – I’m sorry that teacher then had it in for you after you joined her class.’

      Emmy sighed. ‘Oh, that’s okay – music would never have won me top grades anyway. Did you know people used to say Mum and Dad locked me in my room studying so I wouldn’t turn out like you?’

      ‘Okay, first of all – you wish they’d locked you in your room. I’ve never known a kid who liked to stay in more than you did.’

      ‘I went outside to play. Sometimes.’

      ‘Yeah, when your little bestie, Jared, dragged you out into the woods.’

      Emmy couldn’t really argue with that; she had treated her bedroom like a sanctuary. ‘Jared wasn’t my little best friend, he was – well, my only friend. So there.’

      Rolling her eyes, Rae replied, ‘All right, noted. Anyway, secondly – yes, I do remember that rumour. And I also remember telling everyone it wasn’t true.’

      ‘With your fists?’

      ‘… Sometimes with my fists. But they were basically saying my sister was a hermit and my parents were like, crazy people holding you captive. Honestly, it never took much to make them jump to the worst conclusions, did it?’

      ‘My point exactly.’ Emmy paused for a while. ‘But thank you for defending me.’

      Rae would always defend her, and she was ready again if need be. She ripped open a second bag of sweets using her teeth. ‘Look, if it’s that bad when we get back we’ll just paint the house in reds and blacks and market it on Airbnb as a great location for group sex parties. That’ll show ’em.’

      With a yawn, Emmy nodded, thoughts of faces from her past dancing in her mind. ‘That’ll show ’em,’ she agreed. She could see it now, the Lake sisters returning to their home town like a tornado, shock blanketing the faces of the bullies and the judgemental. Would that be the worst thing in the world?
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      Eventually, at close to ten p.m., Rae crunched the car over the rough gravel driveway, creeping through the blackness towards the front of the house. Their home was surrounded by woods; tall pine trees that stretched towards the sun during summer and cast feathery shadows upon the gnarled oaks that curled beneath them.

      It sat on the very outskirts of the small market town of Maplewood, the first house you got to; the type that visitors to the area would drive past and say, ‘Wait, was that a building in there? Are we here yet?’ then drive on, not hitting any other sign of civilisation for several minutes, and so assume they’d imagined the house hidden in the woods.

      Their home was far enough away from inner Maplewood that when the sisters did occasionally venture home they could cocoon themselves within its walls and under the shade of the trees and rarely have to go out until it was time to leave. They hadn’t laid eyes on the town itself, not even driven through it, for what felt like a lifetime.

      The house sat at the end of an unkempt driveway that newcomers often lost their way on, veering into the woods and having to reverse back through tight gaps between tree trunks. Spotlights, Rae thought to herself, imagining tiny bulbs at the foot of the trees, lighting the way for their future guests who might arrive after dark.

      Of course, the girls knew the road like the back of their hands. Years of running up and down, pretending to be horses or spaceships or Olympians, and later, first kisses and stolen cigarettes, away from the eyeline of the house. Shielded from the traffic on the main road, and as loud as they liked all the way out here, this was their playground.

      ‘Wake up, snooze-face,’ coaxed Rae, and Emmy lifted her head from where it leaned against the car window. She hadn’t been asleep, just lulled into a sensation of going through the motions; her body returning to Maplewood, her mind a screensaver.

      Emmy squinted into the dark, trying to make out the house among the trees, until there it was, right in front of her. Tall and wide, raised a little off the mulchy ground and fronted by a vast decking area with steps leading up the centre to the door. With the moonlight slicing through the gaps in the trees and highlighting the peeling paint and broken bannisters, Emmy felt more than ever that it resembled the houses in American horror films from the seventies.

      On that happy thought, she spotted a small figure sitting on the steps surrounded by paperwork, shielding her eyes from the car headlights, a grin visible on her face. Emmy’s heart blossomed at the sight of her little sister, and it was as if it was thirteen years earlier, and Noelle was doing her homework out on the decking, where she always found it easier to concentrate, there among nature.

      Rae shoved the car into Park before it had barely come to a halt, and leapt out to throw her arms around Noelle. Emmy too jumped from the vehicle, her legs stiff but slightly shaking, and she ran to Noelle, wrapping herself around both sisters in a three-person embrace. All right, so maybe coming home did feel a tiny bit like home.

      ‘How are you here before us? I thought you had to work late tonight, otherwise I would have picked you up!’ asked Rae, detangling herself and walking to the boot as she talked. She opened it and one of Emmy’s suitcases tumbled out on to the dirt below.

      Noelle, one tiny arm still wrapped around Emmy’s waist, moved them both towards the car to help unpack. ‘I know, I thought I’d be there for hours finishing things off – someone in Weston-super-Mare was claiming they owned the seabed and wanted to start work on a submarine restaurant, and… Well, anyway, turns out they didn’t and that was the end of that, so here I am. But I don’t have any keys.’

      ‘How long have you been waiting for?’ Emmy asked, dropping her arm from Noelle to retrieve her suitcase.

      ‘Not long. I was sat in the car for a while but it got a bit stuffy, so I moved to the porch and all the little bugaboos helped me finish up my legal briefs by the light of my phone.’

      Noelle loved everything about nature, from creepy-crawlies to the way the wind blew, and she adored being outside. She suited being born in a house in the woods – from as soon as she could, she would run barefoot for what seemed like miles, playing games in her head (when her sisters grew too old for make-believe), and scrambling into dens between trees. Her hair was long and curly and sun-kissed, and her limbs small but strong. She used to think she was Mowgli. She still did, in a way. Not a day would go by without her taking a couple of hours out of her job to go climbing, or for a run in the rain, or to practise yoga in the middle of her garden in full, unashamed view of the neighbours who surrounded her terraced house.

      The three of them emptied the two cars and hauled their belongings up the steps, dumping everything on the decking before the front door.

      ‘Home, bitches,’ said Rae, philosophically.

      ‘Two whole months back in Maplewood,’ murmured Emmy.

      They stood awkwardly, looking up at the house, which creaked in hostile response to the wind that fluttered the weakest of the summer leaves off their branches. Homecoming was a funny thing, and none of the sisters quite knew what to expect.

      ‘The three of us don’t spend nearly enough time together,’ Noelle broke the silence. She picked up the nearest bag with one hand, and Emmy’s coolbox with the other, and smiled towards the door with determination, demanding her sisters get on board. ‘I’m looking forward to being back in the nest with you guys.’
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      Rae turned the keys in the locks and pushed open the heavy wooden door, disturbing a pile of post on the carpet below that was highlighted by moonlight peeping through the curtains. She stepped over the threshold, dumped the bag she was carrying right in the way of Emmy and Noelle, and felt along the wall for the light switch.

      As the hallway illuminated, Noelle stepped around her sister and plonked down her first load, removing her coat and dumping it on the stairs like she’d always done. ‘It’s really quiet here without Mum.’

      ‘And without Dad,’ added Emmy. She’d only been back once since the funeral, and it felt so strange to think he didn’t live here any more. This old house felt alive, felt safe, with her dad in it. Many times he’d comforted her, or sat there with an interested smile while she told him excitedly in great detail about the plot of her latest Baby-Sitters Club book. He’d ask questions like, ‘Which one is Kristy again?’ and ‘Those are some adventures those girls get into. Do you want adventures like that, Emmy?’

      She moved into the hallway and looked around. She felt off-kilter, like she was in someone else’s home. She grew up in these walls, but for years now she’d only thought of it as ‘Mum and Dad’s house’, and then ‘Mum’s house’. ‘I wonder what Mum’s doing right now,’ she mused aloud.
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