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			Prologue

			No matter how much I clean, I still see the blood everywhere I look.

			The fragments of his skull and pieces of his brain, spattered across every surface. Even the walls. It is the dominant image in my mind at all times. An image that has become my reality.

			Who knew a shattered human skull could make such a mess?

			No matter how hard I try – and I have, I have tried so hard – I can never clean the blood away. It springs back as soon as I have finished. And so I start again.

			It is always there, visible only to me, fixed behind my eyes whenever I close them. Imprinted for life.

			But still I clean. In desperate hope that one day the picture will fade.

			Throughout our lives, we clean up after ourselves, over and over again.

			But we can never truly escape what we have done.

		

	
		
			NOW

		

	
		
			Faye

			Jake is screaming and everyone in this Tube carriage is staring at us.

			Of course they are. I would be staring too, if I wasn’t the one with the screaming baby.

			‘Shh, shh,’ I whisper, cradling him to me. Why won’t he stop crying? I’ve made him a makeshift sling from my scarf, and have tucked him inside so that he’s close to my chest. I read somewhere that the sound of your heartbeat is meant to soothe them. It’s supposed to be familiar, as it’s what they heard in the womb.

			But it’s not working. He’s not happy and won’t stop screaming.

			‘It’s OK, little one,’ I say, glancing up at the Tube map. Four more stops to Morden. But then what? My heart isn’t beating, it’s racing – no wonder it isn’t calming him. ‘It’s OK. Not much longer, I promise.’

			‘Sounds hungry.’

			I turn to see a middle-­aged woman peering up at us from the disabled seat.

			I nod. Of course. Of course he’s hungry.

			‘Here,’ she says, standing up. ‘Have my seat. Poor thing. You both look worn out.’

			I smile without meeting her eyes, and sink down into the seat. I don’t like talking to strangers. I don’t much like talking to anyone.

			It quietens him a little. Perhaps he didn’t like the vibrations of the train while I was standing. Or the noise.

			‘What’s his name?’ she says, leaning down as she holds on to the handrail. The train hurtles through the tunnel.

			‘Oh,’ I say, pausing. I look up, but I can only focus on her chin. ‘Jake. His name’s Jake.’

			‘He’s a little cutie,’ she says. She’s smiling. ‘Is he your first?’

			I nod.

			‘Don’t worry, it gets easier. Mine are now sixteen and eighteen and don’t want anything to do with me! I know it can feel all-­consuming at this age though.’

			I smile again because I know that’s what she expects, and I look down at Jake. He yawns, his cries finally quieting. I exhale slowly. My heartbeat starts to slow. The relief.

			‘How old is he?’

			‘Oh,’ I say, racking my brains. ‘Um, three weeks. He’s three weeks old.’

			‘Oh gosh, he really is box-­fresh, then. Bless his heart.’

			I nod. Box-­fresh. As though you could just buy a baby and have it delivered the next day.

			Jake yawns again in my arms. Has he worn himself out?

			‘Are you . . .’ the woman continues. ‘Sorry to ask, but are you OK? You seem a little jumpy. I wouldn’t normally ask, it’s just I’m a mental health nurse, and . . .’

			‘What?’ I say, staring up at her. I feel like everyone in the carriage is looking at me again.

			Look at her. What a terrible mother. She doesn’t even have a proper sling for her baby. Can’t even remember how old he is.

			‘Sorry,’ she says, sliding into the now empty seat next to me. With alarm, I see her reach out a hand, as though she might pat me on the arm, but then she thinks better of it. ‘I don’t want to pry. It’s just such a difficult time, having a newborn. It can be a real shell shock. But there’s lots of help and support out there, if only you ask for it. I know that it can feel like everyone else is on top of things and you’re falling behind, but honestly, everyone feels this way . . .’

			She won’t stop talking. Why won’t she stop talking? I want to cover my ears with my hands, but I can’t because I’m holding Jake.

			She puts a hand on my shoulder.

			‘So really, my question is: are you OK?’ she says. ‘He’ll be fine, you know. He is fine.’

			I find myself staring at her. My eyes struggle to focus on her face. I can tell by the way she’s looking at me that her thoughts about me aren’t good. Distrust. Suspicion. She’s thinking, that baby deserves better than this woman. I don’t like it. My heart is hammering in my chest again and I feel sick.

			Slowly, I shake my head.

			‘No,’ I say, ‘I’m . . .’

			I glance down at Jake, his tiny red face now sealed shut, as though he’s given up, accepted his fate.

			‘I’m sorry,’ I say. ‘It’s been a difficult time.’

			I swallow. Her eyes are wide now. She’s looking at me the same way Hannah does sometimes.

			‘We’re . . . we’re on the run from his father,’ I say, closing my eyes. I take a gulp of the musty air inside the Tube. ‘He’s . . . he’s a very bad man and we need to get away from him.’

		

	
		
			Faye

			Jake starts screaming again the second we get out of the Underground. He must be starving. What have I done? How could I be so stupid, not to think about his feeding routine?

			I didn’t have time to think. I just had to take him and go. I was terrified Louis would come back.

			I’m still terrified now. I can’t stop glancing behind me as I march towards the tiny supermarket opposite the station, in case I’m being followed.

			Inside, I make my way to the baby aisle. I grab some ready-­mixed milk and take it to the counter. I took Jake’s changing bag when I ran but didn’t realise the only bottle inside was empty. Jake screams the entire time and I find myself keeping my head down, terrified that if I look up and see anyone staring at us, I’ll start to cry.

			The woman from the Tube gave me her number and told me to call any time. She also gave me a leaflet about a domestic abuse charity. But I won’t be needing that. It’s too late now.

			The man behind the counter looks at me suspiciously as he scans my items. Jake’s piercing screams ring out across the shop.

			‘He’s just hungry,’ I say, trying to smile, make light of it. What would Hannah say? ‘I was a bit disorganised this morning.’

			The man raises his eyebrows. He doesn’t care. I wish he would hurry up.

			People don’t care about you as much as you think they do – that’s what I learnt ages ago. But I keep forgetting. I keep worrying about what people think of me. But they’re all wrapped up in their own lives.

			‘That will be £11.79,’ he says, pushing my groceries towards me. I try to shove them in my rucksack, but it’s difficult with Jake still screaming in my ear, and I’m worried he’ll fall out of the sling.

			The woman in the queue behind me tuts.

			‘Um, sorry,’ I say. My cheeks are burning now, but I hurriedly yank my purse out from the front pocket of my rucksack and tap my card against the reader.

			‘Thanks,’ I say, but the man doesn’t even acknowledge me, handing me my receipt without saying a word.

			Jake sounds as though he’s about to pass out from the screaming. A word drifts into my mind. Puce. A colour I never thought I’d see a child go.

			I’m failing him already.

			‘It’s OK,’ I say, as soothingly as possible. It’s difficult to calm him down when I’m feeling just as stressed as he is. But that’s my job, as his mother. What would Hannah do? ‘It’s OK, sweetheart. Really. Not much longer.’ I kiss the top of his little head.

			It’s an eight-­minute walk home and I practically sprint back, slamming the door behind us. We should be safe now, thank God.

			It wasn’t meant to be like this. Somehow I always end up making a mess out of everything.

			‘It’s OK,’ I say, feeling a little calmer now as I settle myself on my sofa and take the exhausted baby out from my sling. ‘It’s OK, Jake, I’ve got some milk for you.’

			I unscrew the top of the bottle and peel the seal off the teat, screwing it onto the bottle.

			He slurps gratefully, the scarlet colour draining from his face as quickly as the milk from the bottle.

			‘That’s better, isn’t it, sweetheart?’ I coo, stroking him on the head. His eyes remain closed while he drinks, and eventually he falls asleep, his lips no longer sucking hungrily on the bottle. He’s drunk nearly the entire thing.

			I sit for a few minutes, just gazing at his wrinkled little face, the tiny trickle of milk that has dribbled down his chin. He’s so beautiful. So precious. A gift.

			It wasn’t meant to be like this. But this is how it is now. And I’ll have to make the most of it.

		

	
		
			Rachel

			I’ll miss Kylie.

			Of course, some of her habits grated on me in the end, as they all do. She was never off her phone, for a start. If not tapping and tapping at the bloody thing, then screeching nonsense down it to her various friends. She often complained about the Wi-­Fi speed – oh, Rach, you really should upgrade, they have fibre in the village now, you know!

			I only had the internet installed a few years ago – so that I can keep in touch with Brian in Australia – and for all its convenience, it still leaves me a little uneasy. We shouldn’t be so readily contactable. It’s not necessary.

			Even so, Kylie baked a good cake. And she amused me with all her stories.

			I look down at my nails. The last manicure she did for me has seen better days. But I don’t have any of the things I need to remove it.

			‘Rach,’ she said, as she filed each nail into a perfect ‘squoval’ – a square-­oval apparently, the most suitable shape for someone of my age. Kylie had talons. Secretly, I coveted them. ‘Your nails are amazing. So strong!’

			I had smiled at the compliment. I have always kept myself fit and healthy. Strong hair, strong nails, strong bones, strong constitution.

			But Kylie’s gone now.

			I stand there for a few moments, listening to the silence.

			Never mind.

			I wipe the windowsill with a damp cloth. When I lift the cloth up again, it’s black with grime. Clearly, Kylie didn’t clean her room once the whole time she was living here. I sigh. I’ll have to steam-­clean the carpet too.

			And then, when that’s done, I’ll get the new advert up. The sooner the room is rented again, the better. And this time, I’ll try to find someone who’s a bit older. Someone who doesn’t make me feel quite so out of touch.

			I don’t much like being in here, even though it’s the bigger of the two bedrooms, so I work as quickly as possible. It’ll always be Mother and Father’s bedroom to me.

			I take down the curtains and fold them neatly into the washing machine, and then I spend the rest of the afternoon moving the furniture into the middle of the room, so that I can thoroughly clean the carpet.

			It’s the best invention, my SmartWash vacuum cleaner. Part vacuum, part mop, it kills up to 99 per cent of bacteria, automatically dispensing the perfect amount of water and cleaning solution as you go. So clever.

			Not all modern technology is bad.

			By the time I’m finished, the room is sparkling and I am exhausted. But I feel as though a weight has been lifted.

			I cut myself a slice of Battenberg and make a cup of Yorkshire tea, then sit in the armchair in the bay window downstairs, looking out across the village green.

			Not much going on today. It’s nearly Halloween. I’ll sit with the lights off, as usual, to make sure no kids try it on.

			In my day, trick-­or-­treating was seen as a disgusting American custom. But it seems to have caught on over here, lately.

			Don’t we have enough of our own traditions, without taking on theirs too?

			I shake my head. The world is an annoying place. It was annoying when I was young, and it seems to get more annoying with every year that passes.

			I make my way over to the small desk in the alcove and switch on the big black tower underneath.

			It takes my computer a good ten minutes to gee itself up these days. Kylie had laughed at it, called it an ancient relic.

			I didn’t like that. When she laughed at me.

			‘It’s perfectly serviceable,’ I snapped. ‘It does everything I need it to do.’

			‘You could spend some of my rent getting yourself a laptop, you know,’ she replied, but I turned away from her, resisting the urge to tell her that I didn’t appreciate her lip.

			Eventually, the yellowing screen on my desk flickers into life and I log on to the World Wide Web, checking my emails first. Nothing of interest there. Just lots of tempting marketing emails from chocolate companies. My one vice.

			I move them to the little bin icon methodically, then I bring up the page for rentaroom.com.

			Nigel told me about this site. I’d always put up an ad in the local newsagents before, but at one of our meetings, he told me about advertising online.

			‘You’ll get a much greater variety of lodgers to pick from that way,’ he said.

			Annoyingly, he was right.

			I log into my account, copying the password from the Post-­it note stuck on the screen, and pull up my previous advert. There’s a big button that says ‘Duplicate’, so I click on that, wait for the screen to load itself again, and then check over the ad carefully.

			 

			Bright and spacious double bedroom now available in my immaculate cottage in the centre of Helston village. You will be sharing with me, a 64-­year-­old female and the homeowner. Looking for someone clean and tidy. Non-­smoker.

			Shared kitchen and luxury bathroom (recently refitted).

			All bills included. Bus stop five minutes away.

			No students. No time-­wasters.

			£450 per month. Available immediately.

			 

			I pause at the last bit. Obviously, Kylie’s departure was unexpected. I hope that doesn’t look suspicious.

			I sit back in my chair. I suppose if anyone asks, I can just say she ran out of money and had to move out in a hurry.

			It’ll be fine. No one from the village has asked after her yet. The ambulance came late at night – I don’t think many people even noticed.

			And anyway, people have short-­term memories. They’re all so busy, wrapped up in their own lives.

			I publish the advert, and then move to the dining table to work on my jigsaw.

			It’ll be interesting to see who I get this time.

		

	
		
			Faye

			It’s only a matter of time before Louis will be here, hammering on my door, demanding I hand Jake back.

			I won’t let him. I can’t do it. Jake belongs with me.

			I lay him down on my bed and search the wardrobe until I eventually unearth my suitcase, covered in dust.

			A change is as good as a rest. That’s what they say.

			I’ve never liked change.

			I cram things into the suitcase, unthinking. I grab my passport from the drawer in my bedside table before realising it’s out of date. Never mind. I sling it in anyway, along with the wedding photo I keep beside my bed, and my medication.

			I pause, one hand on the blue velvet dress hanging in my wardrobe. I can’t bear to leave it, so, even though it will take up too much space, I carefully fold it in half and put it on top of everything else in the suitcase.

			Then I lie down on the floor and grapple around in the dust underneath the bed, drawing out the metal safe with difficulty. I tap in the combination and wait for it to open.

			Here’s all the money I have saved from years of being paid cash-­in-­hand. My father was big on having cash in the house. He didn’t like the idea of using a card to pay for things.

			‘You don’t want people tracking your every move, Faye,’ he said. ‘It’s none of their business.’

			It was also illegal, I knew. To take this cash and not declare it. I have no idea how much there is – I wasn’t intent on tax-­evading, I just never quite got around to paying it into a bank.

			Perhaps I’m more like my father than I want to admit.

			But even so, I’m grateful now. For this. My life’s savings. Here, when I need it most. I count it quickly and tuck it into my pouch.

			I pull out all the baby clothes and bits I bought for Jake and shove them in the lid of the suitcase, zipping the whole thing shut and pulling it onto its side.

			A quick glance at the clock on the wall tells me that it’s 11.45am. I have a lesson at 12pm – one of my adult students. I have to be gone before they arrive.

			I take one last look around, whispering a pathetic apology to my houseplants.

			My flat. It’s a sorry state of affairs. All I have to show for myself after forty years of life. One grotty, dark basement, that doesn’t even belong to me.

			I’m reminded of my childhood home. The stench, the mess. I swore I would do better, that I wouldn’t end up living like that, but I have.

			I imagine someone breaking in in a few weeks’ time. My neighbour perhaps. Or my landlord. Wondering what’s become of me. They might expect to find me curled up on the sofa, dead. Flies buzzing and feasting on my remains.

			But instead, they’ll find an empty apartment. Breakfast dishes in the sink. Dirty washing in the basket. A home frozen in time.

			How long before anyone realises I’ve gone? Will anyone even care?

			I feel a stab of guilt about Jonas. He will care. He will wonder. But I can’t risk sharing my plan with him.

			And Hannah. I can’t think about her yet.

			I go over to the piano. It’s too much, the thought of leaving it. But what choice do I have? It’s that or baby Jake.

			I stroke the lid one last time. It’s a John Broadwood upright. The case is rosewood with inlaid marquetry. It’s the most valu­able thing I own and I never thought we would be parted.

			‘I’ll come back for you one day, I promise,’ I whisper to it, but I know it’s a promise I can’t keep.

			How could Louis do this to me? How could he put me in this situation?

			I feel tears threatening to emerge and I pull myself together. I have to be strong. For Jake. It’s too late to go back now. Jake squirms in my arms, opening his eyes briefly and looking up at me.

			I can get another piano. I can’t get another baby.

			And anyway, I have no choice. I have to go, before Louis finds me. Because God knows what he would do to me if he did.

			My stomach is turning over.

			I have no choice.

			‘You have no choice,’ I say out loud to myself. ‘No going back.’

			But even so, as I close the door on my little flat – my life, my whole world up until now – I find myself looking back at the piano one last time, and I feel like my heart might break.

			 

			Outside the station, I withdraw as much money as I’m allowed from my current account. Then, I take the Tube back into town. Jake is well fed now, and happy. He sleeps soundly against my chest, tucked in my makeshift sling.

			If anyone looked over at us, they might think I was a bit of a hippy, given my slightly disordered state, and the fact I’m wearing sunglasses and a beanie, but they wouldn’t suspect a thing.

			They wouldn’t suspect that I was on the run from his father, or that I have just left behind everything I’ve ever known.

			The beanie isn’t much of a disguise, but it covers my hair, and will hopefully make it more difficult to spot me on CCTV.

			For the first time ever, I’m grateful to be anonymous-­looking, invisible. My whole life it’s felt as though people have looked through me, rather than at me.

			I need a plan now. I acted so hastily this morning – on impulse, driven by heart, not head. Now is the time for calm and clear thinking. The most important thing is that I get as far out of London as possible. Somewhere – anywhere – that he wouldn’t think of.

			I remember a great-aunt on my father’s side. She had a little cottage in a tiny village in Norfolk. Perhaps I could go there, for now.

			What was the village called? Hel-­something. Helston? Yes, that was it.

			I’ll go to Helston.

			A tingle of something like excitement rushes through me as I queue in Boots at King’s Cross station, waiting to pay for nappies and more ready-­mixed milk. But then I see someone out of the corner of my eye that stops me short. That slick of blond hair, the same Roman nose.

			It can’t be him, can it? He can’t have found me already?

			Please no.

			I feel sick with nerves, unable to risk looking round in case it is him and he spots me. I keep my head bent low, hoping the beanie is providing some camouflage, and look down at Jake. My darling son. He looks so sweet and peaceful, tucked up against me.

			I kiss him on the top of his head. I feel a wave of what feels like love. Oxytocin, that’s what they call it. The bonding hormone.

			The shop fills with more people and I risk a glance to my side. But there’s no sign of Louis, or even the blond man I thought I’d seen.

			It wasn’t him.

			I feel my breath slacken.

			‘We’re going to be just fine, you and me,’ I say to his tiny pink head, trying to make myself believe it. His eyelids flicker in his sleep.

			I’m going to have to be careful with money though. With the cash I withdrew and the money from my cash box, I have nearly ten thousand pounds in my pouch, but I’m not sure how long that will last.

			The train ticket up to Norfolk is more expensive than I expected. The woman behind the Perspex screen in the ticket office frowns at me when I ask how much Jake’s ticket costs.

			‘It’s a baby,’ she says, looking at me as though I’m insane. ‘They get free travel until they turn five. Which looks like a bit of a way off.’

			‘Oh, right, yes,’ I say, giving a fake laugh. ‘Of course. Silly me. It’s the sleep deprivation, you know . . .’

			She rolls her eyes at me and I feel stupid. But it doesn’t matter.

			I get onto the train as soon as it comes in, walking the full length of the platform to the final carriage. I’m desperate to get away from the busy concourse to somewhere quiet. Hopefully, fewer people will notice us here.

			I feed Jake again as the train rolls out of the station. He’s awake for a few minutes, gazing without focus as the train travels through a tunnel. Thankfully, it’s early afternoon and the train is almost empty, so I don’t have to deal with anyone commenting on my parenting skills, or lack of.

			I have never felt so little confidence in my life. But I know one thing for certain: I love this little boy with all my heart, and I will do anything to keep him safe.

			 

			It’s dark by the time the train pulls into King’s Lynn. What was I thinking? I’ll never get to Helston today. I’ll have to check into a hotel here, and then make my way there in the morning.

			I left my mobile phone at home. I couldn’t risk the police tracing it. I watched a documentary once, about missing people. The first twenty-­four hours are critical. After that, it gets more and more difficult to find them.

			I have twenty-­four hours to disappear with my baby.

			I haven’t been to King’s Lynn since I was a small child, and I have no idea where anything is. So I leave the station and cross the road and go into the first hotel I see.

			Thankfully, they have space. I’m exhausted from carrying Jake and pulling my heavy suitcase behind me.

			‘Would you like a cot in the room?’ the receptionist asks me, smiling at the bundle against my chest.

			‘Yes, please,’ I say, ‘that would be great. Thank you.’

			‘Not a problem. I’ll send someone up with one.’

			Once I’m checked in, I take a deep breath and draw back the heavy curtains, looking out across the town. The lights from the buildings twinkle at me.

			I feel hopeful, and most importantly of all, safe.

			I lay Jake down on the bed and change his nappy. He’s awake now, and staring at something above me. The shadows on the ceiling.

			‘Do you like them?’ I coo. ‘Are you practising your eyesight, little one?’

			He looks like a little alien, his face scrunched up and snuffly.

			I tickle his chin and beam at him, but he doesn’t smile. He’s still too young for that, of course. But over the next few weeks he should start to smile when he sees me. I can’t wait.

			I’ve read all the baby books. I did everything I could to prepare myself for becoming a mother. For us to become a proper family.

			It hurts so much that we won’t be.

			‘I love you,’ I say to him. ‘And I’m sorry your daddy has let us both down. I hope you understand that I didn’t have a choice. I had to make sure you were safe.’

			I scoop him up and sit on the bed, propping him up against my knees.

			‘I thought he was the answer to all my dreams, your daddy,’ I say. ‘But it turns out he wasn’t. It turns out he was a nightmare. But don’t you worry. It’s just you and me now. You and me against the world.’

		

	
		
			Faye

			I wake up to the sound of a baby crying. It takes me a second to work out where I am, and where the noise is coming from. And then it comes flooding back to me.

			Jake. My tiny Jake. I’ve run away with him. Because of Louis.

			‘It’s OK, sweetheart,’ I say, scrambling out of bed to scoop Jake up. His cry is plaintive, repetitive, a call for something specific: food. I’ve watched all the YouTube videos about interpreting your baby’s cries. How different sounds mean different things.

			This sound means he’s hungry. I grab another bottle from the six-­pack I bought and screw on the teat. I only have one ready-­made milk left now. I have so much to buy, so much to organise. It’s not easy, running away from your whole life with a baby in tow.

			‘Here you go, my darling,’ I say, and he slurps gratefully on the bottle. I stroke his head, watching him drink, the way his breathing stutters and starts as he sucks contentedly.

			I wonder what time it is.

			I reach for my phone, but then remember that I left it behind. I’ll have to buy a new one today. What do they call them on TV? Burner phones.

			There’s no clock in the hotel room so I switch on the television and find a news channel. It’s 3.07am. Jake has slept for hours. I’m so proud of him.

			I’m about to turn the television off when it occurs to me that there might be mention of a baby being taken in London. I watch the headlines, but there’s nothing. What is Louis doing, right now? Is he pacing the corridors of his Kensington flat, wondering where Jake has gone?

			It doesn’t matter. No amount of speculating on my part is going to make any difference. I need to focus on action. The future. Building a new life for us both, away from that man.

			Somehow.

			I settle Jake back down in the cot – feet to foot for safety – and stroke his head. He’s grizzly though, squirming this way and that, his voice trying out a new sound: an angry, uncomfortable cry for help.

			Then I realise what’s wrong.

			‘Oh, of course,’ I say. ‘I’m so sorry, my darling. You need winding! I’m a silly mummy.’

			Silly mummy.

			I still can’t believe I am his mummy.

			I pick him up again and place him carefully over my shoulder, tapping him gently on the back and jiggling him up and down a little. Eventually I hear it – the most impressive burp from this tiny person – and once I’m sure he’s comfortable, I place him back in the cot again, and watch as he falls asleep.

			Then, I climb back into my own bed and try to ignore the hammering of my heart. We’re safe. Nearly.

			 

			I have so much to buy.

			More clothes for Jake. Bottles. More nappies. Muslins. It’s like starting my life all over again.

			My head swims. But first of all, I need to find somewhere for us to live.

			The hotel has a bank of computers available for guests in the reception area, and so, with Jake tucked up against me in the scarf-­sling, I sit down and search for rooms to rent in Helston. I can’t take on a proper rental agreement, because then I run the risk of them taking out a credit check on me, but there must be some people wanting lodgers, cash in hand.

			Within a few minutes I’ve found an advert for a room in a cottage that overlooks the village green.

			It’s probably a bit risky, choosing to go somewhere where I had links previously, but my great-­aunt died years ago, so surely no one would be able to work out the connection.

			I send a message through the site, saying that I’m interested in the room, but that I also have a young baby, and would that be OK?

			I keep scrolling. There’s another place that looks amazing – a whole annexe of a bigger home – but it’s £150 per month more. I pause, imagining us in it. It would be perfect, but it’s too expensive. I need to be careful with money. Because who knows when I’ll next be able to earn any.

			I log off the computer. My next task is shopping. First for a new phone – but one without a contract – and then, to buy all the baby things I need for Jake.

			This is the most alive – the most purposeful – I have felt in years. I’ve spent my life fitting around other people’s wants and needs, adjusting to their behaviour, trying to make sure I do and say the right thing.

			Finally, I’m putting myself and my child first, and it feels good.

		

	
		
			Rachel

			‘Don’t you want a break, Rachel?’ Moira says, looking me up and down. ‘You’ve given a whole life’s service. You really do deserve to, well, retire.’

			‘I am already retired,’ I say, my nostrils flaring. ‘I retired from the school five years ago.’

			‘I know, but . . .’ Moira stares off somewhere behind me.

			I am furious, but I am hiding it well. Years of working with children has taught me to control my temper. Control your temper or it will control you, that’s what I always say to the kids.

			‘But what?’ I say, as calmly as I can manage. ‘I’m not an idiot. I know what this is about. That girl, Lissa Martin.’

			Moira sighs, sitting down at the small desk. We’re in the room at the back of the hall. If it wasn’t for my tireless fundraising over the years, she wouldn’t even have that desk to sit at. Who does she think she is?

			‘It’s very difficult, Rachel.’ Moira sighs. ‘She insists that you hit her.’

			‘It’s ridiculous!’ I thunder. Too late – I can’t contain myself any longer. ‘I’ve never touched the girl. She’s a spoilt brat, used to getting her own way. They’re all the same these days . . . entitled little . . .’

			Moira raises her hand.

			‘Rachel, please,’ she says. She shakes her head. ‘This isn’t the attitude or the behaviour we expect from a Brown Owl. You must understand that. As district commissioner, it’s my duty to . . .’

			‘What? Sack me? Technically, I’m not sure you can, given that it’s a voluntary position.’

			‘Rachel,’ she says, breathing out slowly, as though I’m one of the tiresome children. ‘I think the time has come for you to leave Girlguiding. We’re so thankful for your many, many years of selfless service to the organisation, but it’s clear that the role has become too much for you. Understandably.’

			‘I was the first Queen’s Guide this district ever had. You do know that, don’t you? You do understand that you’re throwing away a literal lifetime’s worth of experience?’

			Moira closes her eyes. I considered applying for her post, when the previous woman moved on. But I decided that admin wasn’t my strong point. Being with the children was. That was where my talents lay.

			And now. Look what I’ve done! I’ve allowed this snake into the pit and she’s eating me alive.

			Girlguiding has been my life. When I was young, it saved me. And now . . . this.

			Tears spring to my eyes.

			‘Her parents are threatening to make a formal complaint,’ Moira says. ‘I really don’t have any choice. I’m sorry, Rachel. You know that you’d have to retire next year anyway, when you turn sixty-­five. It’s policy.’

			‘I didn’t touch her,’ I say. ‘But fine. If that’s your decision, then so be it.’

			‘Oh Rachel, it’s not . . .’ Moira calls after me as I march from the room. ‘Like I said, I don’t have any choice.’

			I pause for a few minutes, the blood rushing to my head, and I look around at the tiny, scruffy hall, thinking of all the hours I have spent here. All the work I’ve put in. For nothing! And this is how they repay me. Not even a proper send-­off!

			It’s gone to the dogs, Girlguiding. Not what it used to be. First of all, they introduced that hideous uniform. More comfortable for the girls, they said. But so scruffy. Half of them look like they’ve been dragged through a hedge backwards. And then they wanted us to wear blue trousers and white polo shirts, like we were plumbers, instead of the smart skirts and blouses.

			I should have got out then. I could have done anything with my time. But no, I stayed, like a loyal dog. I should have known I was in for a kicking eventually.

			Well, forget it. It’s their loss.

			I blink away the tears as I march out of the hall for the last time. I won’t cry about it. I refuse to.

			By the time I’ve walked home, I feel a little calmer.

			It was becoming stressful, still being Brown Owl. The rules kept changing, and there was all that extra training they kept making us do – three hours of health and safety last time around! I nearly fell asleep.

			And now, I’ll have more time to work on all the other projects I’ve been putting off. The crochet kit that June sent me last year is still in its box.

			And I’ll get in touch with the hospital again, see if the neonatal unit want me to knit some more octopuses for the newborns.

			And of course, there’s the bonfire. Just over a week left and so much still to do.

			I’ll have plenty to keep me busy. Good luck to them and their newfangled ways.

			Once I’m home, I switch the kettle on and go upstairs to my bedroom to change out of my uniform. I try not to be sentimental about it but can’t help but feel a pang as I take off the stupid white polo top for the last time. I run my fingers over the embroidered logo.

			I should burn it. Stick it on the bonfire next Friday night. Perhaps this year’s Guy can wear it. That would show them!

			Daisy miaows at me. She’s been sleeping on my bed again. I must have left the door open.

			‘Oh, for goodness’ sake,’ I snap – at her, but really at myself.

			Now I’ll have to wash the duvet. Daisy deftly leaps off the bed and rubs herself against my ankles.

			‘You really are the most frustrating creature,’ I say, but it’s impossible to stay angry with her for long. ‘I buy you all the beds in the world and yet you still want mine. Have you left all your mucky fur all over my beautiful duvet cover? Have you? Yes, yes, you have. Come on, out you go.’

			I shoo her out and close the door behind her. She scratches at the carpet, her miaows louder now, but I ignore her and turn back instead to the wardrobe, rummaging around for a new blouse.

			I find one – a peach-­coloured affair from M&S – and put it on, doing up the buttons as I stare down at my Guiding polo top.

			Daisy continues to miaow.

			I open the door. She sits, looking up at me. I know what she wants. She wants to go outside.

			I left the window open in here once and she managed to climb out of it – I found her wailing on the flat roof above the kitchen. Stupid thing. She was terrified. I had to lure her back in with tuna.

			After that, she got a taste for it. She’s an adventurous sort, unfortunately, but I can’t let her out. It’s just not worth the risk.

			She follows me downstairs, rubbing against my legs all the way. We both step over the patch of carpet at the bottom. It has never been right since. I’ve tried everything to get the stain out, but there’s still the faintest trace of a mark.

			Daisy walks to the back door, miaowing and looking up at me.

			‘Oh, for goodness’ sake, Daisy, no,’ I say. ‘I’ve told you a million times.’

			I draw the curtain against the back door so that she can no longer look out through the glass, and she slinks away grumpily. I don’t like to look out myself. The plants have taken over the entire garden, and the weeds at the back are almost as tall as me now.

			I turn the radio on, and look over at my jigsaw, but it’s no use. I’m not in the mood for it.

			I’m not used to the house being so quiet. Kylie never stopped making noise. I didn’t like it, but I don’t like this either.

			And then I remember: I haven’t checked on the room advert.

			I sigh in irritation at the thought of starting up the computer again, but there’s no other option. We have all become so lazy, so impatient, myself included. Expecting everything immediately. I must remember that patience is a virtue.

			While my computer is waking up, I start soaking some oats for the morning.

			Without Guiding, I’ll have time to cook more too, now. I go back upstairs and strip my bed. I was going to just wash the duvet, but before I realise I’m doing it, I’ve removed the bottom sheet and the pillowcase too. Never mind. It’s been two days since they were clean on, and they’re starting to smell a little musty.

			Lissa Martin is an awful child.

			No, I mustn’t think about her. I have to try to put it all behind me. I’ll get in touch with Janet. She left Guiding last year. We can have a good moan about it all together.

			By the time the washing machine is switched on, my computer is ready to go. I log into the rentaroom website. Two messages.

			I sigh. I was hoping for more choice, but it’s a funny time of year, I suppose. I’m keen to rent the room as quickly as possible, so I can’t be too fussy. The silence is almost unbearable, and I haven’t slept well since Kylie left.

			I read the first message, written in barely comprehensible English, and from a man, I assume, given his name. I’ve never rented the room to a man before. Not since . . . well, that incident was enough to put me off for life.

			But I can’t say that I only want women on the advert. Not these days. The sexism police would come after me with their pitchforks.

			I hold my breath before clicking on the next message.

			Hello,

			I’d love to come and view your room, please. My name’s Fiona, and I’m a single mother. My baby is just a few weeks old. I hope that wouldn’t be a problem? He’s good as gold, I promise. We are in a bit of a tricky situation but I’d be able to pay you six months’ rent up front, if that would help?

			Please do let me know how to arrange a viewing?

			Thanks,

			Fiona

			I lean back in my chair, wishing I hadn’t upset Daisy, so that I could share my excitement with her.

			A baby! In Laleham Cottage.

			I can hardly imagine it.

			Of course, a newborn here – well, that would be stressful. Far from ideal. But even so . . . I can’t help but feel thrilled by the prospect. That would give old Moira something to talk about! And Nigel down the road.

			And this poor Fiona. Well, she sounds quite desperate.

			Fiona. A good, traditional name. Yes, I can see that working out.

			I lace my fingers together, stretching my palms out and away from me, hearing the knuckles crack, and then I type her a reply.

		

	
		
			Faye

			I spent far too long in the mobile phone shop, but now I have a prepaid phone which can access the internet, and I feel relieved. If a little nervous. Even though I paid with cash, I’m still worried someone might be able to track me down because of it.

			We’re back in the hotel room, Jake newly changed after an incident with a leaky nappy, his soiled babygrow soaking in the bathtub, and I’ve finally got the internet to work.

			Please, please let the woman in Helston have replied to my message. We need to feel settled. We need to start making a proper plan for our new life.

			It’s painfully slow but eventually the website loads and I see that ‘Fiona’ has a new message. My heart lifts as I click on it to read it.

			Please.

			Hello, Fiona,

			Thank you for your message. I was really looking for a single occupant for the room, but having said that, I could make an exception for the right candidate and I understand that your baby is very young.

			Would you be available to view the room tomorrow, at 3pm? It would be helpful if you could provide a contact number so that I can get in touch with you more easily if necessary. I’m afraid that I do not check my computer messages all that often.

			The address is:

			Laleham Cottage

			Helston

			And my name is Rachel Morris and I am the homeowner. You can contact me on 07000 345984.

			Best regards,

			Rachel

			My hands are shaking. I can’t believe it. I tap again to look at the picture on the advert. The room looks so lovely. Clean and bright. The exact opposite of my damp, dark flat in London.

			It’s too good to be true, surely?

			Whatever. I can’t let this opportunity pass me by.

			My hands are shaking as I type a message to the phone number Rachel has given me, saying thank you and that I’d love to come and view the flat tomorrow, and that I’ll see her there.

			I look over at Jake, tucked up asleep in his cot.

			‘It’s going to be OK, sweetie,’ I say. ‘Mummy’s found us somewhere new to live.’

			 

			I shower and wash my hair the next morning while Jake lies on the bathmat, sleeping with a towel under his head. In a funny way, I’m going to miss this hotel room. My first place of refuge away from Louis.

			I manage to blow-­dry my hair just before he wakes up, and take out the make-­up I bought yesterday. I do my best with it.

			It’s important to make a good first impression. I can’t imagine it will be easy to find someone who’s happy to take in Jake and me.

			We take the bus and Jake is good as gold the entire way, sleeping soundly against my chest. I bought him a proper sling yesterday but I know soon I’ll have to get him a pram. He’ll be too heavy for me to carry eventually.

			I can’t bear the thought of it. I want to freeze time. Every second with him is precious. He easily makes up for all of the agony of the past year.

			Even though it’s October, it’s a bright, sunny day, and despite the distinct chill in the air, I’m grateful for the sunshine on my face as I clamber off the bus, rucksack on my back, Jake tucked up in the sling.

			I stand for a few minutes, looking out across the village. Trying to remember where my great-­aunt’s house was. In the middle of the picture-­perfect village green is a great pile of branches and sticks. It’s as tall as a building. I frown, trying to work out why it’s there, and then I remember: it’s Bonfire Night soon. Of course, this is the kind of village where people gather on such occasions, and enjoy the celebrations together. Where kids play safely in the streets, and traffic and pollution are minimal.

			The kind of place I’d love Jake to grow up.

			Certain things feel familiar to me – the tiny stone church, the pub with its black boarding. I can’t remember where my great-­aunt lived though. Her house was set back from the main street a little, down a narrow road.

			Anyway, there will be plenty of time to rediscover it. What’s important now is that I find the cottage.

			I know from the picture and the tiny map attached to the advert that Laleham Cottage is set against the green, so it should be quite easy to find. I cross the grass, glancing up at the pile of branches in the centre.

			There’s a row of cute cottages across this side, all painted different pastel shades. I walk past them, slowly, my heart beating faster as I read the names of each. ‘Honeysuckle Cottage’, ‘Rose Cottage’, ‘The Gables’, ‘Treetops’. And then, there it is, the smallest of them all, sitting squat and wonky in the centre: ‘Laleham Cottage’.

			I take a deep breath, look down at Jake. He’s awake but drowsy, giving long, slow blinks. I fed him on the bus. Hopefully, I’ve timed it right and he’ll fall asleep now, and stay quiet throughout the visit.

			I look around for a doorbell, but there isn’t one. Just an old-­fashioned black knocker.

			She answers the door before I have the chance to knock, and I have the creeping feeling that she was watching me arrive from behind the net curtains in the front bay window.

			‘Hello,’ I say. ‘Are you Rachel? I’m Fa . . . Fiona.’

			My nerves are getting the better of me. I have never liked meeting new people.

			She looks at me. She’s short and plump, dull grey hair cropped tightly against her head. She’s wearing black flannel trousers and a maroon blouse that gapes slightly across her generous chest.

			She’s holding a large white cat in one arm.

			The expression on her face isn’t exactly friendly, or welcoming, and I swallow nervously, flicking my hair away from my face so that she can see my eye.

			‘Fiona,’ she says, extending her free hand. I shake it, although it seems rather formal. ‘Pleased to meet you. Come in.’

			The cat stares at me. Its ears are squashed flat to its head. I’ve never much cared for cats, but I plaster a smile on and lean towards it.

			‘Hello, kitty,’ I say, but just as I reach over to stroke it, it hisses at me. I stand straighter, surprised.

			‘This is Daisy,’ Rachel says. ‘Don’t mind her. She’s a little possessive. She’s an indoor cat, and isn’t allowed out.’

			I nod, smile. Rachel closes the front door behind me and sets the cat down on the floor. Then I look around the room.

			The ceilings are low and every surface is crammed with knick-­knacks. There’s a floral sofa facing the window, too large for the space. The most striking thing about it is that it is covered in plastic, as though it’s just been delivered and is waiting to be unpacked. Perhaps the cat is prone to accidents.

			But the sunlight is pouring in the front bay, and the room is immaculately tidy. I look down at the polished parquet floor – like something you’d find in a ballroom. There’s a faded Chinese rug covering the section in front of the sofa, two large brass dogs sitting either side of the fireplace.

			‘You’re tall,’ Rachel says, appraising me. ‘You’ll have to mind your head on the beams upstairs. The last girl that I had here, well, she knocked herself on them a few times. Once, quite badly. She ended up bleeding all over the carpet.’ She pauses, and motions towards the stairs. ‘Hence the stain at the bottom of the steps. Blood is very difficult to shift.’

			I look down at an orange patch on the cream carpet. You can see where someone has scrubbed at it, trying to remove the mark.

			‘Oh,’ I say. ‘Right. Yes. I’ll be careful.’

			She’s staring at my eye. How long until she mentions it, I wonder?

			‘And is that the baby?’ Rachel asks, taking a step towards me. I had almost forgotten about Jake. He’s sound asleep, as I’d hoped.

			‘Yes,’ I say, beaming, and pulling down the side of his sling slightly so she can see his tiny face. ‘Jake.’

			‘Well,’ Rachel says, smiling for the first time. ‘He is certainly lovely.’

			‘He is,’ I say. ‘I’m biased, of course, but I think he’s the most beautiful baby I’ve ever seen.’

			I meet Rachel’s eyes. They are full of warmth. Despite her slightly brusque attitude, it makes me relax a little.

			‘The living area looks lovely,’ I say. ‘Can I see the room?’

			I haven’t seen the kitchen yet, but I can see a step down at the back of the sitting room, and what looks like a butler’s sink against the back window. There’s a door out to the garden too, although the view is almost entirely obscured by greenery. I can’t tell from here, but they look like weeds to me, and I’m surprised. Rachel seems like the sort of woman who would be obsessed with gardening.

			‘Yes,’ Rachel says. ‘No shoes upstairs though.’

			‘Oh,’ I say, looking down at my laced-­up boots. ‘Of course.’

			Clumsily, I sit on the bottom stair, shifting Jake slightly to one side as I undo each of my boots. I leave them neatly on the doormat, and follow Rachel up the stairs.

			She was right, the beams are low, and at one point I have to crouch to avoid hitting my head.

			But upstairs, the landing opens up, a lantern light above us brightening the space. There are three doors leading off the hall, all closed.

			‘This would be your room,’ Rachel says, pushing open the one on my left.

			I follow her through it. The room is large – directly above the living room at the front of the property, overlooking the green. There’s a small double bed in the middle, a white-­painted wardrobe and a chest of drawers. The walls are papered in a tiny flower pattern and the whole thing smells of cleaning products.

			‘Oh, it’s lovely,’ I say honestly. ‘It really is.’

			‘It’s the bigger of the two rooms, and the views are decent,’ Rachel says, sniffing slightly. ‘My bedroom is at the back of the house.’

			‘I mean . . . it’s everything I . . . we wanted. If you would be happy to let it to us?’

			I look up at her, hopeful. She still hasn’t said anything about my eye.

			‘The problem is, I don’t have any references. I was . . . living with my partner before. My baby’s father. But . . . things didn’t work out. I had to get away.’

			I turn my face slightly, to make the bruise under my eye even more visible.

			She nods, her eyes narrowing.

			‘I can offer you six months’ rent up front? I have it in cash.’

			From nowhere, my voice begins to tremble. And before I realise what’s happening, I am on the verge of tears. The pressure of the last year has mounted up, a mountain of water against a dam, and I can’t contain it any longer.
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