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‘You don’t often come across a character who is both sociopathic and compelling. Buckle your seatbelts, you’re in for a very bumpy ride . . .’ – Sunday Mirror
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‘Chilling’ – Daily Express


‘An addictive psychological thriller . . . Unhinged’ – Culturefly


‘Brilliant and terrifying’ – Fiona Cummins, author of Rattle


‘I genuinely couldn’t put it down – Juliette is such a compelling character. Totally gripping and thrillingly different. I loved it’ – Laura Marshall, author of Friend Request


‘So addictive it should come with a warning’ – Alice Feeney, author of Sometimes I Lie


‘One of the best twisted narrators I’ve ever read. Perfect indeed!’ – C.J. Tudor, author of The Chalk Man
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Prologue


July 2000


Looking down, there are two pairs of feet dangling. My shoes are daisy-edged, white-and-yellow sandals. His are a muddy brown with Velcro straps and a navy tractor on each side. His socks don’t match; I can never find two the same. One is crimson and the other one is black. And they’re too tight – a ridged pattern has already formed a ring of little marks on his calves, just above the elastic. He kicks the edge of the wall. Thud, thud. Thud, thud. The noise bounces off the four walls. Below, pond skaters skim the stagnant, murky water which I know conceals a tiled dolphin in shades of silver and blue, the twin of the one visible on the exposed ground of the shallow end. Strands of fine slime brush the slope just above the water’s edge.


The sun burns; red spreads across his cheeks, smudging the tip of his nose. He should be wearing a hat. Everyone knows that young children should wear hats or a high-factor sunscreen, but I couldn’t find either this morning when the time came to be ‘Outside!’ in a hurry. We have enough food for a picnic, though; I had prepared it earlier this morning. The white loaf I’d unevenly sliced was a little stale, so I’d layered on extra cream cheese to compensate. We also have ready salted crisps, so when I smooth out the carrier bag to use as a tablecloth on the concrete tiles, I pull the triangles of bread apart and place some crisps inside before folding them back neatly.


It is the wrong thing to do.


He bursts into tears. ‘I don’t want crisps in my sandwich!’


‘Well, you should’ve said.’


His screams vibrate inside my ears. My stomach churns. I pull him from under his arms, away from the edge. I hastily pick out the crisps and drop them back into the foil packet. But that is wrong too – because barely visible residues of pale cheese remain glued. I sit cross-legged opposite him.


‘Have some grapes!’


He stops and stares. Half-formed tears pool in the corners of his swollen eyes.


Our mother doesn’t like him eating grapes if they aren’t halved or quartered, in case he chokes, but I hadn’t thought to pack a knife. I could bite them in half but I don’t like tasting anything sweet before my sandwich. Besides, our mother doesn’t know a lot of what he gets up to and, seriously, eating a few grapes is way, way down the list of potential dangers I’ve saved him from.


‘Have some,’ I repeat, my voice calmer than I feel. ‘They’re the purple ones. Your favourite.’ I grip with my forefinger and thumb, easing grapes off their stems, and hand them to him.


He clutches them in both hands and feeds himself one at a time, biting hard. Juice runs down his chin.


Relief. The older he gets, the harder he is to placate. He is quick to assert himself and demand whatever he desires.


I take a bite of my sandwich, crunching the crisps into the dough. A breeze, so gentle – almost as though it knows it is unwelcome on such a glorious day – brushes my arms and legs, then dissipates. Stillness.


‘More!’


‘Please.’


He frowns.


As I pull off more grapes, I wonder what my next-door neighbour is doing. She is eleven, nearly a whole year older than me. Eating ice cream? Burying her feet beneath soft sand? I was invited to go along with her family to the beach today, but I have a responsibility in the form of a four-year-old, so the answer was no.


I inhale the strong smell of lavender. Nearby, bees hum. In the not-too-far distance, a lawnmower bursts into life. I swing round in case it is the head gardener, the one who always smiles at me and says I have a pretty face. Curving a hand above my eyes, I squint. I can just about make out a shadowy man in overalls, but his face is concealed by a denim bucket hat.


‘I’m thirsty!’


‘There’s no water, you’ll have to have some of this.’


I snap open a can of lemonade. He is not allowed fizzy drinks or too much sugar. There are so many rules for him that sometimes I don’t know whether to laugh or cry – to be glad that she cares, or just plain annoyed. I often feel like this – like I don’t know how I’m supposed to feel in certain situations.


He makes a face at the lemonade bubbles fizzing inside his mouth. He must be really thirsty as he hasn’t made any fuss. He looks kind of cute with his scrunched-up face and, for a few seconds, I feel warm towards him. But then he drops the can. It clatters on its side, spraying cartwheeling liquid as it rolls down over the edge. It hits the water with a splash so slight, I barely hear it. We both lean forward and peer down.


‘The frogs or the fish will drink it,’ I say brightly.


I hold out my arms to pull him close.


His arms are strong, his push violent. ‘No! I want it back.’


I can’t bear the thought of it. I can’t stand the thought of his screams; they pierce me and make me want to block my ears and scream myself.


‘Go and find a long stick, then,’ I quickly say.


He stands up and runs off eagerly past the lavender towards the base of the oaks.


The last thing I call out is, ‘You’ll need an extra-long one!’


I dangle my feet over the edge again and lie back down, closing my eyes, revelling in the seconds of blessed peace. I can feel warm concrete tiling against my thighs, through my cotton skirt, whilst the upper half of my body lies on the grass. It tickles my neck. I hear the lawnmower moving further away. Laziness takes hold and I inhale a deep breath of summer air before I pretend I can feel sand – not concrete and grass – beneath me.


Reality creeps in and out. I think I hear a splash like a swooping seagull which has spotted an unsuspecting fish.


Then nothing.


I jolt up, dizzy and disorientated. I look around, down.


I run, I climb, I reach, I grip, I pull.


But it is futile because Will is not there. He is not there because he is deathly still. Somewhere, deep inside, a piece of me detaches before disconnecting completely.


Ever since, my mind excels at taking me to safe places, whenever I need it most.
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Present Day


I apply fuchsia lipstick to complete my transformation. All the best ideas are so brilliantly obvious, once you’ve thought of them. My reflection in the water-splashed mirror is of someone with thick make-up and dark-brown hair, but my own eyes. The polyester necktie scratches my skin and, although it feels alien to wear the uniform, the starchy trouser suit with eighties-style shoulder pads allows me to morph into an anonymous airline employee. My expression is neutral and professional; calm and controlled. A new year, a new me.


Amy, her reflection beside mine, wrinkles her nose. ‘The stench of these toilets reminds me of school.’


I wrinkle mine back. ‘The cheap loo roll and miserable sound of dripping water doesn’t help.’


We both pause for a second or two, listening.


She glances at her watch. ‘We’d better go, we don’t want to make a bad impression.’


I follow her out. Her auburn hair is woven into a bun so neat, it doesn’t look real. Her perfume is floral and understated. Mine is too strong, the sickly smell has been irritating my nostrils all morning. As we merge with the other eighteen trainees filing back into the classroom, Brian, one of our instructors, raises his hand, palm outwards.


‘Ahem.’


Silence falls. I wonder if anyone else feels like me, suffocating the desire to scream because – seriously – how hard can the work be? I intend to show up, take off, chuck out a tray of food, whip it back, job done. I expect passengers to be capable of entertaining themselves with the in-flight entertainment system once fed and watered. After landing, I imagine I’ll have plenty of time to chill by a hotel pool or explore local markets.


I realize that Brian is still speaking. I force myself to listen.


‘There’s no need to sit down as we’ll be heading into the mock-up area for an examination of the training equipment.’


We traipse out and gather in the corridor, before being herded along by Brian’s partner in crime, Dawn. We follow her downstairs and through the main reception area. Dawn jabs a code into a keypad and we enter a small room. The walls are lined with pegs, hanging off which are mounds of dirty-looking overalls.


‘Listen, please, everyone. We’d like you to wear an overall over your uniform. Place your shoes on the racks at the bottom and put on the white feet-protectors.’


I freeze. Everyone but me starts lifting overalls off the pegs and checking them for size. God, I can’t do this. They are filthy. They look as though they haven’t been washed since . . . ever.


‘Juliette? Is there a problem?’ Brian’s expression is of exaggerated concern.


‘No. No problem.’ I smile.


He turns away. ‘Now, ladies, for those wearing skirts, make sure your legs are properly covered. Velcro on some of the equipment wreaks havoc with your tights.’


Crap. I’m going to have to do it. I slide my arms in before doing up the buttons. I don’t know why I bothered to get my suit dry-cleaned. I look ridiculous in the baggy jumpsuit, complete with elasticated material around my ankles. All that’s missing is a face mask and I’d look like I’m about to investigate a crime scene. Even Amy looks less immaculate than usual.


‘This is going to be fun,’ I whisper under my breath to her.


She beams. ‘I can’t wait to try out the practical drills. I’ve been dreaming of this since I was small.’


‘Really?’


Why would anyone dream of becoming a waitress, albeit a flying one, from childhood? When I was young I had plans. Big ones. Proper ones.


‘Any time today, Juliette.’ Brian is holding open a door.


He is really getting on my nerves and yet I still have another five weeks of his company to endure. I follow him into a giant warehouse containing sections of various aircraft; some at ground level, some on raised platforms with stair access. We catch up with the others walking alongside the building. The front door of a plane bursts open and several overall-clad people fly out and down the slide. A male, uniformed crew member operates the door, barking instructions above a shrill alarm. ‘Jump! Jump!’


We whisk past until Dawn and Brian stop beside a blown-up, silvery-grey mass, not unlike a kids’ bouncy castle. ‘Now, before we board the slide-raft, I’m going to talk you through the survival equipment. A landing on water will, from now on, be referred to as a “ditching” . . .’


Dawn’s voice fades as I zone out. I know the statistics. They can call it what they like, but the chances of surviving a plane crash on water are not good.


At five on the dot, we are released through the secure gated area and back into the real world; the airport perimeter road. The roar of low-flying aircraft and rush-hour traffic is briefly disorientating. I inhale cold, crisp air. My breath mists as I exhale. The group divides into those going to the car park and the rest of us, heading for Hatton Cross. I only half-listen to their excited chatter. The group splits again; those catching buses head off first and the rest of us, including Amy, enter the tube station. I walk alongside her as we make for the platform.


‘Not on the westbound side today?’ she says. ‘I thought the train to Reading leaves from Heathrow?’


I hesitate. ‘I’m going to visit a friend. In Richmond.’


‘You’ve got more energy than me. I’m so tired, I don’t think I could face going out tonight. And I want to go through my notes.’


‘It’s Friday night,’ I say.


‘Yeah, but I want to recap whilst it’s all fresh,’ says Amy.


‘Fair enough; I’ll know who to sit next to in the exams.’ I smile.


Amy laughs.


I pretend to join in, then stare out the window; the light inside reflects us into the outside darkness.


Amy gets off at Boston Manor. I wave and watch as she walks towards the exit steps, tall and proud in her uniform.


After changing at Hammersmith, I am the only uniformed person among the crowd of passengers. Alighting at Richmond, I cross the road, pulling my coat around me tightly. My bag cuts into my right shoulder. I aim for the familiarity of the alleyway, my heels clicking and echoing with each decisive step. I avoid a broken bottle and head for the outskirts of the Green. Stopping outside a set-back period mansion block, I lean against the railings and pull off my heels, exchanging them for ballet pumps. I pull up my coat hood and let it drop over my forehead before treading along the path. My key slides into the communal door. I enter, checking for sounds.


Silence.


Taking the steps to the third and highest floor, I let myself into apartment 3B. Once inside, I stand still and inhale the welcoming scent of home.


I rely on the glow of the fish tank instead of switching on any lights. Sinking down into the sofa, I remove clothes from my bag. I undress, folding my uniform carefully, then change into black jeans and a jumper. Using my phone as a torch, I pad, barefoot, into the kitchen and open the fridge. It is almost empty, as usual, apart from beer, some chillies and a ready-made macaroni cheese for one. I smile.


Heading back to the living room, I risk switching on a side lamp. From my bag, I remove a photo and place it on the mantelpiece. In a perfect world, it would be framed, but I like to keep it close so that I can look at it whenever I like. In the picture, I am grinning happily, alongside Nate, the man I am to marry. I fold my uniform over my left arm and make my way to the bedroom. Next, I place the trousers, blouse and jacket on the bed and bend down, burying my face into his pillow. I inhale deeply before lifting my head and shining light around the room. Nothing has changed since I was last here. Good.


As I roll back the mirrored sliding door to the wardrobe, a reflective flash of my beam catches my eyes. I blink, whilst my sight readjusts. Nate’s spare pilot’s uniform, his jackets, shirts and trousers, all hang neatly, but not as neatly as I can hang them. I carefully space them out, each roughly three centimetres apart. I leave a gap as I hang my uniform next to his. The way it should be. I stand back to admire my work. Light catches the gold emblem on his hat. I slide the door closed.


My last stop is always the bathroom. I check the medicine cabinet. He’s had a cold recently; the menthol inhaler and cough medicine are new.


Returning to the living room, I help myself to an apple from the fruit bowl. I press my forehead against the living-room window, crunching small bites whilst looking down below. I can’t see anyone. Rush hour is over and, presumably, most people are at home, cosy and settled. Unlike me. I am on the outskirts of my life.


Waiting. That’s what I do, a lot of waiting. And thinking . . .


I know so many things about Nate: that he loves skiing and always smells fresh; the scent of citrus soap clings to his skin. I know that he wants to be promoted to captain before he reaches his mid-thirties.


I know his background inside out: the childhood holidays in Marbella, Nice, Verbier and Whistler; tennis, horse-riding and cricket lessons; the lack of approval from his father when Nate chose to pursue his dream of becoming a pilot instead of following in his footsteps as an investment banker.


His younger sister admires him, but she doesn’t like me.


From social media photos, I can see that he could do with a haircut; his blond curls almost touch his collar.


But what I know, most of all, is that deep down he still has feelings for me. Nate just suffered a temporary fear of commitment. Although it was crushing at the time, I now understand things a little better. So, when the perfect time comes to disclose that I now work for the airline too – when he appreciates the lengths I’ve gone to, just to save us – everything will fall into place.


Until then, I have to be patient. It’s difficult, though. Whenever I see a fresh image of him, I find it hard to eat for days afterwards.


My phone alarm reminds me that it’s time to leave. I’ve had to train myself to do that, because the thing I’ve realized is that you get away with something once. Then twice. Then, before you know it, you are taking bigger risks. Time passes in a daze and gets cut too fine. I check to see whether Nate’s flight from Chicago has landed. It has – five minutes early. I rush to my bag, and fumble. I wrap my apple core inside a tissue and pull out a packet of mini chocolate muffins. Nate’s favourite. It’s a habit I can’t break – adding his preferences to my own food shopping. I open the freezer door, causing white light to illuminate the wall. I shove the packet towards the back, behind the meat that I know he will never defrost and the peas he never bothers with. I’d love to leave them somewhere more obvious, like by the coffee machine, but I can’t, so this will have to do. When he finds them, hopefully he will take a moment to think of me. My shopping lists were always full of food he loved. I never forgot anything.


I retrace my steps to the bedroom and yank my uniform off the hangers which swing, then clatter, as they hit the back of the wardrobe. Returning to the living room, I take down the photo before reluctantly replacing it in my bag. I put on my ballet pumps and switch off the side lamp. The multicoloured fish stare at me as they complete their lengths. One, in particular, watches, mouth gaping. It is ugly. Nate named it Rainbow. I have always hated it.


I swallow hard. I don’t want to go. This place is like quicksand, it sucks me in.


I pick up my bag and leave, closing the door quietly behind me, before returning to the station to catch the train to my shoebox, postage stamp, doll’s house of a flat in Reading. I can’t call it home because being there is like hanging out in the departure lounge of life. Waiting, always waiting, until the gate to my proper life reopens.
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I lie in bed and stretch. Thank God it’s the weekend. Although the airline is a twenty-four-hour operation, training is structured around a normal working week. Tonight, I plan to attend a children’s charity fund-raising event, at a luxurious Bournemouth hotel. It’s an auction, with a seafood buffet and unreserved seating, and I’m looking forward to it, despite the lack of a formal invitation. It doesn’t matter, as I’ve discovered at similar events; as long as I look and dress the part and don’t draw unnecessary attention to myself (of course), people rarely question my presence and, with fund-raisers, surely it stands to reason that the more attendees, the better.


I get up, shower, change and press the button on the coffee machine. I love the sound and smell of beans grinding. If I close my eyes, for a second or two each day, I can pretend I’m at home. It’s the little things that keep me going. Bitterness brushes my tongue as I sip my espresso. In between mouthfuls, I glance at my tablet. I scroll. Bella, the organizer of tonight’s event, always posts plenty of photos of past events. She is in most of them, grinning, not a highlighted hair out of place, and her jewellery, usually gold or sapphires, looks expensive, yet not ostentatious. Faultless, as always. Bella excels at raising money for good causes, making herself look like a real-life Good Samaritan without having to dirty her hands. Anyone can organize a party and swan around drinking champagne, however if you really, truly meant to do good, you’d drink cheap wine and volunteer for something unpopular. But Bella’s main life skill is being fantastic at making herself shine.


My phone vibrates. A text.


My flatmate decided to throw a party tonight. If you can’t beat them . . . :) Fancy it? I’ll invite others off the course too. Amy x


I am torn. The more friends I make within the airline, the better things will be for me. And I do need friends. There is hardly anyone left from my old life – apart from those I keep in touch with on social media and a handful of dropouts from my film extra days – thanks to putting my life on hold for Nate Goldsmith. Being near Bella is like picking at a scab. But . . . the closer I am to her world, the more of her luck and fortune is bound to rub off. I stare at my phone, undecided, listening to the rain trickling down the gutters outside the window.


A fortnight after Nate’s bombshell, he’d stood over me whilst I packed my belongings.


‘I’ve paid six months’ rent on a super place in Reading. As a gift. I’ll even drive you there and help you sort out everything you need in order to settle.’


‘Why Reading?’


‘I lived there briefly during my training and it’s a fantastic place for a new start. Full of life.’


‘Really?’


He wouldn’t let it drop, which, given how tight he could be financially, was a hurtful indication of how keen he was to bin me. At least it had stopped him banging on about me moving back to my delusional mother’s. The flat was basic, clean and contained all the essentials to lead a bland, functional life. I had surveyed the living room, in which we both stood rigid, in awkward silence. I think he was waiting for me to thank him.


‘Goodbye, Elizabeth.’


Elizabeth, indeed, for fuck’s sake! What had happened to Lily, babe, darling, sweetheart? He kissed me on the forehead and let himself out, shutting the door quietly behind him. Silence echoed. I gazed out the window, through a blur of raindrops, and watched as his tail lights disappeared, bubbling with fresh rage and humiliation. I loved him and yet I’d been unable to stop him making the biggest mistake of his life. He was mine. As I sat there – mentally deflating on the hard-backed sofa – it was then that my Plan of Action had been born. Elizabeth/Lily was disappearing into her cocoon and waiting to emerge as Juliette – my middle name – to complete a metamorphosis into a social butterfly.


Hmm. So now . . . Amy? Bella? Bella? Amy? Eeny, meeny . . . I reach down under the coffee table for my handbag, fumble around for my purse and take out a coin. I flip it. Heads Bella, tails Amy. The coin wobbles on the table and settles on tails. Bella has lost out to someone else, on this occasion. I message Amy back: Love to come xxx.


She sends me her address. The only problem now is that it leaves me with an entire day to fill. I don’t have to bother with my appearance as much, now that I am only going to a small house party. It’s so grey, it’s almost dark. I pace the tiny room. Outside, I can see car lights illuminate stabbing rain in their beams. I should learn to drive. Then, I could head over to Richmond right now. I could sit outside Nate’s. He wouldn’t even know I was there. It would be so comforting to be near him. I shower, pull on some jeans and a black jumper, grab my trainers and coat, then speed-walk to the station.


Rain, it turns out, is a serious godsend. Who’d have thought, after so many soggy summers, that I would find it such a luxury to hide beneath a hood loitering anonymously in shop doorways and alleyways. Mother Nature is on my side. During this miserable late January day, people are distracted, heads down, shoulders hunched, umbrellas up. Cartwheeling water sludges from car tyres. No one takes any notice of me.


Nate’s living-room lights are on. He’ll most likely be watching the latest box set or film on Netflix. I miss him. Not for the first time, I regret my behaviour and capitulation. I almost have a moment of weakness as the urge to dash over the street and kick down his door threatens to overwhelm me. Yet, I must play by the rules, otherwise he won’t appreciate me. Second time around, things will be on my terms.


Amy’s flat is above a hair salon. Just as well, because if she had proper neighbours below they’d have called the police by now. Ibiza dance-style music blares out. I press the buzzer, but then realize the door is open, so I let myself in. I walk upstairs and through the door. Amy is laughing, her head thrown back, clutching a bottle of beer. I stand still for a moment. She spots me and walks over, kissing me once on each cheek.


‘Come in! So glad you could come. That’s my flatmate, Hannah,’ she points to a woman in the far corner of the room, ‘and you already know some of the others . . . Oliver, Gabrielle . . .’


The rest of Amy’s friends’ names only briefly register in my mind: Lucy, Ben, Michelle . . . I accept a bottle of beer, even though I can’t stand drinking out of bottles. I take sips and make polite chit-chat with Oliver, which is hard work as he is one of the quietest people on our course. I am rescued by Amy, who seems determined to let her hair down tonight. We dance. Amy flirts. The evening is pleasant enough. I have read Amy wrong. I didn’t think she’d be of much use to me, but now I intend to keep her close and get to know her better. I throw myself into the moment. I laugh a lot. Genuinely. I haven’t had so much fun since . . . well, I can’t remember exactly. But it will have been with Nate. Obviously.


Nearly seven months ago, Nate had appeared in a chapter of my life like a scene from a romantic novel. As I’d taken my gaze away from my computer screen at the hotel reception desk – a work smile fixed firmly in place – I’d struggled not to gasp out loud. The man in front of me looked as though he had absorbed the best bits of life and shrugged off anything unpleasant or sad. Blond curls waved from beneath his hat, and his skin was gently tanned. Behind him, matching uniformed crew followed in his wake, footsteps tip-tapping on the marble floor.


‘I believe you have last-minute reservations for us? We’ve ended up with an unscheduled night-stop after engine trouble forced us to return to Heathrow.’


Until that moment, the most exciting event in the eight months I’d worked at the Airport Inn had been a minor celebrity smuggling two women into his room, neither of whom were his wife.


‘Are you working this evening?’ Nate asked when I handed him his key card – I’d left his room allocation till last.


‘I finish at eight,’ I’d replied, feeling a dormant tingle of anticipation begin to reawaken.


‘Fancy showing us the best bars nearby?’


‘Of course.’


That night, I too became a guest at the hotel. It was inevitable. From the moment our eyes had locked, I’d set out to dazzle him.


Six weeks later, I moved into Nate’s flat . . .


‘Juliette?’


‘Sorry, Amy, miles away.’


‘Do you want to crash on the sofa here?’


I scan the room, surprised to see only a few people left. I’d been vaguely aware of people saying goodbye and Oliver offering me a lift but I hadn’t been ready to leave. Amy is going to make a good social contact.


I slide out my phone from my bag. ‘It’s fine, thanks. I need to get back.’


During the taxi ride, I check out the photos of Bella’s event on Twitter. Another success for Beautiful Bella, going by the stream of complimentary comments. Motorway lights fade and highlight her. She looks stunning, in an ice queen way. Pearls – no doubt real – choke her neck. Her long blonde hair is elegantly swept up. In every image, she is smiling, surrounded by the local great and the good. I trace my forefinger around her outline on the screen, wishing I could erase her as easily as deleting an image.


Back home, I pace.


As I mull things over, I reassure myself that I made the right decision to shun Bella tonight. Not that I was going to approach her on this occasion; I was merely going to observe. Practice makes perfect. When I do decide the time is right to confront Bella, it will be planned to the last detail.


Revenge is a dish best served cold, and mine is going to be frozen.
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The remaining five weeks of the course keep me distracted. Although I still keep a close eye on Bella online and visit Nate’s flat at least once a week when he’s away, I spend a lot of time with Amy. She likes to study together. That isn’t really my kind of thing, but it does mean she likes and relies on me. Her flatmate, Hannah, is long-haul crew for a different airline and Amy is the type of person who isn’t comfortable with her own company. She is the sixth of seven children.


Finally, after endless jumps down slides, donning smoke hoods and entering smoke-filled chambers to fight pretend fires, resuscitating dolls, handcuffing each other, bandaging colleagues, ridiculous amounts of role play, aircraft visits to the hangar, learning how to lift a suitcase into a car boot without damaging your back and, the worst of it, listening to Brian and Dawn going on and on and on . . . after all that, our ‘Wings Day’ is here. It feels like good timing as signs of spring are beginning to show: daffodils, thinner coats, slightly longer days, fresh beginnings.


We all shake hands with a manager who is apparently ‘very important’, according to Brian, and thank him as he hands us a cheap-looking gold badge. We pin it on our jackets, above our name badges, and grin. We all grin some more as our photos are taken. Not only am I moving on to the next stage of my POA, it also means no more Brian. Next Tuesday, I am off to Mumbai. Everyone on the course has been rostered a long-haul flight to allow more time for in-flight training. Amy is going to Dallas. In a nearby pub, with too-bright lighting and dark patterned carpets, no doubt hiding all sorts of stains, we all celebrate with glasses of prosecco.


‘Cheers!’ says Amy.


We clink glasses.


‘Cheers!’ I echo.


Amy takes a large sip. ‘I’m nervous about my first trip, are you?’


‘No.’


She looks surprised.


I feel secure because I’ve checked Nate’s schedule and he is rostered a Nairobi on Monday. Our work paths do not cross, for now. Although Nate had de-friended me, un-followed me, de-bloody-everythinged-me, he hasn’t changed his passwords. In fairness, he isn’t aware that I know them. However, he’s left me with this as my only option to keep abreast of the situation for the time being. Social media has become my essential tool. Amy knows a bit about ‘Nick’ but not his real identity or occupation, simply that we are on a relationship break. Amy is the perfect confidante: scathing enough about ‘Nick’ to be supportive, but not so much so that I feel compelled to leap to his defence. I had to share something. It’s how friendships work: you share secrets.


My phone rings. It’s such an unusual occurrence that I nearly spill my drink. Auntie Barbara. Her name illuminates my screen. It’s a short conversation. I won’t be going to Mumbai on Tuesday after all.


My mother is dead.


My childhood home is situated in the south, just outside the market town of Dorchester, nestled in a small village. So many people say to me, ‘Oh, Dorset, I love Dorset, so beautiful,’ then mention the sea. Sweet Pea Cottage is in the middle of nowhere and the coast is not in sight. Several farms dot the immediate area and on the rare occasions I think of my old home, I picture the oak tree at the heart of the village surrounded by flint-stoned houses and thatched cottages. Public walkways weave through the nearby hills and are ever-popular with ramblers and dog walkers.


My father shows up at the funeral, which provides a small distraction. Whilst The Beatles blast out ‘In My Life’, I study the old man in the opposite aisle and marry him up with my younger memories. I’d been ten when he left for the final time. He had smoked a pipe; I remember the smell more than I remember him. An ache swells in my throat as an image of him as a badly disguised Santa thrusts to the forefront of my thoughts. His wild, curly brown hair wouldn’t be tamed beneath the small, white-bobbled red hat. I swallow hard.


This is only the second funeral I’ve ever attended, and I’m not sure I see the point of public mass misery. If someone’s gone, they’re gone. Initially, I was surprised at the large congregation, but soon realized that it was for Barbara’s sake. People appear genuinely fond of her. Whilst waiting for proceedings to begin, she whispers snippets of church history to those in the aisle in front; hints of pride are evident in her voice, despite her grief. I half-listen, as it is preferable to the aimless, silent waiting.


‘. . . originally thirteenth century, you know. Hundreds of years of gatherings. Imagine! All those people. In 1838 a disapproving parson put a stop to the custom of giving out bread, mince pies and ale on the sixth of January, Old Christmas Day . . .’


A hush indicates that proceedings are to begin.


‘. . . and so we gather to celebrate the life of Amelia . . .’


I stand up. Pick up a hymn book. Sit down. My mother would be furious. She is going to come back and haunt Barbara for having her buried in a church. Barbara said that, as Amelia had always got her own way, it was now her turn to make the decisions. Beside me, her shoulders heave. Her blonde, grey-streaked hair is neatly pinned into a bun. She is head-to-toe in black, broken only by a silver chain and cross. I am wearing black too, but only because it is the dominant colour in my wardrobe. I pat her on the arm but quickly remove my hand in case she tries to take hold of it.


The vicar stops talking. It is over.


I follow Barbara to the door and stand alongside her, nodding and giving thanks for all the words of sympathy. Every now and then, I remember to dab my eyes with a tissue – however, the ache in my throat is genuine. I will myself not to give in to the threat of tears because, if I let myself cry, then I don’t think I’ll be able to hold it together. Broken sentences float around me.


My father shuffles into focus.


‘Why are you here?’ I ask.


‘We can talk at Barbara’s.’




Over egg and cress sandwiches – white, with the crusts cut off – and strong cups of tea, my father and I update our memories of each other. He carries all the classic hallmarks of ageing: a mix of white hair, glasses, wrinkles and a paunch, finished off with an aggressive cough. Pipe smoke clings to his clothes.


‘Amelia said that you all but disappeared,’ I say. ‘That you didn’t bother to keep in touch.’


‘Well, yes, but it seemed like the right thing to do when I heard . . . to come here . . . and see you.’


‘Bit late. There were phones in the nineties. Even Amelia had one.’


‘I remarried.’


I don’t know what to say to that. On birthday cards, his only attempts at contact, he’d always written: To Dear Lily-flower.


‘Elizabeth Juliette Magnolia,’ he smiles at his own out-of-date joke.


He always said if it had been up to him, I’d have been an Imogen, but my mother had been insistent. Whilst people in the eighties and nineties had tight perms, shoulder pads and embraced consumerism, my mother decided to remain in the sixties and seventies. Flowers. The Beatles. Parties. Drugs. Drink. Fun, fun, fun. My father was a long-distance lorry driver and my mother’s ‘excuse’ was that she didn’t feel comfortable being the only adult in the house. She’d conjured up a fear of murderers and burglars forming an orderly queue outside the front door the moment he left for work.


My father taps his watch. ‘I have to go. Train to catch. Let’s not be strangers. I’m even on email now. I’ll write it down. Maybe you can come and visit sometime?’


‘Maybe.’ Unlikely.


‘I do think of her and him, you know . . .’


‘Goodbye,’ I say.


He hesitates. For a dreadful moment I think he is going to try to hug me, but he doesn’t.


‘Goodbye, Lily-flower.’


I turn back to the room full of strangers. Amy had offered to come, but old habits die hard; I’d never been at ease mixing family and friends.


‘I hope you’re going to stick around for a few more days,’ says Barbara. ‘You need to help sort out the house.’


She doesn’t add that it’s the least I can do. Surprisingly, my mother has left a will. With her skewed logic, she probably thought it would make amends for the past. I’m now the proud, sole owner of Sweet Pea Cottage.


‘I’m going to stay there tonight.’


‘Alone?’


‘Alone.’


‘Goodbye, Babs. Lovely spread,’ says a tall, thin man clutching a walking stick.


‘Bye. You look after yourself,’ says another woman, touching my aunt’s arm briefly before grabbing her coat.


Everyone trickles away. The kitchen is spotless due to the numerous offers of help. Everyone likes a job when the alternative is making small talk with people you don’t really know, about a dead person you knew even less.


‘Are you quite sure?’ asks Barbara as I pack my bag, ready for the short walk to Sweet Pea Cottage.


I wave a small torch – the one work suggested we buy for use in the crew bunk area. ‘Totally. See you in the morning.’


My sympathy reserves are dry and I crave solitude. Besides, I’m in the right kind of mood to face ghosts.


My footsteps echo on the road and then the path. I take out my old keys, inhale deeply and turn the lock. The wooden door creaks. It always has, but it’s only noticeable now that the house is silent.


The early years were filled with people. They were just there; hanging around, laughing. I remember a lot of laughter. Raucous, drunk, giggly. That’s what I remember the most. And debates. My mother got it into her head that what was wrong with the world was that people no longer expressed themselves.


‘Tony Blair does,’ someone had said.


‘Princess Diana did,’ another voice had chipped in. ‘And look what her death did. It freed people up to openly express their emotions.’


The more alcohol infused their brains with notions, the louder the debates became, against an eclectic mix of music. I learned how to make myself invisible. Nothing like a kid to put the dampener on fun. It was different for my two-year-old brother, though. When chatting about him with others, the adjectives my mother used were ‘cute’, ‘funny’ or ‘adorable’, whereas I was ‘quiet’, ‘moody’ and ‘unaffectionate’.


During the latter years at home, once the constant stream of visitors had stopped, my mother had usually been asleep by late afternoon. The TV or radio, sometimes simultaneously, were left blaring. I’d turn down the sound and I’d take off her shoes and cover her with a blanket. Once I’d put Will to bed, I’d sit in an armchair, reading or making up stories and plays.


Now a clock ticks. I’ve always hated the sound, even before ‘the Incident’, as everyone referred to it later. Four-year-old William Florian Jasmin grins at me from the mantelpiece. He’d have been called Nicholas if my dad had been allowed his way. Six years younger than me, he’d had an inbuilt talent for charming people. All now irrelevant, dead information.


I head for the shiny wooden drinks cabinet. A bottle of gin sits among a random selection of alcohol. Surprisingly, it is nearly full. I open the fridge, not quite sure what to expect. Among the ready meals, some onions and three wizened apples, are six cans of tonic. No lemons or limes. Inside the freezer compartment, there are several trays of ice. Clutching my mother’s favourite drink, I go upstairs. The clink of an ice cube makes me jump as I push open her bedroom door, inhaling cold and damp.


I step in. Floorboards creak in familiar places. I pull open a wardrobe door and am hit by my mother’s signature perfume. Opium. I hate perfumes that scream of camouflage, to hide odours like drink and neglect. I shiver at the memory and look behind, half-expecting to see Amelia carrying her drinks up the stairs on a doily-lined tray in an attempt to make addiction respectable. I can smell smoke even though no one has smoked in this house for years.


Turning back to the job in hand, I lift hangers off the rail holding mainly dresses. I stare at a rose-patterned one before holding it against me. I look in the mirror; it doesn’t suit me. This was her favourite one. She wore it every summer, back in the days before the drink sucked her in completely. In the mornings, before her lunchtime wine, she’d sometimes take me and Will to the nearby woods, pointing out flower names along the way. I remember cowslip, bluebells and foxgloves.


There was a green-fingered woman who had lived along the way and Amelia adored her garden, especially in spring. The woman had died not long after the Incident. The new owners of her bungalow were keen to remodel the place, and years of building work destroyed all the beauty. But by then, Amelia wouldn’t have noticed or cared.


I pull open the built-in wardrobe drawers, each wooden front prettily engraved with flowers. Underwear. Tights. Musty jumpers. A gardening book. Inside the front cover are two pressed daisies. I drain my glass before heading downstairs for some bin bags and a refill.


I yank open the last drawer. It’s lighter than I expect, so it shoots out, causing me to fall back. It’s empty, apart from a yellowing envelope Sellotaped to the back. I rip it open. That’s when it all hurtles back; suppressed memories swirl through my mind like water down a chute. And it hits me.


I run to the bathroom and throw up. Turning on the cold tap, I splash drops on to my face, avoiding my reflection in the mirror. I need to leave.


I go outside and call a taxi to take me to the station. I wait at the end of the path by the wooden gate. As the cab approaches, its beams highlight the overgrown hedges and the suffocating ivy that have always threatened to swallow the cottage. I must stay strong and not allow myself to be clawed back by the past. I quietly repeat my mantras under my breath, hidden in the darkness of the back seat, whilst the driver listens to a football match on the radio.


Stick to the plan, stick to the plan.


Fail to plan, plan to fail.


As long as I don’t veer off course, nothing can ever harm me again.
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I disembark from the coach at Heathrow. The automatic doors to the Report Centre part. Flashes of green and blue – our corporate colours – rush by. In the canteen, I spot a vacant corner table as I order a double espresso. Above, monitors constantly update the tantalizing list of destinations. Rome. Nairobi. Athens. My eyes rest on Los Angeles: my first destination as an operating crew member. I want distance from Sweet Pea Cottage, Dorset and the past. Thoughts are swamping my mind.


LAX crew report to room nine flashes up on the screens.


I stand up, gather my belongings and head for the pre-flight briefing room. I am allocated a working position at the back of the plane.


The flight itself would be a lot easier if there weren’t so many passengers. Entering the economy cabin isn’t dissimilar to my idea of walking on to a stage because hundreds of eyes watch me and I sense their silent anticipation. I release the brake on the trolley and push it in front of me. Bottles rattle. When I stop at my allocated aisle – row thirty-six – I can almost hear passengers mentally recalculating the order in which they will be served, and it injects me with a surge of power.


I smile. ‘Lasagne or chicken curry? Red or white wine?’


A well-known chef is in first class and is apparently sharing cooking tips with the galley crew and other passengers. I am half-tempted to go and join them; perhaps he can pass on something new which will impress Nate. However, I get caught up preparing for the afternoon tea service. And before I get a chance, we are commencing our descent.


After landing, people make plans on the crew bus.


‘Anyone fancy a tour of the stars’ houses?’ asks someone.


I can’t think of anything worse than paying to catch glimpses of unattainable lifestyles. I choose to join a group of five who suggest brunch somewhere by the coast tomorrow. We are eight hours behind the UK, so even I will want more than a coffee by then. I didn’t mention that it was my very first flight, just that I was fairly new and that I’d never been to LA before. I’d heard rumours about ‘pranks’ – I detest the very word and the images it conjures up – such as informing a new recruit that it was their responsibility to carry a bag of ice off the aircraft for a room party or that they had to carry the captain’s suitcase to his room.


Venice Beach.


Now I’m here, in a place so familiar that I feel as though I’ve walked on to a film set, I want to pinch myself. I can’t believe that I am here, living Nate’s lifestyle. To think . . . all those times I was at our home, waiting for him, whilst he was cavorting around the world, having a ball. What a mug I was. I gaze at the vast beach. Beneath the tall, skinny palm trees people unselfconsciously work out at the outdoor gyms. A lifeguard hut catches my eye. I’d watched Baywatch a couple of times at Babs’ house and I’d been enthralled.


I stroll along the Boardwalk with my temporary new best friends – my colleagues – browsing the market stalls crammed with sunglasses, T-shirts, crystals, souvenirs, whilst dodging beautiful, thin people jogging, roller-blading and skateboarding. An artist wants to draw my portrait, but I refuse with a smile. I feel almost relaxed.


We decide on a restaurant with outside seating for brunch. I order an egg-white omelette and a sparkling water.


‘Don’t fancy a Buck’s Fizz, then?’ asks Alan, the cabin service manager. ‘You can drink, as long as you stop at least twelve hours before duty.’


‘I don’t drink much,’ I say. ‘I’m not really that fussed.’


Everyone bursts out laughing.


‘What?’ I say. ‘It’s true.’ I look round the table of sage faces.


‘You won’t be saying you don’t drink a lot for much longer,’ says Alan, taking two gulps from his flute glass. ‘I give you six months. Tops.’


They can laugh and make assumptions all they like. I zone out.


As I walk 35,000 feet above the Atlantic operating the flight home, the only thing that keeps me going through the endless demands is the knowledge that this is all a means to an end. I have an uncomfortable moment when I am summoned by Alan via interphone to speak to a French passenger in first class who has some queries.


‘Can’t he speak English?’ I say.


‘She. Not very well. That’s why we need you.’


I walk up the aisle as slowly as possible, willing someone to faint and slump over the aisle or ask me lots of complicated questions. The problem is that I exaggerated my ability in French on the application form. I’m barely GCSE standard. However, I took a gamble and only scraped through the mercifully short oral by cramming with a Teach Yourself audiobook a few weeks beforehand and by pretending I had a bad cold on the day. It was such a relief to walk out of the exam room that I forgot to think long-term. I saw it as another hurdle cleared, not as a potential future problem.


I smile as I’m introduced to Madame Chauvin, an elderly lady, who smiles up at me from her seat expectantly and launches into a long speech.


‘I can handle this,’ I say to Alan, who is hovering obsequiously nearby.


He shrugs and disappears through into the galley.


I learned one sentence off by heart in French, which I repeat. ‘Je ne parle pas très bien . . . I don’t speak French very well. Could you speak more slowly, please?’


She frowns, then smiles again and slows down her speech.


I crouch down near her seat, so that hopefully no one else can hear. I catch the words bagages and Paris. I think.


Still grinning, I say, ‘Pas de problème,’ in a voice barely above a whisper and offer her a café au lait.


She opens her mouth, but I pat her on the arm and say, ‘You’re welcome,’ in French, stand up and leave. Before I escape back to economy, I ask the galley crew to make her a coffee with three biscuits, preferably chocolate.


Alan, who is leaning against a counter, tapping his iPad, stops and peers through his glasses at me.


‘What did Madame Chauvin want?’


‘She was concerned about her baggage making a connecting flight to Paris.’


‘Oh. Is that all?’


‘Well, she also misses her grandchildren and is looking forward to seeing them. She’s been away for a long time visiting other relatives. I’d better get back, I haven’t completed my bar paperwork yet.’


I walk swiftly through business class, then premium class until I reach the safety of the rear cabin. The sea of economy faces is a welcome relief, but I don’t properly relax until we land. Every time the interphone rings, my heart leaps in case ‘The French Speaker’ is summoned again.


After landing, I return home briefly to dump my bags, shower and change before I catch the train to Dorchester. I send Babs a message, asking her to collect me, then close my eyes for a little doze on the train. She is waiting for me at the station in her red Mini.


‘I think I’m going to sell the cottage,’ I say to her as we drive past it. ‘I’ll have to hope that someone loves the whole Hansel and Gretel, fairies, flowers and toadstools in the merry forest-style theme, though.’


‘I agree, my love.’


I’d expected a list of objections, all stacked up like planes awaiting air traffic control. My mother had been given the house by my grandparents, both of whom had died before I’d reached my first birthday. Barbara was married to Ernie at the time and they were happy in a modern, detached house where ‘everything worked’.


‘I’d been on at her for years to sell, but she vehemently refused. The cottage was for a family, and as for the grounds . . .’


‘. . . a jungle, from what I’ve seen through the window.’


Amelia liked to buy mixed packets of flower seeds, tip them all together in a huge bowl, then stand in the middle of the garden and throw handfuls into the sky and watch in joyful anticipation as they rained down haphazardly. Of course, some grew; bursts of colour among the random weeds and grass, until they were strangled or gave up the fight after long periods of warm weather with no water.


‘She was never going to heal here, alone, surrounded by memories,’ Babs says softly, almost to herself.


‘She had me,’ I say.


I don’t mention the succession of unsuitable men after Dad left.


‘I did keep an eye on you,’ says Babs quickly. ‘I made you soup and apple crumble. And you knew that my home was an open house when it came to you.’


Occasionally words fail me. Soup and bloody apple crumble. Birthday cards from Father. My family are like the Waltons. Amelia resigned from maternal responsibility when I was awarded a drama scholarship at a boarding school, an institution that prided itself on its values. The Latin for light and truth – lux et veritas – was carved into a wooden panel in the dining area. When not in school uniform, my unfashionable clothes and childish Disney pyjamas ensured I was even further set apart from the queen bee and her friends, with their matching silk pyjama sets and designer sweaters, trousers and shoes.
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