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PART I




Dustin,


I’m sorry. There’s no way to make you understand how sorry, so I can only hope that, in time, you will.


For weeks I’ve been asking myself where it all went wrong, but now I see that it was only ever going to end like this. You deserve so much better, you and Zara, and I hope you find it.


When she’s old enough, I hope you’ll explain things to Zara. Explain to her that I love her and this was all for the best.


I’m so sorry.


Willow












Chapter 1


Dustin


I read the letter again. As if reading it for the fifth time will somehow change what’s written, will force the words into an order I can make sense of. But they are still the same.


The pounding in my ears is so strong that I am only vaguely aware of Zara screaming from the living room. I should go to her. Instead I lightly place the note down, smoothing it out with my fingers, reading it again.


It’s a joke. A sick kind of prank. I put salt in her tea, she covered our bedroom in tinfoil, I woke her up by pouring confetti on her, it’s what we do. It’s our thing.


And now she’s taken it to the next level – albeit an inappropriately extreme, off-the-scale level. Any moment now she’s going to jump out of the cupboard, or out from under the bed. Maybe not those exact spots, because I’ve checked them four times already, but maybe from some secret hideaway I haven’t discovered yet. Then she’ll spray silly string in my face, jump into my arms and tell me, ‘I got you good, D-bag.’


And I might be annoyed but only for a second because I’d have to give it to her, she really did get me good. Mostly I’ll be so relieved I’ll just hug her close and breathe her in and she’ll laugh and say I’m such an idiot for thinking she would ever leave me. Because she would never leave me.
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As soon as I stepped through the front door, I knew something was wrong. Zara was screaming, and yet the flat felt weirdly still.


‘Wills?’


Without taking off my shoes or coat, I dashed into the living room. There was Zara, sitting purple-faced and trembling in her playpen. She had even dropped her knitted blanket, neglecting it in her distress. She stopped screaming as soon as she saw me and I whisked her up into a hug. Where the hell was Willow? There was no way she’d leave Zara alone in the flat. She had to be here.


‘Where’s Mummy?’ I asked. ‘Is she here?’


But Zara just nuzzled into my shoulder and said nothing. She doesn’t say all that much at the best of times, but she can definitely say ‘Mama’ and ‘here’, neither of which she uttered then.


‘I’ll be right back,’ I said, kissing Zara on the forehead and setting her down. She needed changing, but she could hang on five minutes.


‘Willow?’


After briefly checking all the rooms in the flat I started again, but searching properly this time. If this was some sort of joke and Willow was hiding, I’d find her. It was harsh of her to leave Zara crying like that, but then Willow takes pranks seriously. The living room: I checked under the sofa, through the coat rack, in the toy box. The kitchen: through the cupboards, in the pantry, under the table, even – though I knew it was crazy – in the fridge and the oven. After all, Willow was good. Then our daughter’s room, behind the army of soft toys in the corner, under her crib, in her wardrobe. Only as I was leaving did I glance at the mantelpiece and that’s when I noticed it. The Disneyland Fund Box, the tin we’ve been putting coins and small notes into for months, was gone.


‘Willow?’ I could hear the fear in my voice.


Our bedroom: there, on our bed, was her ring. The slender silver ring, twisted into an infinity sign, that she has worn every single day for the last two years. I rustled through the drawers of the bedside tables, looked inside the wardrobe. Some of her clothes were gone. Some, but not all. Her jewellery box was gone too and all of its contents, other than that one ring on the bed. The one I gave her. Nice touch, Willow. She knew how to really make me panic.


Finally, I went to the bathroom.


Behind the door, the shower curtain, then in the cupboards, the first aid kit, the medicine cabinet. Then I saw the letter, stuck in front of the mirror. She’d often leave me notes – little Post-its whilst I was in the shower getting ready for work. But this was different. This letter wasn’t the ‘I love you, have a good day, D-bag’, not the ‘Missing you already’, not the sugar sachet, stuck to the paper, with the words ‘you make my life sweeter’. Not that she’d left me any of those for a while, thinking about it.


No, I could see straight away this was different. I am still staring at the letter as I now fumble in my coat pocket for my phone. Hands shaking, I call her.


Straight to voicemail.


Call again.


Straight to voicemail.


It’s not even ringing.


I can feel my breath catching in the back of my throat.


It’s just a joke, Dustin, there’ll be some explanation. I call Georgia. She’s Willow’s cousin and her best friend. If anybody knows where Willow is, she will.


She answers on the sixth ring.


‘Dustin, still alive, are you?’ she says coldly.


That is Georgia all over. It hasn’t been that long since I last called. Anyway, I don’t have time for this right now.


‘Gee, have you seen Willow?’


There’s a pause.


‘What do you mean?’


‘I’ve just got back to the flat and she’s not here. Some of her stuff has gone, and Zara was on her own. And she’s left me this weird note.’


I know I’m gabbling, and I can hear in my own voice how close I am to tears.


‘Dustin, is this some sort of joke? Because if it is, it’s not funny … ’


My heart sinks. So she hasn’t seen her.


‘No, I’m being serious. Fuck, Gee, do you think something has happened to her?’


Again there’s silence. I can hear Georgia breathing heavily down the phone.


‘I’ll call you back, Dustin. I’ll try and get hold of her. In the meantime, don’t, don’t panic, yeah?’


I hang up and wander back into the living room. Zara is no longer wailing, she’s asleep. How long has she has been on her own for? How long would she have been on her own if I’d said yes to the pub with the boys after work? The thought makes me feel sick.


I look back at the note, clutched in my fists, trying to breathe through the panic pounding in my chest and to block out the words in my head.


It’s not a prank, Dustin. She’s gone.


Because that makes no sense at all.









Chapter 2


Dustin


‘We aren’t the sort of couple to argue,’ I say firmly, staring at the two police officers now sitting on my sofa. ‘We don’t argue, we never argue, we always agree on everything, we are really happy, like, really happy.’ My leg is bumping up and down, bouncing Zara as she moodily sits on my lap. ‘My friends thought it was weird, actually, how happy we were, but why was it? We never found anything to argue about.’


One policeman looks from me, to his notepad, to his colleague and I know I sound like I’m protesting too much. She nods gently at him.


So far, they have tried to suggest that Willow actually wrote the letter. That she wanted to leave, that it was her decision. Yes, it was in her handwriting, but someone must have forced her to write it. That must have been it. I came to that conclusion after Georgia called back to say she couldn’t get hold of Willow either. Why wouldn’t she answer the phone, unless something, or someone, was stopping her from doing so?


And OK, there is no sign of forced entry, but maybe the front door was unlocked. Maybe Willow was just opening the door and they ran up behind her. How could they believe she actually decided to take off and leave me, leave her child?


Even though she’s quiet now, I can’t stop thinking about how I found Zara all alone. Her nappy full, eyes red, cheeks hot. Suddenly I realise I haven’t changed the nappy yet. The last few hours have been a complete fog. After Georgia called back I tried everyone I could think of. Naomi and my other friends from the office – not that Willow was ever friends with them, as such, but they might have seen her. And then all of our New Haw friends, one by one. Nobody had heard from Willow.


I hope the policemen can’t notice the smell. I hope they don’t start making assumptions about my capabilities as a parent. I know they’re already judging Willow, even they don’t know anything about her. They don’t know how happy we were, and what a good mum she was. I know it sounds clichéd, and Georgia especially would roll her eyes at hearing me say this, but for us it was love at first sight, and that feeling never went away. We were special, we still are.


‘How old is Willow?’


‘She’s recently turned twenty. She’s a year younger than me. We met in New Haw, when Willow moved down there for college.’ I’m giving them more information than they strictly need, trying to fill the silences. I know they’re thinking Willow is young to be a mum, I can see the judgement in their eyes. But I’m hoping that the smallest detail might be useful, might be a clue as to Willow’s whereabouts.


The policewoman, who introduced herself as Nancy, looks down at Zara. They can smell her nappy, I’m sure of it. I can.


‘And how old is your daughter?’


‘Fifteen months … but I don’t see how that’s relevant,’ I reply sharply.


They’re going to ask why she’s such a quiet baby, aren’t they? They’re going to say that’s something to do with our parenting: trauma or neglect or something. People always say how quiet Zara is and how surprising it is given I rarely shut up. But she’s fine, she’s just taking her time. The doctor said it’s fine and it is.


‘We’re just getting an idea of you and your family.’


‘This is about Willow, you need to be looking for her,’ I say a little bit too loudly. ‘Why are you in here chatting to me, instead of out looking for her? She’s in trouble, someone could be hurting her!’


My breathing is really shallow. Willow used to get panic attacks and I wonder now if this is how she used to feel, like no matter how hard she tried she couldn’t force enough oxygen into her lungs. I feel like I’m choking on the emotion of it all. Why are we wasting time? Every second we spend here could be spent getting us closer to Willow.


‘We understand that this is a horrible situation—’


‘It’s not a “situation”. It’s a … an abduction or something!’


‘Dustin, it’s important you remain calm and don’t jump to conclusions.’


I’m squeezing Zara so tightly, I feel her start to squirm in my grip, but I can’t bring myself to let go. ‘I can’t. I can’t … ’ I try to say something useful, to make them take this seriously, but words don’t come. ‘I don’t know what to do.’


‘You don’t need to do anything just now. We will report her as a missing person, but we have to let you know that as she’s over eighteen and not vulnerable … ’


‘But—’


‘And if, once we’ve looked at the evidence, it seems likely she left of her own accord—’


‘But she didn’t!’


‘If she did leave of her own accord … well, there isn’t a lot we can do, as she is an adult. Especially, as I said, since she doesn’t have a history of mental illness and isn’t a danger to herself or others.’


No. This isn’t how it’s supposed to go. They are supposed to help. If they knew Willow like I did, if they knew what our life was, they would never think she wanted to leave.


‘But for now, you can help us, by giving as much detail as possible.’


I swallow, shuffling Zara closer to me. ‘I want us to be looking for her,’ I mumble quietly.


‘This will help as well, Dustin,’ Nancy says. ‘Did Willow seem sad? Did she open up to you about anything at all? Was there anything out of the ordinary when you saw her before work this morning?’


I shake my head.


‘And she didn’t take anything with her? Apart from the clothes missing from her wardrobe and those you’ve described her as wearing when you left the house this morning?’ She looks down at her notes. ‘Black leggings, an oversized grey jumper, Adidas socks and red puma trainers?’


I nod my head, then something occurs to me. ‘She must have also been wearing her necklace, I’m guessing. She didn’t leave it behind, at least. She took the jewellery box she keeps it in.’


‘Could you describe it?’


‘She always wears it. It’s a silver chain with a small angel pendant.’


Nancy notes it down.


‘And … ’ I hesitate. ‘There’s some money missing too.’


Both officers exchange glances, and it doesn’t take a genius to work out what they are thinking. ‘It was just a money box, we were saving for our trip to Disneyland. It was Willow’s idea, and it was in such an obvious place,’ I say quickly.


They both look at me and nod, but fail to write anything down on their notepads.


‘And you’re sure she doesn’t have any family that she could have gone to? Not even a distant relative?’ Nancy asks.


‘She has a cousin, Georgia, but, like I said, I’ve already spoken to her and she said she hasn’t seen her. Otherwise it’s like I told you – it’s just us.’


‘Friends?’


‘We’re friends with all the same people. But they haven’t heard anything. I’ve already told you this. Do you think I didn’t try calling everyone I knew when I was waiting for you guys?’


‘Is that how you met – mutual friends?’


Why is she asking me that? Why does that even matter? ‘We met about three years ago, in a pub … ’


Thinking about that night now makes me choke up again. I look back at the two people sitting opposite me, feeling my stomach sinking further and further. I swallow. ‘I … I just want her home.’


They look at each other, before turning back towards me. Nancy’s voice is gentle. ‘Do you have family, Dustin?’


I nod slowly.


‘Maybe it would be a good idea to stay with them tonight?’ I’m shaking my head so vigorously, I know it must look ridiculous, childish. ‘No, no, I’m not in touch with my family. I haven’t been back home in a long time.’


‘Dustin, we believe it’s best you go somewhere you aren’t alone, where you can get support.’


‘I’ve got friends here. My work friends.’


‘Will they be able to help you with Zara?’


‘Well … ’


I think about staying at Danny’s house. Danny, who sees girl after girl and goes out drinking more nights of the week than he should. I think about being there with Zara when he gets up for work, still drunk the next day. Or Naomi’s, sleeping on her tiny, lumpy sofa, Zara’s crib crammed into her cramped little living room. God, no.


Besides, I can’t leave our flat – what if Willow comes back? I have to stay. I think about asking one of them to stay over, to keep me sane as I pace back and forth waiting powerlessly for Willow to return. I sigh. What would they be able to do or say? It’s not like they’d be able to help really.


‘I need to stay here in case Willow comes back.’


I can tell by their faces they think I’m being difficult, but I don’t care. If I ever had a right to be difficult, it’s now.


Nancy places a hand on my arm. ‘If there’s anyone at all you can stay with tonight, who can give you a bit of help with Zara, we really want you to get in touch with them. Besides, Willow has your number, I’m sure she will call when she’s on her way back.’









Chapter 3


Willow


Then – July 2017


I know I am dangerously close to a panic attack. It has been brewing for hours, and now I can feel it rising to the surface. I get up from the bed and go to the bathroom, wash my hands, then come back and sit down again. My breath is already really shallow, and I can feel my heart start to race. It’s not getting better, so I go and wash my hands again – really scrubbing at them, soap under the nails – as they didn’t feel clean enough the first time anyway. Just as I come back into the bedroom, my phone pings.




OMG, me and Mum have just been chatting the whole journey home, about how many plans we have now you’ve moved to Surrey! So happy you’re so close [image: image]





I stare at the text a little bit too long, before turning my phone off. Gee and her mum – Auntie Jayne – have just left. They spent the whole day unpacking boxes, moving boxes, doing whatever they could to help. Auntie Jayne even made an extra trip to Brighton and back in her car, which saved us getting a moving van. Everyone seemed in a good mood, even Gran who has been fidgety and quiet since the night she announced we were moving. And the positive atmosphere didn’t seem forced either, though that was mostly down to Auntie Jayne and Georgia. Georgia is the sort of person whose good mood is infectious: bubbly, positive, impossibly outgoing in a way I can’t begin to emulate. I will never understand how she can chat to people so easily, laugh with people she’s only just met. Or how she can toss her hair over her shoulder in a way which seems completely natural. Somehow Georgia just does everything so naturally in life, it’s like she was born to exist perfectly in this world. Whereas I constantly feel out of place, misshapen, a square peg in a round hole.


Around five o’clock, after we had finished most of the unpacking, we ordered pizza – two large ham and pineapples between us – from a takeaway Georgia recommended down the road. Gran and Auntie Jayne sat on the sofa, whilst Georgia and I were cross-legged on the floor, because the armchairs Gran ordered haven’t arrived yet.


After they left, Gran and I washed up the plates in an uneasy silence. I knew she was waiting for me to say how actually it was OK here, how it would be fun having my cousin and only friend down the road, and how thinking about it I didn’t miss Brighton at all. But I didn’t say any of that, and she clearly didn’t want to ask me outright. So after we finished I made an excuse about needing to do some more unpacking and came upstairs.


Our new home is a place called New Haw, and yes, it’s OK, albeit tiny. There’s a train station in the next village, technically within walking distance but still, and there are one or two pubs, a little shop, and a prettyish park. Put it this way, it’s no Brighton.


Now, as I’m counting to ten to try and get my breathing under control, and barely making it to five, I scramble for my backpack, and rifle through it until I find my purse. I unzip the small pouch and take out the silver necklace concealed inside. Fumbling clumsily with the clasp at the back of my neck, I eventually manage to fasten it. I don’t have a bedroom mirror yet, so I go back in the bathroom. Avoiding my own reflection, I stare at the necklace instead. It is really beautiful: a delicate pendant in the shape of an angel, attached to a thin gentle silver chain. I slowly run my thumb over it, and gradually a sense of comfort seems to seep through my skin. Finally, I feel like I’m taking in oxygen again. I run my hands under the tap, grab my backpack from the bedroom, and go into the living room.


Gran is sitting there, knitting, probably waiting for me to join her, as I usually do. She smiles at me, that smile that makes my heart swell, but still I can’t bring myself to return it. ‘You joining me?’ she says, nodding her head towards the knitting basket. It’s positioned right next to the sofa, exactly as it was in Brighton. Except this isn’t Brighton.


I shake my head.


Gran has been trying so hard, I know she has, but she can’t think that’s going to make up for it. For the way she just announced our sudden departure from our home and all that was familiar.


‘I want to go home, Gran.’


Gran sighs. ‘Willow, please, not this again. You know that I wanted to be near Auntie Jayne for when she has her hip operation.’


I clench my teeth. If she wants to convince herself that’s the reason we suddenly upped and left the city I’ve been living in for the last seventeen years, fine, but she won’t be able to convince me.


‘Don’t lie to me, Gran.’


‘Willow.’ Gran’s voice is calm, but stern, and I know not to push it.


But I’m angry. No, I’m furious. And I don’t know what to do with this anger, because Gran and I never argue. I walk into the kitchen, grab the bottle of wine Auntie Jayne brought over from the fridge, and chuck it into my bag. When I go back into the living room, my chest is pumping, my cheeks heated. Guilt over the wine is already seeping in. ‘I’m going to Georgia’s, Gran.’ Gran starts to stand up. ‘I just need space,’ I say firmly.


‘But Willow—’


‘I’ll be home safe, but I don’t want to be here right now.’


‘Well, shall I call Auntie Jayne—’


‘No! Just leave it for once, Gran.’


She pauses, then sits down again. ‘OK,’ she says quietly.


I don’t say anything else. I leave the house, slamming the door. But halfway down the street, I feel my stomach sink. Gran had looked so small somehow. Because however much she screwed up, however much she doesn’t understand, we both know why she insisted on leaving Brighton. She thinks she’s protecting me. Shit.


I stop, get out my phone, and text her.




Love you.





I press send, and all dread has gone away. I swig from the bottle and head right, in the exact opposite direction of Georgia’s house.









Chapter 4


Dustin




Hi, Mum. I know this is weird, and it’s been a while. But I really need to come home.





Nineteen words after two years, and I decide to do it over Facebook messenger. I would have texted her, if I hadn’t deleted her number. I could have tried the home phone, which I still know off by heart, but apparently I’m too cowardly for that.


I didn’t think my mum would see the message initially – we aren’t even friends on Facebook. I had to find her through Alicia’s page first. I was considering messaging Alicia in the first place, but I knew that would make everything weirder. It had to be Mum.


But by the time I awoke, groggy and disorientated, to Zara’s cries the next morning, her message was there waiting for me.


It was brief.




Get the next train.





I didn’t tell her why, and she didn’t ask. That was all that was said, and yes of course it’s weird, and confusing, but the last twenty-four hours have been a lot of that.
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It was Georgia who persuaded me to message Mum in the end. After the police left and I had wrestled an exhausted and over-wrought Zara into a clean nappy and pyjamas, I didn’t know what to do with myself. I called Willow again. And again. I kept calling her until my battery died and as I was waiting for it to recharge, I realised I had to give up. So as soon as it flashed back to life, I called Georgia. It was so late, almost three-in-the-morning late, but Georgia answered immediately and I felt a pang of guilt. I should have thought about how worried she’d be. She’s Willow’s cousin, after all. Before I had even told her about the police’s suggestion, she said quietly: ‘You should come home, Dustin.’


She had a lot of reasons. You’ll be back in Surrey. You won’t be alone. You might need them now. It will be good to come back. I won’t be far away. Usually I’d have dismissed them, but with endless thoughts of Willow hurt going round and round in my head and my heart throbbing so hard I was fairly sure a heart attack was coming at any moment, they started to sound pretty compelling.


I was still worried about missing Willow if she came back to the flat, but in the end Naomi came to my rescue, volunteering to stay there and let me know straight away if there was any sign of Willow.


And now I’m on a train to New Haw. I’m not nervous, I don’t have the brain space to be nervous. I perch Zara on the table in front of me, and she gurgles contentedly. I nabbed an empty table seat on the train and luckily no one has joined us. Maybe it’s because they worry about sitting next to a baby who could start bawling at any moment – and by that I don’t know if I mean me or Zara. I watch my daughter, her wide eyes looking up at me, then kiss her softly on the forehead.


Last night I lay in bed with Zara next to me, a cushion fort around her, and tried to sleep. I couldn’t remember when I’d last slept without Willow. I don’t know how long it took me to get to sleep, and then, almost immediately after I had just dozed, Zara started wailing and kept it up most of the night. It was already light when I fell asleep properly, and when I awoke it was to feelings of overwhelming guilt. How could I just sleep like that without knowing if my girlfriend was safe? Where she was sleeping and why wasn’t it our bed?


After I read Mum’s message, I tried my best with Zara: got her changed, fed her, packed a bag with nappies and wipes and clothes and her toys. I barely knew what to pack for myself, so flung some jeans and a few jumpers into a bag at random, then left with the pushchair. To the outside world I must have looked like a normal dad, taking his daughter for a walk.


I suppose I never was the most hands-on dad with Zara, because I worked, didn’t I? Don’t get me wrong, on weekends and evenings we’d do stuff as a three; we would have a lovely time – we would go to parks, playgroups, and I’d help out with baths and bed times. But thinking about it now, I never really knew her daily schedule – how often she needed changing, feeding, what she ate and when, and how much food was exactly the right amount. It’s all a bit overwhelming, to say the least.


I trace Zara’s face, running my finger softly over her soft wisps of thick curly hair, her nose, her lips. She has Willow’s face. Her round brown eyes, her button nose, her rosebud lips – she’s the spitting image. I just know she’s going to have hair like her mother too. Lots and lots of beautiful, thick golden hair.


Zara’s bottom lip is trembling now. ‘Blankie,’ she says quietly, but firmly. Shit. I hastily pull her into my lap, cradling her close to my chest like Willow always used to. I look around anxiously at the other passengers. They’re all looking at me, waiting for the screaming to start. To our right there’s an elderly lady, so frail she looks like she might break, with white hair. She looks sweet, kind-eyed, but she’s probably also the type who would judge a young single father. Just behind her is a tall, heavily built guy, with olive skin and a thick beard whose eyes, only just visible through his salt and pepper mane, are fixed intently on me. He looks like he could be quite intimidating if he tried. Then opposite him there’s a guy reading a newspaper, thick-framed glasses and freshly pressed suit. His eyes flicker nervously to Zara now and then.


‘Blankie,’ she says again. And then she screams. Her whimpers have become full tears. I pull her in closer to my chest and stand up.


‘Sssh,’ I soothe, ‘let’s find your blankie, shall we? That always helps, doesn’t it?’


Shit. Shit. Where is it? Where’s her blanket?


I am rummaging through the bag I brought for her, emptying everything onto the seat of the train, but I can’t find it. I can’t find Zara’s blanket. I am filled with dread as the reality sinks in. I’ve left it at home. The home I can’t bring myself to go back to without Willow there.


‘I know, Zara,’ I whisper, sighing as I stroke her hair. ‘I miss her too, I really miss her too.’


And then I can’t keep it in any more. I’m sat there on the train, tears streaming down my face, crying together with my one-year-old daughter.


All she wants is her mummy. All I want is Willow.


But where did she go?









Chapter 5


Willow


Then – July 2017


I can’t believe I stormed out like that, and I can’t believe I’m now wandering around at dusk, swigging wine straight from the bottle. It’s reckless and it’s dangerous. I barely even drink. In fact none of this feels like me at all. But then I’ve barely felt myself for five minutes since Gran announced we were leaving.


The wine is starting to go to my head and suddenly I’m cold and it’s getting dark. Maybe I should just go home, make it up properly with Gran. But the thought of that makes me feel even worse. Then I spot a pub ahead of me and the headiness I felt a moment before morphs into a warm fuzzy layer of confidence. Maybe one more drink will be enough to put Gran and Brighton firmly out of my mind.


‘Can I see some ID please?’ the girl behind the bar says in response to my order of a vodka and Coke. I’m being refused alcohol because I don’t look eighteen. Which makes sense, because I’m not eighteen. But, still, if the girl behind the bar knew how I felt right now, I’m sure she’d give me a drink.


‘Do you think I’d be here if I wasn’t eighteen?’ I say. God, are my words slurring?


The girl stares at me, eyebrows raised. She looks about my age, but I don’t see her flashing her ID about. ‘You may well be eighteen, but I need proof of that,’ she says, crossing her arms.


I fold my arms too, mimicking her. ‘My name is Willow Allen. And I was born in 1987.’


The girl cocks her head slightly. ‘So you’re thirty?’


Damn. It’s a lot older than I’d meant to say I was, but I can’t exactly take it back now so I nod my head confidently. This is so unlike me. Usually just the thought of asking for a drink at a bar would be enough to make me hyperventilate. ‘And if you refuse to serve me, I’ll sue.’


‘You’ll sue?’ I can’t tell if the bartender is enjoying this or getting annoyed. Either way, she hasn’t asked me to leave yet.


‘Hell yeah, I’ll sue, my family is full of lawyers.’


‘Willow!’ I hear someone shout a second before a pair of arms envelops me. I stiffen and I feel the person pull away. I turn around. The boy is tall, so tall he towers over me. It’s hard to focus on him, because I’m still a little dizzy from the alcohol and the left-field embrace, but I can’t help but notice his eyes: they’re a deep hazel, almost hidden beneath a mass of heavy black curls. I don’t know this boy. I don’t know anyone here. But he’s looking at me like we’ve known each other all our lives. How drunk am I?


‘All right, you did the dare, good one! A tenner for you.’ His voice is full of warmth as he winks furtively at me, before turning back to the girl at the bar, grinning. ‘Sorry for annoying you, Hols, this is my friend Willow. She’ll do anything for a dare.’


‘Hols’ looks unimpressed. ‘She still doesn’t get a drink without ID.’


‘I know, it was a mere joke.’ The girl rolls her eyes and stalks to the other end of the gleaming white bar. It sticks out like a sore thumb against the rustic brick walls lined with homely picture frames. Is this what the pubs are like in New Haw? All mismatched? Bit ugly? No theme?


I turn my head back to the boy, frowning at him. I am utterly confused. I don’t recognise him at all – or am I deliriously drunk? I stare at him in silent confusion, waiting for him to explain, but he just returns my gaze, saying nothing, a smug smile on his lips.


I feel the corners of my mouth twitch, curling up into an involuntary smile. ‘What the hell?’ I begin. And then I’m laughing. And I can’t stop. And he’s laughing too.


Oh, wine, oh, lovely, lovely, wine.


[image: image]


We’re outside in the lamplit garden, sitting on a cushioned leather sofa – I told you this pub is weird – sheltered from the rain by a wooden structure. We are sipping straight vodka from a flask he produced from his trouser pocket. His name is Dustin. I don’t know him, and he doesn’t know me. He just overheard my conversation with the bartender and knew I was going to get kicked out, so decided to save me from utter mortification and potential arrest, and come to my rescue. And I’m glad, because he is very nice, and we’re talking a lot, and he is sharing his secret flask of alcohol with me, which is very kind. He’s almost exactly a year older than me, as it turns out. He turned eighteen last week, and I’ve been seventeen for a couple of months now. He is wearing an oversized chequered jumper, with stripy trousers, and big leather Doc Martens. He stands out in a way I’d never dare to.


And he’s on his own at the pub, just like me – though everyone here seems to know him, so I suppose he’s not really alone. Apparently, he’s a regular here, he comes for the karaoke. They hold it twice a week, and tonight is one of the nights.


‘So, I take it your family aren’t all lawyers?’ Dustin smirks, handing the flask back to me.


‘Um, no, not exactly,’ I say sheepishly. ‘That was a bit of an embellishment.’


‘So what do they do?’


I freeze. I can feel the familiar nerves and stomach-dropping dread. Are we going to talk about families now? Am I going to have to awkwardly dodge all the usual generic questions? Or worse, what if I end up giving too much away? I feel like the combination of the vodka and his hazel eyes could make me spill everything if I’m not careful. I give what I hope is an offhand laugh and self-consciously brush the hair from my face. ‘Um, well … ’


‘You OK?’


I look up at Dustin; he’s watching me with a concerned expression.


‘Look, I didn’t mean to intrude or anything. You don’t have to tell me about your family if you don’t want to.’


‘No, no, it’s fine,’ I say hurriedly. ‘Sorry, I think I’m a bit drunk. I had the good part of a bottle on the way here.’ I laugh awkwardly.


He arches an eyebrow. ‘On a Wednesday? Now you’re making me feel boring.’ He’s smiling again. I like his smile.


I grin back at him.


‘Obviously, you have to have a bottle of wine on a Wednesday, catch up! That’s what all the cool kids do now.’


‘Oh, that’s what they do? I’m always late with the trends,’ he says, his eyes still not leaving my face. He’s a funny-looking guy, really proudly wearing his mismatched clothes like they’re all the rage. Is this his everyday attire? Or is this for the karaoke? He has a tiny hoop dangling from his ear, so tiny you wouldn’t notice unless you really stare at it. And suddenly I realise I am staring. Shit. But then again, so is he. We’ve been staring for a little bit too long, so there’s that pause. He realises and clears his throat awkwardly. ‘Wait, this is so unfair.’


‘What is?’ I say. What does he mean?


‘You already know my embarrassing hobby – karaoke. So what’s yours?’


I’m so relieved that I don’t even think before I answer. ‘I like to knit!’


Did I really tell just him about my knitting? Wow. So cool, Willow.


Dustin eyes widen. ‘Sorry, what? Are you secretly ninety?’


I bite my lip, trying to hold in my embarrassed laughter. ‘It’s actually fun. I’ll teach you someday.’


‘Is that a promise?’


I nod my head and wink at him. ‘I always keep my promises.’


‘And what brings you here tonight, when you could be having a wild night of knitting?’


I take another swig from the flask. ‘Feeling pissed off at the world. Pissed off at people,’ I say, thinking it’ll come off cool and edgy. Instead it sounds whiny and I realise I’ve opened myself up to more questions. But Dustin just gets to his feet and offers me his hand. ‘Sounds to me like you need to let off some steam. How’s your karaoke?’


I take his outstretched hand. ‘I’ve never even tried it. Like ever.’


Dustin feigns outrage.


‘Must be a sign. Maybe you were meant to walk into this place.’


I bite my lip, feeling excitement flush my face. ‘Obviously a sign. You’d better do a duet with me though, I’ll be super offended if you say no.’


He grins at me. ‘One condition: it has to be an ABBA song.’


‘I thought you’d never ask,’ I say, before grabbing his hand and dragging him inside.


I can be anyone with him, absolutely anyone, cos he doesn’t know me. He doesn’t know the real me.









Chapter 6


Dustin


Mum stares at me from the doorway. She looks the same. Her cropped blonde hair might be shorter than it used to be, but it still has that slight off-centre parting that she’d always complain about. Only when I look closer do I notice the small signs of the two years that have passed. The extra creases around her brown eyes, shiny now with tears, and the slightly less pronounced cheekbones. For a moment she doesn’t say anything, then I feel her arms around me, pulling me towards her, Zara still cradled in my arms. She smells exactly as I remember her: of lavender and fluffy towels.


‘I’ve missed you, Dustin,’ she whispers, her voice choked with emotion.


I’m thrown, I don’t know how to reply. After this amount of time, I had expected a much frostier reception. More dramatic. More … anything. Less … this.


‘I … missed you too, Mum,’ I mumble.


Two years without trying to contact me and she’s acting like I’ve been gone a week. Thirty minutes I stood outside the house, pacing back and forth with Zara in her buggy, my stomach writhing like I was being eaten alive from the inside. And now this. Has she just decided to move on, forget any of it ever happened? I have so many questions, but I’m also so tired. So I just lean my head against her shoulder instead.


After what feels like hours, Mum shuffles us both into the living room, telling me to take my shoes and coat off and asking about tea and would I like some and did I manage to grab something to eat on the train. Before I even have a chance to answer, she calls Alicia from upstairs, and my anxiety comes flooding back. The living room has only changed a little in the years I’ve been away. I think the walls have been painted a brighter white, but there’s still our cheesy family portrait on the wall. The wooden plaques engraved with This is a home not a house propped on the surfaces. The same diddy TV, that was always too loud or too quiet, impossible to get the volume just right. I am back.


My not-so-little sister – she’s nineteen now – eventually comes downstairs, followed by a tall, dark-haired guy, who towers behind her. It is evident from the expression on her face that, unlike Mum, Alicia isn’t about to sweep the last two years under the carpet. I walk towards her, not sure what I’m going to do. Hug her? Shake her hand? It doesn’t matter anyway, because as soon as I approach her she backs away and, without saying a word, slides past me and sits on the sofa. Her boyfriend sits down next to her but not before he holds his hand up awkwardly and says ‘All right, mate? I’m Elliot, Alicia’s boyfriend,’ as if I couldn’t have worked that out for myself. I already know from her Facebook updates that he’s called Elliot, but for the last year or so he’s been Action Man in my head. Because he looks like an Action Man. Sharp jawline, electric blue eyes, messy hair that somehow looks carefully styled. It’s like someone has put him together from plastic parts. I already don’t like him. He just sits there, arm around Alicia, pulling her closer towards him protectively. He looks too perfect. At least he’s introduced himself to me, I guess. My sister, on the other hand, is silent as the grave.


I was aware from Facebook that Alicia wasn’t going to look like the round-faced seventeen-year-old I remember. But even so, seeing her in person takes me by surprise. Her once long, auburn hair has been dyed black and cut into a short blunt bob, revealing the monkey-like ears that stick out from the sides of her small head. She has decorated them with loads of tiny glints of metal, and the side of her nose and her septum follow this theme as well. Her rosy cheeks, the spray of freckles across her nose that have always meant she looks a few years younger than she is, are still very much present, but she has none of the charming innocence that used to characterise her, none of the wide-eyed curiosity. She folds her arms and glowers at me.
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