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Chapter 1



The first truly warm evening of the season, and the sun is just about still visible, hanging low above Greenham Common. Jenna Star sits on the caravan steps and exhales magical smoke as she hands the spliff up to Gaz, who is perched one level above her. She leans back between his legs, waving her signature scent of knocked-off Comme des Garcons Avignon up towards him.


In the space between her shoulder blades, she feels his appreciation.


They’re watching Willow, Tiger and Moon inflict their high-level training on the dogs, getting them to jump through hoops and other tricks. Their newest stunt gets them to gently topple little Moon with the word ‘Push!’ and lie on him with the word ‘Settle!’ so he can’t get up. Moon’s big brother Tiger, whose stated life dream is to be a lion tamer, thinks this is hilarious. The dogs are having fun, too, their boisterousness staying just the right side of playful. They know their humans, and would never let them come to harm, no matter how rough the play. Big sister Willow watches on, making sure things don’t get out of hand. Sensible Willow.


‘Did you like the dhal?’ Gaz asks.


‘Mmm.’ It was OK. Jenna doesn’t really do food.


‘Always tastes better cooked slow over the flames,’ he says.


She sits forward and eyes the fire. ‘Need some more wood on that.’


He slides away from under her, strides to the pile of wood he and Willow chopped and stacked last week, selects a couple of logs and chucks them on the fire, sending sparks up into the dusky air.


Tiger cheers, punching the sparks with his grubby ten-year-old fist. He loves a fire. If Jenna wasn’t certain that he would rather die than go against her, she would be concerned for the Star family safety.


She turns and looks at Nomad glowing in the firelight and sunset. She acquired the caravan two years ago. It is magnificent – a vintage 1967 showman’s van with slide-out sides. She has restyled the interior away from synthetic beige – a colour she violently dislikes – to deep red bohemian: all ancient Persian rugs, Turkish cushions, plants, and decadent comfort. She’s even put in a wood burner and a proper nice shower with handmade tiles. Everything inside Nomad has been begged, borrowed or stolen. It’s a far cry from her first van, a rackety old shoestring-converted horsebox she took as her due from Spider, a man she spent a couple of months with sixteen years ago. Boring, and bad in bed, he deserved to lose his home. Plus she had to make a rapid departure – not her first, and by no means her last – and taking the van was her only option.


There have been many vans and more men in the intervening years, but, like Nomad, Gaz is a considerable step up. He is guilty of neither of Spider’s sins and, because of this, he has earned his place under the animal skins on Jenna’s big bed for six years now.


Easy on the eye, too, all mid-length hair shaved up at the sides to reveal spiderweb tattoos, and muscles earned purely by the physical work he puts into their lifestyle, Gaz pours her another glass of red and settles back behind her.


‘Stop, everyone!’ Willow points to the horizon, where the scrubby heathland meets the sky. ‘Say goodbye to the sun.’


The shouting stops. The dogs obey and sit still. Willow is growing into quite a commanding presence. Jenna is going to have to keep an eye on that. All five Stars – Gaz has honorary status as long as he remains in the firmament – watch the big old fiery ball as it descends behind the trees and the silos.


A cheer goes up, not only from Nomad’s crew but also from the people who live in the other fifteen or so vans on the site, a field a local farmer has put to more profitable use than crops, which can’t be saying much as it’s dirt cheap to stay here.


The Stars have been here for nearly a year now, which is possibly long enough, Jenna thinks.


She stretches out her lovely, long-long legs, her full six-foot-one frame, and admires her taut belly, exposed between her tiny Indian-silk handkerchief top and the long, gathered, hip-slung skirt she lifted on her last trip to Liberty. Not in bad shape for a mother of three.


She laughs.


‘What is it, babe?’ Gaz asks.


‘Nothing,’ she says. ‘Or, actually, I just love how my kids watch the sun instead of idiot screens.’


‘Because you don’t give them the choice, babe.’


‘And that’s a good thing.’


‘That’s a great thing.’


‘I’m a great mother.’


‘The best.’


He gently squeezes his thighs against her and she rubs her shoulders into him.


The children return to their dog training. No bedtimes here. When they feel tired, they get themselves to bed. Even little Moon, who’s just five. Although she’s noticed that Willow has started suggesting that he goes and lies down when he starts being a pain in the arse. She’ll even read to him sometimes from the small selection of children’s books they have in the van, like a proper little Normal.


Not that Jenna approves of books. They’re just another part of the machine, after all. She’s never inflicted school on her kids. Instead, she gives them freedom, the greatest gift any child can ever dream of. Hers are always the wildest on any site, the boldest, the canniest. And yet, just one snap of her fingers and they do as they are told.


Just like the dogs.


‘You do me proud, you lot,’ she says, taking the spliff from Gaz’s rough fingers.


Moon takes a break from being bowled over by dogs to come and squeeze her knees.


‘I love you, Mum,’ he says.


She ruffles his wild hair. ‘Love you, babe.’


Reassured, he returns to his happy play with his brother and sister. Jenna moves one blue-gel-manicured hand to brush off the little bits of straw he has left on her skirt and sighs with pleasure.


It’s a loaded sound, curated to catch Gaz’s attention. And indeed, once more, she feels his appreciation firm against her back.


There is just one serpent in this paradise.


It all stems from the conversations Jenna has been having recently with Willow. The children sleep in a curtained-off rack of three bunk beds in one of the pull-out sections of the van. Until now, that’s worked well as they are tucked out of the way at night leaving the rest of the space to Jenna and Gaz. But recently, Willow has been complaining that she’s too big for the bunk. Just the other day, she showed Jenna how she can’t stretch out and has to sleep curled up.


So Jenna has decided that Willow can move onto the couch right at the front, which converts into a full-sized bed. It kind of makes sense, because these days Willow is usually the last to go to sleep, so Jenna and Gaz no longer have the van to themselves anyway. She’ll rig up a curtain for Willow to pull across so that she has a bit of privacy if that will make her happy.


What Willow would really like, and what she’s been going on about pretty constantly recently, is her own little bender. It’s a common step in the community for teenagers wanting a bit of privacy to move out into some sort of independent structure – a bender made from branches and tarp or a small van of their own. Indeed, Hope next door has just got one from her ditsy, devoted mum, and this is probably what set Willow off.


But Jenna isn’t a big fan of that idea because beyond the confines of the van at night, Willow could get up to anything. Jenna’s seen the way boys look at her – she’s a pretty thing, not quite on the same level as Jenna was at sixteen, but still, she’s learned style from her, and can really pull it off.


Gaz reaches down and puts his hand under her handkerchief top, placing it on her small, perfectly formed breast. She rolls her shoulders again so they rub into his inner thighs.


The children play on. She’s taught them not to have any hang-ups about what adults do with each other. They don’t even notice, really. It’s not as if they’re unaware of what goes on in the bedroom at night. Not every detail, of course. That wouldn’t be right. But Jenna finds it impossible to be quiet during sex. Especially with Gaz, whom she has taught well. It’s only natural, after all, and it’s how people managed to have fifteen, sixteen children when the whole family slept in one room.


She sighs with pleasure at the thought of what’s going to happen later.


But the serpent returns, snaking around her sense of contentment. With Willow moved onto the couch, that leaves one spare bed, one empty nest in Nomad.


It’s not as if she would want fifteen or sixteen kids, but one more wouldn’t do any harm. Then her life would be complete. Her happiness constant. Her itch scratched.


She turns and puts her elbows on Gaz’s knees.


‘I want another baby.’


‘Whoah,’ Gaz says. Although the thought has been brewing for a while now, this is the first time she has ever mentioned it to him.


She reaches her fingers up and twines them into his lovely hair.


‘Just one more.’


He frowns. But he has never said no to her before, so she knows this is just a formality, a game he has to play to make himself feel like he has some sort of power in this situation.


She gently pulls his face down towards hers. ‘And that will be that,’ she coos into his ear. ‘No more after that.’ Her tongue follows her words.


He loves that.


He sighs and shudders.


Behind her, the children shout louder, the night descends, the fire crackles.


‘And this would definitely be the last?’


‘The very last.’ She puts a hand on his groin.


‘So this time you leave Daisy.’


She pulls away. ‘What?’


‘If you mean it about being the last, you get rid of Daisy.’


She smiles. He’s cleverer sometimes than she gives him credit for. But she wants a new baby more than she wants to hold onto Daisy. And it will be a great symbolic act, a final severance from her childhood. Some people believe they were born into the wrong body. But Jenna loves her body. Why wouldn’t she? No, she was born into the wrong family, into the wrong house.


She was the original changeling.


‘OK,’ she says. ‘I’ll get rid of Daisy.’


He nods. ‘Good.’


She stands, takes him by the hand. ‘Let’s go and do the Special Thing.’


He looks at her with his warm, brown eyes. Special Thing is a rare treat for him.


‘Willow, help the boys to bed when they’re ready,’ Jenna says, without looking back.


She leads him to the animal skins on her bed.


Like a dog, he follows.







Chapter 2



Three weeks later

Thursday


Sarah is worried that her breast pads are nearing their limit. She’s going to mess up her one remaining good shirt, the red gingham Vivienne Westwood she got by way of TK Maxx.


Meanwhile, Max is still fussing in his buggy, pushing out his mittened fists, kicking his legs. But at least he’s not crying anymore, and the dagger stares from diners around them in Zizzi Newbury are dying down.


She’s still sweating, though.


Lisa’s telling her some complicated story about what Robert at work said to her the other day and how it was borderline creepy. Well of course, whatever Robert says to any woman is going to be well beyond borderline creepy. Not that Sarah’s going to have to worry about that anymore.


‘I’m not going back,’ she says, out of nowhere, interrupting Lisa’s flow.


‘What?’ Lisa says.


‘Max is sick. I’m not going to be able to come back to work. Not with him, Hannah and Tom to look after.’


‘He’s sick?’ Lisa asks, her forkful of prawn linguine halfway to her mouth.


‘And Jake’s a chocolate teapot.’ Sarah looks gloomily at her own plate, a slab of six-layer lasagne. She is not going to lose her baby bulge today.


‘What’s the matter with him?’


‘Too busy looking after other people’s children to spend any time with his own—’


‘I mean Max.’


‘—He sold being made deputy head as nothing but a good thing – more money, less homework to mark.’


‘Sarah, what’s the matter with Max?’


Sarah sighs, puts down her fork and gazes into the mid-distance. ‘Neonatal diabetes.’


Lisa looks down at Max, who is still fighting sleep. ‘But they can control it, yes?’


‘They don’t know.’ Sarah can’t bear to talk about it anymore, having had to explain it over and over to so many people. She hands Lisa the leaflet the consultant gave her this morning.


Lisa takes a slug from her large glass of Sauvignon Blanc and squints at the leaflet. ‘What’s the treatment?’


‘Lots of check-ups. And he has to take medicine every day.’


‘He’ll grow out of it, yeah?’


‘They don’t know.’


Lisa hands back the leaflet. ‘My cousin has diabetes and he’s fine.’


‘Neonatal’s different. Yes, he can’t control his blood sugar. But he might also have developmental delays, possibly learning difficulties.’


Lisa reaches out and takes her hand. ‘Oh, Sarah.’


Sarah resists the urge to pull her fingers away. ‘They don’t know for sure. All they can do, apparently, is keep testing him. And testing him, and testing him.’ Sarah looks over at her sick little baby and sighs. His birth – no, her pregnancy – was like a bomb going off in her life. ‘I don’t have time for anything else.’


‘Well, you’re looking really well on it,’ Lisa says, picking up her fork again.


‘I look like a bag of shite.’


‘No. You’re glowing. Motherhood suits you.’


Glowing means fat, of course. Sarah is on the verge of tears. ‘I wish I could come back to work, though.’


‘It’s hell at the moment, really is. We’ve got ten jobs with six different developers on the go at once, deadlines all within a couple of weeks. The clients all want cool neutral, but we’ve got to make each show home different.’


Sarah tries a smile, but it’s forced. ‘How many shades of beige can you come up with?’


‘Tell me about it. Believe me, you’re best off out of it.’


But Sarah’s mind is racing, flipping through imaginary swatch books, grabbing images from websites, putting mood boards together. She sees herself as she was a year ago, before her third maternity leave, in her smart Hobbs dress and kitten heels, sitting at her Mac in the clean, white office. Everything so ordered, the tasks so finite.


And now her day-to-day is banana-stained t-shirts, pooey nappies, pissy potties, endless small plates of snacks for Hannah and Tom, never finishing a task, never having enough sleep, never being able to have just five minutes for a wash or a wee. Her make-up bag, full of Bobbi Brown, lies unopened somewhere on top of her bedroom drawers, underneath piles and piles of washing waiting to be sorted and folded and put away. And then, all the time, this new baby crying and crying and being a source of constant worry. Is he in pain? Is he hungry/thirsty/tired? Is he going to have another fit?


Is he going to die?


The horror of his rare moments of stillness and sleep. Moments that should give her release, but which just find her constantly checking that he’s still breathing.


Her day-to-day is chaos, struggle and guilt that she is not giving each child enough attention, guilt that she is letting herself go, guilt that she is not enjoying herself. Not enjoying herself one tiny jot.


Three under three. She would not recommend it to her worst enemy. It’s a kind of torture. And when she thinks that she is only in this position by accident . . .


Max stirs and gives out the great shuddering sigh that follows a crying spell and signifies the possibility that he might, just might, settle now.


Max. Her accident.


‘You’re so lucky, though,’ Lisa says. ‘Baby days. What a gift.’


She doesn’t say it outright – she has too much pride – but Sarah knows that Lisa is jealous. She and Jonno have been trying for three years and, having suffered three miscarriages, are going through the early stages of fertility treatment.


She looks into Lisa’s eyes and sees all that loss and longing. She can’t bear it. She wants to wipe it out. And with that urge comes cruelty and truth.


‘I didn’t want him,’ she says.


Lisa lowers her eyes and takes another mouthful, chewing. But it looks as if the pasta might get stuck in her throat.


‘He was a complete accident,’ Sarah ploughs on. ‘I was still breastfeeding Tom. You’re not supposed to get pregnant when you’re breastfeeding.’


Lisa looks at her, frostier than her glass of wine. ‘I wouldn’t know.’


Sarah can feel it all welling up inside her, the words she hasn’t been able to say to anyone. Although they are more work colleagues than best buddies, Lisa is the closest friend she has these days. Everyone else got lost in the pile of work and family commitments.


This lunch is the first time she has been out socially in over a year. And even though Jake’s parents said they were willing to have Max for a couple of hours with the other two, Lisa had insisted on her bringing him. ‘I’m desperate to see the baby,’ she said when she called to make the arrangement. She isn’t desperate for what she is about to get, though. But Sarah’s on a roll now. If she keeps all this to herself for a moment longer, she is going to explode.


‘I knew I wouldn’t be able to cope. Jake said he’d help out more, come back home at five, be around at weekends. Three children. The childcare costs would have been more than my salary. He said I could give up work for a couple of years, concentrate on the babies, then go back when Hannah and Tom were in school.’


‘You could see it as a gift. The baby days are short, just a small part of our lives.’


‘Yeah.’ The platitudes put a taste of viciousness in Sarah’s mouth. ‘He mentioned you, how you would give your right arm to be in my position.’


Lisa purses her lips. ‘He’s not wrong,’ she says in a low voice that has just a hint of danger in it.


Sarah sticks her knife into her lasagne. ‘I wanted an abortion.’


Lisa sucks in her breath. She reaches for a steadying glug of white wine. Then another. It’s warm in here – the air-con doesn’t appear to be working. Even so, her face is clearly flushed with more than just heat.


‘I didn’t want Max to be born,’ Sarah goes on as she automatically carves her food into small, toddler-sized bites. ‘I wanted to keep my job, put on my nice clothes, go out to work. And I wanted Jake to come home at five on weekdays and share weekends with me. I didn’t want another baby just to make him step up to his obligations as a father. But he talked me into keeping it.


‘Him,’ Lisa says. ‘Keeping him.’


‘He cried, he pleaded with me and when that didn’t work he tried threats, like I would regret it for the rest of my life, that we’d never recover from it, that I was tantamount to being a murderer.’


Lisa puts down her glass so firmly that some of the wine slops over the side. ‘Jake’s a good man.’


Sarah shoots back at her. ‘He said if I had an abortion, he’d never be able to look me in the eye.’


Lisa picks her napkin off her lap and crumples it onto the table beside her half-eaten pasta. ‘Perhaps he was just telling the truth. Excuse me.’ She picks up her handbag and heads for the ladies. A few people turn to look at Sarah. They have been earwigging. A sixty-something woman is staring right at her, eyebrow raised.


‘What?’ Sarah says, like some sort of truculent fourteen-year-old.


‘You would have regretted it your whole life,’ the woman says, not unkindly.


Sarah purses her lips and reaches for the wine bottle. Even strangers are on Jake’s side. She’d said she would only have one glass because of her milk, but it’s been three years now of holding back and she is sick to death of it. She fills her glass, knocks it back and refills it.


Max sleeps, his face like a little angel’s. She can barely look at him. She tries to stop her mouth from turning downwards. She has been awful. Abominable. A terrible person.


Finally, Lisa returns, a couple of water spots on her otherwise pristine white blouse, which, along with the red rims around her eyelashes, is a clear indication that she has been splashing her eyes after crying. She has also put on a fresh coat of lipstick, which hints to Sarah that she wants this lunch to be over soon, that she wants to head back to the office.


Even Lisa knows life is safer and easier there.


‘I’m sorry,’ Sarah says, avoiding her gaze.


Lisa sits and settles her shoulders like a bird busying itself into its nest. ‘It’s OK. We all have issues.’


Sarah looks over at Max, her very pressing issue. ‘Worst-case scenario, he could need lifetime care. I may never be able to work again.’


Once more, she sees herself in her white office, where she sat for twelve years, working her way up the design team. What was it all for?


Her breasts leak. Her eyes leak. She is just a big old saggy bag of liquids.


‘Work isn’t everything,’ Lisa says.


From where Sarah’s sitting, it is. It really is.


‘Are we finished?’ A young waiter hovers into view, casting a mildly and no doubt habitually flirtatious eye over Lisa. He doesn’t even acknowledge soggy Sarah and her now slumbering, flawed baby.


‘Do you want a pudding?’ Lisa asks, in a way that makes it utterly clear she is expecting Sarah to decline the offer.


Sarah shakes her head, although her breastfeeding calorie deficit is making her body cry out for sugar. She’ll get an ice cream from the van in the park in a bit. When there’s no one around to judge her.


‘I’ll have the bill please,’ Lisa says to the flirty boy.


Sarah makes to get her wallet from the changing bag that Jake’s mother so lovingly embroidered with Max’s name in tangerine wool.


Lisa waves her hand. ‘My treat.’


Ha. Treat.


‘I wish I could have had a cuddle,’ Lisa says as they step out, blinking, into the bright, sunlit precinct.


‘He’s just so fussy,’ Sarah says. ‘I needed him to sleep. He needed to sleep.’


Lisa’s face closes up like the door on a train that’s about to depart. She sighs, smiles brightly and leans in to kiss Sarah on the cheek.


‘Thank you for the lunch,’ Sarah says.


‘We must do this again sometime,’ Lisa says. She turns on her heel and hurries to the taxi rank to get a cab back to the office.


Must we? Sarah thinks. She rubs her cheek where, no doubt, Lisa has left some of her newly applied lipstick. Max stirs and starts fussing. She reaches under his buggy for the changing bag and pulls out a muslin, which she clips over the hood, partly to shield him from the bright sunlight, partly so she doesn’t have to see him.


As Max ramps up his complaining, she runs into the Tesco Metro over the road and picks up two four-pint bottles of milk which she stashes under the buggy. Jake’s parents, who are looking after the other two back at the house, drink endless cups of tea, and then there’s never any left for breakfast.


By the time she’s back on the pavement, she has an hour until she has to relieve Anne and Nige from their duties. Max is grizzling behind the muslin. Her whole body feels like a lump of lasagne in this heat.


She needs a bit of space.


Plugging in her headphones, she heads for the park.


Loud, on repeat in her ears, is her secret weapon of Rage Against the Machine’s ‘Killing in the Name’, the theme song of her teenage years which, if she hadn’t buckled down and become a good girl, might have led her astray.


She has been a responsible adult for far too long.


She’s going to get a fucking ice cream.







Chapter 3



Jake steams down the corridor, feeling, in every way except his outfit, like Superman. If it weren’t for the chattering river of Year Eights bubbling along the corridor in the opposite direction, he would punch the air and click his heels together because the geography lesson he has just given Year Nine – his classic oxbow lake session – was an utter belter.


With his recent promotion to deputy head, he doesn’t often get the opportunity to strut his stuff in the classroom. But Mrs Robbins, the almost terminally delicate geography teacher, is off sick today, so he jumped at the chance to save on a supply teacher.


He knows he shouldn’t, but he gets a real kick when a kid tells him that his lessons are so much more fun than Mrs Robbins’s.


He ignores a couple of Year Eleven girls, who giggle as he passes. His nickname among the older kids is, apparently, Peng Lad. While it doesn’t quite convey the dignity fitting of his station, it makes him smile.


But now he has to get back to his office and check that Bea – the assistant he has on loan while Mike Peterson, the actual headmaster, is off with burnout – is on it with the preparation for tomorrow’s OFSTED visit. The inspector made the call as Jake headed off to class, so he’s got his work cut out for the rest of the day, making preparations and warning staff that tomorrow they will come under close scrutiny.


Had it been any other assistant, he would have got someone else to sit in while Year Nine drew maps or something, but Bea is more than up to the task. Every day he counts his blessings that he has her as his wing-woman. Although she is only twenty-seven, she started at the school as soon as she finished A levels here, and this will be her third OFSTED. In the past he was just a humble teacher under inspection, so she is actually more experienced than him at leading the process.


He opens the door to the head teacher’s suite and there she is at her desk in the little lobby before the main room, opposite the chair where naughty kids sit waiting for a bollocking – or guidance, as he prefers to think of it. The air is scented with what he imagines is her coconut body spray.


She looks up at him and smiles, her white teeth flashing. ‘Hi.’ Her pink lipstick is fresh and perfect. He has never met such a well-groomed woman. ‘How did it go?’


‘Smashed it,’ he says, smiling. She laughs and twirls a strand of honey-blonde hair around her finger.


He tries not to draw comparisons with the state of Sarah when he left at seven this morning. He knows three under three is an enormous challenge, but sometimes he barely recognises her these days.


She was stooping over the kitchen worktop in her tatty dressing gown, her hair unwashed, unbrushed and dark at the roots. Buttering toast for Hannah and Tom, she had her back turned to Max, who was screaming for milk, his nappy stinkingly full.


Jake offered to help, but she just told him that she could cope and he should get to work. But the kitchen looked like a bomb had hit it – pureed pea from last night crusted on the table, the dishwasher open, half emptied, half filled with dirty dishes, every surface crowded with used milk bottles and plastic bowls and sippy cups.


Ignoring her protests, he’d lifted Max from the high chair and taken him up to the bathroom to change him. Despite his stressful job and the extra responsibilities of his position while Mike is off, he puts in as much time as he possibly can while he’s at home. He can’t remember the last time he sat down and read a novel, or played tennis, or even went to the gym.


He and Sarah used to enjoy going to the gym together.


He used to enjoy Sarah’s gym body, especially when she got obsessed with boxing.


Sarah used to take such pride in herself and the house. Indeed, it had often looked like one of the show homes she designed at work. She used to pay him attention, too. These days, the house is filthy and cluttered and he seems to be little more than an unwelcome obstacle on her path to chaos and decay.


He wishes she would let him help her more. But first she bats him away, and then she attacks him for not supporting her.


What can a man do?


Sometimes he even gets angry about it. If he truly interrogates his reaction, which he tries to do, he sees that the root of it is his feelings of powerlessness as all his hopes for their marriage blur and fade.


Their wedding was the best day of his life. All polished shoes and smart clothes and sophisticated reception at the very swanky Vineyard Hotel. His parents had secretly been putting money aside for it for all of his – their only child’s – life.


And now he finds himself wondering whether it was money well spent.


‘Coffee?’ Bea asks, as he opens the door to his office.


‘God, yes.’


He sits at his desk and looks at the framed picture of Sarah, Hannah, Tom and Max, taken a month ago, before Max was diagnosed. He looks thin but gloriously happy, and Sarah had made an effort, so, baby weight aside, he can see part of his old wife. The other two look neat and brushed, too. The photoshoot was his parents’ present to them to celebrate Max’s birth. That it took three months for Sarah to organise is telling.


But he’s glad she did, because every time he looks at it, he imagines that the family he dreamed of is only slightly out of reach, that it would only need a small wave of a magic wand to bring it back into focus.


They’ll get there. They’ll get there.


Bea backs into the room carrying a tray with two cups of coffee and a plate of chocolate digestives on it. As she nudges the door shut with her hip, the fabric of her tight skirt shifts.


‘I’ve pulled out the child protection and safeguarding policies for you to review and drafted an email to warn the staff. And I’m condensing the stats into a cheat sheet for you for this afternoon’s call.’


‘Call?’


‘You’re going to have to take the ninety-minute call from the lead inspector, with Mike off.’


‘Oh God.’


‘Don’t worry. You’ll be brilliant.’ She hands him his coffee. A thin, golden chain hangs from her neck and disappears into her shirt. ‘I’ll make sure you have the facts at your fingertips and all you’ve got to do beyond that is sound really upbeat and positive.’


‘Ha,’ he says. His shoulders slump. Thinking of Sarah has drained his superpowers.


‘What is it, Jake?’ She sits down opposite him in the chair where the naughty students receive their bollocking, her perfectly shaped eyebrows raised in concern.


Briefly, he closes his eyes, tries to regain his responsible pro­fessional composure. He wears his emotions too close to the surface, that’s his issue. He has to hold back, put it all away. Here he is, just forty, effectively running a large comprehensive school, a position he could only have dreamed of five years ago.


A single tear escapes from his right eye. Self-pity. He despises himself for it.


‘Oh, Jake.’ Bea pulls a clean tissue from her sleeve and offers it to him across the desk.


‘We have to do this.’ Jake takes the tissue, blows his nose and waves at the computer screen where the folder of files she has selected for him to go over for the OFSTED visit sits, a block of pressing duty.


But Bea shakes her head. ‘Let’s just take ten, drink our coffees and you tell me what’s going on. A problem shared is a problem halved.’


He has a sudden urge to leap across the desk and bury his face in that gorgeous hair. Instead, he reins himself in and blows his nose again. ‘It’s nothing in particular.’


‘Is it little Max?’ she says, wrinkling her perfect, freckled nose.


He nods. Because it is, partly, little Max. And he can talk about that without betraying Sarah by blurting all the unchar­itable thoughts he’s been having about her. Because, he reminds himself again, she had a baby four months ago, she has three young children to care for and she is struggling with the fact that, because of Max’s illness, she won’t be going back to work for a long time now, if ever.


But can’t she squeeze just a little bit of joy out of the situation? Just some hint that she might want to be the mother of his children? It’s literally what she told him the third or fourth time they slept together. He remembers how brilliant that made him feel. Like he was the king of the world.


Jesus.


‘Sarah can’t get it into perspective,’ he says. And there he is, despite all he has just told himself, going against her, making out she is the problem. ‘Max is very likely going to grow out of his condition, and it’s entirely manageable with drugs. The odds are strongly in his favour. But she can only see the worst-case scenario.’


‘Which is?’


‘That he grows up disabled.’


‘In what way disabled?’ Bea sips her coffee, looks at him sympathetically.


‘There’s the tiniest chance he may have some learning disabil­ities. And an even tinier chance that they could be life-limiting. But of course that’s not going to happen to Max. Why should it? But she’s convinced.’ And there they are, more tears.


He puts his hands to his eyes and swings his chair to one side. He doesn’t want Bea to see him like this. Doesn’t want anyone to see him like this. He’s not a man who cries.


She stands and walks round the desk. He feels arms around him and is enveloped in her coconut scent, which fast-forwards him to a summer when all this is behind him and he is, once again, a happy man.


His face rests on Bea’s taut belly as she stands above him. He thinks about how close his face is to her sex, wonders if she shaves or waxes or grooms. Sarah’s battered vulva is bare at the moment because her hormones have caused all her intimate body hair to fall out.


‘I need a pubic wig,’ she’d said when it happened first time around, after Hannah, and they’d laughed. But she’s not joked about it this time, and he’s only caught glimpses as she gets ready for bed, peeling her big knickers from her doughy belly.


There has been no sex since Max was born and his body aches for intimacy, for breasts that don’t leak milk, for a vagina that hasn’t been stitched back together three times now, for the attentions of someone who respects rather than, at the very best, puts him fourth in line.


Stop it, stop it, the better part of him yells inside his head. This is selfish, so monstrously selfish. Poor Sarah. She needs you to be strong, steadfast, stable.


But: ‘Why does she hate me so much?’ he says to Bea’s belly.


Jesus, stop it.


But: can he feel a navel piercing through the thin cloth of her shirt? Despite – or, more likely, because of – everything about this situation being wrong, he feels a stirring.


‘Why would she hate you, Jake? You of all people.’


‘She won’t even look me in the eye these days.’


‘Poor Jake,’ she says, rocking him slightly, like he’s the baby.


Thankfully, the mid-morning bell rings, giving him an excuse to jump away from her.


She brushes down her front, then, through some invisible power, forces him to look her straight in the eye.


‘Sarah needs to see how lucky she is to have you.’







Chapter 4



Jenna pushes Daisy down a neat and tidy street of identical commuter houses. She finds it hard to breathe in places like this, where the clipped lawns and easy-care shrubs seem to stand in defiance of nature.


The houses here are what she supposes are called ‘heritage-styled’, with identical panelled doors and stupid bay windows that look all out of proportion on the tiny fronts.


Behind each door, there will be soulless, chain-store furniture, plumped-up cushions on stiff grey sofas, horrible glass coffee tables, nasty synthetic carpets. Everything will be done in neutrals, not a splash of colour anywhere.


She knows this because she walked away from somewhere almost exactly like this. Although this development is new – she has just passed a fenced-off area signposted PHASE THREE, where men in hard hats scurry around like ants, building more boxes for more slaves of the machine – the houses are almost indistinguishable from the 1970s bungalow she grew up in on the south coast of England.


‘We got away though, didn’t we?’ she says to Daisy, who is tucked in the buggy, under an unremarkable blanket, with only her little sunhat visible.


Jenna stops for a moment, pulls a plastic bottle of water out of the bag dangling from the buggy handles and takes a long draught. It’s damned hot today and she might be out for some while. She needs to pace herself.


The shapeless beige dress she lifted from Asda the other day has long sleeves. She resists the urge to push them up her arms because that would expose her tattoos. Nothing about her must be distinctive today. Hence also the anodyne mousy wig. She had to cram her long black hair into a net to make it look realistic, and that’s making her sweat, too.


Synthetics and neutrals. Ugh. And she’s covered in them. But that’s what these people wear, and she has to look the part. She straightens her sunglasses and steps forward in her clean white canvas pumps, also George at Asda, also lifted. She’s not giving anything to The Man, not if she can help it.


There has to be a playground near here. They build them into developments like this so the mothers can escape the boxes and sit with women exactly like themselves, a gaggle of samey ­nothingness.


She reaches the end of the street, turns a corner, and there it is. Designed, she supposes, to look like a village green, it’s a large, grassed area with a fenced-off play section, all bright primary colours and safe surfaces. A handful of toddlers play on the equipment, watched by their mothers, who sit on a couple of the benches around the perimeter, chatting to one another. She can’t hear them, but she knows they will be talking about inanities like the TV shows they fill their evenings with and how their darlings like this or that brand of highly processed food.


She knows because she spends a lot of time watching Normals, eavesdropping on their conversations. It makes her feel good about the choices she has made.


Freedom, a life on the road, following your heart, being your true self – she has chosen all this for herself and her family. She aligns herself with like-minded people. Her way of life is a precious gift.


Slowly, she walks around the outside of the playground, waving as if she knows the women, so that she doesn’t look like an outsider. Arriving at a bench, she sits, takes the copy of Red magazine she nicked from Smiths and pretends to read an article about the best summer sunscreens to wear under make-up.


Behind her sunglasses, though, her eyes are firmly focused on the mothers. Three buggies containing the toddlers’ younger siblings sit parked to one side of the action. A short, dark-haired woman keeps glancing over at the nearest one, but the other two seem to be completely ignored by their bovine mothers.


The mothers are also ignoring their older children, who are arguing about who is next on the slide.


These poor kids, to be sidelined at so young an age. They’ll grow up starved of attention, perfect fodder for the machine, buying things to put on and around their bodies to prove they exist, that they have worth.


A hot lump of rage grows in her throat.


The fence is a problem. Daisy is clearly too young to use the playground, so entering would draw attention, and that’s the last thing Jenna wants.


One of the toddlers – a fat little boy with blond hair – pushes over a girl in a stupid flowery dress. She bangs her knee, and there is blood. Flowery Dress breathes in sharply and Jenna counts: one, two, three, and there it is, the piercing wail, the demand for her mother’s attention.


The mum gets up and, tutting, makes her way towards her injured daughter, who is now screaming and pointing at Fat Boy.


Fat Boy’s mother – the apple hasn’t fallen far from the tree, metabolically speaking – waddles over to him, grabs his arm and pulls him away from Flowery Dress, slapping him on the backside.


The fucking bully.


Jenna wants to get up and give Fat Mum a proper slapping, let her know what it feels like. To be fair, her actions haven’t gone down well with the other mothers either, and there’s a general flurry, then they get up and start corralling their offspring.


While all this is going on, the buggies with the babies in them sit unattended.


This could be Jenna’s chance.


She looks at the situation like a general planning a battle. Time, target, distractions, opportunities. She’s not convinced. It’s that bastard fence again.


The toddlers are rounded up and shepherded towards the picnic tables with plastic boxes of shit food. It’s going to be a picnic lunch for them, poor kids. Parabens, additives, questionable animal products, low nutrition.


One of the mothers, a skinny woman with a Croydon Facelift, takes a few steps away and lights up a cigarette.


No wonder she smokes, living here. Jenna wonders how many of these women are on antidepressants. If they’re not, how do they survive it? She would slit her wrists, first opportunity.


This move of the gathering away from the buggies and towards the picnic tables nudges a little more opportunity Jenna’s way. She folds her magazine and stows it under the buggy, then rises and pushes Daisy over towards the playground gate.


With a gentle snick, she opens it, backs herself in and wheels Daisy over towards the buggies. She leans into the nearest to take a look. The stink of fabric conditioner assaults her nostrils as she watches the overwrapped baby inside. It’s sleeping with its fists flung above its head.


‘Poor little one,’ she whispers to it, working out the logistics of the swap.


‘What a lovely little baby,’ she says more loudly to Daisy, just in case anyone is watching. Stealing a glance over her shoulder at the women, who are too preoccupied with their older offspring, she makes a smooth, quick grab at the baby.


But as soon as her hands close around its flesh, it starts and begins to cry.


‘Shh,’ Jenna says, but it’s too late. Its mother, alerted by its wail, rushes over towards them.


‘William, William,’ she calls out as she approaches, her arms flung out in front of her.


William. Poor fucking kid.


‘I was just passing and he started crying,’ Jenna says, letting her wig fall in front of her face as she jiggles William’s buggy. ‘There there,’ she says to him.


‘Oh, thank you,’ the woman says, reaching into the buggy and pulling her sweaty little brat towards her.


‘S’alright,’ Jenna says, in her best local accent. She melts away, pushing Daisy across the grass. Hopefully, she has been blandly forgetful in this exchange. But she is furious with herself for taking such a risk.


Giving up on the playground, she decides to wander a little more to kill time before Gaz comes to pick her up – he’s sorting out the van with the kids, so won’t be at the bus stop for a good two hours yet.


She crosses the grass – imaginatively called The Greenway, according to a sign where it meets the road – and comes to another fenced-off area. This one is full of trees. An ice-cream van – Freezie Delights – stands by a little gate, where another corporate-looking sign declares that this is the Crosskeys Nature Reserve.


Even nature has been delineated and tamed.


Freezie Delights sells double 99s. Jenna hasn’t had a 99 since she was twelve or so. Some nostalgia kicks in – or perhaps it’s the character inhabiting her outfit egging her on. She reaches into her purse, pulls out a fiver and buys herself a Mr Whippy with two chocolate flakes stuck in it.


‘Sleeping like a little angel.’ The ice-cream van man nods at Daisy as he hands her the cone.


‘Yeah,’ she says, smiling behind her ice cream.


Bastard’s probably some paedo.


As she pays, she licks at the ice cream, partly to hide her face and partly because it’s proper roasting today and there’s already a stream of white hydrogenated fat and sugar melting down her hand. As she does so, she looks at the ice-cream van man, and he is giving her the look all men do. Like they are astonished by her.


She’s still got it.


She takes her ice cream and finds another bench, out of sight of the kiddy fiddler.


The bench is filthy, though. She’s not going to sit on that. So she stands and licks her ice cream, watching the field.


And then there she is.


A harried-looking woman pushing a buggy across the green towards the nature reserve.


She’s not one of the playground crew – Jenna would have noticed the red gingham shirt because it’s actually not too bad. The baby in the buggy is bawling.


Poor kid.


Jenna claims she can see auras. In many cases, she’s just making it up, but this one has a shimmering grey cloud around her.


‘Not a happy chappy,’ she says to Daisy. The woman is moving quickly, almost as if she is trying to run away from something. Even better, she has headphones on. Distracted, distressed, in a hurry. Perfect.


Jenna licks her ice cream and narrows her eyes as she watches Grey Cloud struggle with the gate to the Crosskeys Nature Reserve.


Once she has backed her bawling baby through it and the trees have swallowed her up, Jenna stands and throws the remains of her ice cream into the bushes – she’s had enough, it’s basically frozen chemicals. She grabs Daisy’s buggy and, like a shark scenting blood, heads in the same direction.







Chapter 5



She didn’t get an ice cream. She wanted a fucking ice cream and she walked past the fucking van. She even waved at the fucking ice-cream guy.


But she couldn’t stop. Not with Max screaming.


Sarah can hear him even with the volume turned up high on her headphones. He does this. Once he sets in, there’s no stopping him. Her front is soaked with cry-triggered milk. She knows, even if she washes her blouse, it’s going to forever smell of today.


At least here, in this protected thicket of ancient ash and oak trees that the developers had to turn into a nature reserve, she is away from the heat of the day. Zizzi feels like a distant nightmare, although the heavy garlicky tomato taste of her lasagne still lingers, and she has a lump of gristle stuck between her teeth, which, despite working at it with her tongue, refuses to budge.


She doesn’t think she’ll be seeing much of Lisa again. She has scared her off with her dark, lumpen self. She’s not who she used to be and she can’t imagine why Lisa would voluntarily choose to spend any more time with her.


Why anyone would, really.


‘The thing is, no one understands me,’ she mutters as she manoeuvres the buggy along the stony, bumpy path. ‘Not even I understand me.’


Despite the rough ground, she’s going fast, like she’s got the devil on her heels. The front wheels of the buggy get stuck in a rut, tipping the back up, spilling the changing bag out from the bottom tray. She stumbles forward and the handle of the buggy digs sharply into her belly, which is still weak and sore.


‘Fuck shit wank piss,’ she shouts out loud, above the throb of Rage Against the Machine in her ears. She hangs the changing bag on the buggy handles, hauls the wheels out of the rut and soldiers on.


Here it is damp and cool, and the air smells green. She tentatively lifts one speaker from her ear. Still Max cries on. But she can hear the rush of the river that she knows is the other side of the trees, with a bench and a clearing beside it. She swings the buggy in the direction of the water.


She parks up by the bench and lifts Max – none too gently – from his buggy. Hoiking up her sodden shirt, unzipping her maternity bra and flicking away the sodden pad, she puts his greedy mouth onto her nipple. He latches on immediately and starts sucking furiously, his little fist beating at her breast.


She taps her headphones to pause the music and shakes them down so they hang around her neck. Here, in the clearing, the sunlight dapples over her skin and, for a tiny second she gets the endorphin rush from her milk letting down, her baby being satisfied, and the glory of nature around them.


But her breast empties and he is back on the grizzle. She swaps sides and he starts fighting at her, refusing to latch on, crying like she has in some way disappointed him. Perhaps it’s the three glasses of wine, but she feels dangerous, like something in her is about to snap. She needs time out. Quickly, before anything awful happens, she lays him back in the buggy, closing the muslin curtain, like she’s shutting him in a room to regain her sanity. It’s what they tell you to do in the books if you ever feel like you can’t cope.


His screaming takes on a wilder register.


She can’t cope with this right now.


She puts her headphones back over her ears and sets the music going again. Grabbing her phone from the changing bag to keep her Bluetooth connection, she heads to the riverbank, where she lowers herself straight down onto the grass, her skirt billowing in a circle around her. She feels like a jellyfish.


Below her, the riverbank is unusually steep, cut away by the torrent from last month’s hard rains. It rained heavily a couple of days ago too – a month’s fall in twenty-four hours – and the water is raging once more. Foaming whirlpools form around branches dragged from upstream, snagged on reeds and rocks. The air smells of damp basement, mud, something sweet and rotten.


Sarah contemplates becoming one with the water beneath her. She would like to melt and become foam – like the little mermaid in the story that freaked Hannah out so much that, for five nights solid, she screamed if left on her own. Sarah would then just bob and float and whirl her way down the river, into the Thames, past all the people and out into the sea where she would never be seen again.


She swings her legs around, kicks off her sandals and dangles her feet in the water. It is ferociously cold, yet almost irresistibly tempting.


Whatever was she doing thinking she could be a mother? She is hopelessly unqualified. Her own mother was the kind of woman for whom life was always a competition, even against her daughter. Nothing Sarah did was ever good enough. Indeed, Mother only seemed to notice her when she fucked up. And that was only when she was sober, which was once in a blue moon. It would have helped to have a father around to provide a foil to Mother’s poisonous behaviour, but she chased him off, never to be seen again, before Sarah was even three years old.


She feels little shame that when, two years before she met Jake, Mother drank herself to death, she was, at first, delighted. She thought it would bring some sort of closure on her awful childhood. But, in fact, what happened was that a big gap opened up and it threatened to swallow her whole. No one knows about this, not even Jake. If he did, she’s sure he would have left by now, worried that her current mental state is just a repeat or amplification of what went on before. By the time they met, she had wrapped up her messy psychological innards, contained them within a skin of neat clothes and professional competence.


So Sarah has no model whatsoever to work from, mother-wise, and knowing this had made her believe that she should never have children herself.


But when she met Jake in her early thirties, she experienced a sudden physical, animal longing to have a baby with him. This shocked her so much, she wondered if she had ever truly known herself.


And with Hannah and Tom, she just about managed. Love came easily, and she found a more or less correct balance between smothering, overcompensating attention and Mother-like hands-off.


But now, with Max, it has all gone to cock, and she is shocked to find that, for the first time in her life, she kind of understands her own mother’s anger and despair.


Her children don’t deserve this Mother Monster.


Again, she watches the water gurgle. She could just slip in there and everything would be so much easier. Everyone would be so much better off.


She stands and steps out of her shoes, feeling the cool of the grass between her toes. In her ears, ‘Killing in the Name’ kicks off yet again.


She closes her eyes, loses herself, lifts her bare foot to step forward, hovers it over the frothing river, lowers it until she reaches the tipping point, where gravity waits to take over . . .







Chapter 6



Willow watches her little brothers follow Gaz around like dis-­ciples. They’re helping him do the Big Clean. She used to be keen like Moon and Tiger, but nowadays, her heart is no longer in it. She has to show up, of course, and pretend to do the work, but, at sixteen, she’s got better things to be doing.


Every week they do this, according to a list Jenna wrote out five years ago when Moon arrived in the family. It is now framed and nailed to the wall. ‘Clean and tidy is freedom,’ Jenna has always said. ‘We must respect the wisdom of our Romany forebears.’


Which is bullshit, because the only person in this van who claims to have a drop of Romany blood is Gaz, and that’s only because, with his mum being a heroin addict who gave him up as a baby, there’s a mystery over who his dad was. Gaz has earrings and dark curly hair, so he reckons that’s proof enough.


Anyway, the list is there, written in Jenna’s emphatic capitals and decorated by Willow herself, back when she did her mum’s bidding.


1 Take everything that isn’t in a cupboard and put it outside in the sorting box.


2 Lift off all the cushions and covers, take them outside, beat, shake and wash if necessary.


3 Wipe down every surface with the magic water.


4 Clean the kitchen and the shower room with magic water.


5 Empty the toilet and grey water tank.


6 Scrub the floors.


7 Bring in the sorting box and stash everything in the proper place.


It’s interesting that, having written the list and made the magic water – a mixture of water, vinegar and essential oil, with an added prayer to Brigid, goddess of health, hearth and forge, which replaces all the cleaning chemicals – Jenna never does the actual work herself. Today, yeah, she’s out, but other times, she’ll use the time to just sit and chat with the other women on the site. ‘Gossip is a bastardisation of god sib,’ she told Willow the other week when she accused her mother of ducking out of work. ‘Which means being close to God. So, it’s holy practice. I need to keep my ear to the ground. Anyway, I do bloody well enough work around here and the Big Clean is teaching you how to live well, which is all I want for you.’


Willow accepts that it’s an important part of her education, but she’s got the idea now thanks, Jenna. She’s using an old toothbrush to scrub around the edges of the tiny skylight in the shower, and she’s taking a long, long time over it.


She’d rather be out with Hope on the old site pushbikes, secretly sneaking out to the village rec, where, with their exotic clothes and shaved, woven, dreadlocked and coloured hair, they are catnip for the local boys.


Not that they’d ever go beyond flirting, of course. Those local boys are contaminated by The Man, and befriending them properly would be a disaster. If the girls brought them back to the site, they’d start grassing everyone up to their parents and then the pork would start sniffing around and then the crusty old farmer who owns the land would panic and kick them out.


But it’s fun leading them on. They have no idea how to act in front of Willow and Hope, two wild, beautiful young women, a million times more worldly than they are.


‘We are the blessed,’ Jenna says, and, being home-schooled and with no phone and no access to the internet, Willow has no other perspective on it, so can only agree. In any case, it’s good knowing you are better than the Normals.


Gaz sticks his head into the little bathroom. ‘How you getting on, Wills?’


Willow looks down at him from where she’s standing on the toilet seat and rolls her eyes. ‘Slow.’


Gaz grins. It’s like he can read her mind. He knows she’s bored and half-bunking off. ‘We’ve got to get it extra special today because your mum’s bringing the baby back.’
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