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‘First one tells a lie; 


then one believes it; 


then one becomes it’


MARTY RUBIN







   

I remember running through the woods. Tall trees planted in rows. The deer that used to graze in the garden.


Party days . . . Coloured lanterns and loud music and randomers floating on the wind. I remember your free-spirited children, your smile, contagious, so that I caught it too, holding your hands, dancing barefoot on grass that wasn’t quite dry, while the fairies watched us.


I painted memories of your hair shining, captured the caricature of your smile as you danced in slow motion. The cottage, flowers, music and people, twisting before my eyes to form a truth I block out of that terrible night; a scene of destruction with noiseless screaming, of darkness; Jude going from room to room, smashing things.


The accident.


A body on the floor, not moving.


Who was to know what was to come.
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Hannah


The rain that had started as drizzle as I left home grew heavier, the closer I got to London, while the voice in my head was growing louder.


Why are you doing this, Hannah?


It wasn’t because I wanted to. I hadn’t felt I had a choice. An hour ago I was drawing a line under another long day, about to pour myself a glass of wine, trying not to think about Matt. But he was in my mind, constantly, his beautiful face, the sadness in his voice. I’m sorry, Hannah. I can’t do this any more. It isn’t working . . . Words I hadn’t expected, the audible sound of my life changing, foreshadowing the shock that was about to hit me. Shock that was followed by agony. You can’t mean this, Matt – our relationship means everything to me. His response, which still haunted me: If we were that close, you should have been honest with me . . . My apology, desperate; my attempts to explain; the sinking realization that it was too late. Time wasn’t making it any easier. I couldn’t think about Matt without pain sweeping through me, but nor was I ready to block him out.


Evenings were the worst time. It was March, still dark too early, leaving me alone in the empty house with only my memories and the ragged emotions that tore through me. I’d been torturing myself, remembering the day six months ago that Matt had moved in, when my mobile buzzed. The call was from a Detective Inspector someone. A woman. I hadn’t registered her name, just sheer disbelief as she told me that my sister had had an accident.


As she spoke, I felt the ten years Nina and I hadn’t seen each other shrink to nothing, as for a few seconds my mind ran haywire. ‘What do you mean? What’s happened? Is she all right?’ My imagination was picturing Nina involved in a car crash or a hit-and-run. ‘Which hospital is she in?’


But I knew, from the hesitation in the policewoman’s voice before she spoke. A silence that didn’t need words.


‘I’m sorry, but by the time we got to her, it was too late.’


Words that hid the reality of what had happened to Nina, but not the truth: that my sister was dead. I was numb all of a sudden, as an image of her came to me: slender, vibrant, tormented. Nina belonged in the land of the living, not a morgue. Her son Abe was at the house alone, the detective inspector went on, breaking into my thoughts. Abe’s school had me listed as next of kin.


‘How soon can you get here?’


I was next of kin? For a moment I was stunned. ‘I can leave in a minute.’ Suddenly I remembered. ‘I need her address.’


Shock compounded on shock, as I wrote it down. When we’d been absent from each other’s lives for so long, it made no sense that Nina had named me next of kin.


But then we were sisters. Blood was thicker than water.


The DI’s voice broke into my thoughts. ‘How long will it take you to get here?’


‘I’m not sure. I live in the New Forest. An hour and a half maybe? It depends on the traffic.’


As I switched off my phone, a fleeting picture of Abe came to me, of the last time I saw him – a small, lost figure, standing in front of a sash window. There were no curtains, just the peeling paint framing the expanse of darkness outside. Abe had been wearing his pyjamas, his feet bare, Nina standing beside him, as though they were watching something together. I remembered seeing him reach for her hand; noticing Nina’s lack of response; after a few seconds, Abe’s hand falling away.


Unless Jude, his older brother, was around, which somehow I doubted, Abe had no one, as far as I knew. So I was driving. Then out of nowhere I was thinking of the Cry Babies, the band of which I’d been the lead singer – in my late teens, early twenties, when life had been simple. Why am I thinking about the Cry Babies, with everything else that is going on? But I knew what had reminded me. It was the many times we’d driven up this same stretch of the M3 towards London for some gig or other, music blaring, Danny’s van filled with smoke from the Gauloises he chain-smoked, the scent of youth and hedonism.


The car in front slowed down suddenly, jolting me back to the present. Slamming my foot on the brakes, I felt my car skid slightly on the wet road. My heart lurched. I needed to focus.


Dropping back into the slow lane, I peered ahead through the windscreen at the car lights multiplied in the rain, thinking about Nina. Desperate to leave home, at seventeen I’d moved into her cottage in a remote part of Hampshire. Nina was nine years older than I was and, like me, had left as soon as she could get away. It was the early days of the Cry Babies – gigs had been thin on the ground and money tight. Nina had taken me under her wing. She always had, back then. My big sister, who had seemed to have her life so sorted, was used to rescuing people. At the start, they’d been happy, carefree days. But so much time had passed. So much had changed.


For a while I came and went from Nina’s place, as the band worked hard and played hard, pushing ourselves ever more in pursuit of the dream. Then, after three years together, it paid off. The Cry Babies had looked set for the stars, with a nationwide tour supporting another band and a record deal being talked about. The band had taken over my life by then and I was often away, travelling around the country, spending less and less time at Nina’s. Now, it felt like another lifetime.


I wasn’t the same person I’d been then, but things happened, life changed people. That brought me back to Matt again, to our first meeting, two years ago, at a New Year’s Eve party. It had been a meeting of eyes across a crowded room, which sparked an instant attraction. We met again, by chance, a few days later when, over cups of coffee on a park bench bathed in winter sunshine, he told me he wanted to see me again, my elation punctured by shock, as in his next breath he told me he was married.


I remembered him sitting there, as I got up and walked away, staring into his coffee cup. I’d reached the edge of the park before I heard his voice behind me, saying he wasn’t sure what was happening to him, but please . . . He had no right to ask, but couldn’t I give him time to work things out?


Difficult months followed, months during which Matt wrestled with himself, while I was almost forced to give up on him. But six months ago he’d moved in with me. It was a new beginning, the start of the rest of our lives together. But it hadn’t been easy. Matt’s ex-wife had refused to let go, trying to persuade him to come back to her, never seeming to understand that you can’t force love. That it’s a gift.


I’d believed in Matt, trusted him implicitly. With the rest of my life . . . The mistake of my life. I’d been so wrong.


Now, confronted with the latest twist that fate had thrown at me, I was finding my way towards the address the police had given me, thinking about the last time I saw Nina, hardly able to believe it was as long as ten years ago, when our interwoven lives had been irrevocably wrenched apart. It had been a brief visit, ending, as it usually did by then, in an argument, but our relationship had been fraying for some time. After the band broke up, Nina had wanted me to salvage what was left of my career, to keep trying and not give up. But, devastated, I’d done the opposite, isolating myself from ridicule, from the world; from everyone. After one hit record, fate had intervened, marking a fork in the road for the band, veering us sharply away from success towards oblivion. But life did that, I’d discovered. Presented the unexpected; tantalized with a glimpse of amazing possibility, holding it just out of reach, before taking it away forever.


The roads were still slick with the oily wash of the earlier rain. As I turned into Nina’s street, I followed my satnav to a break in the terraced houses, where two police cars were parked in a lay-by. One of them had a flashing light on top. Pulling in beside it, I paused for a moment, taking a breath, steeling myself.


As I sat there, I shivered, thinking again of my sofa and glass of wine at the home that I thought of as my sanctuary. A random thought flashed through my head, lodging long enough that I considered quietly driving away, unseen, my arrival unnoticed. Concocting a story about how my car broke down; how sorry I was. Abe would be OK, wouldn’t he? There had to be someone else?


I got as far as reaching for my seat belt, then stopped myself, pulled by the invisible thread that runs through all of us, which, however much we might want to, none of us can ever truly disown. Family.


As I walked past the front doors towards Nina’s house, I looked around, struck by how dismal the street looked, the sense of despondency that hung in the air alongside the smell of fried food. Outside her house I paused, then knocked.


The door opened straight away. ‘Ms Roscoe? I’m Detective Inspector Collins. Please come in.’ The DI closed the door behind me.


‘Thank you.’ I stood inside the small hallway, wondering if she’d been watching from the window, and taking in her brown hair and creased navy jacket, feeling cold all of a sudden, not sure if it was the house making me shiver or the knowledge that Nina had died.


‘Shall we go through to the kitchen?’ She turned and walked along the narrow passageway and through a door into Nina’s kitchen.


I followed her, shocked by what I saw. The house was dingy, unloved, reeking of neglect, with dirty carpets and chipped paintwork. In the kitchen itself, the worktops were dirty and the floor filthy. It was a world apart from the cottage I’d shared with her all those years ago, which had been colourfully, if shabbily furnished, but had felt like a home. When I lived with her, Nina had never had either the money or the inclination to spend on material possessions, but she’d always kept her surroundings clean and bright. Nothing like this.


‘What happened to her?’


DI Collins turned to face me. ‘It looks as though she fell and hit her head – in her bedroom. She may have been drinking.’


‘Oh my God . . .’ Leaning against the door frame, I felt the blood drain from my face.


‘Before I go and get Abe, I need to take some details.’ DI Collins picked up the clipboard from one of the worktops. ‘We have your name as Hannah Roscoe, and obviously I have your phone number . . . Could you give me your address?’


I gave it to her, waiting for her to finish writing.


‘You’re married?’


I shook my head. ‘No. I live alone.’ I realized, as I said the words, that it was a first, like other firsts: the first night after Matt left, when I’d tossed and turned, unable to sleep; the first morning that I woke up alone.


She frowned. ‘You and your sister don’t share the same name. Was she married?’


‘No. I was, briefly, quite a few years ago.’ It was just before the band split up. Nathan and I hadn’t really known each other when we got married. After a small register-office wedding, we’d thrown a big, extravagant party. Nathan had been in another band, which had gone on to become a household name. The music world had been the glue that held us together. Without the Cry Babies, we’d rapidly drifted apart.


‘So no one else lives with you?’


Thinking of Matt again, I shook my head, swallowing the lump in my throat.


DI Collins paused for a moment. ‘When did you last see Ms Tyrell?’


‘A long time ago. About ten years.’ As I said it, I felt guilty for not making more of an effort. ‘We fell out.’ The truth was too complicated – too open to being misinterpreted – to explain to a total stranger what had really happened. ‘I’d always intended to track her down. You always think there’s time, don’t you?’ I shrugged helplessly. But it was true. Everyone thinks they have so much time, but they don’t know. Not really.


You were on my mind, Nina. Always. You were my sister.


But weeks had passed, becoming months. Before I knew it, they’d become years. It happens all the time; people become estranged for all kinds of reasons. Even sisters.


‘And that was before she moved here?’


I nodded.


DI Collins frowned. ‘You haven’t been in touch since?’


My reply was deliberately evasive. ‘I suppose you could say our lives took us in different directions.’


It wasn’t a lie, more a limited version of the truth. The last conversation between us had been after a few drinks. I remembered Nina shouting at me. For Christ’s sake, Hannah. You can’t let what’s happened destroy your future. You have to move on. You still have a chance to do something with your life . . . After I left, we hadn’t spoken for a couple of weeks. I’d called her several times, but on each occasion it had gone to voicemail. I’d assumed she hadn’t paid her bill and then, when I eventually went to see her, I found the cottage empty. She’d moved away.


DI Collins didn’t look convinced. ‘Don’t you think it’s odd that, when you hadn’t seen each other for so long, Nina would give your name to the school as next of kin? I’m guessing you wouldn’t have known she’d done that?’


I shrugged. ‘No . . . I was surprised, but then I’m her sister. People used to come and go in Nina’s life. Maybe there was no one else. She had a history of sabotaged relationships.’ It had begun with our parents. As far as I knew, she – like me – had never made her peace with them.


If I’d wanted to, I would have found you, but you know I couldn’t.


‘I asked Abe about his father, but he said he doesn’t have one. Do you know who his father is?’


Oh, Nina . . . So many men came and went, never staying for more than a few months. ‘There was no one permanent in her life when he was born.’ It wasn’t a lie.


‘What about your parents?’ DI Collins asked.


It was the question I’d been dreading, the one that I’d hoped she wouldn’t ask. There were no happy childhood memories; no place in either my life or Nina’s for the father who’d abused us; for the mother who’d known, but had done nothing to protect her own children. I tried to keep my voice steady. ‘She didn’t speak to them. There was a falling-out. It was a long time ago.’


She frowned. ‘Do you think it’s possible that things had changed between them? I did ask Abe earlier about his grandparents, but all he said was he doesn’t really know them, which fits with what you just said. But it’s been a considerable time since you spoke to her. Maybe Ms Tyrell had been in touch. They may well want to be part of Abe’s life. We need to talk to them and, of course, they need to be told, though it might be better if it came from you.’


I wanted to shout at her. No . . . things wouldn’t have changed. Nina would never have contacted them, any more than I would. Sometimes, for your own sanity, you leave the past behind and don’t look back. But if I said that to DI Collins there would be more questions, dredging up painful memories; questions to which there were no answers. It was easier not to go there. I nodded, numbly. ‘I’ll let them know.’


She nodded briefly, then glanced at the notes in front of her. ‘I understand Abe has a brother.’


‘Half-brother,’ I corrected. ‘Jude.’ A difficult child came to mind, one who was always getting into fights and who swore like a trooper, except that he wasn’t a child now. He must be nearly twenty.


‘You’re not in contact with him, either?’


I shook my head. ‘No.’


‘Is there anyone else you remember from the time you lived together?’


I stared at her. Ten years had passed – it was hardly relevant. I’d been twenty-two when I last saw Nina. After all this time, the people I remembered were nameless faces, passing through, as I had, in the end. ‘There wasn’t really anyone who stayed around.’


Then, for a moment, I think about Summer. Beautiful, strong, free-spirited. But, like everyone else, she too had been transient.


The DI looked up. ‘One last thing. I’m sorry to have to ask you this, but it would really help us if you could identify your sister’s body.’


It hadn’t entered my head that I’d have to do that. I stared at her, shocked.
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An air of surrealism had come over me. It wasn’t just the thought of coming face-to-face with my sister’s body, inches in front of me. What affected me more was the reality that it was someone whose blood I shared; whom I remembered being so full of life.


‘Her body has been taken to a Chapel of Rest.’ DI Collins paused as she wrote something on a piece of paper, then handed it to me. ‘This is the address. If you call them in the morning, they’ll arrange a time with you.’


I took it reluctantly, my eyes scanning the address without taking it in. ‘Could I see her room?’


Back downstairs, I felt shaky. Nina didn’t belong in that dingy bedroom, where the drab furnishings and unmade bed seemed so uncharacteristic of my sister. I hadn’t been prepared for the dark stain, where her blood had soaked into the carpet. The empty vodka bottle and tipped-over glass had sent another ripple of shock through me.


Now we were back downstairs, DI Collins had more questions. ‘Were you aware that your sister had a drink problem?’


I shook my head. It was drugs that Nina had relied on to blot out what haunted her, but I didn’t want to tell the DI that. Not unless she asked. ‘No. Not as such . . . I mean, when we were together, she drank, obviously. We both did – a normal amount.’


Remember the script, Hannah. Sisters look out for each other. Keep each other’s secrets. 


‘Normal being . . .?’


Under the DI’s scrutiny, I felt uncomfortable all of a sudden. ‘Wine. A bottle or two between us.’ Sometimes a bit more, but there was often a party going on, and it had never been a problem in the sense that the DI was implying. Thinking of the empty vodka bottle again, I leaned against the door frame, battling light-headedness; not sure why I felt the need to protect Nina.


‘I’d better go and get Abe.’ DI Collins put down her pen. ‘Do you have children, Ms Roscoe?’


‘No.’ I frowned. I’d already told her I lived alone. ‘Where is he?’


‘Outside.’ She glanced towards the window. ‘He hasn’t said much. Poor kid. Imagine coming home from school and finding his mother like that.’


‘God!’ I was shocked. It was the first time I’d thought of it that way. ‘How long is he supposed to be staying with me? I mean, I live so far away. What about contacting Jude? If he’s nearer, wouldn’t it make sense for Abe to live with him?’


DI Collins turned to look at me, a frown on her face. ‘We’re trying to trace him. I thought you understood, Ms Roscoe. Unless some other family member comes forward, he has nowhere else to go.’


I felt myself turn ice-cold as the realization slowly sank in. I knew I owed Nina. And I’d already thought about the next few days, or possibly weeks, if it came to it. I’d do it willingly. But I couldn’t take Abe on. She would have known that. Not forever.


DI Collins went outside to get Abe. Alone in the small kitchen, I felt a fleeting moment of panic, as the enormity of what lay ahead caught up with me. Surely there was someone else in Abe’s life. The responsibility of caring for him couldn’t be down to me.


Then I was thinking about Nina again. She’d liked a drink as much as anyone, but it hadn’t made her an alcoholic. Still, there were clues I couldn’t ignore: the state of the house, the fact that her body was upstairs with an empty vodka bottle lying on the floor next to it.


Still reeling from the sight, I watched from the window as DI Collins made her way along the dimly lit path to the communal patch of grass behind Nina’s house, where I could just about make out the silhouetted figure of a boy, his hands thrust in his pockets. After what looked like a brief conversation, the DI turned to come back in. A few seconds later, Abe followed.


‘Abe, this is Hannah.’ DI Collins was holding the door open, as Abe walked into the kitchen.


‘Hello.’ I shivered in the blast of cold air that hit me and then, as I looked at him, an extraordinary sensation came over me. I’d thought about this moment. Abe was my link to Nina. I knew I should be showing warmth, sympathy, but as I registered his hunched figure and lack of eye contact, there was a hostility about him. Suddenly I felt less sure. ‘I’m so sorry . . . about your mum.’ When he didn’t look up, I glanced at DI Collins, not at all sure I’d said the right thing.


Abe continued to stare at the floor, moving around a screwed-up piece of paper with one of his feet. Everything about him was tight. His pinched face, and the clothes that looked too small for him. The jacket he wore that barely stretched across his shoulders.


‘Why don’t you go and pack a few things?’ DI Collins spoke gently to him.


‘Can he do that?’ I’d blurted it out before I could stop myself, thinking of the crime series I’d watched on television, where nothing could be taken from the scene before Forensics had been through everything with a fine-toothed comb.


‘We’re not treating this as a crime scene.’ DI Collins looked at Abe, who hadn’t moved. This time she spoke more firmly. ‘Abe, can you go and pack what you need to take to your aunt’s?’


As he turned silently and walked slowly towards the stairs, DI Collins looked back at me. 


‘We’ve no reason to believe this is anything other than a tragic accident. We’ll have to notify the coroner, and they may decide to carry out a post-mortem, but from everything I’ve seen, I think it’s unlikely. As soon as we have the death certificate, you can arrange the funeral.’


‘Funeral?’ This was all happening too fast. I hadn’t even thought about a funeral.


Nina’s funeral. My sister’s body in a coffin.


‘Don’t worry about that just now. It’s possible Jude will want to get involved, once he knows what’s happened. Would you object to our passing on your contact details? He may well want to see Abe.’


I nodded. ‘Of course.’


‘Also . . .’ Breaking off, she glanced upstairs, but there was still no sign of Abe. ‘It might be a good idea for Abe to talk to a counsellor. It’s something to think about – and it’s up to him, of course. But he’s been through a significantly traumatic experience. Once he’s settled in a new school, they may be able to suggest someone.’


School? Was that down to me, too? ‘What happens about school?’ I looked at the DI, hoping she was about to tell me that he’d stay at the same one, but the realization sank in that he wouldn’t be able to. Not if he was going to be living with me.


DI Collins nodded towards the stairs, where Abe was making his way down. ‘There’s no need to worry about that for now. Why don’t we talk about it tomorrow?’ Her air of calm did nothing to quiet the thoughts rampaging through my head. ‘He’s had a long, difficult day. Take him home and we can speak in the morning.’ As he came into the kitchen, she paused, frowning. ‘Just one thing before you go, Abe. Could I ask you if you’ve seen Jude recently? Your brother?’


Abe looked at the floor again, then shook his head.


She turned to me. ‘We’ll try to contact him. He should know what’s happened. If you have any questions, or if you remember anything you think we should know, you can always call me.’ DI Collins reached into her pocket, then handed us each a card.


As I stood there, the sense of panic was back. Was that it? Were we just supposed to leave? What would happen about the house? To Nina’s stuff?


‘I’ll lock up,’ DI Collins said, just as the doorbell rang. ‘It might be easier for Abe if you give it a few days before you come back to collect the rest of his things. But there’s not really anything else to do tonight. We’ll take care of everything here, and I’ll be in touch tomorrow.’


Carrying his bag, Abe followed me out in silence. In the car he continued to remain quiet while I tried, and failed, to draw him out.


‘I’m sorry, the car’s a mess.’ I glanced across at him, but he didn’t respond. After a few moments, I tried again. ‘Do you like dogs? I have a terrier. He’s called Gibson – after my guitar. I used to play in a band . . .’ Trailing off when yet again there was no response.


He clearly wasn’t interested. But he wouldn’t be, I berated myself. How could he think about anything else when he’s just lost his mother? We had that much in common: having lost someone. But it wasn’t Nina I was thinking of. It was Matt, the memory sharper for its brief absence. The lights around me blurred as tears suddenly filled my eyes. Wiping them away, I wished more than ever that he was still in my life. Oh, Matt . . . why couldn’t you have stayed?


In the silence, as I did my best to push thoughts of him from my head, the knot in my stomach was growing tighter. All the time that there’d been a distance between Nina and me, I’d convinced myself there was no other way. But seeing Abe after so long had deeply unsettled me. I tried to put myself into the mind of a fifteen-year-old boy, one who’d come home from school and found his mother’s body; who was driving away from everything he knew, with someone who was effectively a stranger. I didn’t know how to interpret the silence that felt almost like animosity towards me, but then I reminded myself: after what Abe had been through today, I should forgive him anything.


As we left London behind us, it seemed symbolic that its soft glow had faded to the same steely-grey as my life. Now that I had time to think, the ghosts were back, spectres of self-pity and loathing, the dark abyss of hopelessness. At my bleakest after Matt left, I’d given them form, acid-pitting holes in any pleasure that might have existed; the hopelessness a dark mist from which no corner of my life would ever be safe.


And I was supposed to help a bereaved teenager. I’d no idea how I was going to do that. I drove automatically, not registering the miles passing until a car suddenly pulled out in front of us. Slamming on the brakes, I narrowly avoiding hitting it. ‘Shit! Sorry. Are you all right?’ I asked Abe, but, hunched in the seat next to me, he didn’t react. Biting back my frustration, I wondered if this was how it was going to be: his refusal to speak, while I floundered, unsure how to deal with this stranger of a nephew.


It wasn’t until an hour later, when I turned off the motorway onto the quiet road on the edge of the New Forest, that Abe spoke. ‘I have to go back.’ He started to reach for his rucksack, pulling it off the floor onto his lap as he unfastened his seat belt.


‘What are you doing?’ I panicked. He looked as though he was about to open the door. Whether I wanted it or not, I had a responsibility to look after him. ‘You can’t go back there, Abe. You’re too young to live on your own.’


‘This is too far away.’ He made no attempt to disguise his anger. ‘You have to stop. I need to get out.’


‘Abe, no . . .’ I put my foot on the accelerator. We’d crossed a cattle grid, marking the part of the Forest where ponies and cattle wandered freely. I was driving much faster than I usually would through there, but I couldn’t risk him getting out and disappearing into the darkness. ‘You can’t get out here. There’s nothing for miles.’ I paused, then carried on more gently. ‘The police aren’t going to allow you to live alone.’


‘They don’t have to know.’ His voice was full of resentment.


‘They’ll check on you.’ My voice was rising. ‘DI Collins is calling tomorrow. She’ll ask about you. If you’re not with me, she’ll want to know where you are . . .’ 


DI Collins had said she’d be in touch. But I knew what the reality was. There would be no police investigation. Nina’s death was an accident. DI Collins might check up on us for a day or two, but beyond that, we were on our own.


‘I don’t care.’ He sounded sullen, but I took it as a sign he’d given in when he let his rucksack slip onto the floor, then slumped back into his seat.


His outburst had unnerved me. I knew I was out of my depth. My experience of teenagers was limited to the few who came to my house for music lessons. They were bright, motivated, privileged. I had no idea how to deal with reticence and rudeness, let alone grief. But as I drove I was worrying that, once we were home and he was out of the car, if he decided to take off, I wouldn’t be able to stop him.


‘Why not give it tonight,’ I said, trying to sound more in control. ‘We’ll talk to DI Collins tomorrow and see what she says.’ It wasn’t the time to repeat what she’d already told me – that, as things stood, with Jude’s whereabouts unknown, Abe had nowhere else to go.


What were you thinking, Nina? You, of all people, would have known I’m not cut out to raise children.


Whether it was alcohol or drugs that had been her downfall, suddenly I was angry with her: at her selfishness, her weakness. For letting her addiction get out of hand, when she had Abe to think of, for letting him down. We all had our battles. But I’d always known that her air of brightness and dazzling smile distracted from the blankness in her eyes, the empty pit deep inside her. Once, she’d confided in me her belief that she was different from other people. How worthless she felt. It had shaken me to the core, threatening the security I’d always known when I was with her. Later, when I asked her about it, she laughed it off. I was pissed, Hannah. You know what I’m like. Look at my wonderful life . . . And that was that. It was an episode that had faded, then vanished altogether. Looking around at her life, seeing what I wanted to see, I’d believed her, not thinking about it again. Until now.


Keep to the plan, Hannah. Nothing’s changed . . . Even when things went wrong, we’d agreed what to say. No less, no more – it was in the script. Sisters don’t keep secrets from each other.


As we drew closer to Burley, then turned onto the road I knew every inch of, which led towards Bransgore, I was driving on autopilot again, thinking back to a time of dated clothes and people whose names I’d forgotten, drifting around at one of Nina’s parties. The idyllic cottage in the middle of nowhere, which for a while I’d shared with her, had been remote – I’d forgotten just how remote. Nina’s children ran wild through the surrounding woods. At seventeen, having just left home, I’d been young and naive, impressed by how carefree her life seemed, unable to look beyond the facade she presented to the world. Wrapped up in my own life – the band, its success, and then its failure – I believed Nina’s every word when, if I’d been watching more closely, I would have seen the first telltale signs of her downfall.


But everything was easy, with the exquisite torment of hindsight. The irresistible, pointless knowledge that things could have been different, when they weren’t. There was no changing what had already happened, nothing to gain from dwelling on it. Like the broken hearts and shattered dreams that life was littered with, there were doors to the past that should forever remain firmly closed.
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As I drove on, Abe’s anger seemed to have given way to resignation – even if only temporarily. With the resentment and stubbornness he’d displayed, I was expecting it to be short-lived. He didn’t seem like someone who would give up easily, but maybe he was beginning to see how limited his options were. With only a few more miles to go, I felt exhaustion kick in as I drove on. If it had been light, I could have pointed out the low, heather-clad hills and prickly gorse, the mist that often descended here; the ponies and cattle that roamed; the scent of sea air that drifted inland. The sense of space I loved. I felt myself filled with a fleeting optimism that just maybe, if Abe liked it, too, we had a chance.


‘We’re nearly there.’ 


There was no traffic as we came to the narrow lane with a scattering of houses on either side on the outskirts of the village. After passing the small shop, I slowed down and, a few yards further on, turned into a rough, unmade track that meandered between fields until it eventually came to an end in front of a small farmhouse.


‘We’re here.’ I switched off the engine and turned to Abe, who hadn’t moved. I hesitated for a moment, then opened the car door. ‘Shall we go in?’


As I got out of the car, I glanced up at the sky. It had the rain-washed clarity that only existed after a weather front had blown through. There was no moon tonight, just an intense, indigo blackness that glittered with stars.


After London and the hours of driving, I savoured the silence, feeling it soak into me. It was a silence that had a sound all of its own – the faintest whisper of the air moving; the hoot of a distant owl; of my own breath, then my footsteps on the path as I walked towards the front door, followed by the sound of a dog barking as the security light switched on. As I opened it, a small terrier rushed past me, then ran down the path towards Abe. He backed away.


‘He’s friendly, I promise.’ I whistled to Gibson. ‘Here, Gibson . . . Good dog.’


Abe watched him, a look of suspicion on his face, as Gibson ran back to me, then followed me in.


The door led into a small boot room, which housed the boiler and had a row of hooks, on which hung an assortment of jackets and coats. I switched on a light and hung up my jacket, then went through into the kitchen, where I was greeted by the sight of the pile of mail I was saving for Matt, and the bottle of wine I’d been about to open before I’d taken the call from DI Collins. As I put my bag on the table, I heard Abe come in behind me. I turned to look at him, but after briefly glancing around, he just stood there, staring at the floor.


‘Would you like something to eat? A sandwich or something? A drink? Tea? Coffee?’ I was gabbling, the way I always did when I didn’t know what to do.


Abe shook his head.


‘You must be tired. Shall I show you your room?’ 


As I spoke, I silently cursed myself. I didn’t want him thinking I was rushing him out of the way, which was what it sounded like; reminding myself that, after everything he’d been through, he needed reassuring, comforting. He didn’t respond, but just stood there, his arms folded, looking awkward.


I took a deep breath. ‘You should have something to eat,’ I said, more calmly. ‘Why don’t you sit down?’ As I turned my back to put a couple of slices of bread in the toaster, I heard him pull out one of the chairs. Wishing he’d say something, I tried to keep my patience. He wasn’t making this easy.


It seemed pointless to ask more questions that he’d refuse to answer. After placing a plate of buttered toast in front of him, I put the kettle on and made two mugs of tea. After handing one of them to him, I passed him a bowl of sugar. ‘Help yourself.’


Again, he didn’t respond. He’d been through hell, I had to remind myself once more. But he isn’t the only one . . . As I picked up my mug, I was thinking of Matt, here in this kitchen one evening not that long ago, before he left, out of the blue. We’d cooked a meal and we’d been talking about Italy, one country on a whole wish list we’d planned to explore together. I remembered his hands in my hair, twisting it up on top of my head, before letting it fall again; the touch of his lips on mine. Feelings I’d never known before, that I’d never feel again. Quickly I tried to push them from my mind, focusing instead on Abe, as he ate the toast and drank his tea.


After he’d finished, I looked at him. ‘Would you like me to show you where your room is?’


Without answering, he stood up and walked over to get his rucksack, then followed me through the door into the small snug, which was one of my favourite parts of the house. It was cosy, its main feature a wood-burner set in the old brick fireplace. I’d stacked logs on either side of it and had pulled up a couple of armchairs close by. For the short time he was here, Matt and I had spent the long winter evenings here, drinking wine and putting the world to rights. I was struggling now. It was impossible not to think of him. Matt was everywhere in this house, in every room, round every corner. Like now. I swallowed the lump in my throat.


Two doors led off the snug. ‘The sitting room’s through there.’ I pointed to the one on the left. As well as a pair of sofas, it housed my piano and the three guitars which were all that remained of the much larger collection I’d had when we first moved here. These days, apart from when I was teaching, it was a room I rarely used. ‘There’s a TV in there – just make yourself at home.’ I turned towards the other door, glancing at Abe. ‘The stairs are through here.’


I led the way through to the staircase, and then at the top, instead of turning left towards my bedroom, turned right, opening one of the three doors further along the passageway. Switching the light on, I went over to the window and pulled the curtains closed, then fetched an extra blanket from the wardrobe. ‘I hope this is OK for you? The bathroom’s opposite. There are clean towels on the towel rail. Help yourself.’ I unfolded the blanket and laid it on the bed, pausing for a moment. ‘I’m so sorry about your mum.’ I watched him for a response of some kind, but apart from the slightest movement of his shoulders, there was nothing. Clearly he didn’t want to talk. Maybe he needed to be alone. ‘Is there anything else you need?’


He shook his head.


‘OK . . .’ Stepping past him into the doorway, I hesitated again. ‘I’ll leave you to it. I hope you sleep well, Abe. I’ll see you in the morning.’ Closing the door, I paused on the other side for a moment, listening for any sounds of movement, but there were none. Quietly I walked away.


Downstairs in the kitchen I cleared the mugs and plates, then sat down. It was after midnight, but my mind refused to wind down. What was I going to do? My life had become unrecognizable. In a matter of hours, I’d discovered that my sister had died and I’d become the guardian of her teenage son. All just a week or so after Matt had walked out. Matt. Without Abe’s presence to distract me, the reality of Matt’s absence hit me anew and, now that I was alone, sadness overwhelmed me.


After meeting, it hadn’t taken long for a closeness to develop between us. Matt and I had shared many interests; he’d loved the same music I did, had the same sense of humour. His wife had called constantly, insisting on meeting him. She’d become obsessed, he’d told me, but I had no reason to worry. And I hadn’t. I’d trusted him. It made it harder to understand how, after all his promises – his declaration that I was the only woman in the world for him – he’d simply walked away, without properly explaining why. Something had changed; almost overnight, it seemed. After he’d told me he was leaving, I’d tried to talk to him, but he’d been silent, closed off from me. Numb with shock, I’d waited downstairs while he packed a suitcase. The worst moment had come when he said goodbye. When it was his choice, I couldn’t make sense of the pain I’d seen in his eyes as they held mine briefly, before he looked away.


I’d stood there, watching him close the door behind him, fighting an urge to run after him as he walked down the path, not moving, just listening until the sound of his car had faded away. He hadn’t told me where he was going, just that he’d come back sometime for the rest of his stuff. Ever since, I’d been waiting to catch him, wanting to talk to him, holding on to the hope that, after a few days apart, he’d have changed his mind. But he hadn’t answered my calls or texts. I’d heard nothing.


Now, sitting at my kitchen table, I was engulfed by a pain that was physical, leaving me gasping for breath. Then I slumped forward, my body shaking with sobs, as I gave in to grief. Not just grief for Matt, but for the life I’d believed lay ahead of us, for the future we’d planned to share, all of it gone.


The house was quiet the following morning. In the weak March sunlight filtering through the kitchen window, I sat at the table and made a few calls to cancel the pupils who had lessons booked the following day. There were too many matters needing my attention, all related to Nina and Abe. As I put my phone down, I thought briefly of Abe, upstairs in the small bedroom that was now his, with the window that looked across the fields.


I’d found last night impossible. If I was honest, I was wishing I’d been more assertive – I was already dealing with enough. I should have told DI Collins straight off that this arrangement wasn’t going to work and that I hadn’t thought it through; but I hadn’t been prepared for the disruption, and the emotions Abe’s presence had unleashed.


This morning I felt the presence of Nina’s ghost around me, as long-forgotten memories flooded back. Guilt, too, because I should have been able to help her, as she had me. I’ll always be here for you. Sisters help each other, Hannah . . . If only I had, Abe would still be living with Nina, instead of here, against his will, with me.


Finding my bag, I hunted for the piece of paper DI Collins had given me, then called the Chapel of Rest to arrange an appointment, pushing out of my mind the thought of viewing my sister’s body, thinking instead about Nina’s London house. It had felt impersonal, impermanent, as though its occupants were passing through. Had it been deliberate on her part? A constant reminder to herself not to get too used to it, that there were better ways to live? I preferred that to the alternative: that she’d given up and hadn’t cared. That wasn’t how I remembered her. Even when things hadn’t been easy, she’d somehow always made the best of it.


It seemed unbelievable, impossible that ten years had passed. Not when we were sisters; when it didn’t matter what had happened between us. How had so much time gone by without me finding her?


I let my mind wander back to when I was seventeen. Nina had referred to her cottage as borrowed. I’d never thought about it before, only realizing now that I’d never known who owned it. It had been miles from the nearest village, up a long track and with a dilapidated charm that perfectly suited her bohemian lifestyle.


When I turned up there, she’d taken me in without hesitation, but then Nina had a generosity of spirit that had drawn people to her: weak, good-looking men, creative types, waifs and strays was how I’d thought of her eclectic, ever-changing household.


They were carefree days, which had stretched seamlessly ahead of me, without reason to suspect anything would change; holding no suggestion of what was to come. Summer had been ten and Jude five, both of them used to people coming and going, happily doing their own thing while the chaos of Nina’s life happened around them.


Sometimes, they’d disappeared for hours. They must have ranged far enough to have met the nearest neighbours. The name Nell came to mind. I could dimly remember Summer telling me about picking strawberries from Nell’s garden; how one day they’d baked a cake. Then Summer had come running back, telling Nina about it.


Neither of the children had gone to school. Nina had enthused about them having the carefree kind of childhood that was light-years from the upbringing she and I had known. Proudly, I remember her telling me how she’d elected to home-school them. Children need space, Hannah. Freedom . . . Remember how we hated school? Look how happy they are! It’s what matters most, isn’t it? I’d watched a wistful look come over her face. I knew she was thinking of our own childhoods; the rules and restrictions, the cruel, controlling ways of our parents and the violent consequences of disobeying them. It had been worse for Nina, her only escape to run somewhere no one knew where she was.


Maybe it was a desire to leave the past behind. To believe that life could be different. Either way, we should have known: you couldn’t trust people. Even in the cocoon she’d woven around them, Nina couldn’t protect her children. Nowhere was ever safe.


The last time I went back to the cottage, just before she moved, I’d seen Jude only fleetingly, on his way out to meet friends. It was after Summer had gone. Abe had been sleeping. None of Nina’s hangers-on had been around, but everything had changed by then. Most of them had drifted away, so that it had just been the two of us. Nina had opened a bottle of wine, but even though it was mid-morning, I knew from her overly bright eyes and the way she slurred her words that she was on something. There was a telltale half-drunk glass on the side, which she ignored and I pretended not to see.


Taking in the mess inside the cottage, as well as the state Nina was in, I couldn’t help but worry about the children. I tried to broach my concerns, but she was past listening to me. As she got angry, I weakly allowed myself to be diverted, but I was preoccupied with my own problems. My life had shrunk since the band had broken up, and my brief marriage to Nathan was on the rocks. Nina hadn’t liked Nathan, proclaiming him shallow and vain. I’d defended him, turning a blind eye to his unexplained absences and secretive phone calls, until the day came when he told me he’d met someone else.


History was repeating itself: she was another singer, in another up-and-coming rock band, and would inevitably last as long as the band was successful, I told myself. As I had . . . But she was welcome to him. I hadn’t really loved Nathan, I knew that. I’d missed the buzz and excitement of being in the Cry Babies more than I missed Nathan. My pride had been dented, that was all. He belonged in a world I no longer had a part in.


For a while I’d had the idea of teaching music to private students. After the divorce, the house was mine and I had some money, but not a huge amount, and I needed to keep it coming in. I’ll never forget how Nina hated that when success had been in my hands, I’d given up, as she saw it. She refused to let it go. This is your chance, Hannah. When you’ve come so far, I don’t understand how you can do this. People still know who you are. Most of us never get chances like this. She hadn’t understood that people knew me as part of a band that had glimpsed the sunshine briefly, before our moment had passed. I remembered how twitchy she was that morning, how quickly she drank her glass of wine and refilled it.


Abe would have been four years old at that point. In the years since, I’d often stopped to think about what his life had been like, but assured myself that Nina would have done her best to take care of him, the way she had the others – not perfect, I knew that, but no one was ever perfect.


But with my own problems at the forefront of my life, the presence of Nina and her children had become like a photograph: there in the background, being slowly bleached by the sun, blurring their faces until I could read what I wanted into them – choosing happiness, freedom, love, instead of the struggle and isolation that really lay there.


Then I thought of Abe’s face when I first saw him last night, when he’d followed DI Collins into the kitchen. There’d been no misreading how unemotional and switched off he’d seemed. It was as though he hadn’t heard anything I said to him. Maybe he’d learned to do that in order to cope with life. If it had been dominated by Nina’s drinking, it couldn’t have been at all easy for him.


However impossible the differences between Nina and me, I couldn’t deny the guilt that was weighing ever more heavily on me. Nor could I get rid of the feeling that I’d turned my back on them all, even though it was Nina who’d taken things into her own hands, moving and making the decision not to tell me where she’d gone. But I had tried. I’d gone back to her cottage that last time, only to find the windows closed and the front door ajar, creaking slightly as the wind caught it. Pushing it open, I’d ventured inside, moving from room to room, my agitation increasing as I found each of them empty. Apart from a mural she’d painted on her bedroom wall and the garden that she’d planted, which, since she’d left, clearly hadn’t been tended to, there was no trace of her ever living there. I’d felt cold as the reality sank in. She’d effectively cut me out of her life.


Standing there for a moment, I thought of all the people who had fleetingly passed through these rooms; of Nina’s children. Of Summer, who had been more vital than any of them. A whisper of that fateful evening came back to me before, just as quickly, I blocked it out.


Going outside, I’d sat on the doorstep, aware of a mixture of emotions. Sadness and loneliness, but I couldn’t hide the fact that I felt relief, too, that I no longer had to answer to my sister, or justify my choices to her. By leaving in this way, she’d granted me freedom – to make my own decisions; to be myself.
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