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  Chapter One




  Callie




  The water is cold. I knew it would be, despite the disco ball of early summer sun that twirls through the willow trees onto the dark green, velvety pond. I pull my foot out

  quickly and rub its soft, icy edges. A small yellow leaf sticks to my ankle. I’m not sure I am up for this.




  ‘There’s something slimy in there,’ I say.




  Suzy adopts the pout she uses when she’s trying to get Henry to eat broccoli. ‘Come on – it’s yummy.’ We both laugh.




  She stands up, towering above me at her full five foot ten. With one swift movement, she pulls her grey towelling dress over her head and kicks off her flip-flops. She stands at the

  water’s edge in a black bikini and looks out. An elderly lady glides towards her with smooth, long strokes, a blue rubber hat perched on wire-wool hair. Suzy smiles and waits patiently for

  her to pass.




  I sit back on my elbows. There are about twenty women on the grass, in various small groups or alone. Some are reading, some talking. Two are lying close together, laughing, their legs entwined.

  I look back at Suzy, who is still waiting for the old lady to move safely out of her path. It takes me a minute to realize I am staring at her body. It’s not that I haven’t seen it a

  hundred times before, marching naked round the swimming baths’ changing room after the kids, or whipping off her top in her kitchen when she gets gravy on it. No, what is strange is to see

  her body unfettered by children. In the two and a half years I have known Suzy, there has almost always been a child attached to it: feeding at a breast, astride a hip, wriggling under an arm.




  Suddenly I notice how young she is. It’s amazing how well her body has recovered from three children. She has a thick waist, and a flat stomach with no hint of the soft pouch of flesh that

  Rae has left on mine. Her substantial bust sits high, politely accepting the support of the bikini, but not really needing it. Her skin is creamy and smooth, her frame strong and athletic. Taking a

  deep breath, she lifts her arms with the confidence of a girl who’s spent her childhood lake-swimming in the Colorado mountains, and dives into Hampstead Ladies’ Pond, ejecting a

  startled duck.




  I lie back and try to concentrate on where we are. A fly buzzes at my nose. There is an air of calm around the pond. A hidden world behind the trees of Hampstead Heath, where women swim and

  stretch and smile; far from the company of men. Perhaps this is what the inner sanctum of a harem feels like.




  Yes, I think. What could be better than this? Sitting in the early summer sun on a Friday afternoon with no kids and no work to worry about.




  Yet that is not really how I feel at all.




  The hot sun pricks my face a little unpleasantly. I try to focus on the sounds around me to relax. I used to collect interesting sounds, storing mentally the tiniest hum or echo, or whisper of

  wind that I heard and liked, in case one day I might need them. Today there is birdsong from a warbler, the soft swish of Suzy’s strokes, the crack of a squirrel on a twig.




  It is no use. However much I stretch my legs out, the tension that makes my buttocks and thighs clench won’t release. My mind is racing. I need to tell Suzy. I can’t keep this secret

  from her. There is enough I hide from Suzy already. I sit up again and check where she is. She’s travelled to one side of the pond and is working her way back.




  Oh, what the hell. I am here now. I stand up and walk over to the ladder, and begin gingerly to climb into the murky water. The noticeboard says there are terrapins and crayfish in here.




  ‘Good girl!’ Suzy calls across, clapping to encourage me.




  I roll my eyes to show her I am not convinced. The water is cold and earthy as I lower myself into it, shivering. Bit by bit, the icy ring moves up my body until I am almost immersed.




  ‘Just swim,’ calls Suzy. Her bright American tone echoes out across the pond and the female lifeguard looks over.




  I launch myself off the edge. I am not a good swimmer. Suzy approaches me.




  ‘This is so great,’ she says, turning on her back and looking up at the clear sky and treetops. ‘Next week, I’m going to book us a day at that spa you told me about in

  Covent Garden.’




  My legs dip, and water goes in my mouth. I splutter, kicking hard. I can’t touch the bottom.




  ‘Hey, you OK?’ she says, holding my arm. ‘Let’s swim to the middle then turn back.’




  I take a breath, clear my nose and follow her.




  ‘Suze,’ I say, ‘I can’t spend money on stuff like that at the moment.’




  ‘Don’t be silly, hon, I’ll get it,’ she replies. I know she means it. Money is never an issue in the Howard house. Jez’s business is thriving even in these

  uncertain times. For Suzy, money does not have the emotion attached to it that it does for me. It doesn’t hang around her house like a critical mother, interfering in every decision she

  makes, squashing dreams, telling her ‘maybe next year’.




  Satisfied that I am OK, Suzy leaves me to swim alone. I wonder which direction to take across the pond. It is a strange sensation swimming in a natural pool, with no tiled edges to aim for, just

  gentle slopes of black earth veined with slippery tree roots. There is no rectangular structure to measure my lengths. It is lovely, Suzy is right. It’s just that right now my mind aches for

  corners and edges, for beginnings and ends.




  I hear a splash and turn round. The old lady is climbing the steps out of the pond. Stunned, I realize she is about ninety. Tanned, loose flesh hangs like draped curtains from strong old bones.

  I think of my own grandmother, sitting for twenty years after my granddad died, watching telly and waiting for the end. How does that happen? That one old lady watches telly and another walks to an

  open-air pond on a summer’s day and floats around among water lilies and kingfishers?




  The woman’s lack of self-consciousness about her body gives her an air of confidence as she walks past two young women gossiping animatedly, eyes hidden behind overlarge designer

  sunglasses, thin limbs spray-tanned the same dulled bronze. Probably business wives from Hampstead. I decide the woman could be an old suffragette or a famous botanist who spent her younger years

  travelling round remote South America on a donkey, finding new plants. Whatever, I sense she has no time for young women like them. And me. She’s probably earned the right to spend her days

  doing such wonderful things. She knows someone else is paying for ours.




  This is not right. This has to end.




  Taking a deep breath through my nose, I swim as fast as I can back to the steps and reach up to the railings with dripping hands. Pulling myself from the water, my body feels oddly heavy. Heavy,

  I suspect, with the weight of my own guilt.




  I have to find the words to tell Suzy. I can’t do this any more.




  It became apparent at Easter that Suzy had a lot of plans for her and me. She has never had a daylight hour without children, she claims, since she moved to London. Even when

  Jez is home, he says he can’t manage all three of them together, so she always has one, whatever she does.




  So since Peter and Otto both started private nursery in May, and Henry and Rae are now reaching the end of their first year at primary school, Suzy finally has the chance to do the things on the

  list she has been compiling from Time Out magazine and her London guidebook. All through June, we have been out most days. She knows I have no money, so we have done free things. We have

  rollerbladed in Regent’s Park, ignoring the sign that says ‘No skating’. ‘They’ll have to catch us first,’ said Suzy furiously when she saw it. She has waited

  too long to take long, gliding strokes through the flat paths of the rose garden unhindered by our children’s buggies and scooters. I don’t like breaking rules, but I go along with

  it.




  Another day, we ate sandwiches in Trafalgar Square after a visit to the National Gallery to see Botticellis and Rembrandts. We’ve peered through the railings at No.10 Downing Street and

  seen Big Ben up close. Suzy even made me come with her to the Tower of London, insisting on paying the entrance fee. As I stood waiting among German tourists to see the Crown Jewels, I had to smile

  to myself. These are not the things I did with friends in London before I had Rae, but I remind myself that Suzy is from America and not Lincolnshire, like me, and that she wants to do the touristy

  stuff in the way that I wanted to climb the Empire State Building when Tom and I spent that one precious weekend in New York.




  And today it has been Hampstead Ladies’ Pond. ‘We should come here every day,’ Suzy says, as we get ourselves dressed. ‘People do.’




  Sometimes when she says these things I feel like I did in the pond today. I flail around, trying to find something solid and familiar to hold on to, but there is nothing.




  It is 3.25 p.m. It has taken Suzy sixteen minutes to race from Hampstead Heath across North London in her yellow convertible to Alexandra Park. She skids to a stop outside the

  kids’ school, completely ignoring the ‘No drop off’ sign.




  ‘Go get ’em, pardner,’ she shouts to me over the horrible American soft-rock music she likes to play loud in the car, oblivious to the looks we get from mothers walking through

  the school gate.




  I laugh despite my embarrassment, and jump out. We both know the routine. I pick up Rae and Henry, she fetches Peter and Otto from nursery. We do it without speaking now, guiding each other

  through our shared daily routine like dressage horses, with a gentle nod or a kick towards school or soft play or swimming.




  ‘I’m going to take them to the park,’ I say, shutting the door.




  ‘Coolio, baby,’ shouts Suzy cheerfully, and drives off, waving a hand above her head.




  I turn and look at the arched entrance with its century-old brick ‘Girls’ sign. Instantly, my shoulders hunch up. The massive wall of Alexandra Palace rises dramatically behind the

  school, like a tidal wave about to engulf the little Victorian building. I run through the gate, turn right into the infants’ department and smile my closed-mouth smile at the other mums.

  Everyone told me that having kids is when you really get to know your neighbours in London. They must have neighbours different from mine. A few mums nod back, then continue arranging playdates

  with each other in the diaries they carry around. I’ve tried so many times to figure out what I’ve done wrong. My best guess is that it’s because in Rae’s slot on the class

  parent contact list ‘Callie’ and ‘Tom’ sit separately at two different London addresses; unlike ‘Felicity and Jonathan’ and ‘Parminder and David’ and

  ‘Suzy and Jez’. Suzy says if the mothers are not going to be friendly to me because I’m a divorced, unemployed, single mother who lives in a rented flat, she and Jez won’t

  accept their invites to stupid drinks parties in their double-fronted Edwardian houses in The Driveway, the only road apart from ours with a guaranteed catchment into this tiny, one-form-entry

  infant school. She says this is the price we pay for ‘getting our kids into a posh, oversubscribed primary school’ and that ‘they’re a bunch of stuck-up, middle-class cows

  for ignoring me’, and that I am much better than they are.




  I try to believe her, but sometimes it’s difficult. Sometimes I think it would be nice to belong. Sometimes I think that if one of these mothers invited Rae to her house for a playdate, I

  would fall on the floor and kiss her feet.




  The classroom door opens and Henry and Rae burst out looking grubby and stressed. ‘What have you got to eat?’ Rae murmurs. I give them the rice cakes I always carry around in my bag.

  She has red paint in her mousey hair and her hands are greasy as if she hasn’t washed them all day. As usual I search her eyes for signs. Is she overtired? Too pale? I scoop her up and hold

  her too tight, kissing the side of her face till she squirms and laughs.




  ‘Are you all right, Henry?’ I say. He looks dazed and wired, checking behind me to see if Suzy is there. If she were, he would be whining by now, making his disapproval of her

  abandonment apparent. I put Rae down and hug him to show that I understand. He leans into me a little, and sighs. Then the pair of them head out of the outer door, gnawing their food like

  puppies.




  At the school gate, Henry starts to run. He does it every day, yet I am so busy trying to shove their scribbled drawings into my bag that it still catches me unawares. ‘Henry!’ I

  shout. I chase him along the pavement, grabbing Rae who is following him blindly, dodging round a man, a woman and two girls. The man turns. It is Matt, a divorced dad from another class. Or The

  Hot Dude That Callie Must Get It On With, as Suzy calls him. And I have just shouted in his ear.




  ‘Sorry,’ I say, lifting a hand to emphasize it. He smiles coolly, rubbing his hand over a new crew cut. Embarrassingly, I blush. ‘Stupid, stupid, stupid,’ I mutter. As

  if.




  I catch up with Henry at the play park behind the school. ‘Henry,’ I say, ‘you mustn’t run like that. Remember, Rae follows you and it’s dangerous for her in case

  she falls.’




  He shrugs a ‘sorry’, jumps on a swing standing up and throws himself in the air with violent jerks, as if trying to shake out his excess energy like ketchup from a bottle. Rae sits

  on the next swing, playing with the tiny doll that she manages to keep hidden about her person however much I search for it before we leave for school. I am going to look up her sleeve on Monday.

  They don’t talk much, Henry and Rae. But, as their teacher says, they seem joined together by an invisible wire. Wherever one is, the other is never far away – just like me and

  Suzy.




  I wonder what Rae feels about that sometimes. I wonder if she feels like me.




  I watch Rae, and I think about Suzy, and I can’t even bring myself to imagine what it will be like for them both when I’m not here.




  







  Chapter Two




  Suzy




  So – he was back.




  As soon as Suzy opened the door of her house at No. 13 Churchill Road at 3.55 p.m., she could see from the discarded shoes in the middle of the hall that Jez’s meeting in town with Don

  Berry had finished early.




  ‘OK, little boo-boos,’ she said to Peter and Otto, releasing them from the carry she had given them from the car. Without breaking the broad smile she used like a tractor beam to

  keep them from teetering over the edge into hysteria after nursery, she kicked her husband’s loafers into the shoe rack with its sweetie-shop rows of bright sandals. ‘Who wants a

  drink?’ she called, moving Jez’s jacket from the banister onto a peg. The boys nodded, dazed. ‘And who wants a cookie Mommy made?’ she growled in a goofy voice. The boys

  nodded more enthusiastically. ‘Coolio!’ she shouted, tickling them as they wandered into the kitchen.




  Peter laughed.




  Otto cried and hit her hand away, his brown eyes flashing a warning.




  This little baby would need more help today, she could see.




  ‘Hey, buddy?’ she said, picking him up again. He resisted, squealing angrily and grabbing her hair.




  ‘No,’ she murmured in his ear, holding him tightly. His little body, heavy with toddler chunkiness, began to relax. His fingers let go. She kissed them gently, smelling exhausted

  salty sweat and baked beans. ‘My very beautiful boy,’ she said. Just holding him made her body ache for more. And a girl this time. A girl called Nora, with Suzy’s own childhood

  freckles and strawberry-blonde hair, not the rich darkness of Jez’s domineering, upper-class English genes.




  Otto brushed his nose across the front of Suzy’s dress, marking her territorially with snot, and sighed.




  ‘It’s OK, hon,’ she whispered, pressing her cheek against the wet thickness of his. ‘You’re tired.’




  ‘Hmm.’ He nodded. She put him down, sighing with the satisfaction of getting it right, and watched him toddle into the kitchen behind Peter, his raven curls bouncing.




  The mid-afternoon sun beamed in through the glass wall that ran across the back of the house, making her Italian kitchen gleam. The boys climbed on the giant sofa. She loved this space. It was

  impossible now to remember what it looked like as a collection of cramped Victorian rooms. She thought Jez was joking when he told her the price of the house. You could buy a small ranch for that

  in Colorado. Then he explained how the vendor had just received planning permission to knock the rooms together and extend at the back – just as he and his girlfriend decided to split up.

  Suddenly Suzy had seen how it could work. A huge family room filled with toys and the new friends they’d make in London, and her serving everyone great steaming bowls of pasta; children

  running around, playing; she and Jez opening wine together. Jez was right. The room had worked out well.




  He just hadn’t been in it much lately.




  Suzy took paper and felt-tip pens out of the drawer of the kitchen table, and placed them with a cookie and a drink each on top, kissing each boy as she helped him up. She turned on the oven,

  pulled a tray of meatballs that she’d made earlier from the fridge and turned to wash her hands.




  It was then that she saw it.




  He had done it again.




  A newspaper was spread out on the quartz worktop beside a white mug whose sparkling interior was violated by a muddy tide line of coffee. Crumbs lay beside it. The remnants of a sandwich eaten

  without a plate or thought for who would clean it up.




  Discarded shoes, jackets, cups and crumbs. Shaving foam left out. Undrained baths. Uncapped olive oil. A house full of Jez’s semaphores for things he wouldn’t say.




  Clamping her jaw, Suzy folded the newspaper and put it in the recycling box. She and the boys looked up as heavy footsteps came down the stairs and towards the kitchen. Jez filled the doorway

  like a dark cloud about to rain.




  ‘Hi . . . good day, boys?’ he muttered gruffly. Peter smiled shyly, Otto began to grizzle again. Jez glanced at his wife briefly, then looked around the kitchen.




  ‘Can’t find the phone charger.’




  ‘I put it back on your desk,’ she said flatly, picking up Otto for another hug. ‘I needed to use the kettle.’




  He raised his eyebrows and began to walk back out of the room. She couldn’t help herself.




  ‘Would you like me to put this away, too?’ she said, nodding at his dirty mug.




  He paused, then shrugged. ‘Or leave it there.’




  She held Otto closer, like a shield.




  ‘All right, little man?’ Jez said, ruffling his hair as he walked back out the door.




  She put Otto down again and began to cut up an organic cucumber, focusing on its uneven ridged bumps to distract herself from the urge to follow Jez. With a start, she realized Peter was

  watching her silently, his gentle face fixed in a frown. Of the three, Peter was her sensitive one. The one who stood back and let Otto and Henry grab their favourite toys first, gently stroking

  Suzy’s arm when his brothers bit and kicked each other. She blew him a kiss to show him everything was all right, and began laying the table with plates, trying to concentrate on the

  polka-dot blue plastic.




  Three plates for her three boys, then one for Rae just in case. Now, did Rae like meatballs? Yes, she did, it was sausages she’d gone off . . .




  How could Jez say that?




  Putting down the jug, she pointed the remote control at the widescreen TV on the wall. Cursing under her breath that she was breaking her own rules of no kids’ telly during the week, she

  flicked through till she found Postman Pat. The boys’ faces turned to the wall, amazed.




  ‘Mommy go pee-pee,’ she said, beaming. ‘Back in a minute.’




  Checking that they weren’t following behind her, she tiptoed up the stairs past the first floor to the office Jez had converted out of the loft. The door was firmly shut.




  She nudged it.




  It swung open to reveal Jez at the computer, in front of a wall covered with charts and projections that had no meaning for her apart from when money appeared in her bank account. She had given

  up trying to make him explain what he was working on. ‘I just want to understand, hon, so I can be there for you if you need support.’ But he had said there was no point. He’d let

  her know if there were any problems.




  Jez was still wearing his grey Paul Smith suit trousers with a charcoal shirt from his earlier meeting in town. Even on days when he didn’t have a client to meet, he dressed impeccably. He

  turned to look at her, his six-foot-three, fifteen-stone frame forcing a squeak out of the leather swivel chair. Jez looked big in any setting you put him in. Even among the Midwestern men of her

  home town with their cowboy-sized hands, who spent their weeks in office suits downtown and weekends hunting in the mountains, Jez had held his own, standing shoulder to shoulder with them in the

  local bar, meeting well-meant jibes about his English accent with a dry humour that quickly earned him a slap on the shoulder and a shot of bourbon.




  At the time, his strength had made her feel safe. She hadn’t imagined what it might be like to be on the wrong side of it.




  ‘What?’ he said, turning to meet her with eyes that said nothing.




  What? What do you think? she wanted to say. But right now they were past words.




  So on an impulse she did something else.




  She reached behind her back and undid her bikini top through her dress.




  Jez watched. It took him a second to realize.




  ‘Oh . . . no,’ he said firmly, shaking his head and turning back to the screen with a half-smile to show how ridiculous he found the idea.




  The rejection stung. But it was too late. She walked over and put her hand on his shoulder, pulling him round with the momentum of the swivel chair.




  ‘No. Really – get off,’ he said, the humour disappearing rapidly from his tone, the hard muscles in his shoulder twisting easily away from her fingers.




  But she was only five inches shorter, and before Jez could stop her, she had straddled him with one long leg and pushed her chest towards his face to stop him propelling her away.




  ‘Suzy!’ he growled. ‘I said STOP. I don’t want to. Leave it.’




  How could she stop? Fighting back the humiliation, she pulled his hand and tried to put it inside the top of her dress, needing some kind of connection with her husband, even for him just to

  laugh at her desperation. Then she could join in and they would hug and joke about her wanting more babies. Anything that broke the silence.




  ‘Oh, will you fucking stop it!’ he shouted suddenly, grabbing that wrist and the other one, and holding them high beside her shoulders. ‘You are not listening. I don’t

  want to.’ Their eyes met inches apart. She could see the blackness in his now.




  Looking down at her bare legs that smelt faintly of pond water, and the bulk of loosened straps underneath her dress, she felt shame. Blood ran into her cheeks.




  ‘OK, then. Let me go,’ she whispered.




  The doorbell rang downstairs. Callie with the kids.




  Jez held her wrists for a second more. Then she felt his grip loosen.




  ‘OK, then,’ he said, lowering his voice. His expression softened for a moment.




  God, she saw it now. He felt sorry for her.




  There was a knocking downstairs.




  She dropped her gaze.




  ‘I am your wife,’ she whispered, so quietly she was not sure he even heard. And with that she walked out of the room.




  







  Chapter Three




  Callie




  By the time we have wandered through the park back to Churchill Road, Rae and Henry are holding hands. We walk along our quiet street of Victorian terraces, looking at

  neighbours’ window boxes. I say ‘neighbours’, but the truth is, apart from Suzy, the people on Churchill Road are just people with whom I happen to share a postcode. There was a

  nice woman my age at No. 25 when I first arrived. I asked her once where she got her wrought-iron window boxes. She was friendly, and I thought I’d ask her in for a cup of tea soon. Then two

  days later I saw a removal van outside her house and she was gone. I didn’t even catch her name.




  We turn into Suzy’s gate at No.13. Empty boxes sit outside No. 15, next door. A little surge of hope rises in me. Perhaps the new people will be nice.




  I ring Suzy’s doorbell, and wait. No answer.




  I knock.




  Nothing.




  That’s weird. I open the letterbox and hear the murmur of telly. They must be in the garden. I search my bag and find the spare set of keys Suzy and I swapped long ago, and put them in the

  lock, praying we don’t walk in on Jez wandering around jet-lagged and naked like that first time, after which I couldn’t look him in the eye for a month.




  There is a pounding of feet down the stairs as I start to open the door.




  ‘Sorry – in the loo. Hi, sweetie!’ Suzy squeals at Henry, sweeping him up high into a hug and covering his face with kisses. ‘How was your day? I missed you.’ Henry

  struggles, trying to contain his grin.




  ‘Stay for tea?’ she says. ‘We’re having meatballs!’




  ‘Sure?’ I say.




  ‘Absolutely.’




  I can never resist going into Suzy’s when I am asked. I should try sometimes, but I don’t. It is the choice between her house, or going home and hearing that jailer’s click of

  our flat door that says I am not going to see another adult till tomorrow.




  Suzy lifts Rae up and kisses her, too. ‘You look so pretty today, sweetie.’




  ‘Thank you, Aunty Suzy.’




  ‘Good girl,’ says Suzy, and kisses her again before putting her down. Rae always looks so safe in Suzy’s arms, and I am always grateful when Rae looks safe.




  In the kitchen, I put the pens and paper back in the drawer, and help Suzy prepare tea for the kids.




  ‘Jez here?’ I say, slicing a pepper.




  ‘Uh-huh,’ she says, motioning upstairs. ‘He’s got the pitch for that big Canadian contract coming up next month. After that, though, he’s talking about taking us to

  some hotel in Devon where they have kids’ clubs and nannies so he and I can have some mommy-daddy time. You know it?’




  ‘Er . . . no,’ I sigh.




  She sees my face.




  ‘Oh, hon – sorry.’




  ‘No, it’s OK. Tom’ll be back soon. Then I’ll get a break.’




  She makes a face. ‘A break?’ she says sarcastically.




  I shrug.




  ‘Cal, this thing about him ringing you every ten minutes has got to stop,’ Suzy says, lowering her voice, as Rae looks over.




  ‘I know,’ I sigh. ‘It’s because he doesn’t see her regularly – he thinks every little cold means something. He’s worse than me . . .’




  Suzy puts an arm around my shoulder. ‘Well, he needs to learn to deal with it – you are burning out. Anyway, you know, you can always leave her here if you want to get

  away.’




  Get away? I almost snort. Get away where? And paid for by what? But I don’t, because I know she means well. So I smile. ‘You have enough on your plate, but thanks for

  offering.’




  Suzy kisses me on the cheek and starts to clear the kids’ plates.




  ‘Anyway, guess who I spoke to today?’ I say, grinning as she spins round.




  ‘No? You bugger!’




  Suzy makes me laugh when she uses English swear words. They lose their power and become funny, like the Queen calling someone a motherfucker.




  ‘I bumped into him when he was talking to Maddy in our class’s mum.’




  ‘Nooooo!’ Suzy protests again, with huge comedy eyes. ‘Right, that’s it. Rae and Henry have to invite his kid, what’s-her-name, round for tea.’




  ‘They don’t even know her!’




  There is a creak of stairs. We stop talking instantly. Jez wanders into the kitchen.




  ‘Hi, how are you?’ he says, leaning down to give me a token kiss on the cheek.




  ‘Good, thanks,’ I say. ‘How was Vancouver?’




  ‘Cold,’ he replies. He takes a beer out of the fridge, picks up some cheese from the pile Suzy has grated and chucks it into his mouth. She smiles up at him and strokes his back

  lightly.




  ‘You want to eat, hon?’ Suzy asks as he opens the beer.




  ‘No. Remember, I’m out tonight. Don’s over from the States.’




  ‘Oh – yeah.’




  ‘So. I’m going for a shower. How was the pool?’ he asks me.




  ‘Good, thanks,’ I say. ‘Cold.’




  He half-smiles, then heads back out the door, his duty done. The boundaries are very clear. I am Suzy’s friend.




  Suzy never complains, and is always telling me about all the sweet things Jez does for her, but it’s amazing how often I see him need to make an important phone call just as she’s

  about to bathe the boys or a nappy needs changing. So today, after the kids have eaten and she pours us both a glass of wine, it’s me who changes Otto, with Rae pulling funny faces at him

  behind my shoulder to make him laugh, while Suzy encourages a reluctant Peter to use the potty. While she runs the bath for the boys, I put the dishes in the dishwasher and turn it on.




  ‘Right, we’re off,’ I say, gathering up Rae and her stuff, and heading out the front door. ‘Thanks for tea.’




  ‘You’re welcome – and come over this weekend. We haven’t got anything planned.’




  Outside, the empty boxes on the pavement remind me. I nod my head next door at No. 15 and mouth, ‘Have you met them yet?’




  ‘Seem OK.’ Suzy shrugs. ‘Oh, hon, let me get us that spa day next week,’ she calls, lifting up the twins. ‘Call it an early birthday present.’




  My birthday is not for three months. I look back at her, a boy under each arm. Her dress is stained with tomato sauce. Suzy. Always doing so much for her kids. And Rae. And me.




  For so little in return.




  This is wrong, I think. This has to stop.




  ‘I’ll call you in the morning,’ I wave. Saturday evening, I promise myself. When the kids are asleep. I’ll tell her tomorrow night.




  







  Chapter Four




  Debs




  Debs sized up the women through the gap in the voile curtains that the previous owners had left for them till they put their own blinds up. The women were younger than her,

  early thirties perhaps, and had that confidence a lot of women seemed to have round here. She could see it in the languid, sure way they carried their bodies. The loud voices that called their

  children’s bold, individual names across roads and from one end of shops to the other without self-consciousness. What did these women, or their husbands, do to afford property so young and

  in this part of north London? Here Debs was, nearly forty-eight, buying her very first house.




  She had seen the American woman before. She had been entering No. 13 next door when they arrived with the removal van yesterday. Debs had been so exhausted, she hadn’t listened properly

  when the woman said her name. Sue? Susan?




  Debs pushed her eye closer into the curtain to see what was happening, inadvertently making a voile tent with her nose. The American woman was standing by the gate, waving to the other woman,

  who crossed the road with a child and went into No. 14. Debs counted the children left playing in the front garden. One . . . two . . . three . . . three boys? Three? Oh Lord. She’d already

  heard one having a tantrum in the garden yesterday evening, screeching repetitively like a high-pitched parrot till she thought she would get a migraine.




  ‘Debs, don’t start,’ sighed a voice behind her.




  She turned to see Allen, holding a screwdriver.




  ‘I wasn’t . . .’ she exclaimed, jumping back, but he turned and walked out before she could finish.




  How annoying. Now he’d be watching her again.




  That was no good.




  Lifting her head, she looked at herself in a mirror above the marble fireplace, and smiled hard till her eyes joined in behind her glasses. Then she walked out of the sitting room into their new

  Victorian hall. The hall was still making her uneasy. Compared with the tiny box rooms of her purpose-built flat in Hackney, which an architect had seemingly designed by stretching out a human then

  drawing a line for walls by their head and feet, this hall felt like a cavern. A cavern she was lost in. It stretched up to the crumbling ceiling cornice, where spiders hung watching, then soared

  up the stairwell to the darkened first floor far above. No. She didn’t like it. But she wasn’t going to tell Allen that. Quickly, she walked along the corridor to the dining room at the

  back of the house.




  ‘We have our own stairs!’ she called, trying to make her voice light. Allen smiled a tight smile, and continued erecting a shelf unit, pushing his glasses up his nose where

  they’d slipped.




  What was she saying? What did he care? God knows he’d trudged up and down enough stairs in his mother’s gloomy little King’s Cross mews, taking her cups of tea.




  ‘Can you hold this upright a sec, love?’ Allen said.




  ‘Course, love,’ she replied, holding a piece of MDF shelving as he pushed against it with a screwdriver.




  No, she mused, looking down at Allen’s squat, freckled hands twirling the screwdriver, his eyes screwed up in concentration, perhaps she’d been too quick to assume the value of

  having her own stairs in this new house.




  But what could she do? It wasn’t her fault. It was all those months. All those months of the woman upstairs coming in at 12.30 a.m. Clicking her court shoes on the vinyl floor of the

  communal hall. Always eight steps. Then fifteen thuds up the stairs, eight more clicks past Debs’s door, then fifteen more thuds up to her front door.




  ‘Come on,’ Debs would say, lying in bed, her ears stuffed with earplugs, a pillow held round her ears. Surely tonight the woman would get the right key? But no. Mostly she tried two,

  delaying the inevitable banging shut of her front door, and then the padding across the floor above Debs, before the telly started up, invading Debs’s blackened bedroom with its muffled

  rumbling for the next two hours as she lay supine, her jaw aching with the grinding, her eye sockets heavy and bruised from hours of staring angrily at the ceiling in the dark.




  Allen took the MDF off Debs, making her start.




  ‘Right. I’ve got it. You don’t want to make us a cup of tea, do you, love?’




  ‘Good idea,’ she said cheerfully.




  Debs wandered into the kitchen, where a box of her own familiar mugs sat next to a box of china teacups from Allen’s mother’s house.




  Yes, stairs, she thought, putting teabags in Allen’s mother’s teapot. She’d spent so much time focusing on finally having her own stairs, she’d forgotten something very

  important.




  Sides.




  Terraced houses have sides, too.




  And now Allen was finally occupied with a task, that was something she was going to explore.




  ‘Thanks, love,’ he said as she set a cup of tea beside him with a custard cream.




  ‘Right, I might do another box,’ she said, trying to sound casual. ‘If you’re all right here?’




  She held her breath. Allen nodded as he drank his tea, his eyes already fixed back on the instructions for the unit.




  Trying not to run, Debs returned to the hall and grabbed one of the boxes Allen had so carefully colour-coded. Orange for kitchen, red for books, orange and red for cookery books. Grabbing a

  yellow box – clothes – she headed up the stairs and into the large bedroom at the front of the house that straddled the hall and sitting room below. She shut the door quietly, crossed

  to the windows and closed the curtains, sinking the room into a velvety pink glow.




  Debs returned to the door, and put the box of clothes gently down on the floor. Then, kneeling beside it, she pushed her ear firmly into the wall that she shared with the American woman. The

  patterned floral wallpaper smelt of dust. She smoothed her face along it until the raised stalk of a wisteria rested against her cheekbone.




  ‘Aaahh,’ she wanted to say; ‘Aaahh,’ with the relief of it.




  There was nothing at first. A tiny rustling.




  Dust mites, she told herself, pushing her ear harder against the paper. Or ants.




  Another moment passed. What was that now? If she held her breath and stayed still she could just pick up a faint tick-tick-ticking. Water pipes, perhaps? Now, that would be OK. She probably

  wouldn’t even hear that from a few inches away, and certainly not from the bed.




  So far so good. She moved herself closer and waited. A minute passed, then another.




  Then another. There was no more sound.




  She pulled her head away from the wall a little and, as she waited, began to sort through the box, putting Allen’s ties in one pile, and his brown and grey socks in separate ones.




  Could she be this lucky? That there would be no . . .




  ‘CAN YOU JUST WAIT TILL I’VE FINISHED, JEZ?’




  The muffled shout was such a shock, Debs jerked her head away from the wall, feeling a ping in her neck.




  What? Where on earth had that come from?




  She stayed crouched on the floor, looking around nervously as if the owner of the voice was in the room.




  Debs waited a second, then carefully placed her ear back at the wall. There was a new noise now. Like a tap dripping. No. Lighter, like a . . .




  It couldn’t be.




  The flush of the toilet right beside her head almost threw her back on her knees. A great gurgling and groaning of pipes followed.




  A toilet. There must be an en-suite bathroom in the bedroom next door. With a great big noisy toilet that she would hear throughout the night?




  Palpitations hammered in Debs’s chest like a brass knocker. A pressurized sensation started in her head, as if someone had put a hand on her scalp and was pushing down.




  All of a sudden, the bedroom door nudged her leg.




  Allen.




  With a start, Debs jerked upright, plunged her hands back into the box of clothes she’d brought up and pulled them out, sending one of Allen’s cricket ties flying right across the

  room.




  ‘Everything all right, love?’ Allen asked, putting his head round the door and looking at the tie now dangling off the dressing table, then at the closed curtains. He walked over and

  opened them.




  She smiled hard, rubbing her neck. ‘Just unpacking.’




  He wrinkled his nose. ‘Probably best to wait till we’ve cleared the hall,’ he said.




  ‘Hmm, maybe you’re right,’ she replied, standing up.




  Allen put out his hand to help her. Then he looked around at the large bedroom. The sunlight burst through the windows and spread a great buttery beam across the walls. The bed was freshly made

  with a cream eiderdown they’d bought, with matching wooden lamps on either side.




  ‘Yes . . . We’re going to be happy here,’ Allen said, nodding his head.




  It sounded like an order, she thought. And after the last six months, she couldn’t blame him.




  Debs heard the front door slam next door and someone leave through the gate. Were they going to make that noise every time they left the house?




  ‘Oh yes, love,’ she said, turning back and smiling at Allen. ‘Yes.’




  







  Chapter Five




  Callie




  It takes me a while to realize it’s a phone I can hear ringing.




  The thing is, sometimes I dream in sounds. I know most people dream only in pictures, but not me, not since I was a child. Typically, the scenario is that I am sitting somewhere empty like

  Dad’s potato field in winter under that flat, mouse-grey Lincolnshire sky, hearing nothing but silence. Then the sounds start to build up around me, each tone perfect and unadulterated in my

  ear. Maybe it begins with the wind breathing past me, rustling branches of a tree. Music starts, like gusts of air blowing through empty irrigation pipes in discordant notes. Then a heartbeat joins

  in. A heavy, booming heartbeat. That’s usually when I wake up and find myself sweating, my own heart thumping with panic. I jump up, run into Rae’s room and check she is still

  breathing.




  But it isn’t my heart beating, or a dream, or even Rae whimpering in her sleep that wakes me up tonight. In fact, it is Tom.




  ‘Hi,’ he shouts down the phone. ‘I got your message. What is it?’




  ‘Hang on,’ I say, scrabbling to get the phone by my ear. There is a faint echo from his end. Satellite phone.




  ‘What’s up?’ he says, sounding concerned.




  ‘Oh. No. Rae’s fine,’ I say, trying to sit up.




  ‘Well, what?’ he snaps.




  ‘Tom?’ I reply, opening my eyes and blinking. ‘You know it’s two in the morning?’




  There is a silence as he works out that in Sri Lanka he is five hours ahead, and not behind, UK time.




  ‘Shit. Have I done it again?’




  Tom is a skilled wildlife cameraman who could tell you everything you’d like to know about the breeding habits of a golden jackal or fennec fox, but when it comes to numbers, he is

  bordering on the equivalent of dyslexic. In the old days, I found it sweet and funny when he woke me at 2 a.m. from Uganda or Papua New Guinea, hearing his apologetic disbelief that he had cocked

  up again. ‘Go on then, tell me what you’ve been doing,’ I’d say, burying into blackness under the duvet so I could pretend he was lying beside me, hearing about his day

  spent searching a cave for a rare wolf spider or getting stuck up a tree with a camera while his guides chased away the mountain lion underneath.




  But Tom and I don’t joke any more. Ever.




  We just get to the point.




  ‘I rang because I’ve got some news,’ I say.




  ‘What?’




  ‘Um . . . well, I’m going back to work.’




  There is a pause. A great big pause that stretches from London across the starry night of the Arabian Sea to Sri Lanka.




  Maybe I’ll be lucky, I think. After all, I was lucky with Rae when I told her earlier this evening. She was so excited she spat out the popcorn we were having for our weekly Friday-night

  ‘midnight feast’.




  ‘You’re going to work?’ she had shrieked. ‘What, like Hannah’s mum? A farmer?’




  ‘A pharmacist,’ I laughed, picturing Caroline tossing hay in her Karen Millen suit and highlighted bob. Rae has already told me that Hannah is her big hope for a best friend.




  ‘No, I’ve got a different job. But you know what that means? It means that I won’t be here to pick you up after school.’




  ‘Yippee!’ Rae shouted. ‘So I can go to after-school club with Hannah?’




  ‘Uh, yes,’ I replied, confused. Grateful. Already missing her.




  So that was Rae. But Tom is Tom.




  ‘What – is that a joke?’ he growls on the phone.




  ‘No.’




  I sigh.




  ‘Tom, listen. I can’t stay at home forever. It was only meant to be six months, then it was a year. Now it’s five. I have to go back to work some time.’




  He says nothing, so I tiptoe on.




  ‘I actually just rang Guy at Rocket on the off-chance he had a few days’ freelance work, and then he just asked me out of the blue to do the sound for Loll Parker’s first short

  film – the Swedish artist, who did the thing at the Tate?’




  I pause, fighting the small involuntary smile that keeps pulling at the corners of my mouth since I spoke to Guy on Tuesday.




  ‘Bloody hell, Cal!’ I want Tom to say. ‘Well done! Well done for being so good at your bloody job that your old boss has snapped your arm off the minute you ring after five

  years!’




  ‘Sorry, Cal. Am I missing something?’ he actually says. ‘So, who’s going to look after Rae?’




  It still feels like the universe has shifted off its axis when that coldness emerges from Tom’s lips. My Tom always spoke as if there was a joke coming at the end of his sentence. My Tom

  never spoke like this. Not once in four years. I try to remind myself he’s just worried about Rae.




  ‘Well, she’ll go to after-school club for a few weeks,’ I say, trying to remind myself he’ll need time to get used to the idea, just like I have. ‘Which she’s

  really excited about, by the way. And the staff are trained in first aid, like teachers. But if the Loll Parker job goes OK and I like it, and Guy offers me more work, then I don’t know . . .

  I’ll probably find a childminder who can fit round my hours.’




  There is another, even longer pause.




  ‘Tom?’ I say.




  ‘What?’ he replies curtly.




  I take a chance. ‘Look – I know this is a lot to ask, but could you talk it through with me? Guy said that a lot of the tech’s moved on. I said I’m sure I’ll be

  fine, but actually, I’m completely petrified . . .’




  There is another silence.




  ‘Actually, Cal, I couldn’t give a shit. I can’t believe you’re dumping Rae with strangers. After everything we’ve been through with her. And I’m five thousand

  fucking miles away. What am I supposed to do?’




  Tonight Rae and I celebrated my new job. We made ‘cocktails’ of lemonade, apple juice and pink food-colouring, and danced to Girls Aloud.




  I take a long breath. Stay calm, I think.




  ‘Tom. I don’t know – maybe . . . You have been away a lot this year, and . . .’




  ‘Yeah, well, that’s what happens when you have two lots of rent to pay, Cal.’




  I exhale.




  ‘OK, but the thing is, I don’t think you realize how good she is. She wants to do stuff on her own. I found out from her teacher last week that she took herself off to join the

  lunchtime choir all by herself, and now she’s excited because they’re doing an end of term concert. And you should have seen her today, trying to run to the park with her friend.

  She’s just desperate to get away from me. She just wants to be normal. I mean, Tom, really, she is normal.’




  And then I throw my last attempt into the ring.




  ‘And, you know, it means I’ll be earning my own money again and not asking you all the time. So maybe you won’t have to work away so much . . .’




  He actually snorts now.




  ‘You know what, Cal? That’s the thing. It’s always about you.’




  What? I feel Mum’s temper rising in me. I gulp.




  Count to ten.




  ‘I actually don’t think for a second this has anything to do with what is good for Rae, Cal, I think it’s about what is good for you . . .’




  ‘Tom – that’s not fair!’ I hear myself exclaim down the phone.




  Please, I think. Don’t do it, Callie. Don’t let him do this.




  ‘Yeah?’ he says. ‘You reckon? That’s exactly what it’s about, it’s . . .’




  It’s no good. When Mum’s temper comes, it comes out of some place deep down inside me. I wish, not for the first time, that she’d been around long enough to teach me how to

  control it.




  ‘Tom?’ I say. ‘Why don’t you just . . . oh, just . . . oh, FUCK OFF!’




  And it’s all too late. Slamming the phone down, I turn over in my bed and scream into my pillow.




  Idiot!




  Stupid, stupid, stupid.




  I’ve done it again. Every time.




  I lie there, keeping my face buried in the soft cotton, annoyed with myself. It dampens quickly with my breath. Somehow the warmth is comforting.




  Oh God. I bet Kate, his camera assistant, was there, listening to all of it. I bet she was lying with her head on Tom’s shoulder, with that amazing hair, the colour of blackberries,

  tumbling all over him.




  Why do I let him get to me?




  Groaning, I roll out of bed and walk through to the sitting room, shaking my head. I will not cry. I will not cry. I will not let Tom rip away the tiny bit of forgotten self-esteem that Guy gave

  me back this week.




  Aimlessly I pick up my address book, desperate to talk to someone, already knowing there is no point. The grubby pages are tattered, full of crossed-out contacts and out-of-date entries. I keep

  meaning to replace this book but secretly I know that if I removed all the school friends I left behind in Lincolnshire, and the college and work friends who eventually gave up calling when I gave

  birth to a child with a heart condition at twenty-seven and was too tired to meet them for a drink or even answer the phone for three years, there would be hardly anyone left.




  I look at the few contacts who have hung on determinedly. They are fading away of their own accord, the ink blurring with age. I consider them for a second. Fi’s dad died three months ago

  in hospital in Lincoln and I haven’t been in touch since she first rang from home to tell me, because, to be honest, she mentioned that her friends were ‘helping her through’ and

  I realized, with a pinch of pain, that she didn’t include me in that category any more. I can hardly ring in the middle of the night and ask her to listen as I pour all this out. And then

  there is Sophie. I count the months she’s been in Zurich on secondment. Four already, and I still haven’t got round to writing in the Swiss phone number she sent me on an ironic

  postcard of a mountain milkmaid – an almost-forgotten reference to the night she cried with laugher while I drunkenly tried to show her how to milk a cow on our bemused old cat – and

  have now probably lost it altogether. I suspect she sent it as a formality anyway, out of loyalty to a friendship that has gently dissipated into air.




  I put the book down.




  When did I lose the ability to keep and make friends? When did it become just Suzy?




  Even though it’s only June, the air is balmy and thick. I undo the latch on the old wooden sash window. It lifts with a heavy creak. The tiny crack in the corner pane is spreading, I

  notice. I keep meaning to tell the landlord. One day I will open the window and it will just fall out.




  A light catches my eye. The new woman at No. 15 is up, too. She is standing up, putting books on the shelf in her sitting room. There are hundreds of them. Just like Mum used to have. The

  shelves are nearly full, packed around the fireplace.




  A book, I think, watching the woman. When was the last time I read a book? Mum and I used to devour them, passing them between us, waiting to see what the other one thought. Now I am just too

  tired even to open one. Tired with what, I sometimes think? Shopping and cooking. Washing and drying. Taking lots of things to lots of places: Rae to school, the bins to the gate, our ancient car

  for its MOT. My mind has become like a car engine with a faulty clutch. It revs too fast, without actually going anywhere.




  The woman’s presence is oddly comforting. She looks quite old, with a thick, greying bob and black-rimmed glasses. I saw her husband coming back from the shop earlier. He is shorter than

  her, with longish sandy hair, sideburns, thick glasses and a nose that looks too big for his face.




  The woman turns round. That’s funny. She is wearing one of those soft velour dressing gowns that Mum used to wear, too. I touch the cracked windowpane and test it gently with my

  finger.




  Up and down Churchill Road, darkened windows stare back.




  Oh God. I can’t live like this any more.




  Rae’s illness has sucked us dry. I am a husk. An empty shell. No wonder other women avoid me. They sense that I will suck them dry, too. Maybe Tom is right. Maybe it is all about me. Me

  and my endless problems. Women sense I need everything and have nothing to give back in friendship. All of them, that is, apart from Suzy.




  I watch the woman a little longer, staring at a cover. Will I ever meet her, I wonder? Or will we pass wordlessly in the street like I do with everyone else around here?




  A memory drifts back to me. A warm evening the colour of buttercups. I am eight, and walking shyly towards our farm cottage, entrusted with a tray of lasagne to take to our new farm assistant

  and his wife. It is almost too hot, the tea towel placed carefully on my outspread hands no longer absorbing the burning heat. I walk among the dried-mud tractor ruts of the farm track to a patch

  of nettles on the corner, where our cat, Tuppence, lies grooming herself beside a pile of rusty old fence posts. The couple are lifting a sofa in through the cottage gate. The woman, who is wearing

  a spotty headscarf, turns and looks at me, and I see her eyes drop to my tray. My stomach lurches with doubt. What if they don’t want the lasagne? How does Mum know they will want it? Panic

  overcomes me. I stop and turn. Mum is watching me from the farmhouse window, willing me on with a fluttering hand, and I just know then, in my eight-year-old way, that sometimes you have to make an

  effort with people. You have to be brave; put yourself out there to get to know them.




  And I did that for a while. I did it fine when I grew up. Then I forgot how to do it, and Mum wasn’t there to wave me on with her fluttering hand and reward me with a kiss when I

  returned.




  I watch the woman across the road. She shuts her book and turns off the light. Maybe it’s because her dressing gown reminds me of Mum, but right at that minute I decide that it’s

  time to change things. She just looks nice.




  







  Chapter Six




  Suzy




  Suzy woke up with a start.




  Something was wrong.




  ‘Mummy . . .’ Henry murmured.




  She rolled over, and pulled Henry’s body close to her.




  ‘It’s OK, hon,’ she said, not sure if it really was.




  She lifted her head off his little wooden bed, where she’d been lying with her long legs tucked up, and looked at his bunny rabbit clock, its ears timed not to pop up till 7 a.m. The face

  said 2.40 a.m.




  She turned round and sat up. ‘Jez?’ she called into the darkness of the house.




  Nothing.




  Slowly, she pulled away from Henry limb by limb, till she could manoeuvre her body out of his warm little bed. Pulling her cardigan around her pyjamas, she padded silently down the stairs to the

  hallway, where a single lamp continued to perform its duty of waiting for Jez to come home. Nothing. His shoes and coat were not there. Still on his Friday night out with Don Berry. His third night

  out in town since he’d got back from Vancouver on Monday.




  She padded upstairs again and sat in the hallway. If she looked up to the second-floor ceiling above, then down to the hallway below, this is where she had the most space. God, how she craved

  space.




  She shut her eyes and summoned a picture of home: hiking out onto the mesa, through silver birch and juniper bushes dotted like bristle across a plain, above which pristine clouds scudded at

  breakneck speed against a deep blue sky; finding a place to camp against a rock, where she could sit and watch the deer trail past, the crunch of their feet on ice the only sound out there apart

  from the occasional plane landing in Denver, twenty miles away. If she tried hard now, she could even conjure up in her mind the soft dusk there, and the way the light bathed her skin in gold dust

  before twisting into great swirls of violet and crimson across the atmosphere. And oh, the stars. Millions of them – not the occasional dim glow you saw in the mean piece of murky sky that

  topped London like a badly fitting lid.




  Homesickness knotted in her stomach. Surely he couldn’t have just forgotten Colorado. Who she was?




  A new memory floated into her mind. Of Jez appearing at work one Friday and motioning her over with a smile. In his hand, he dangled a key.




  ‘Bob’s lent me his cabin for the weekend,’ he’d said in that deep English voice that sent teasing reverberations through her body. He raised his eyebrows and dropped his

  arm behind her back.




  ‘Cool,’ she said, smiling, feeling his fingers stroke her gently, desperate already for more.




  She had taken him for his first wilderness hike that weekend. They’d climbed down into a ravine hewn by water from towering rock over millions of years, and walked along the sunlit river

  for hours till they reached one of her favourite lakes. Nobody else had been there so they’d laid out a blanket on the bank and swum naked out to the centre of the lake, her arms round his

  neck, feeling him close. There was something about the fact that she knew he couldn’t get home without her that had thrilled her that day. Jez was all hers.




  ‘You like it?’ she’d asked.




  ‘Yes,’ he’d smiled, rubbing one hand down over her buttocks and thighs, her skin taut in the chilled water.




  ‘There are lots of places like this. Where nobody goes. I can show you.’




  ‘Don’t you get scared?’ he asked her. ‘Out here on your own?’




  ‘Of what?’




  ‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘Bears?’




  ‘Bears are OK,’ she replied. ‘You just throw a stone – shout. Wave your arms.’




  She remembered how he laughed. ‘You’re an interesting girl,’ he said, pulling her further into him.




  Back at the cabin in the late afternoon they’d found a hot tub out back.




  ‘You know, I think this may be the best day of my life,’ she’d murmured drunkenly in his ear, as they’d sat naked, their legs entwined, drinking beer, steam floating

  around them.




  ‘Hmm,’ he’d said, nuzzling further down into her neck. She’d waited for him to agree.
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You leave your child with a friend.
Everyone does it. Until the day it goes wrong.
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