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Before You Go




Prologue


Something feels wrong as soon as I turn the corner. The house is in complete darkness, which is unusual. Light glows through the curtains of the other houses either side, making my home appear lonely and forlorn.


Standing on the stone step, I slide the key into the lock. It turns effortlessly and the door opens with a click. Silence spills down the stairs and pushes past me, surrounding me as I step into the cool hallway. The radiator ticks familiarly and I shrug my coat away before hanging it on the hook. There are no other coats there, which is odd. There are no other shoes lined up along the wall either. I shake each boot off, and leave them standing guard all alone. My ears listen for familiar noise – footsteps, someone breathing, a kettle boiling. Anything. But there’s nothing but quietness.


My footsteps are muffled on the carpeted floor as I walk towards the door of the living room, which stands ajar. I give it a little push and it opens slowly; it’s dark in there too, just a faint orange glow from the streetlight outside giving the furniture some form and shape through the heavy net curtains. The grate of the fire is completely dark, not even the smallest ember glowing to suggest someone has been there recently. I shiver as I walk down the hallway. Ahead of me, the door to the kitchen stands open but I can see as I approach that there’s no one there. I walk quietly across the tiles, my feet tapping gently with every step, and lay my hand on the kettle, the stove, the pan that sits on the side. Stone cold. There’s a single cup on the table, a rim of coffee staining the inside and a red heart shape on the outside where lipstick has marked it. Half a biscuit sits on a china plate, a small bite taken out of it, the crumbs scattered round as though the person eating it had suddenly remembered they had something more important to do and just got up and left.


As I walk up the stairs, my breath hitches in my chest as a noise comes from the loft hatch. I stop, not daring to look up, listening for more signs of life. But there’s nothing except the quiet hum of silence pressing heavily on my eardrums. I cover my ears with my hands and move on, pushing open the door of Mum’s bedroom. The covers on her bed are neatly tucked in, hospital corners perfectly folded, a pink cushion propped up in front of the pillow. Her hairbrush with a few grey hairs caught in the bristles lies neatly in front of the mirror, next to a modest collection of make-up, face creams and pills. Mum’s always so well put together, her room is always neat and tidy, but as I run my finger slowly along the wooden top of the dressing table there’s a thick layer of dust on the end of it. Every surface is covered in thick dust. It looks as though the room’s been abandoned for years, and yet we were all here this morning, together. Weren’t we?


My body starts to shake as I walk quickly to the next room, the bedroom I share with my sister Kate, and push the door open. I’m not sure what I expected but my heart almost stops when I look in here. Instead of the two beds pressed tightly against the walls with a tiny table squeezed in the middle, the room is almost empty, as though nobody has been in here for years. Thick dust covers this room too; there’s a pasting table in the middle with a roll of wallpaper hanging over it, the brush sitting on top, dried out. Pots of paint are piled in the corner and a cot, in pieces, is propped up against the wall. I stumble as I step towards the table and lift up the corner of the wallpaper. It’s brittle and almost snaps in my hand, but I can see that the pattern is the same as the one that’s been on my bedroom wall for as long as I can remember.


My knees feel weak and I’m not sure they’ll be able to hold my weight for much longer so I crouch down and hold my head, pressing the palms of my hands hard into my eyes until I see stars.


But when I look up, nothing has changed.


I slowly walk back out of the room and tread down the stairs, clinging to the banister as I do. Each step makes my legs shake and my heart is pounding a hole in my ribcage as I try to swallow down the panic that threatens to overwhelm me. When I reach the bottom of the stairs I glance back at the kitchen and my heart stops again. I scurry closer, my eyes surely deceiving me, and stop dead in the doorway. It’s as if the house has gone back in time to the 1970s, the cupboards painted a pale blue and an ashtray on the side with a cigarette propped on the edge, a trail of smoke rising from it and dissipating into the freezing cold air.


My heart is in my mouth and my breath comes in panicky bursts as I walk towards the back door, which is now wide open to the dark winter night, and out into the back garden. As I step out into the freezing air, I shiver. Slowly I tread forwards, each socked foot sinking into the cold, damp grass. But I don’t stop. I’m pulled almost magnetically towards the end of the garden, where the shed stands, its door open and swinging in the breeze, squeaking with every back turn. When I reach the shed and look down, there’s a patch of ground just in front of it where the earth looks disturbed, as though someone has been digging there, the soil turned over and patted down. What’s been planted there? Or buried? I turn back to the house, seeing it in darkness, its windows like black eyes staring into the night. Why is no one else here? Where have they all gone?


What the hell is going on?


My mouth opens and I draw in a deep breath and try to scream but nothing comes out. Here I stand in the middle of the garden screaming silently into the world, a soundless voice unheard by everyone, desperate for someone to come and save me . . .


My sheet is tangled round my body like a straitjacket, constricting my movement, and I’m covered in sweat. My whole body pounds to the rhythm of my heart and I pull air into my lungs, waiting for it to slow down so I can breathe normally again. Pulling my arms out of the sheet, I untwist myself from its confines and drag myself into a sitting position to wait for the world to right itself again.


Beside me Matt sleeps on, his face pressed into the pillow. The clock glowing next to me on the bedside table says 3 a.m.; it’s the middle of the night.


My heart is pounding and I try to calm myself by drawing in deep breaths. It was only a dream. But it’s a dream I’ve had several times over the last few years and the panic had felt very real.




Part One


Georgie




1


20 October 2016


Georgie kicks a stone and watches it roll away across the wet sand, bouncing off rocks and pebbles until it comes to a halt just out of reach of a wave. She stops and looks out to sea, the flat grey expanse interrupted only by the occasional rise of white foam, stretching on forever, or to nowhere, the horizon a smudgy, indistinct line far in the distance. She closes her eyes and lifts her face so all she can hear is the wind pushing its way across the sand. It’s whipping the sea into a frenzy, sending waves crashing as they hit the shore and shooting spray into the already-damp air. It pulls flags taut on their poles and drags empty crisp packets and dropped tissues with it indiscriminately as it races across the almost-empty beach.


She opens her eyes again and looks down at her feet, studying the footprints she’s left in the sand, creeping up behind her like a stalker she can’t outrun. A hand slips through the crook of her arm and she turns to find her big sister Kate next to her, smiling.


‘Hey, you.’


‘Hey.’


They turn and walk a few steps in silence. The sun is weak behind the gathering clouds and the wind’s getting stronger, blowing their hair round their faces and making their eyes water. Georgie leans into the wind until she’s almost at a forty-five-degree angle, at tipping point, daring the wind to stop. Next to her Kate shivers in her too-thin coat.


‘God, it’s cold isn’t it?’ Georgie straightens up and hugs her arm in tighter to Kate’s.


‘It is – but if you insist on wearing those clothes what do you expect?’


‘Hey!’


‘Hey nothing – that’s nothing more than a cardigan masquerading as a coat, and your tights are practically useless.’


Georgie glances down at her outfit and grins. She loves her patterned tights; oversized cardigans and finding bargains in second-hand shops is her mishmash style. Kate prefers sensible shoes, patterned tops and boot-cut jeans and just doesn’t get Georgie’s love of the quirky.


‘Good point – but you can’t really talk, you’re shivering like a jellyfish too.’


‘This is true.’


Without realizing it they’ve stopped again and are both staring out to sea, watching the froth on the tops of the waves gather and wane, over and over, never-ending. Kate plants her feet firmly in the sand to stop herself blowing away, and Georgie holds on tight.


‘I wish Dad was here.’


The words come out of nowhere and, unsure whether she’s heard them right, Georgie leans in closer to Kate. ‘What did you say?’


Kate brings her mouth closer to Georgie’s ear. ‘I wish Dad was here. Don’t you?’


The words skitter and dance in the air between them, trying to find their place. Finally they settle, and Georgie frowns. ‘Where has that come from?’


Kate keeps her eyes trained on the sea and shrugs. ‘I don’t know. Not really. I’ve just been thinking about him more and more recently.’


Georgie follows her sister’s gaze out to sea without speaking. She thinks about her father from time to time, of course she does. Naturally she’s wondered what life would have been like if they’d grown up knowing him, if he hadn’t been taken away from them before she’d even been born. She wonders what she’d be like too, whether she’d be different. Braver, stronger, tougher. Whether she’d have been as close to her mother, and her sister, if she’d had him there to dilute the love. But this question from Kate has still come out of the blue.


Before she gets the chance for an answer to form in her throat, Kate speaks again. ‘I know I can’t miss him exactly. I don’t even remember him, but – well, I suppose I do really. Miss him, that is. Especially now with – well, with Mum the way she is.’


Georgie nods beside her. ‘Me too.’ Her voice is barely more than a whisper and Kate struggles to hear her. They stand in silence a moment longer, letting their thoughts fill the space where their words should be, both thinking about the man in the photo on their mother’s mantelpiece, the father they’d never known.


‘Do you think he’d be proud? You know, of us?’ Georgie pushes a stray hair out of her face and tucks it pointlessly behind her ear, as it blows straight back out again.


‘Yes. I think he would.’ Kate sighs. ‘But I don’t think we’d be us, not us as we are now, if he’d been here.’ She turns to face Georgie. ‘Do you?’


‘Probably not, no.’


‘I mean, I bet you wouldn’t have fallen in love with the first boy you kissed if you’d had Dad around—’


‘Hey, hang on—’


‘No, I don’t mean it nastily, George, I really don’t. I just mean – well, if Dad had been here he probably wouldn’t have let Matt anywhere near you, at the age of thirteen anyway.’


‘Mum wasn’t exactly keen.’


‘True. But it’s still different. You probably wouldn’t have needed Matt as much if Dad had been here.’ She stops, thinks for a minute. ‘And let’s face it, George, I probably wouldn’t have been such a saddo either.’


‘Oh Kate, don’t say that.’


‘Why not? It’s true. I didn’t have any friends at school. I never had a boyfriend. You were my only friend, really, George.’


‘You were mine too, Kate.’


‘I know.’ She shrugs, looks away. ‘Maybe it could have been different, with Dad here. But then again, maybe not. Who knows? But either way I’d like to think he’d be proud of us. Let’s face it, he’d have two pretty different daughters to be proud of.’


Georgie smiles. ‘He definitely would.’


They stand for a moment, their words flying away with the wind. Then Kate turns to Georgie.


‘Do you think things would have been any different for Mum if Dad hadn’t died?’


Georgie feels a hard lump form in her chest and she holds her hand to it. She can feel the soft tha-thump of her heart against her palm. Beside her, Kate’s eyes are on her, willing her to look round. And, finally, she does.


‘I honestly don’t know.’


The words are barely a whisper, but Kate shakes her head and turns away. ‘No, me neither. I’d like to think so, though.’ There’s a beat of silence. Then: ‘George, I’m really worried about her.’


Georgie nods. She’d known this was coming from the moment Kate had suggested a walk on the beach this morning. Now the words have arrived and there’s no taking them back.


‘You know she’s been getting much worse, don’t you?’


Georgie nods again. ‘Yes. Yes, I do. She didn’t seem to know what was going on when I saw her a few days ago. She thought she was going to meet Dad for a date that night. I kept telling her she’d got it wrong but she didn’t even seem to be too sure who I was, and couldn’t grasp what I was saying.’


Kate nods and takes Georgie’s arm.


‘Come on, let’s go for a coffee.’ She points to the cafe at the top of the beach which, despite the weather, looks open, the windows steamed up. They walk in silence together, arms linked as their feet tread over sand and pebbles, until the sand gets softer and softer. There are drops of rain in the wind now and Georgie pulls her hood up and holds it tightly against her face.


The cafe feels hot and stuffy in contrast to the cold of outside, and they strip off their layers, hanging them on the back of the chairs as they go.


A good ten minutes pass before they’re settled at a table with coffee and hot chocolate and a slice of cake each.


‘It’s scaring me, Georgie, what’s happening to Mum. She’s getting so much worse, so quickly. Remember in the summer, the barbecue we had at mine?’


Georgie nods, thinking back.


They’d all been there – Kate and her husband Joe, Georgie, Matt and their eleven-year-old daughter Clementine, as well as Mum’s best friend Sandy. It had been Jan’s sixtieth birthday party, and they’d wanted it to be a surprise. Once Jan got over the shock, all was going well.


‘I can’t believe you’ve done this to me,’ Jan scolded as she turned on her stool to face her daughters. Then, smiling, she muttered, ‘You’re both terrible. I told you I didn’t want a fuss.’


‘You didn’t really think we’d let you turn sixty without doing something to celebrate, did you?’


‘Well yes, I did, actually, as that’s what I said I wanted. And I thought you were such good girls . . . ’


Georgie grinned. ‘Oh shush, Mum. Look.’ She swept her arm around. ‘All these people are here for you, because they love you. So stop being a misery guts and just enjoy it.’


Jan took a sip of her drink and set it back down on the kitchen worktop.


‘OK, OK, I’m sorry. It was just a shock, that’s all. Thank you, girls, this is wonderful of you.’


Georgie gave Jan a squeeze. ‘You’re more than welcome, Mum.’


‘Anyway, why don’t you come out into the garden and mingle with your public?’ Kate held out her hand and helped her mother down from the stool. ‘People have travelled miles to come and see you, the least you can do is grace them with your presence.’


‘Well, of course,’ Jan smiled, as she walked arm in arm with her daughters through the bi-fold doors and out into the garden. The hazy sun was warm on their arms, a gentle breeze keeping it from feeling stifling. Smoke rose from the barbecue, and a few people stood in groups on the decking and lawn. A small child swung back and forth on the swing, and the odd squeal drifted from the sandpit. They walked towards the barbecue, where two men in aprons were chatting behind a wall of smoke.


One of them turned, barbecue tongs in hand, a smile spreading across his face. ‘Well hello, you.’ He wrapped his arm round Georgie’s shoulder and gave her a squeeze, then leaned across to plant a kiss on Jan’s cheek.


‘Happy birthday. Are you having fun?’


‘Thank you, Matthew, I am.’ She leaned over the barbecue. ‘Ooh, what are we having?’


‘Well, we’ve got sausages, steaks and grilled prawns. Oh, and some halloumi over here for Clem, of course.’ He turned to his wife. ‘Is anyone else veggie, George?’


She shook her head. ‘No, I don’t think so.’


Jan turned away towards Kate’s husband, Joe, who was sipping a beer. ‘Hello, I’m Jan. And you are?’


‘Er . . . ’ Joe’s face wrinkled as he tried to work out whether she was joking or not.


Kate and Georgie glanced at each other. ‘Mum, what are you talking about? It’s Joe.’


‘Joe?’ Her face was a question mark.


Kate gave a nervous laugh. ‘Ha ha, very funny. My husband Joe. You’ve known him for years!’ She tried to keep her voice light but it sounded strained.


Jan shook her head, confused. ‘Don’t be silly, Katie, I’d remember your husband.’ She turned to Matt and rolled her eyes. ‘Honestly, these two, what are they like, trying to trick their old mum?’


‘Um, yes.’ Matt flicked his gaze to Georgie, who shrugged helplessly.


‘Come on, Mum, let’s get you another drink.’ She’d led Jan away then to talk to some other people across the other side of the garden. Leaving her mother chatting for a while, Georgie made a mental note to speak to Kate about it later, find out what on earth was going on. But she hadn’t had a chance before the next strange thing happened.


Georgie had been chatting to a couple of their neighbours, people she’d known since she was a little girl, when she heard shouting. She strained her ears to work out where it was coming from.


‘Sorry, excuse me a moment,’ she said, and turned and marched towards the source of the noise. As she rounded the side of the house the shouting got louder, and she saw Jan, Kate and Sandy in a huddle at the garden gate.


‘I told you, I just want to go for a little walk.’


‘But Mum, we’re having a party for you and – well, you haven’t got any shoes on.’


Jan looked down at her feet, surprised to see her toe peeping out through a hole at the end of her tights.


‘Oh. Yes. That’s a good point. How did that happen?’


‘Mum? Kate? Is everything OK?’


‘Yes, yes, it’s all fine, nothing to worry about; your sister’s just making a fuss, that’s all. I’m OK. I’m just going to get myself another drink. You coming, Sandy?’


Sandy glanced at Georgie and shrugged. Georgie gave a little nod and Sandy steered Jan away, back to her party. She seemed fine now. Calm, and happy. Whatever had been bothering her had passed.


Kate, however, looked far from happy. Her face was red, and she was close to tears.


‘What on earth’s happened, Kate? What was going on?’


‘I’ve got no idea. I just saw Mum wandering off and I followed her to see where she was going, but she didn’t really seem to know. She just wanted to get out and go for a walk. I was just telling her to stay here, see her friends, but she – she got really angry with me.’


Georgie hugged her big sister.


‘I’m really worried about her, Georgie.’


Georgie nodded, because she was too.


Now here they sit beside the beach, just a few weeks later, and Jan’s behaviour has deteriorated rapidly.


Kate sighs and rubs her eyes. ‘I went to see her yesterday. I made us a cup of tea, like I always do, and we sat in the front room together. Then out of the blue Mum started talking about a meeting she had at the village hall later, about how she needed to go and see Mr Clarke about getting the zebra crossing put in outside the school.’


Georgie frowns. ‘But there’s already a zebra crossing outside the school.’


‘I know. It’s been there for years. Mr Clarke retired three years ago as well. But Mum thought the meeting was yesterday.’


‘So – what did you say?’


‘Well, I told her I thought she’d made a mistake and – well, she completely lost her temper. She shouted at me, screaming that I was always interfering, that I didn’t know anything and that she had to go. I just watched helplessly as she put on her coat and walked out of the house. Instinctively I followed her all the way round the block to the park and I went and sat next to her on a bench. She was much calmer but when I asked her if she was OK, she looked bewildered and wasn’t sure why she was even sitting in the park. Of course I ushered her safely home, made another cup of tea and she seemed all right after that.’


Georgie isn’t sure what to say.


‘God.’


‘I know. I’m scared, Georgie.’


‘I know. I am too.’


Georgie takes a sip from her steaming mug and holds it in her hands so the steam rises before her eyes, blurring the edges of her sister’s face. Kate traces the ring left behind on the Formica table with her neatly manicured nail.


‘You will help me, won’t you? With Mum, if she needs it?’


Georgie looks at her sister, at her pleading eyes. ‘Of course I will. I’ll do anything you need.’


‘Thank you.’


They sit in silence for a while, letting the sounds of the cafe wash over them: the hum of the fridge, the hiss and burr of the coffee machine, the ting of the bell every time the door opens, the buzz of people’s conversations making the air in the stifling room feel even thicker.


An image flits into Georgie’s mind. Her and Kate, a day similar to this, at home with Mum, just the three of them, the same as always.


Their childhood hadn’t been exactly conventional, and not just because their father wasn’t there. Even at the time she knew that things in their home weren’t the same as for the other children at school who had a mother and a father. But sometimes it just seemed more different than others.


This particular day was wet outside, and they were stuck indoors. It must have been the school holidays. Georgie and Kate were sitting on the rug by the fire as it flickered, playing with a pack of cards that they’d found in the dresser drawer. Outside, rain poured down the windows and condensation dripped inside, landing in puddles that crept dangerously close to the edge of the windowsill. The air felt heavy and oppressive within their four walls, and the girls’ hair stuck to their faces in the sticky heat.


Every now and then Georgie would glance at the mantelpiece, where, along with piles of clutter and half hidden behind grinning school photos of herself and Kate, was the black-and-white picture in a gold frame that she loved so much. It was of her mother and father, the only picture she’d ever seen of him, taken before Kate was born. They were standing on a bridge and the wind must have been blowing hard that day too because Mum’s hair was all over the place. Dad was smiling – even his eyes were smiling, all happy and crinkled – and they were looking just past the camera as though something funny was going on behind the person taking the picture. They had their arms wrapped around each other. It was odd; Georgie had looked at this photo so many times she didn’t really see it any more, but when it caught her eye, she loved trying to imagine what they’d been laughing at. What had they been doing that day, where were they going, what had they eaten for dinner? She’d filled in their whole lives around this picture. She’d asked her mum about it, of course, many times, but she hadn’t told her much.


‘What were you laughing at?’


‘I can’t remember.’


‘Was it something funny Daddy had said?’


‘Yes, probably.’


‘What was he like?’


‘He was kind. And a little bit wild.’


‘What does wild mean?’


‘Crazy. A bit silly.’


She liked that description of him. He sounded like fun.


‘Did you love him?’


‘Yes . . . ’ And this was when the tears always started and Georgie didn’t like to ask her anything else in case she upset her even more.


Now Georgie tore her eyes away before her mum noticed her looking at it again, and looked over at her mum instead. She was standing behind the ironing board, where she always stood, her face blurry and indistinct behind the steam rising from the iron, which made the warm room even stuffier. Georgie watched as her mother smoothed down the starchy fabric, and ran the iron across it with a gentle puff. Then the fog cleared for a moment and Georgie could make out the frown that furrowed her mother’s forehead: the frown that was imprinted on her mother’s skin like a bad crease in the shirts she was constantly ironing. Jan would occasionally look up and catch Georgie’s eye, her cheeks puffing out in a sigh, and then she’d smile a smile that almost reached her eyes but not quite.


‘OK, sweetheart?’


‘Yes, Mummy.’ Georgie smiled and turned back to Kate who was quietly playing patience on the flowery carpet whose pattern stretched on and on as far as the eye could see. But she hadn’t been OK, not really. She’d actually been sad that day, because she’d really wanted to go to a birthday party but Mum had said she couldn’t go. Not that she’d been surprised, because Mum never let them go anywhere. In fact, Georgie was pretty sure that if Mum had her way they’d never leave the house at all. It was only thanks to their Aunty Sandy, Mum’s best friend, that they ever got to go anywhere. And it was Sandy who had come to the rescue that day as well.


The steam iron had puffed again and it had felt to seven-year-old Georgie as though the day was never going to come to an end. Then, thankfully, the boredom had been interrupted by a knock at the door and both girls had jumped up and followed Jan to see who was there. When the door opened a familiar face had greeted them.


‘Aunty Sandy!’ Georgie yelled, almost throwing herself at Sandy’s legs as she stepped out of the rain and into the steamy house.


‘Georgie, let Aunty Sandy in, you silly sausage, she can’t move if you’re clinging to her like a limpet.’


Georgie reluctantly let go and Sandy stepped further into the room.


‘Gosh, it’s like a monsoon out there.’ Her hair was usually big and puffy but today it was plastered to her head, making her look as though she was wearing a nun’s habit. Aunty Sandy wiped her face with her sleeve and pushed her hair back out of her eyes.


‘Come and sit by the fire, I’ll stick another log on.’


Within minutes the fire was roaring again and, for the first time all day, Jan had switched off the iron and put the washing in the kitchen out of the way. Mum and Sandy sat drinking tea from mismatched teacups; Georgie and Kate had a plastic cup of squash each. Georgie eyed up the plate of biscuits on the coffee table in front of her and waited for someone else to take one first.


‘So, what have you girls been up to in this rain? Bet you haven’t been out in the garden today, have you?’


Georgie stuck out her bottom lip. ‘No, it’s been really boring.’


‘Charming,’ Jan smiled, taking a sip from her cup. She turned to Sandy. ‘I’ve been working – I had a load of shirts to get through that’re being picked up tomorrow so the girls have had a bit of a dull day, I’m afraid.’ She shrugged. ‘You know what it’s like.’


‘Oh, you are silly. You should have rung me, I’d have taken them off your hands for the day.’ She turned to the girls and winked. ‘We’d have had fun, wouldn’t we?’


‘Yeah!’ the two girls cried.


‘I know, I know but – well, I don’t like to always ask and – well, you know what I’m like . . .’


‘About them going anywhere without you? Yes, I know, Jan, but—’ She stopped, not wanting to say any more in front of the girls. But Georgie and Kate both knew that Sandy thought that Mum should let them go out much more often. All the other children at school had their friends round for tea now and then. They’d heard Aunty Sandy offer to look after them lots of times, but Mum never took any notice. At least, she didn’t seem to, because nothing ever changed.


‘Georgie’s been invited to a party, Aunty Sandy, but Mum says she can’t go,’ Kate piped up, and Georgie felt her face go red. Mum had already said no to this, she didn’t know why Kate had to go and bring it up all over again.


‘Oh, I see.’ Sandy took a sip from her cup and – at last! – reached for a biscuit from the plate. Georgie snatched up a bourbon almost immediately and bit the top biscuit off, exposing the layer of cream underneath. The crunching sounded loud in her ears.


Aunty Sandy didn’t say anything else, and eventually Mum must have felt the need to say something, to explain herself. ‘I just think she’s a bit young, that’s all. And you understand, don’t you, sweetheart?’


Georgie nodded, crumbs flying from her mouth and spraying on the carpet around her. She swallowed. ‘Yes. When I’m a big girl I can go.’


Sandy nodded, her eyes on Georgie all the time. Georgie had felt uncomfortable with Aunty Sandy looking at her like that, but eventually Sandy pulled her gaze away and turned to Jan.


‘Yes, when she’s a big girl I’m sure she’ll be able to go to parties, won’t she, Jan?’


‘Yes, one day soon. I promise.’


But they all knew, deep down, that it was an empty promise. Jan was never going to change her mind.


‘Earth to Georgie.’


Georgie jumps. She’d been so lost in the memory of that day she’d forgotten where they were, and now she looks at Kate’s face watching her with concern and forces a smile.


‘Where on earth did you go just then?’


‘I was just thinking – about me and you, as children.’


‘Ah.’


‘Remember during the holidays when we just used to stay in with Mum all the time, while she ironed and we had to amuse ourselves?’


Kate nods. ‘It wasn’t always like that. We did go out sometimes.’


‘With Mum.’


‘Well, yes, usually.’ Kate lifts her fork and presses the last few crumbs against the plate with the back of it, then lifts it to her mouth.


‘Why do you think she was so overprotective?’ Georgie runs her finger through the buttercream left on her plate and licks it off. ‘Do you think it was just because she was on her own?’


‘I don’t know, Georgie. But let’s face it, we’re never likely to find out now, are we? It’s not as though we can ask Mum. She can’t remember what she did thirty seconds ago, let alone thirty years.’


‘But do you think she’d have been different, if Dad had been there?’


Kate shrugs. ‘I’ve really no idea. She might have been happier, I suppose.’


‘Mum was happy. Wasn’t she?’


Kate pauses, inspecting her nails, then takes a deep breath. ‘Not really. I don’t think she was ever happy. I think Mum spent most of our childhood mourning Dad’s death. It’s as though a little bit of her vanished the day he died.’


‘Oh.’ Georgie frowns and pushes her hair from her face. ‘I guess that’s why she never met anyone else?’


‘Probably.’


Georgie rubs her temple. ‘God, it’s so sad. And now she’s losing herself completely.’


‘Don’t.’


‘Has the doctor seen her?’


Kate nods. ‘Yes. I took her the other day. She hasn’t been officially diagnosed yet, but it’s just a matter of ticking the right boxes, I think. The doctor seems pretty sure but she’s seeing a specialist in a few days’ time and we’ll get some answers then. But it’s so awful, Georgie, watching her look confused when she’s trying to do something she’s done a million times before. It breaks my heart.’


Georgie nods. She hasn’t been to see her mother nearly enough recently because – well, to be honest she’s also found it really hard, seeing her this way. But she realizes now how selfish she’s been, letting Kate shoulder all the responsibility.


‘When I rang her the other day she was rambling a bit. She kept saying weird things, like she didn’t want that woman to know, and she had to keep it to herself. I don’t know what she thought was happening, but when I rang her later she seemed fine again, hardly remembered anything about it. But I think you’re right. She’s definitely getting worse. I’m sorry.’


‘What for?’


‘For being so selfish. Pretending it’s all fine that you go and see her more and look after her more. I think I’ve been in denial, to be honest.’


‘Don’t be silly, George. It’s fine, really. Anyway, Aunty Sandy’s been helping out as much as she can. Once Mum’s seen this specialist and we have a diagnosis I might need your help a bit more, mind you. You know, looking after her, making sure she has everything she needs. Watching out for signs she’s getting worse. Because she will. Get worse, I mean.’


‘I know.’ Georgie feels a pressure building in her head and she presses her fingertips against her temples.


‘We just need to make sure she’s safe.’


‘OK. I’ll do what I can, I promise. Just ask.’


‘I will. Thanks, George. I don’t know how I’d cope with Mum being like she is without you.’


Slowly the cafe empties, the only noise someone sweeping up around them, pushing crumbs into a pile. Every time the door opens the crumbs blow away again, cascading across the tiled floor.


‘We should go.’ Kate pushes her arm through the sleeve of her coat and stands. ‘You coming?’


Georgie nods, shoving her hands in her cardigan. They pay and leave, and minutes later Kate has the windscreen wipers going and the fan on in the car, waiting for the windows to clear. As she pulls out of the car park and into the road Georgie speaks.


‘I’ve decided something.’


‘What?’


‘I want to go on holiday. Abroad.’


‘What?!’ Kate swerves as she shoots a sharp look at Georgie, then pulls the steering wheel straight just in time before she hits a bollard. ‘What’s brought this on?’


Georgie shrugs. ‘It’s time to do something.’


‘OK.’ Kate turns the fan off and risks a glance at her sister. ‘But why now?’


‘I’m not sure. Maybe it’s seeing Mum like this. I just keep thinking, what if it happens to me too, and I’ve never even done anything? Never been anywhere. There’s got to be more to life than Norfolk, and I’d always regret it if I didn’t see any of it because I was too damn scared.’


The words hang in the air for a moment, the only sounds the rain hammering on the windscreen and the wipers swooshing desperately back and forth. Then Kate clicks on the indicator and pulls over to the side of the road and cuts the engine. Cars whoosh by leaving trails of spray in their wake as the world outside the windows becomes more and more smudged, obscured.


Kate leans across and wraps her arms round Georgie awkwardly, her coat snagging on the handbrake and tugging across her shoulders, restricting her reach. Georgie returns the hug, grateful for Kate’s support.


They pull apart and tears shine in Kate’s eyes. ‘Oh Georgie, this is brilliant news. Do you really think you can do it?’


Georgie nods. ‘I do. I have to, Kate. Don’t you see? If I don’t, I’ll always wish I had.’


‘Are you – going to fly?’


Georgie’s body visibly shudders. ‘I’d like to. I just – I can’t really imagine it. Getting on a plane and being right up there.’ She looks up but can hardly see the flat, grey sky through the smeared water on the windscreen. She tries to picture a block of metal up there, suspended, with her in it. But she can’t. ‘It just seems impossible. Terrifying. Like magic. It’s hard to explain.’


‘But you know it’s not, don’t you? You know it’s safer than being in this thing.’ She throws her arm in the air to take in the interior of the car.


Georgie nods. ‘I know. I do, in theory. But it doesn’t mean I actually believe it.’


‘So how do you think you’ll cope?’


Georgie shrugs. ‘I don’t know. I need to think about it. But I’m determined this time. I know I’ve said it before, but I have to. It’s not fair, on Matt, or Clementine. I just want us to be able to go somewhere lovely and warm and relax on the beach in the sun rather than huddle round a windbreak in Cromer.’ She pictures the look on Clementine’s face when she tells her they’re going abroad, and she knows that this time she really has to do it.


‘Do you—’ Kate stops, not wanting to upset Georgie. ‘Do you really think you can overcome your fear? I mean – you have tried it before, Georgie, and it – well, it hasn’t exactly been a success.’


‘I know.’ The thought of being in the air was totally alien, but the truth was, she’d never really wanted to go anywhere else, because she felt safe at home. Kate had travelled the world, seen all kinds of places that Georgie had only ever read about. Kate had travelled on her own and later with her husband Joe, while Georgie had stayed at home to take care of their mother, who had always seemed too fragile to be left alone. Georgie could never have imagined leaving her as well. It would have felt too cruel. And so she’d stayed. And until now she hadn’t minded too much. But now, she wanted to try.


‘I have to do it this time. I can’t end up like Mum. Trapped in my own mind and never even having been anywhere.’


‘I know.’


‘There is one thing, though.’


Kate nods.


‘I haven’t got a passport.’


‘Well no, I don’t suppose you have.’


‘And I don’t have a clue where my birth certificate is.’


‘What do you mean? Don’t you have it?’


Georgie shakes her head and takes her hat off, runs her hand through her hair. ‘No. I don’t think I’ve ever even seen it.’


‘What? Really?’


‘Really. I asked Mum for it once, I think, but it never materialized.’


‘Oh.’


‘I’m assuming you’ve got yours, then?’


‘Well yes. I’ve always had a copy. Mum gave it to me years ago when I got my passport. And I needed it when I got married, of course.’


‘Exactly. Me and Matt never bothered, did we, so I’ve never actually needed it. I think Mum must still have mine. But I can’t just ask her for it, not with her the way she is.’


‘No, you can’t.’ Kate thinks a minute. ‘You’re probably just going to have to go and look for it yourself.’


‘That’s what I thought. Will you help me?’ Georgie pleads.


‘How?’


‘Well, I’ll need you to get Mum out of the house while I look for it. You know how upset she’ll get if I start rummaging around in her things.’


‘But she hates leaving the house.’


‘I know. Sorry, Kate. I hate to ask but I need to do this before I change my mind. Will you help?’


Kate sighs and drums her nails on the steering wheel. ‘Of course I will. I’ll take her for lunch, that should give you enough time, shouldn’t it?’


‘Hopefully.’


‘OK. I’ll sort something and let you know.’


‘Thank you. But Kate?’


‘Yes?’


‘What happens if I can’t find it? What do I do then?’


‘Well, then I guess we’ll just cross that bridge when we come to it. But if we can do it without upsetting Mum’s routine, then that’s better. Agreed?’


Georgie nods. ‘Definitely.’


‘Good.’ Kate turns to the front and starts the car, easing out into the flow of traffic, and Georgie leans back in her seat. Her palms feel warm. Now she’s nervous because she’s committed to doing this. To overcoming her fear. She has no choice.


There’s no going back.
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Georgie slides the key into the lock and it turns effortlessly, the door opening with a click. She glances around her nervously. She doesn’t know why, but today she feels as though she’s betraying her mum’s trust just by being here.


‘I just hope Mum doesn’t freak out in the middle of lunch and we have to come home early,’ Kate had said on the phone that morning when she rang to confirm. ‘I’ll text you if we do. Otherwise, you have two hours.’


Georgie closes the front door behind her. Silence tumbles down the stairs and beside her the radiator ticks as it cools. She shrugs her coat from her shoulders and hangs it on the hook, shuddering as she remembers her dream, where nothing was here at all. Today, though, one other coat hangs here, looking lonely. A pair of shoes and some slippers are lined up against the wall, and she leaves her boots tucked neatly next to them. She strains her ears to listen for a sound – footsteps, someone breathing, a kettle boiling, anything. But there’s nothing but silence filling the air.


Shadows dance on the wooden floor in front of her, a line from the door down to the kitchen a shade paler than the rest from years of footsteps wearing it down. Her footsteps sound loud as she follows the worn path halfway along then stops and turns left into the living room. The door stands slightly ajar and she gives it a little push. The room is silent apart from the clock ticking on the mantelpiece, marking time that no one is using. The room is so familiar, so ingrained in her memories, that she can almost picture herself and Kate kneeling on the rug in front of the fire, playing as the room filled with steam from Mum’s iron, the iron that always seemed to be on, the hissing and steaming like a soundtrack to their childhood.


Quietly, as though someone might hear her, she pads across the room to the wooden sideboard. She’s never really given much thought to what’s in here, and as the drawer opens with a yawn she wonders what she’ll find. There are some mismatched pieces of cutlery, a couple of coat hooks, a roll of Sellotape, one or two odd buttons, a small sewing kit that looks as though it came from a Christmas cracker, a bottle opener, a pack of cards and a few old receipts. She closes the drawer and opens the next one. Inside are piles of old envelopes and she pulls the whole lot out and sits down, placing the heap carefully on her knee. The weak winter sun strains itself through the net curtains that hang tidily at the window, creating diluted patterns on the sofa as Georgie shuffles through the papers as quickly as she can. It doesn’t take long to realize there’s nothing much she needs to see here, and she stuffs the envelopes back into the drawer and stands up. She opens the cupboards underneath but there’s nothing but plates and cups in there, saved for best, which seem to be days that never actually arrive. A fine layer of dust covers the whole lot, and she shuts the cupboard doors again. She casts her eyes briefly round the room, although she knows it better than she knows her own house, just to make sure there’s nowhere else she needs to check, then she moves efficiently to the door and back into the hall. The door to the kitchen stands open and she can see before she reaches it that there’s no one there, just as in her dream. She walks quietly across the tiles, her feet tapping gently with every step. Then she lays her hand on the kettle, unsure why she’s done it because she knows her mother isn’t here. Everything feels cold. There’s a single cup on the table, a rim of coffee staining the inside and a red heart shape on the outside where lipstick has marked it. Half a biscuit sits next to it, a small bite taken out of it, a few crumbs scattered round. She walks over to the drawers and looks carefully through them. Nothing.


Satisfied she’s not missing anything, she goes back towards the front door and turns and walks up the stairs. It’s darker up here, and she flicks the landing light on and tilts her neck upwards. She shudders as she remembers her dream, the noise that came from the loft, then shakes the thought from her head. There’s nothing to be scared of up there.


Despite having lived here until she was eighteen, she still remembers her fear of the monster she’d always believed lived up there. When the loft stairs were first installed, she poked her head in to see what was up there. But it was just a load of boxes, a water tank and some cobwebs. Nothing to worry about, and she never thought about it again.


Now, though, she’s hoping it will have exactly what she needs.


Pulling the hatch down with the long hook, she carefully unfolds the steps and starts to climb. The wooden steps are narrow and dig into her feet, and she looks up as she climbs into the gaping black square. Halfway up she stops. Is there a light up there? It occurs to her that a torch would have been useful. Soon her head is above the level of the ceiling, poking into the cavity. She realizes she’s been holding her breath all the way up, and lets it out in one whoosh.


Slowly she swivels her head from side to side like a meerkat and spots a light switch at eye level. When she flicks it on, the dim light illuminates the immediate area, but fails to reach into the furthest corners, leaving dark, looming shadows. Georgie pulls herself completely into the loft and stands, her head bowed slightly to avoid hitting the apex of the roof. It’s chilly up here and she pulls her fluffy cardigan tighter round her chest and turns slowly, peering into the dark recesses.


There are some suitcases piled in the front, and a couple of plastic boxes which she pulls towards her. This is as good a place to start as any. A quick glance inside the first one reveals it’s not going to be any use, as it’s filled with an odd assortment of shoes. The other is full of clothes – she can see a fluffy fleece and a waterproof jacket on the top and wonders briefly why they’re up here and not being used.


Stooped over, she walks into the darker parts of the loft, trying not to block the light as she moves so she can still make out what’s up there. ‘Gah!’ she gasps and spits as she walks into a cobweb, and brushes her hand furiously up and down her face to remove any traces.


Peering into the darkness, she sighs. It’s no good, she can’t make out a thing. Perhaps the torch on the iPhone in her pocket will help. The beam that pours from it lights her path. Apart from the dust motes floating in the air that are making her nose tickle, she can see a few boxes piled up at the far end, almost hidden from sight. Maybe what she’s looking for will be in one of those.


She pulls a blanket from the top of one of the bigger boxes and, placing it on the wooden boards, sits down cross-legged, her phone propped awkwardly on the floor next to her. There’s nothing written on the first of the boxes to give a hint of what might be inside, but the top is loose and she pulls the flaps out easily, one by one. Dust flies into the air, making her cough, and she wafts it away with her hand and peers over the top. It’s a pile of folders with faded black ink smudged along their sides with words like ‘Bills’ and ‘House documents’ and ‘Car insurance’. She pulls one out and peers into it. The paperwork inside is clipped neatly into the folders but the most recent is at least three years old, explaining the dust on the top of the box. The other folders are all the same – neat, but out of date. A frown creases her forehead. Has her mother stored more up-to-date stuff somewhere else or has she simply forgotten to do it any more? Who knows, but that’s a thought for another time. Right now, she needs to get a move on.


The next box is half empty, just a few old kitchen items and a couple of empty tins; the next one says ‘Christmas decorations’ down the side in red marker pen, and sure enough it’s crammed with tinsel, baubles and fairy lights. The next few boxes are pretty much the same – odds and ends from the house, things that her mother has apparently decided she might need one day or can’t bear to throw away.


Georgie’s becoming agitated; she yanks the last box towards her and claws open the top. Inside is a small box and it’s Sellotaped shut this time, so she pulls the tape off carefully and opens the lid. On the top sit piles of photo albums and Georgie’s heart thuds in her chest. Maybe there are some photos of her father here that she’s never seen before. Her hands shaking, she pulls the top album from the box and opens it carefully. A loose picture falls out and she peers at it, holding it up to the light of the torch. It’s a picture of two little girls and a woman and she recognizes immediately who the adult is – her mother. Kate, her curly blonde hair and chubby red cheeks shining in the sunlight, is with another darker little girl, so very different from her mother and sister, her hair in pigtails and a big grin plastered across her face. It’s her, and although she doesn’t remember the picture being taken – she only looks about two in the photo – it makes her happy. Desperate to see more, she opens the album and gasps. There are dozens of photos of her and Kate, playing in the garden, on a beach in the sunshine, huddled under an umbrella, walking along a promenade somewhere, eating ice cream.


Memories stir in her mind as she flicks through a few more pages, some so strong they almost overwhelm her. Why has she never seen these albums before? Why would her mother hide them away to gather dust in the loft?


It would be easy to sit and stare at them all day, lost in memories of the past. But she has a job to do so she tears her eyes away, closes the album and picks up the next one. There are a few black-and-white pictures at the front, which slowly give way to colour pictures, the colours faded to pale orange and grey. She recognizes some of them as photographs of her mother, very young, and an equally young Aunty Sandy, and she smiles. Both women look so youthful and carefree; it was a time before Georgie was even in the world. They seem like different people with their big hair and miniskirts barely covering slim thighs. The first few pages are all similar – but then suddenly, a few pages on, she stops, her heart thudding. There’s a photograph of her mother, holding hands with a man. The only other photo of him that she’s ever seen is the one that sits on the mantelpiece in Mum’s living room, but she knows him instantly. It’s her father. The pair of them are standing in front of a motorbike and Jan is holding her hand to her eyes to shade them from the sun. Her father has his free hand on her mother’s tummy, as though trying to protect whatever is inside. Georgie realizes with a jolt that her mother must be pregnant with her or Kate – probably Kate, as there’s no evidence of another child anywhere. It’s not taken at this house, the house where she’s lived her whole life. Was it a house they lived in together, before here, before her father died? The torchlight picks out the details of the photo, as though seeing it more clearly might help her hold the image in her mind for longer, or learn more about the man in it. The photo isn’t clear but she drinks in the details she can make out, of his dark hair, his high cheekbones, his leather jacket. If only she could take the photo with her, but she daren’t. There must be a reason her mother didn’t want her to see this, and it’s bad enough she’s found it at all; taking it away would betray her mother’s trust completely.
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