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For Francis, again










PROLOGUE


The road is quiet and still, as though holding its breath. Sunshine blazes down from a cornflower blue sky, unbroken by even the merest wisp of cloud. At the edge of the wood, a young roe deer is gazing wistfully across the road at the abundance of fresh green leaves on the other side. He is torn between obeying his mother, who is a good twenty yards away, feeding with the rest of their group, and striking out on his own. After a moment’s hesitation, he is off, skittering across the road towards the rich, tender pickings on the other side. He can eat his fill, and skip back across the road before his mother has even noticed his absence.


Just over a mile away, the Morris Marina carrying your family is picking up speed. You are strapped into your car seat. You’re wearing your favourite outfit: a pale green sundress with sprays of pink flowers around the hem and across the pockets, white sandals on your plump bare feet. You’ve been a bit grizzly this morning, which is unusual, because you’re normally such a sunny-natured little thing. You’ve just started to talk but you can’t form sentences yet, so your parents can only guess at what the trouble might be. Your mother wonders if you might have earache again, or maybe you’re overtired.


On the approach to the humpback bridge, your mother puts her foot down in order to gain the necessary momentum to propel the ancient Morris up the incline. When the car whizzes over the brow of the hill, your tummy will do a little shiver, a not unpleasant sensation that will make you squeal with both horror and delight in equal measures. Your mother likes to drive fast sometimes. It makes her feel free and powerful, and when your father tells her to slow down, her anger flares. ‘If you don’t like my driving,’ she says, ‘you can bloody well get out and walk.’


‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ your father snaps, ‘and for Christ’s sake, watch the fucking road.’


‘Don’t speak to me like—’


But she never gets to finish her sentence because at that moment, the roe deer, having eaten a bellyful of tender shoots and fresh young leaves, scampers back across the road to where his mother is still feeding with the other deer.


Your mother, still furious, turns her eyes back to the front and suddenly sees the young deer, frozen and terrified in the middle of the road. She grips the steering wheel, her foot pressing so hard on the brake pedal that she feels as though she’s pushing it right through the floor of the car. Many things go through her mind, far more than you would imagine could fit into what must be no longer than a microsecond. Even more strange is the fact that, while this is happening, one part of her brain is able to observe the phenomenon and marvel at it. Who would have thought so much could occur to her simultaneously? These are the thoughts that appear to come all at once: what if she kills the deer? Worse, what if she injures it so badly that the poor thing is suffering? She’s definitely not going to be able to stop in time. When did they last pass a phone box? She can’t remember.


Instinctively, she turns the steering wheel to avoid the creature, and the next moment, she realises that the car is out of control. It has left the road, and is careering down a bumpy slope. There’s screaming from the back seat, swearing from the passenger seat. They’re going to hit that tree for sure. Will they all be killed, she wonders? They’ll be hurt, of that she is certain, but how badly? Will they be able to get help? This is a long way down from the road, and she wonders if anyone has seen what’s happened, whether they’ll have called an ambulance. Her very last thought is, this is my fault. I should have let him drive.





It’s quiet now. No more screeching of brakes or thudding of metal against rock. No more screaming. The deer, which froze briefly in the middle of the road, bracing itself for impact, has now recovered and scampered off into the undergrowth, oblivious. It’s not a busy road, rather off the beaten track, and it could be a while before anyone comes. You are two years old. You are still strapped into your car seat, despite the car having rolled over completely so that at one point, you were upside down. Your parents are in the front, bloodied and broken. Your father died on impact. Your mother is still alive, but unconscious. In less than a minute, though, she too will stop breathing. A tree branch has smashed through the windscreen, through her skin and through the soft flesh of her neck, severing her carotid artery. Her poor heart is frantically pumping the remaining blood to her vital organs as it tries to compensate for the external damage, but in a few seconds, it will slow, give one last quiver and then stop.


Ah, there now.


Almost as if you register the moment you become an orphan, you rouse yourself from your stunned, shock-induced silence, and you begin to cry.





From the seat next to yours, a hand reaches across and rests on your arm. But the hand trembles, because she too is in shock. She does what she can to release you from your car seat, but her hands are shaking so much she can’t manage the clasp. She’s biting her lip, and although you don’t realise it, she’s trying hard not to cry, because she doesn’t want to scare you any more than you’re already scared. She tries and tries to release you, but the seatbelt is jammed. She considers going for help, but when she tries to open the door, she can’t because of the way the metal has folded. So instead she tries to calm you. She finds the teddy you brought with you and tucks it under your arm. She strokes your hair, murmurs reassuring words, and when your crying eventually subsides, she sings to you.


The early afternoon sun beats down onto the tangled metal. Fortunately, the car has landed under the shade of a large tree. Otherwise, the heat would be unbearable. When you’re calmer, she pulls a bottle of water from the picnic bag and holds it to your lips. Next, she pours some onto a tissue and cleans your cuts, and her own, as best she can. ‘Are you hungry?’ she asks. You don’t have any notion of being hungry as such, but you know that when you answer yes to this question, you are given food, and food is comforting and nice and it might make you feel better, so you nod. She hands you one of the peanut butter sandwiches your mother made for the trip, and takes one herself. Then she gives you a banana.


Whether it’s because you’ve eaten, or because you’ve exhausted yourself with crying, you eventually doze off. With you safely sleeping, she submits to a few brief sobs, but she cannot allow herself to fully take in the horror of what has happened because she needs to get help. Somehow, despite the jagged metal and broken glass tearing at her skin, she manages to clamber over your mother’s body and out through the shattered windscreen onto the parched grass. She looks up towards the road. The climb is steep, and her cuts are beginning to sting, but if she can make it up there, she’ll be able to get help.


Your own cuts and bruises are starting to hurt now, too, so you only sleep for a few minutes, and when you wake, you can hear a buzzing sound. There are flies in the car, lots of them. Your parents are still slumped in the front like the broken dolls in your toy box. You turn to your right, but she is no longer there, and that’s when you start to scream.










PART ONE Emily











CHAPTER ONE


I wish I didn’t feel so exposed, sitting here on the sofa with the French doors thrown wide open despite the pitch dark outside. It’s been a crazily warm day for March, so we’ve opened the doors in the hope that Oscar might stroll back in at any moment, meowing impatiently and flicking his tail at the tip. I turn back to the TV. He’s been missing for five days, and I’m worried. I want to keep the doors open in case he comes back, but it’s getting cooler now, and not only that, but I can’t shake the idea that we’re being watched. I remember feeling like this before, soon after Bonnie was born, but everyone said it was my hormones making me a bit weird.


I’m doing my best to concentrate on the Netflix movie but I’m not really taking it in. Realistically, I know it’s unlikely there’s anyone out there, but the feeling of being watched is so strong, it’s unnerving. Sensing a movement, I glance back out to the garden, but there’s nothing, just the light from the sitting room falling on the grass.


I drain my glass. ‘Don’t bother pausing it,’ I say as I go into the kitchen for more wine. I grab the bottle from the fridge and take it back into the sitting room. ‘Top-up?’


Simon looks at his glass, then back at the TV. ‘No thanks. I might have a beer.’


I sit next to him on the sofa and pour myself another wine, enjoying the sight of the condensation misting the glass.


The dramatic music from the TV suggests I’ve missed something important. Simon turns to me. ‘I didn’t see that coming,’ he says.


‘Me neither,’ I mumble. I’ve no idea what he’s talking about but I’ll probably pick it up. After one more glance at the open doors, I pick up my wine glass, curl my legs underneath me and try my best to concentrate on the screen. But after another five minutes, I get up, shut the doors and pull the curtains across.


‘Hey, don’t shut them.’ Simon pauses the film. ‘It’s not that cold. And why are you drawing the curtains? You know I hate that shut-in feeling.’


‘Sorry, I know you do, but you know how much it creeps me out, having everything open like that once it’s dark. Anyone can see right in.’


‘I think you’re worrying too much again. Who’s going to be looking in from out there?’ He picks up his glass. ‘Just going to get a beer.’


‘I know I’m probably being paranoid, but… I had that feeling again earlier, like someone’s out there, watching us.’


Simon’s expression suggests he’s only just managed to avoid rolling his eyes. ‘Not this again, Emily. Even if someone did get into the garden, do you really think they’re going to break in when they know we’re here? Honestly, you’re worrying over nothing. Maybe you’re feeling a bit sensitive.’


I feel myself bristle at that, then I realise that doing so suggests I am being sensitive. ‘Oh, I don’t know. Maybe I’m just tired. Or maybe it’s Oscar out there, looking in.’


I sigh. I’ve put thirty posters up on trees and lampposts in the surrounding streets, but nothing. My hopes that he’s out on a prolonged hunting trip are beginning to fade.


‘Yeah, maybe.’ Simon puts his arm around my shoulders and gives me a squeeze, then he sees my face. ‘Oh Em,’ he says softly. ‘Come here.’ His other arm encircles my waist and he pulls me close. My cheek is resting against his white cotton T-shirt, through which I can feel the shape of his chest and the strong, even beat of his heart. I slide my arms around his waist and feel the first stirrings of desire as I notice the fragrance of his Ocean Fresh shower gel, and underneath that, a slight musk, a hint of fresh sweat.


‘I know you’re worried,’ he kisses the top of my head, ‘I am, too, but no news is good news – we’d have heard by now if he’d been run over or something. He’ll turn up.’ We stand there for a moment, holding each other, his chin resting on my head. He’s so much taller than me – six foot one to my five foot three – but our bodies seem to slot together perfectly, making me feel perfectly comfortable, perfectly safe. At moments like this, I’m sure we did the right thing because it feels obvious that we were meant to be together in spite of everything. I’ve had quite a lot of wine and I have that lovely warm, fuzzy feeling. I’m idly wondering whether we’ll have sex tonight when with one last reassuring squeeze, he pulls away. ‘Right, let me grab that beer and we can get back to the movie.’


I return to the sofa and pour another glass of wine. When Simon comes back, I say, ‘Do you think it’s worth putting some more posters up?’


‘May as well.’


‘Okay. I’ll print some off tomorrow.’


I’m just starting to get into the movie when I become aware of snuffling noises coming from the baby monitor.


Simon turns the TV down and we both listen, but she seems to settle again, thank goodness. I look around for my phone to check the time – I absolutely cannot be late for my meeting in the morning, especially since the reason for the meeting is to discuss the fact that I’ve been late three times since I’ve been back. Before I had Bonnie, I’d never once been late, not in eleven years of teaching. But getting my morning routine back on track is proving to be more of a struggle than I thought. ‘Si, have you seen my phone?’


He pauses the film again and picks up his own phone. ‘Hang on, I’ll call you.’


‘Ah! That’s it.’ I go into the kitchen and there it is, the black case blending in with the granite worktop. Two missed calls, Simon’s just now, and one half an hour ago. ‘I’ve got another missed call from a mystery number. That’s the third time in the last few days. I answered one yesterday because I thought it might be about Oscar but there was no-one there.’


‘If it was about Oscar, they’d have spoken, wouldn’t they? And anyway, you put both numbers on the flyers, so I’m sure they’d have tried mine if they couldn’t get through on yours. More likely to be a scam. Ignore it.’ He points the remote at the TV and the film starts to play again.


He’s probably right, but it leaves me feeling unsettled, because when I answered that call yesterday, I had the distinct feeling that there was someone there; someone listening to me, listening to them.










CHAPTER TWO


I step out of the cubicle and towel myself briefly. The clock on the washstand clicks to 6.54. Shit, I’m already behind. Simon’s giving Bonnie her breakfast, but I still need to change her, get her dressed and pack her bag for the childminder. I’ve allowed another half an hour, but it all depends on whether Bonnie wants to get dressed – if she doesn’t, it’ll be like trying to dress a belligerent octopus. I used to know exactly how long it’d take to get ready. But since Bonnie arrived, it seems that no matter how much extra time I factor in, I’m always running late. Last week, another teacher had to intervene when my unattended Year 8s were making so much noise they could be heard halfway down the corridor. Which is why I have a meeting with Sarah this morning. A meeting I’m not looking forward to one little bit.


I do my make-up quickly. I don’t bother with foundation, but I dab some concealer on my scar, finishing with the lightest touch of powder to help it stay. I’m doing up my bra when Simon shouts up the stairs. ‘Emily? Are you nearly ready? I’ve got to leave in five minutes.’


‘No, you haven’t,’ I call back. ‘You said twenty past, so you’ve got twelve minutes, not five. I’ll be down in a sec.’ I grab the navy dress that I had the foresight to hang on the wardrobe door last night. I’ve never been the sort of person who lays out their clothes the night before, despite my mother’s attempts to train me, but I simply cannot be late for this meeting.


As I slip the dress over my head, I realise I haven’t worn it since before I was pregnant. Please don’t be too tight, I think as I pull it down around my hips. I really don’t have time to search for something else that’s a) not so clingy that it allows the likes of Joshua Skinner to see my nipples (Are you cold, Miss, or just excited?) and b) doesn’t split at the seams when I put it on. The dress zips up easily enough, but it’s snug across the chest and I can feel the fabric straining across my middle. I pull my stomach in as I look in the mirror, then perversely let it out and turn sideways so I can see what other people – and especially Sarah – will see when they look at me. I stare at my thickened waist and protruding belly. Maybe my mother had a point last time we met for coffee. I’m not sure you can still call it ‘pregnancy weight’, darling, not when your baby is over a year old. Yeah, thanks for that, Mum.


‘Emily!’ Simon shouts. ‘Come on!’


‘All right! I’m coming.’ I hurry down the stairs to find him standing at the front door with his laptop bag over his shoulder, jiggling Bonnie on his hip and looking impatient.


‘I’m sorry it’s such an early meeting, but I can’t afford to be even a minute late, not now I’m—’


‘I know, Simon,’ I snap as I take Bonnie from him. ‘Not now I’m an assistant head.’ I didn’t mean to mimic him, it just sort of came out like that, and I’m appalled at the childishness of it. I wipe a smudge of banana porridge from Bonnie’s chin with my thumb.


He looks hurt. ‘What I was going to say was, Not now I’m on everyone else’s back about timekeeping.’


There’s an awkward silence.


‘Sorry.’


He sighs heavily. ‘You know what it’s like, Em. Some of them would love me to cock this up. I can’t afford to put a foot wrong.’


‘I know.’ I sigh. ‘I’m short of sleep, that’s all, and feeling a bit hard done by, I suppose. Your career’s taken a huge leap forward while mine’s taken a step back.’


I’d hoped I could do a job share, but the only way I could return part-time was to step back down the pay scale and become a subject teacher again. If I’d known that before, would I have got pregnant so quickly? I rest my cheek against Bonnie’s forehead; flesh of my flesh, I think. Blood of my blood. Of course I would.


Simon picks up his keys. ‘It won’t always be like this,’ he says gently. ‘Look, I’ve got to go. See you there, okay?’ He drops a kiss on my forehead, then Bonnie’s.


‘Okay. Can you get home by six-ish tonight so I can do those posters? I don’t want to have to drag Bonnie round with me.’


‘Probably.’ He glances at his watch.


He’s in work mode now, his head already at school, already focused on the first of the many meetings he seems to have to attend as an assistant head.


‘Right, I have got to go.’ He takes hold of Bonnie’s bare foot, lifts it to his mouth and blows a raspberry against her skin, sending her into paroxysms of giggles. He opens the front door, waves and is gone.


Bonnie’s still waving as Simon’s car pulls away. Her bottom lip is wobbling, so I distract her with my biggest isn’t-everything-fun smile. ‘Come on, Bonnie-bon. Shall we get you ready to go to Gemma’s, eh?’


She’s caught halfway between protest and compliance, then I see my words register. Bonnie knows what going to Gemma’s means. It means other children to play with, guinea pigs to feed and a soft-ball pit that would rival the one in IKEA. Her little mouth twitches into a smile and she nods emphatically. ‘Deh,’ she says, which at thirteen months is as near as she can get to yes.


There’s still plenty of time. If I can be away from Gemma’s by eight, I should be at school by quarter past, which’ll give me a good half hour before my meeting with Sarah. This time last year, we were both heads of department, so I didn’t feel quite so vulnerable. To Sarah’s credit, she hasn’t used her seniority against me; at least, not so far. Though who could blame her if she did? Maybe she’s just biding her time.


Bonnie is mercifully cooperative, and I soon have her changed and her bag packed ready for the day. With her sitting on my hip, I shake some granola into a bowl and add a spoonful of yoghurt, then slip a pod into the coffee machine and press the button. I mustn’t be complacent – when I’m running late, minutes can whizz by in seconds.


Bonnie kicks her legs, indicating she’s had enough of being held, so I set her down on the oak-panelled floor and she immediately starts shuffling along on her bottom to get to her toybox. While she’s occupied, I go through into the utility room, feeling a pang of sadness as I refill Oscar’s water bowl and set it back down, just in case. Then I load the washing machine and switch it on. I should have done this yesterday when I was at home, but what with Bonnie’s one-year check, then toddler yoga, then shopping, it went right out of my head.


I manage to eat my breakfast and drink my coffee while Bonnie is taking things out of the toybox, and it’s still only twenty-five to eight. If I follow this routine every morning, things should be okay. Having set off the dishwasher, I sling my rucksack and Bonnie’s bag over my shoulder, grab my phone and then hoist Bonnie onto my hip. ‘Shall we go see Gemma?’


Bonnie nods. ‘Deh.’


But before I’ve taken another step, I see a large puddle of water creeping out of the utility room and into the kitchen. ‘Shit!’ I say aloud, making Bonnie look at me, startled. I dump my stuff on the table and run to turn the washing machine off, then I chuck down the stack of clean towels that are folded on the shelves ready to go upstairs. They go some way to mopping up the water, but more is leaking out. I look at the clock – 7.54, no, 7.55. I don’t have time to deal with this now. With one hand, because I don’t want to put Bonnie down on the wet tiles, I empty what’s left in the laundry basket over the floor. It’ll have to wait until I get home.


I gather up my bags again, set the burglar alarm and, murmuring to Bonnie to reassure her, strap her into her car seat. If nothing else goes wrong, I’ll still be on time. Please, please don’t let there be too much traffic. As I pull out of the drive, I instinctively scan the hedges and front gardens in vain for a glimpse of grey-and-white fur.


Gemma opens the door before I reach it. ‘Morning!’ She reaches behind her head to pull her long yellow-blonde hair into a ponytail with one of the hairbands she keeps around her wrist. ‘I was beginning to think you weren’t coming.’


‘Washing machine’s on the blink – leaking all over the bloody floor.’ I catch Gemma’s disapproving look at the same time as I spot three-year-old twins Ava and Isla hovering in the hallway. ‘Oops, sorry.’ Gemma is strict about what she calls ‘foul language’ in front of the children. She takes Bonnie from my arms and plants a huge kiss on her cheek. ‘Hello, darling,’ she says, and is rewarded with a toothy grin. She turns back into the house. ‘Did you get it sorted?’ she says over her shoulder as she ushers the twins into the knocked-through sitting room she’s converted into a giant playroom.


‘No, I’ll have to call a plumber. I hope they’ll come out tonight.’


‘What’s wrong with it?’


‘No idea. I wouldn’t have a clue what to look for. I’m not very practical, to be honest. Nor is Simon. Best to get someone in.’


‘That’ll cost an arm and a leg.’ Gemma shrugs. ‘Still, you probably don’t mind.’


I’m not sure how to take that. I suspect Gemma thinks we’re ridiculously wealthy. We’re not hard up, but we’re not exactly rich, and now my salary has plummeted, we’re nowhere near as comfortable as we were a year ago.


‘Sorry, I’ve got to run – there’s her bag. She didn’t sleep well so she might be a bit grouchy.’


Gemma kisses Bonnie on the nose. ‘She won’t be grouchy with her Auntie Gemma, will she? Eh? No, she won’t.’ Another kiss. ‘We’re going to have fun, aren’t we, poppet? Eh? Bye-bye, Mummy.’ She waves Bonnie’s hand at me. ‘Bye-bye.’


Bonnie looks perfectly happy to be left. I feel a slight pang that my daughter doesn’t seem to miss me. I’m glad she’s settled so well and I’d be mortified if she were to cry, but she never has, apart from the very first day. In fact, she seems more than happy to be with Gemma. Stop it, I tell myself.


My meeting’s in fourteen minutes, but the roads aren’t busy and I’m making good time. When my phone rings, I barely glance at the screen as I hit answer. ‘Hello,’ I say on speakerphone.


‘Oh, hello,’ says a hesitant female voice. ‘Are you… I mean, I saw a poster… Have you lost a little grey cat?’


‘Yes! Yes, we have! Have you seen him? Is he all right?’


‘He’s fine. He’s here in my flat, eating a tin of tuna. He’s been hanging around for a few days, and then I saw your poster so I thought I’d better bring him in and call you.’


‘Oh, my goodness, that’s wonderful news! Thank you so much. Shall I—’


‘Where do you live? I’m out and about today, so I can bring him round.’


‘I’m… thank you, but…’ I glance at the clock. I’ve literally got five minutes to get to school, get parked and get to the third floor. ‘I’m just on my way to work. Oh God, I know this sounds terrible, but I’ve got this really important meeting. I don’t suppose you could look after him until—’


‘No problem. I’ll hang onto him until you finish work.’


‘No, that’s really kind of you, but I can pick him up at lunchtime.’


‘Honestly, it’s no problem at all, and he’s such a gorgeous cat – I wouldn’t mind his company for a few hours. What time do you get home? Let me have your address and I’ll bring him round then. I’m Anna, by the way.’


‘No, it’s fine. I don’t want to put you out. I should be free by—’


‘It’d be more convenient if I could drop him off later,’ she says, her tone slightly impatient. There’s a pause and then she adds, ‘Sorry, it’s just that it’s all a bit mad here at the moment. There’s roadworks down my road and you can’t park and… it really would be easier for me if I could drop him off later.’


‘Well, if you’re absolutely sure it’s no trouble.’


I give her the address.










CHAPTER THREE


Once I’ve found somewhere to park, I have two minutes to get to Sarah’s office, and as I run into the building I can feel the sweat prickling under my arms. The lift doors are closing but I just manage to slip through and press the button for the third floor, then I lean against the side to get my breath back before checking my appearance in the mirror. A bit ruffled, but not too bad. The lift pings and as the doors open, I straighten my uncomfortably tight dress, take a deep breath and stride along the corridor to Sarah’s office. We managed to avoid each other for much of the time before I went on maternity leave, but now she, like Simon, is an assistant head and, thanks to the last round of staff cuts, she’s also my line manager.


‘Good morning,’ she greets me with a curt nod, gesturing to a chair.


At this proximity, I’m reminded how attractive she is. Not pretty, exactly, but sexy, and in that sort of innocent way that suggests it’s natural, that she doesn’t even have to try. She’s done her hair in one of those clever four-strand plaits, and the pale caramel colour looks great with her olive skin, as does the simple khaki shift she’s wearing. She looks stunning, and it occurs to me that Simon will have already seen her this morning because now they’re part of the Senior Leadership Team, they’ll have both been at the eight o’clock meeting.


‘As I’m sure you’re aware,’ she’s saying, ‘the SLT has been focusing on a timekeeping drive for several weeks, and all reports need to be with the head by the end of the spring term, which is why I scheduled this meeting for today. As you know, this is not a formal disciplinary interview, more a…’ Her eyes slide away to the left as she hesitates, and I wonder if she’d been going to say friendly.


‘Look,’ I interrupt, ‘this is awkward and embarrassing for both of us. Well, at least, I feel embarrassed. There’s no reason you should.’


She looks at me for a second. ‘Thank you for that, at least.’


‘Sarah, I—’


‘Anyway,’ she cuts in. Her voice is brisk, perhaps because she’s irritated or maybe it’s simply an indication that she wants to move on. ‘Let’s keep this professional,’ she says, and that’s exactly what she is: supremely, perfectly, untouchably professional. She runs through the three occasions on which I’ve been late for first period, talks about the procedure should this happen again, and acknowledges that on one of those occasions, there was a major traffic problem following a burst water main, resulting in four other teachers being late. As I listen, I can’t help wondering if beneath that efficient, professional veneer, she’s mentally punching the air. I wouldn’t blame her for feeling smug. But her face betrays nothing. If anything, she looks calm; serene, almost. Her make-up is artfully applied as always and perfectly intact, whereas I’m fairly sure I’ll already have mascara smudges under my eyes. When I first met Sarah, I thought she looked plain and frumpy, but she’d only just lost her dad, having been away from school for much of the term helping her mum to look after him in his final weeks, so it was no wonder she looked rough. It still makes me cringe to think of the pain I must have caused her at what was already such an awful time. And if I’d known about her dad before? Would that have made any difference? I realise she’s looking at me. ‘Sorry,’ I say. ‘I missed that.’


‘Well, it’s nice to know I have your full attention.’


‘Sorry, Sarah, I…’ I look down into my lap, wishing, as the saying goes, that the ground would open up and swallow me. I raise my head and look her in the eye. ‘I’m sorry,’ I say again. ‘No excuses. It’s hard to concentrate when you’re curling up with shame and embarrassment. Please, carry on, I’m listening properly now.’


Sarah pauses as though weighing up the genuineness of my response, and then she continues, her voice possibly stronger and even more confident than before. I nod and agree. Yes, I need to be more organised, no, I won’t let this happen again, yes, I understand that if there’s a next time, it’ll be a formal disciplinary interview, and no, I don’t think three days a week is too much for me while Bonnie is small. I’m momentarily surprised that she knows Bonnie’s name. Simon must have told her.


‘And if it does become a disciplinary matter, you’re entitled to have someone with you at the meeting – either your union rep or another colleague.’ Sarah looks up at the clock, then back at me. ‘Is there anything else you’d like to say?’


I wait a moment before replying. ‘No, thank you. Only that I can assure you it won’t happen again, not unless there’s a dire emergency or something. It’s taken me a while to get it into my head that I need to allow twice as much extra time as I did before Bon… before I had a baby.’ I don’t like her knowing Bonnie’s name, and by saying it, it feels like I’m complicit in allowing her an intimacy with our family.


Sarah nods, then stands, gesturing towards the door. I take a breath. ‘Okay, I’m going to just say this.’ I almost lose my nerve. ‘Look, I know “sorry” doesn’t cut it—’


‘Not really, no.’


‘But I am. I’m very sorry for causing you so much pain.’


Sarah doesn’t look at me, but she pauses, her hand on the doorknob. I’m tempted to abandon my little speech and run out of the room, but I don’t. ‘I don’t expect you to forgive me, or to be more than civil to me, but thank you for not using this as an opportunity to make me even more uncomfortable than I already am.’ When I stop speaking, the silence in the room is particularly noticeable. Outside, kids are hurrying along the corridor on their way to first period. She looks at me for a moment, then, with another curt nod, opens the door and thanks me for coming.


When Simon finally told me he was engaged, I was more concerned about his betrayal of me than his more reprehensible betrayal of Sarah. I was devastated, but even once I’d got over the initial shock, I hadn’t ended it, had I?


Simon had made a point of talking to me in the staff room on my first day at Woodview. I was sitting there, wondering if I’d done the right thing in taking a post at a school in one of the most deprived areas in south-east London when he came over and introduced himself, looking right into my eyes as he shook my hand. I’d never seen eyes that were such a dark blue, almost navy, and I felt this incredible warmth when he smiled. He said it was a great place to work and he was sure I’d be happy there. He was so welcoming and reassuring that I relaxed immediately.


Once we’d got together, he was attentive and affectionate, two things I’d craved for a long time. It felt like he knew me, knew who I was in a way I didn’t – still don’t – know myself. When we were together, he seemed focused entirely and absolutely on me, and it never even crossed my mind that he was thinking of anything or anyone other than me. That’s why I was so shocked when he told me about Sarah. ‘How come you were so relaxed when we went out?’ I asked him. ‘Weren’t you worried someone from school would see us and tell Sarah?’


He shook his head, then ran his hand through his hair. He looked miserable, eaten up with guilt now it was out in the open. ‘No, I didn’t. Not for a moment. I guess if I had, that would make me even more of a shit, because it would mean I knew exactly what I was doing, that I was deceiving her deliberately, but I wasn’t. I know it sounds unbelievable, but…’ he looked around helplessly, as though searching for the words, ‘… I was so intoxicated by you, so absorbed with you…’ His hand went through his hair again. ‘I couldn’t think about anything else. It was like I’d forgotten Sarah existed.’ He glanced up at me and must have seen the incredulity on my face. ‘I know, I know,’ he said. ‘It makes me sound like a complete and utter bastard.’


I shrugged, but I was secretly flattered and thrilled to know he was so besotted with me.


‘I was so incredibly attracted to you. You sort of blotted out everything else.’ His voice cracked, and I felt a momentary panic that his guilt was so great that he’d change his mind, say this was all a big mistake and go running back to try and make it up with Sarah. But then he reached for me, placed his hands on my upper arms and looked deeply into my eyes. ‘I know this is right, Emily. I know it. I didn’t want to hurt Sarah, of course I didn’t. She’s an amazing woman. But I should have ended it with her before. It was good while it lasted, but we want different things, Sarah and me.’


‘So why did you get engaged?’


‘She hadn’t told me she didn’t want kids. And when the subject came up, I couldn’t say, “well, that’s it, it’s over”, could I? I needed to think, decide if there was any way we could make it work. But being a dad’s important to me. I’m not saying I want a family immediately but I’ve always assumed I’d be a father one day.’


‘I get that,’ I murmured. ‘I’ve always known I wanted to be a mum.’


He took both my hands in his. ‘That’s why I know this is right. You and me, we want the same things.’ Then he sighed. ‘But before I had a chance to talk to Sarah about it, she got the call from her mum to say her dad was dying, so I couldn’t say anything then, could I? Then I met you, and it was too late. I was in love with you and I couldn’t do anything about it.’


I loved that he said in love.


A few weeks into our relationship, he’d got a call from Sarah. He said it was the first time they’d spoken in weeks because reception in Northumberland was so bad. But she was calling from a payphone in the hospital to say her dad had died. She didn’t expect Simon to travel up for the funeral, but she wanted to let him know she’d be home in a few days. It was only then that he told me he was engaged. I thought for a moment it was some sort of silly joke, and then I saw the truth on his face.


He waited until she got back to tell her about me. She took it reasonably well, he told me. Dignified was the word he used.


‘I know I’ve been a total shit to Sarah, but I’m in love with you now, and there’s nothing I can do to change that.’ His hands were cupping my face, his eyes searching, then his lips met mine. I returned his kiss more passionately than I intended to. I was still trying to hold back a little, still finding it hard to believe that he could have pushed Sarah so far to the back of his mind that he was able to forget her completely. Yet part of me couldn’t help being horribly but deliciously thrilled by the idea that this hot man had fallen for me so powerfully that he felt helpless, unable to do anything about it.


As I’m recalling all this, another memory slithers in, cold and black. I’m walking along the school corridor, a week or so after Sarah returned to school, and I see her coming towards me. I know who she is, obviously, but we’ve never spoken. My stomach does a somersault and I’m wondering what on earth to say to her when, as she draws near, she leans towards me and hisses, ‘Don’t think he won’t do the same thing to you.’





It’s almost five by the time I leave school. One of the new admin women is leaving at the same time, so we exchange pleasantries as we cross the car park. As we get nearer to my car, I notice a cigarette butt squashed out on my bonnet. ‘Oh shit,’ I say out loud.


The admin woman brushes the fag end off the bonnet, shaking her head. ‘I wonder which little toe rag did that?’ She pushes her glasses up onto the top of her head, licks the tissue she’s taken out of her bag and starts rubbing at the paintwork. ‘There,’ she says. ‘No harm done.’


I lean in to look. It doesn’t seem to have left a mark. ‘Great,’ I say. ‘Thanks.’


‘I used to work in a car showroom,’ the woman says. ‘The paintwork’s tougher than you think. Dobbing out a fag’s not gonna hurt. Anyway,’ she gets her car keys out of her pocket, ‘this is me.’ She points to a red Polo and gives me a wave as she gets into her car.


I smile and return the wave. But I can’t help feeling slightly unnerved, as if it’s personal. Most of the kids are into vaping now, but some of them still smoke, although they usually hang out behind the old science labs, not in the car park. Maybe I’ve upset one of them? But it’s sanctions that usually piss them off, and I haven’t given out any sanctions for weeks.





By the time I’ve collected Bonnie and am on my way home, it’s gone six. I totally forgot to take anything out of the freezer for supper again, but I told the woman who has Oscar I’d be home by six thirty, so there isn’t time to stop to pick something up.


My heart sinks when I turn into the drive and see an empty space where Simon’s car should be. But I suppose now Oscar’s been found, he doesn’t need to come home early. I used to stay late myself when I was head of English, but not this often. Do assistant heads really have so much more to do? I find myself thinking again about how gorgeous Sarah looked this morning, and wondering if she’s working late as well.










CHAPTER FOUR


I’ve just poured a glass of wine when, at six thirty on the dot, the doorbell rings. The woman is small, about my height, and maybe a few years older than me. She’s wearing jeans and sneakers and a blue hoodie, and she has enormous round, dark eyes that make her quite striking to look at. There’s something vaguely familiar about her.


‘I’m Anna.’ She smiles uncertainly as she holds up a cardboard box, a makeshift cat carrier. She seems nervous. A grey-and-white paw pokes through one of the air holes.


‘Oscar!’ I grin as I reach for the box. ‘Thank you so, so much. Where did you find him?’


‘I live over that way.’ She turns and waves vaguely up the road. Her darkish-blonde hair hangs down her back in a thick plait. ‘I’d seen him sniffing around outside my flat a few times. I noticed him because he’s such a lovely colour. Sort of smoky.’ Her face relaxes as she hands me the box.


‘Funnily enough, my husband suggested Smoky as a name when we first got him!’ I set the box down. ‘But I thought he looked rather wild, so we went for Oscar.’ The woman doesn’t react. I lift Oscar out, closing my eyes and burying my face in his warm fur. He meows loudly, his ears flattened against his head. ‘Oh Oscar,’ I murmur. ‘Where have you been?’ But Oscar is unmoved by our reunion so I set him down before he can twist away from me. ‘He clearly hasn’t missed me as much as I’ve missed him.’


The woman smiles. ‘He’s a gorgeous cat.’


‘He is, isn’t he? Anyway, sorry – come in a sec. I’ll get the reward.’


‘Oh no.’ She shakes her head. ‘I don’t want the reward. I’m just happy to reunite him with his family.’


‘Please, I insist. We’re so happy to have him back.’


She drops to a crouching position to stroke Oscar, who’s now rubbing his cheek against my shin and purring like a traction engine. ‘I’m sure he’s pleased too,’ she murmurs. ‘Beautiful puss.’ She straightens up. ‘It’s very nice of you – you know, the reward and that – but I honestly don’t want it. Tell you what, though. Could I be cheeky and ask if you’ve got a couple of painkillers?’ She puts her hand to her creased forehead. ‘I’ve got this shocking headache.’


I notice how thick and dark her eyebrows are, as though she’s never plucked them.


‘I’ve had it all day but it’s getting worse.’


‘Of course! Come through.’ I lead the way into the kitchen where Bonnie is happily ensconced in her highchair, eating quartered strawberries and cubes of mango. ‘But I warn you, I’m determined to talk you into taking that reward!’


‘No,’ the woman says. ‘Really, I…’ She puts her hand to her head again and winces, then she appears to sway. ‘Sorry, I feel a bit dizzy.’


‘Oh gosh, you poor thing. Look, Anna, is it?’ I pull out one of the kitchen chairs. ‘Have a seat for a minute while I find you some painkillers.’


‘Okay, thanks.’ She hangs her bag on the back of the chair and sits at the table. ‘Hello,’ she says to Bonnie. ‘What’s your name?’


‘This is Bonnie…’ I fill a glass with water and take a box of paracetamol from the kitchen cupboard.


‘Hello, Bonnie,’ Anna says in a baby-friendly voice. ‘I’m Anna. What have you got there, then? Ooh, strawberries. Yum yum! Are they nice?’


I smile as Bonnie picks up another strawberry quarter and offers it to Anna.


‘Thank you, my darling,’ Anna says, ‘but I’ve just had my tea so I’m full up.’ She pats her stomach, still beaming at Bonnie, who seems to understand and pushes the strawberry into her own mouth.


I hand the pills and water to Anna. ‘There you are. Horrible, those all-day headaches, aren’t they?’ I notice her hand is trembling slightly as she takes the glass. She looks pale. ‘Why don’t you just sit here for a bit while they kick in?’


‘I might, if you don’t mind.’ She throws the pills into the back of her mouth and takes a gulp of water, then looks around the room. ‘Wow, you’ve got a sofa in the kitchen! That’s amazing. Your whole kitchen is amazing.’


She’s looking at the gleaming white cupboards, the polished granite worktops, the hi-spec double oven and induction hob. It is an impressive kitchen, and like everything else in this house, it’s less than two years old. I’ve been lucky enough to live in nice houses all my life, as has Simon. Sometimes, I’m reminded that, thanks in part to us both having generous parents, we live a relatively privileged lifestyle.


‘It’s like something off the telly,’ Anna says. ‘Those shows where they buy some old dump and then do it up all classy and sell it for like, a million quid or something.’


‘We’re very lucky.’ I smile. ‘Have we met before? You look familiar.’


Anna looks right at me. ‘Might have.’ She pauses, as if she’s trying to remember where we might have seen each other, or as if she’s waiting for me to remember. Her hand creeps up to the silver locket that hangs around her neck, then she turns back to Bonnie, who’s watching her with interest while cramming what’s left of the mango into her mouth. ‘Lucky to have you, too, aren’t they, eh? Because you’re a proper cutie, aren’t you? Yes, you are!’


The way she talks to Bonnie reminds me of Gemma. Maybe that’s what it is. I’ve always envied Gemma’s natural affinity with children, the way she talks to them so easily and unselfconsciously. I struggled with Bonnie at first. It didn’t come naturally, but it’s much better now. It hits me again, that powerful sense of connection between Bonnie and me. Flesh of my flesh. If Bonnie has her own children one day, will chatting to them come naturally to her straightaway, or will she have to work at it like I have?


‘And look,’ Anna’s saying, ‘you’ve almost eaten up all your fruit! What a good girl you are! Fruit is yummy-yum-yums. And it’s good for you, isn’t it, eh?’


Bonnie rewards her with a wide, mango-stained grin.


‘You’ve made a friend, there!’ I glance at the clock. ‘Anna, please sit there until you feel better, but you’ll have to excuse me for a sec. I’ve got someone coming to look at my washing machine soon, and I’ve just remembered I left wet laundry all over the floor.’


‘What’s up with your machine?’ she asks.


‘Oh, God knows. I set it this morning and water started pouring out just as I was dashing off to work. Won’t be a minute.’


The heap of clothes and towels on the utility room floor are no longer sopping wet, so I scoop them up and shove them back in the laundry basket. Oscar’s sitting next to his bowl, tail curled around him, meowing at me for food, as if he’d never been gone. ‘All right, Oscar, just a sec.’ I tear the top off a pouch of Fishy Feast and squeeze the contents into his dish. He purrs as he eats, and I can hear Bonnie singing a little tune in the kitchen. I turn back to the washing machine and am startled to find Anna standing right behind me.


‘Sorry,’ she says. ‘Did I make you jump?’


‘No, no, it’s fine. Are you feeling better?’


‘Yeah, a bit, thanks. So, a lot of water, was it?’


‘Yes! I managed to mop most of it up, but it ran right through into the kitchen.’


‘Let’s have a look at the back.’ She steps towards the machine.


‘Oh, there’s no need – the man’s coming at eight, so—’


‘Yeah, but you don’t want to pay some bloke if it’s something simple, do you?’


‘True, but my husband and I are both useless when it comes to things like this.’


Anna smiles. ‘Let me have a look, I’m quite good at fixing things.’


‘Well, if you’re sure…’


Anna’s already manoeuvring the washing machine out from under the worktop.


‘Oh, watch out,’ I say as more water splashes out.


‘Don’t worry.’ She bends to look at the back. ‘Ah yes.’ She straightens up. ‘Thought so. Hose has come off. Looks like they didn’t do the connector up tight enough and it’s worked itself loose.’


‘Really? Is that all it is?’


‘Yep. Simple as that.’ She bends over the machine again. ‘So all we need to do…’ She fiddles around at the back. ‘Got a pair of pliers?’


‘Er, possibly. I’m not sure.’


‘No worries. I should be able to do it by hand.’ She furrows those thick brows in concentration, grunts slightly, then straightens up again. ‘There. That ought to fix it. But if it starts leaking again, you might need to tighten it a bit more.’


‘Thank you so much. I should have had a look myself.’ I’m embarrassed now. She must think I’m a complete idiot. We go back through into the kitchen, where Bonnie is doing her best to wriggle out of her highchair. ‘Wait a minute, sweetheart. Mummy’ll get you out in a sec.’ I grab a couple of baby wipes from the table. ‘Anna,’ I say as I’m wiping Bonnie’s face and hands, ‘you are awesome! First you find our missing cat, then you repair our washing machine.’


Anna laughs. ‘I wouldn’t call it a repair – it was only a loose connection. Hey, you’d better cancel your repair man or you’ll get charged for a call out.’


‘Good point!’ I unstrap Bonnie and put her down on the floor, where she immediately crawls over to her toybox. ‘You’ve saved my life, you know.’ I reach for my phone. ‘You are SO going to take that reward money!’


Anna starts to protest again, but before I can insist, the repair man answers. He sounds pissed off but he doesn’t charge me, and after I end the call, I go to the drawer in the kitchen where I’d put the five crisp twenty-pound notes in anticipation of Oscar’s return. But when I take the money out, Anna holds up her hand and shakes her head. ‘I really, seriously don’t want your money,’ she says quietly. Those huge round eyes are glittering as if she’s about to cry.


‘Oh gosh, I’m sorry if I’ve offended you,’ I say. ‘Are you okay?’


‘Sorry,’ Anna says in a small voice. ‘It’s all a bit overwhelming.’ Then she blinks and adds, ‘It’s been quite a day, and I’m just feeling…’ Then she seems to gather herself. She scrapes her chair back. ‘I should get out of your way.’


‘No, look, don’t rush off. It’s been a shitty day for me, too – apart from you bringing Oscar back of course – and I’ve got a bottle of wine on the go. Why don’t you join me? It’s only a supermarket Sauvignon, but it does the job.’


‘Oh, that would be lovely,’ Anna says, her face brightening. She looks so delighted you’d think I’d offered her a glass of Bollinger. ‘But I probably shouldn’t drink alcohol, not with this head.’


I feel an unexpected stab of disappointment. It’s been nice having someone here. It’s ages since I had a drink with a female friend. My so-called friends seem to have faded away since I had Bonnie, and although I stay in touch with a few of the NCT mums, there’s no-one I’m particularly close to. ‘Maybe a cup of tea, then? Or coffee?’


‘Okay, if you’re not too busy. Coffee would be lovely.’


‘Great. What would you like? I’ve got latte, cappuccino, mocha?’


‘You’ve got one of those fancy coffee machines!’ Anna laughs. ‘All right then, if you really don’t mind, could I have a cappuccino?’


‘Of course.’


‘Thanks. You’re spoiling me. It’s like I’m in Starbucks.’


‘It’s the least I can do.’ I top up my glass while the coffee machine’s running, then I take the wine and coffee to the table. ‘Cheers,’ I say.


‘Cheers.’ Anna clinks her mug against my glass before taking a sip. ‘Ooh, this is lovely! What a treat!’


I look at her as we sit at the huge table by the bay window at the side of the house. I’m tempted to offer the reward again, but maybe that would be patronising. ‘So, Anna,’ I take a sip, ‘how did you learn to fix washing machines? I’m useless at things like that.’


Anna shrugs. ‘I suppose I’ve always had to work out how to fix things when they go wrong. Couldn’t afford to get people in. One of my… I mean, my mum never had much money so she taught us kids that you should always try and mend stuff if you can.’


‘Very sensible. I wish my parents had taught me things like that.’


Anna’s hands slide around her coffee mug as though she’s trying to warm them.


‘What were your parents like, then?’ she says. ‘Didn’t they fix stuff?’


I laugh. ‘God, no. It’s as much as my mum can do to change a lightbulb. And my dad was a GP. He always said he understood the workings of the human body, so he shouldn’t be expected to understand the workings of the Hoover.’ Most people smile at that, but Anna leans further forward and says, ‘Your mum’s still alive then?’


‘They both are. I just meant that my dad was a GP before he retired.’


‘Oh, I thought you meant he’d passed away.’


‘No, he buggered off when I was twelve.’ I take another mouthful of wine.


‘That’s sad,’ Anna says. ‘It’s hard, not having parents around.’


‘Yes, I hated it when he left.’ I’m about to tell her more but I stop myself. ‘Sorry, I talk too much. You don’t want to hear my life story.’


Anna smiles. ‘I love hearing about people’s lives.’


So I carry on. She’s a good listener. In fact, she appears to be listening intently, as though what I’m saying is both important and fascinating. I can feel my tongue loosening and the words all backing up, ready to spill out. It feels like a long time since I’ve had a proper conversation with another woman, other than my mum, and those aren’t exactly meaningful conversations, given the things I’m not allowed to mention. There’s something about this woman that makes me want to talk. But, I remind myself, she’s only here because she was kind enough to bring Oscar back and unlucky enough to have a headache. ‘How’s your head?’ I ask. ‘Any better?’


‘I think so.’ She nods and takes another mouthful of coffee.


I hear the front door shut and the sound of Simon’s keys landing in the wooden bowl we keep by the front door. ‘Hello!’ he shouts.


Bonnie, who has been feeding shapes into her shape sorter, stops what she’s doing and whisks her head round to look at me. Then she draws in a breath and widens her eyes. ‘Da!’ she says.


I glance at the clock. Ten past seven. ‘Yes, sweetie, Daddy’s home.’


‘Traffic was a bloody nightmare,’ he says before he’s even in the room. ‘Thought I’d never get home.’


‘Da!’ Bonnie says again, setting off at quite a pace to crawl towards him. She meets him at the kitchen doorway and he swoops down to scoop her up into his arms. ‘Hello, my little Bonbon.’ He blows raspberries into the side of her neck, making her squeal with delight. ‘Oh,’ he says, suddenly noticing Anna at the table. ‘Hello.’ I can hear the slight question in his voice.


‘This is Anna,’ I say. ‘The lady I told you about, who found Oscar for us.’


‘Of course!’


‘Anna, this is my husband, Simon.’


Simon smiles as he approaches her, arm extended. ‘Thank you, Anna,’ he says, his smile broadening as he clasps her hand and holds it for a second too long. ‘We’re extremely grateful.’


I watch Anna closely as she shakes Simon’s hand. I always watch women when they meet Simon, but Anna only smiles politely, and it’s her that breaks the handshake first.


‘I’d better go and let you get on with your evening.’ Anna gets to her feet and swings her bag over her shoulder. ‘Cheers for the coffee,’ she says. ‘It was lovely to meet this little angel.’ She smiles at Bonnie, who’s still sitting in the crook of Simon’s arm. ‘You are such a good girl, aren’t you?’ She touches her finger to the tip of Bonnie’s nose.


‘Deh!’ Bonnie says, looking serious as she nods. We all laugh.


‘And where’s Oscar? I should say goodbye to him.’ As if on cue, he appears, weaving a figure of eight around my legs. She bends down and tickles him under his chin causing him to purr ecstatically. When she straightens up, she turns to me and holds her hand out. ‘Lovely to meet you,’ she says. ‘I never even asked – what’s your name?’


‘Oh, my goodness, sorry – I’m Emily. Emily Mason.’ I take her hand. Her skin is cool, cold, even.


‘Who knows,’ she says, her eyes smiling into mine, ‘maybe we’ll bump into each other again at some point.’


‘Maybe we will,’ I say, and find myself adding, ‘I only work Tuesday to Thursday at the moment, so I’m out and about more.’


‘Good to meet you, Anna,’ Simon calls over his shoulder as he takes a beer from the fridge.


I follow her to the front door. ‘Maybe we…’ I start, then I hesitate. Do I really want to do this? Anna isn’t the sort of person I’d normally be friends with. I know that makes me sound snobby, but she’s not the sort of person I’d normally meet. I feel strangely drawn to her, though. Or maybe it’s the wine, clouding my judgement. But when she turns to face me, her expression is open and expectant. ‘Anna,’ I smile, ‘I still don’t feel I’ve thanked you properly. Do you fancy meeting for a coffee one day?’
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