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Praise for The Coffin Club


‘A twisty, chilling look at the lengths one woman will go to get what she wants.’


Observer, Thriller of the Month


‘This compelling debut novel is dark, twisty and full of suspense.’


Heat


‘Original, unsettling and full of secrets, The Coffin Club is a compelling debut with a superbly twisted end.’


Sarah Clarke, author of A Mother Never Lies


‘Slippery as an eel, dark and twisted, The Coffin Club’s tale of death, deceit and desire is deliciously compelling.’


Sabrina Broadbent, author of You Don’t Have to be Good


‘A riveting, deeply disquieting thriller. Original, seamlessly put together and an experience you will never emotionally recover from.’


Sarah Goodwin, author of Stranded


‘[Sutherland] ratchets up the tension in her debut novel, until the hair-raising denouement. Taut and emotionally involving.’


Saga Magazine


‘This is a spine-tingling, unputdownable page-turner, and a remarkable debut. I was gripped the whole way through.’


Lucy Martin, author of Stop at Nothing


‘A dark and gripping debut with sinister undertones from the very first page. I loved it.’


Sophie Flynn, author of All My Lies


‘A perfect romantic-noir – a crime story wrapped up in a love story. The characters draw you in to their world and make you root for them, until a creeping sense of dread makes you cower as you wonder where the fatal blow is going to come from. Well-crafted and chilling!’


S.E. Moorhead, author of Witness X


‘The minute I started it I was absolutely hooked… This is a terrific debut and I for one cannot wait to see what this author comes up with next. It’s an absolute 5* read without a doubt. If I could give it more I would.’


Jackie’s Reading Corner


‘It is a testimony to the writer’s skill that one becomes lost in the emotion and pathos of the story to such an extent that it is easy to forget that the novel consists entirely of a monologue… A great debut novel that explores love, loss, friendship, motherhood and betrayal. It is engrossing throughout and ends with a shocking and unexpected twist. Enjoyable and highly recommended.’


Mystery People


‘A psychological thriller that spins around a couple of modern themes, touching on mental health and even migration and Brexit. The characters are plausible and intriguing and the reveals are clever and satisfying.’


CrimeTime




TWIN TRUTHS


JACQUELINE SUTHERLAND
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For Euan.
Love you always.




Friday 15 December


Sea temperature: 9.1 degrees.


Air temperature: 6 degrees.


Colder than yesterday with a wind from the east, the sea was a grey churn that sucked and spat on the sand. Nancy Barfoot, my daily swim buddy, was already on her way out to the shallows. She saw me there on the beach and raised a hand in a salute before submerging. Knowing she was now safe to go in. That somebody would keep a lookout for her. Just as she would keep an eye on me. I waved one swim-gloved hand back at her and pulled the other glove over my fingers, looking for other members of the Southwold Sea-girls. The stalwarts. The dailies. There weren’t many of us that stuck it out throughout the winter, the majority being a spring-to-autumn gang. A quick survey from pier to marshes told me it was nobody but Nancy and me that morning, just as I had thought. The WhatsApp group had been silent for weeks, the only chat being the two of us arranging times to meet the next morning, or talking of tides. Once the clocks went forward in spring, the other members would appear again as if by magic. But this morning, I didn’t mind the lack of others. It meant the North Sea was practically empty. Nothing between me and Holland. It was mine. Suddenly I couldn’t wait to get in.


I started my swim watch – ten minutes and no more, not at this time of year – and walked steadily into the waves. There was no point stopping or deliberating, this bit just had to be endured. The strips of shingle pricked lightly at the soles of my booties, the bars of sand gave a reprieve. The water streamed icy into my wetsuit, flooding the gaps between suit and skin. As soon as it reached my lowest rib, I pushed forward: no going back. I submerged everything except my head and struck out into a breaststroke even as the cold stole the breath from my lungs. I gasped and felt it tear deep inside me. It was only dangerous if you were submerged, and I knew to just swim steadily until the cold-water shock had passed. Reach, pull. Reach, pull. Reach, pull. Nothing else until my breath was steady, in and out. No other thought audible over the rush of blood and surf in my head. I was acclimatised by swimming every day, more able to withstand this than most, but it was always the same. You could see why it was dangerous for people unaccustomed to the temperature; this literally robbed you of thought. It incited panic. Reach, pull. In, out. I kept close to the shore until I knew that the cold-water shock had passed, that I was functioning, that I was alive.


The current was gentle, not the lateral pull that sometimes held me swimming in place, and I struck out towards the pier. Should be able to make it halfway there and back in the time. I lowered my face now too, felt the burn of the salt and the cold on my cheeks, worth it for a better stroke. I cut through the water with my arms, felt the expansion of my lungs, the kick of my legs, my personal float trailing behind me. Every part of my body pulsing with blood, with charge, with life.


Later, as I peeled off my goggles and my wetsuit in our beach hut and towelled myself pink, I felt the endorphins kick in. I’d done it. I loved it. It was my favourite way to start my day. The torture was always worth this. I needed this rush, this buzz. I craved it. I was addicted to feeling this alive.


This is the time the Sea-girls would normally laugh and hug goodbye, some of them dancing on the beach, full of happy chemicals, smelling of the sea. I pulled on my thick onesie and zipped myself in, feeling the softness of the fleece against my skin. I hung my wetsuit on its hanger on the back wall and stuffed my sandy wet towel into my rucksack. I could have run home in my wetsuit really – it was only two minutes to South Green – but I liked to get wrapped up, to take my time. To enjoy it.


After all, David would be at work by the time I got back, so I wasn’t in a rush. He’d planned to go in early today, what with it being the last day of term, so that he could finish on time and break up for the holidays at the end of the school day. It would be good for him to have a rest; Christmas term was full-on with mock examinations and fundraising fairs.


I locked the beach hut with tingly fingers and put the key in my pocket. The promenade was still empty, a lone dog-walker ahead of me marching towards Walberswick. I’d have to take Dodge out later, once I’d showered and dressed. Otherwise he’d follow me around the house carrying his lead until I gave in. The sky promised rain, so I might as well get it over and done with this morning. My trainers crunched and I stopped. Glass littered the walkway underneath a streetlight. Looking up, I saw the hole in the glass canopy. There’d been a spate of vandalism recently apparently, according to the town council. At the last meeting, I’d taken the minutes while the councillors bemoaned bored kids taking aim at streetlights and CCTV along the front and on the pier. I’d listened to the fact that the kids also kept stealing the coloured cones marking repair sites, and had smiled to myself, thinking they’d probably ended up as drinking trophies in someone’s bedroom. The ones on the northern side of the pier had to be replaced twice over the previous weekend. While I didn’t agree with it, I could sympathise with the kids. There wasn’t a lot for teenagers to do in Southwold. Our twins had started yearning for nightclubs a few years ago and they’d had to go further afield.


I snapped a photo of the unit number for the streetlight from its column to report it online, and moved the breakage carefully to the side with my foot. I’d call Geoff, the street cleaner, when I got home. I had his number on the council contacts.


There was a delivery van outside the Red Lion. George, the landlord, was lifting boxes from the back and stacking them on the bench table nearest the door.


‘Good swim this morning, Belle?’ he called.


‘You should try it for yourself, George!’ I called back with a grin.


‘Believe me, it’s better I don’t!’ he said. ‘Nobody wants to see me in my budgie-smugglers!’ I couldn’t help but laugh as he turned back to the driver to sign the paperwork.


Otherwise, South Green was empty, so different from the tourists, cricket games and picnics of summer. When the holidaymakers came it was always nice to see it being used, and when they left it was a relief. A rest. Now it sat as a green buffer, between the land and the sea, quiet and waiting.


My shoes squeaked on the stone steps up to number 28. I didn’t pause, in case Morag called me from her basement flat, not wanting to get caught up. My key slid into the lock of the front door as though oiled, a perfect fit, having been partners for over twenty years.


I ran through a checklist in my head. Shower. Walk Dodge. Finish off the website content for a medical client I’d won, promoting their practice in Norwich. The last job before I put my out-of-office on for the Christmas holidays. Send out a few invoices for copy written earlier this month. Write the town-council minutes. Notify the county council of the need for CCTV for the pier. Then I was done – almost. I mustn’t forget to register the most recently broken streetlight, although it probably wouldn’t get fixed for a month as it wasn’t an emergency.


A surge of excitement rushed through me. After those chores, all I had to do was get the house ready for the girls. The twins were coming home for the first time since we dropped them for Freshers’ Week and my arms ached to hold them as much as they had when picking them up from infants’ school so many years ago. It wasn’t just their first time away from us, but their first time away from each other. Kit had chosen Bristol and Jess Exeter, and I felt a deep urge for us to be all together again. Phone calls were good, FaceTime was better – I could read their expressions – but I wanted to see them in the flesh, smell their skin, hug them to me. We had them for a whole week, all to ourselves, supposedly to celebrate my fiftieth birthday. But in truth, no present could top them coming home.


The phone was ringing as I opened the door. I slung my keys into the bowl and ran to answer it.


‘So, would you mind if Ivo came back with me?’


It was Kit on the phone and I could imagine her biting her lip the other end, waiting on my decision.


It hadn’t taken her long to get to the reason for her call. A quick hello, a question about my morning swim, expression of how excited she was to be coming home. I’d kicked my trainers off and climbed into the corner of the window seat, looking across South Green as she chatted. Just hearing her voice on the other end made me realise how much I’d missed her.


‘What, tomorrow?’ I said, playing for time, trying to work out how I felt about the request.


Ivo was apparently the new boyfriend. She’d mentioned him once or twice on the phone. But we’d never met. Did I really want a strange boy in my house for a whole week?


‘Yeah. Thought he could stay with us and join in the fun?’


She was trying to sell it to me. Make it sound like it was all about him coming to join in my birthday celebrations. I hesitated. I’d been so looking forward to seeing her and Jess. To having them home in their beds for a week, just the four of us – and Morag, of course. Couldn’t forget her, much as I’d like to sometimes.


‘Doesn’t he have family of his own that are missing him?’ I asked, answering a question with a question.


‘Does that mean no?’ she said immediately and I heard the hurt in her voice.


‘I’m not saying no…’ I said, trying another tack. ‘I just didn’t realise you’d got that serious?’


It must have been a month ago I’d heard her mention his name for the first time. Ivo. It was unusual enough for me to ask about it. Where did it originate from? Kit had snorted. She had ‘no idea, but it’s cool’. Since then, many of her texts or calls had his name in them. They’d been to a pub. They’d watched a band. He’d driven her home.


‘Well we’re not getting married yet, if that’s what you’re asking.’ She sounded sulky suddenly, not getting her way. Typical Kit. She’d always been up and down as a child. She either shone bright or darkened the room.


‘Tell me a bit about him?’ I said to get her back on side, tucking my legs underneath me, leaning back on the cushion. Dodge padded into the room and lay down beside me.


‘He’s gorgeous.’ She giggled.


‘I’m sure he is.’ I laughed, stroking the dog’s silky ears. ‘Tell me.’


‘He’s a mature student,’ she said. This was the first I’d heard of it. Images of a bearded hippie flooded my mind.


‘How old is he then?’ I asked, as casually as possible.


‘Twenty-four.’


Relief washed over me. Not old at all. In fact I wasn’t even sure the word mature would apply, but I’d wait and see.


‘He works at our student union, but doesn’t go to Bristol Uni,’ she said, humouring me. ‘He goes to UWE over the other side of the city.’


‘What’s he studying there?’ I asked.


‘Photography,’ she said. ‘He sees things in a really different way.’


‘He’s arty then?’ I said.


‘Really creative,’ she said.


‘And he works at your bar?’ I repeated.


‘They’d filled all the jobs at his,’ she explained. ‘You have to get in quick.’


‘So is that where you met?’


‘Yep, he gave me free shots all night,’ she said and I could hear her smiling. I knew her dimples would be deep into her cheeks. My eyes flicked to the photos on the mantelpiece, the toothy grins of her and her sister. From babes in arms through the pigtail years, to holding Dodge, newly rescued, between them after their first day at secondary school.


Dodge thumped his tail on the carpet, bringing me back to the present, and I sank my free hand into the hair of his coat.


‘Would he even want to come back with you?’


‘He’d love to,’ she said, decisively. ‘Says he came to Southwold as a really young boy and has never been back since.’


So they’d already discussed it. That made it awkward to say no. Kit had a tendency to do this. Arrange things and expect everyone to fall in with her, which they normally did. Especially Jess, who was happy to go with the flow. Although Jess had been born as twin number one, she’d followed Kit in everything ever since.


‘What about Jess?’ I asked then and heard Kit pause.


‘What about her?’ she said.


‘She’s not bringing a friend back with her,’ I said, not wanting Jess to feel left out.


‘She’ll be okay.’ Kit laughed. ‘She met him last weekend, she liked him.’


‘Where did she meet him?’ I asked, confused.


‘We went to Exeter for a gig and Jess joined us for drinks.’


I felt a pang for their life without me. The fact that they didn’t need me for lifts, or arrangements. They cooked their own teas, put themselves to bed. I hadn’t plaited a braid or steadied a bike for years. But simultaneously I felt pleased they’d seen each other. They’d always been so close. The fact that they chose to see each other without me prompting them made my heart swell.


However, this was the first I’d heard of their meeting and I’d spoken to them both earlier in the week, at least once. It made me think they’d all discussed the holidays when they were together and come up with a plan of attack. Nothing like being the last to know.


‘Well, suppose I’d better go,’ I said, giving in to the inevitable, hoping David would go along with it too. ‘Now that I’ve got to make up the spare room…’


I wouldn’t refuse her. Although I’d been looking forward to it just being the four of us for the week, it would be good to meet the new boyfriend. Maybe he might last longer than the last one. Kit always had boys in tow; they seemed drawn to her. She, however, had a low boredom threshold and went through them like a knife through butter. David used to sing ‘Another One Bites the Dust’ every time she dumped someone.


‘Mum, really!’ she said with a very teenage groan. ‘There’s no need to do that.’ So they were sleeping together too.


‘Not sure Dad is going to like that, Kit,’ I warned.


‘You can talk him round, Mum,’ she said. ‘Come on, I’m eighteen.’


‘You’re still his little girl,’ I said. ‘And what about what Granny will think?’ I could picture Morag’s face already.


‘Seriously Mum. We’re grown-ups,’ she said, and then giggled. ‘And we’re shagging like bunnies down here.’


I laughed. Classic Kit.


‘Can’t wait to see you,’ I said. ‘Both of you.’




Saturday 16 December


Sea temperature: 9 degrees.


Air temperature: 6 degrees.


The current was strong this morning, running parallel to the shore. I had to pull harder with every stroke, kick more fiercely with my legs, to push through. It was like swimming against a force, an underwater energy holding me back. My thighs were burning from both exertion and cold by the time it was halfway-time in my swim, and I’d only reached the level of the lighthouse, tucked on land between tiny cobbled streets. I decided to push on in the same direction for another minute or two, knowing that as soon as I turned, the current would get me back to my starting point in half the time.


Nancy and I were the only ones in again this morning. The water was empty, blank, ours. The sky was a low rumble of gunmetal grey, the threat of rain not far away. Wading in had brought the inevitable involuntary gasp and then the thrill of being part of the sea.


I’d left David in bed with a coffee to enjoy his first morning of the Christmas holidays. He’d waved from his pillow and said something about making us brunch for when I got back. That would be nice. He’d prepare muffins with crisped bacon and poached eggs; a full coffee pot and the newspapers. It was one of the luxuries of having grown-up children. No early mornings anymore. David able to watch the Formula One at the weekends without having to pick someone up or drop them off somewhere. No interrupted meals. Mind you, it would be our last meal on our own for a while; the girls should be here by early afternoon. And the boyfriend, of course. Ivo.


I checked my watch again. Time to turn. I circled, and took a moment to lift my head and check Nancy was where she should be, then scanned the sea ahead for other swimmers, obstacles, buoys, boats. Nothing. The coast was literally clear. Now on my every fourth stroke I saw watery glimpses of the beach, the promenade, as I snatched my next breath. From my position in the sea I felt separate from the land, the town. I felt strong. I felt free.


Everything was ready for them to come home. David had laughed at me when I mentioned making up the spare room. ‘It’s fine,’ he’d said, with a shake of his head, ‘she’s old enough to do what she wants.’ Although when I’d mentioned his mother, he’d agreed that perhaps we should get Kit to keep up the pretence of spare rooms, rather than give Morag a heart attack.


The fridge was full of things David and I hadn’t bought since the summer. The pear cider that Jess loved. The Brie that Kit ate with grapes. The tub of mixed olives with feta, even though I knew they’d only eat the green ones. The babyish things they’d never grown out of. Banana Nesquik to mix into their milk. Frube yoghurts that they sucked straight from the tubes. All their favourites, to make them smile. It would be so nice to have them home. Although they’d probably be driving me mad and treating the house like a hotel within a few hours.


The current was behind me now and my strokes were easier as it powered me towards home, which was suddenly where I wanted to be. I made my marker in just a few minutes and waded out, just as Nancy did the same a few feet down the shingle. We grinned at each other in triumph. Nancy punched the air and whooped.


Five minutes later I was dressed and walking back to South Green. The warmth was retuning, the buzz was kicking in. Every cell of my body hummed with its own energy. I was alive. I was excited. I was on top of the world.


‘They’re here,’ I shouted, too loud, to David, who was only five feet away in his armchair by the fire. He jumped and Dodge barked at the level of my voice, reflexively. I’d been on the window seat for the past hour, craning my neck to look into any strange cars that drove past. We’d not set a specific time for the girls and it was a good four- or five-hour drive, so I knew their time of arrival would be totally governed by what time they had woken that morning. After brunch I’d cosied myself in the corner of the window with a book, pretending I wasn’t waiting. Aware of every approaching motor. Trying to determine whether they slowed as they came past or were carrying on towards Ferry Road. When finally the battered, bottle-green VW Polo pulled in to the parking spot outside and I saw Jess waving from the back window, I sprang from my spot.


Dodge danced round my legs as I opened the front door. David was there with me and suddenly there was Morag at the bottom of the steps, out of her own basement door, between the car and us. She must have been watching from her window, too. Trust her to get there first.


The car doors spilled open and Jess tumbled out, dragging a canvas holdall the size of at least three washing loads. She was barefaced, hair caught in some kind of dark-blond bun, trendy tortoiseshell glasses dwarfing her face.


‘Hi Gran.’ She kissed Morag, who then held her at a distance with both hands, to get a proper look.


‘You’re a sight for sore eyes, Jessie,’ she said, pulling her back in for a hug. Jess grinned at me over Morag’s shoulder and rolled her eyes.


‘I’ve only been away for a few weeks, Granny,’ she said, lugging her bag towards me.


In fact, it had been a few months. Three actually and it felt like longer, to me anyway. But when she got to me and we hugged, it all melted away.


‘Hi, Mum,’ she said into my shoulder, smelling of apple shampoo and soap as she squeezed me.


‘God, I’ve missed you,’ I told her, because it was true. She grinned and moved to David, who took her bag from her shoulders, dumped it on the step and wrapped her in a bear hug that lifted her feet off the ground.


Kit was out of the car now, heaving her laundry from the boot, swearing low under her breath with the weight of it.


‘Your dad will help with that,’ Morag said, stepping towards her and planting a kiss on her cheek. ‘I’m so glad you made it back,’ she said, clasping her hands together.


‘I was only in Bristol, Gran,’ said Kit, ‘Not Antarctica!’ She left her bag where it was on the road and bounded up the steps past Morag. I had my arms open already by the time she reached me, and held my other girl close for a few seconds, feeling the strength in her, the energy in her body. She chuckled and whispered, ‘Gran’s still one for the dramatic, then?’ into my ear and I smiled.


‘Hi, darling,’ I said into her hair, which hung long and wavy, slightly tousled, a shade or two darker than mine. She was already moving onto David, and my hand trailed off her arm.


It was then that I saw him. Ivo. He’d got out the driver’s side and was leaning on the car roof, watching us. The first thing I noticed was the loose black curl of his own shoulder-length hair. It was beautiful. He caught it up quickly between his hands and wrapped it into some kind of man-bun at the back of his head.


Kit remembered him at the same instant and ran back down the steps. She led him round the car and into full view, their hands entwined.


‘This is Ivo,’ she said, and swung both of their hands endearingly.


Hi, Ivo,’ said David, walking towards him, hand outstretched. They were of similar height, Ivo maybe just pipping him. They shook hands firmly, as men do. ‘Good to have you here.’


‘Thanks for having me, Mr Walker,’ said Ivo, immediately earning himself Brownie points for manners.


‘Call me David,’ David said, and clapped him on the shoulder.


‘You’re Kit’s young man, are you?’ said Morag and both girls groaned, but Ivo put his hand out to her as well, with a good-humoured smile.


‘You must be Granny,’ he said with a grin. I sucked my breath, wondering what Morag would think of that, at the ‘audacity’, but she smiled back at him, even giggled. ‘That’s me,’ she said.


Then he was looking at me and it was my turn. I felt oddly awkward under his gaze, this young man, handsome, unfamiliar. Dodge wound his way round the girls’ legs, one after the other, as pleased as us to have them home. I joined them all at the rear of the car.


I put my hand out.


‘Hi Ivo,’ I said. ‘I’m Belle.’


He caught my hand in both of his, a hold and a shake at the same time.


‘Belle,’ he said. We met eyes and his were black as night. ‘Nice to finally meet you.’


Dodge barked and the girls laughed, bending to make a fuss of him as he wiggled and wagged around their legs. Ivo squeezed my hand and then let go, slowly, and I tucked it into my pocket.


David and Ivo managed the bags between them and dragged them out the back to the utility room.


‘Easier to unload to the washing machine,’ I said, predicting correctly that the girls would have brought back their entire wardrobes.


Kit, Jess and Morag moved through to the kitchen, the girls hanging coats on the bannisters as they passed, the same spot they used to hang their satchels after school. Chairs were pulled out around the old wooden kitchen table behind me, the girls settling with sighs of contentment. I wondered how it felt for them, coming back for the first time. Everything still the same. The table they did their homework on. Well-thumbed recipe books on the shelf. Dodge’s wicker basket in the corner.


‘It’s nice to be home,’ Jess said, stretching, as though reading my mind.


‘Shall we have a cuppa, Belle?’ Morag said, staying put, so I filled the kettle with water and put it on the Aga top as David and Ivo came in.


‘It wasn’t too bad. Jess stayed with us last night so we just had to come up from Bristol,’ Ivo was saying. I noted the ‘us’ with a small smile.


‘It’s a long drive though,’ David said, ‘slower this end as the roads turn to single carriageway.’


They joined the girls at the table, Ivo sitting next to Kit, who immediately put her hand on his thigh.


‘Tea or coffee, Ivo?’ I asked.


‘Tea,’ he said. ‘Please.’ I lifted the big teapot from the shelf and chucked a handful of tea bags into it. Morag saw me and sniffed. She was a traditionalist for loose tea leaves. I couldn’t be doing with it. Always picking a stray brown leaf from your teeth afterwards. Strainers and the like. I really couldn’t taste the difference anyway. I set about putting mugs on the table, a sugar bowl, a milk jug.


By the time I placed the teapot on the table next to a plate of special cookies I’d bought, and sat down, the girls were chatting and laughing as if they’d never been away. Jess, next to me, was doodling on my notepad for council meetings. She’d found a clean sheet and was drawing a border of swirls and spirals, just like she’d done in her old school books.


‘So, how’s it going?’ I asked her.


‘Great, but I need a detox!’ She grinned. ‘Some good food and less alcohol!’


‘Some people just seem to be able to party every night!’ Kit agreed.


‘Is that you then?’ I asked her but she shook her head.


‘But only because I can’t afford it!’ All three of them laughed.


‘So social life is a big tick then,’ I said. ‘And work-wise? You on top of everything?’


Jess nodded thoughtfully at her doodle. She was studying English literature. She had been a bookworm from the day she learned to read.


‘Great,’ she said, looking up. ‘The reading list is pretty heavy but I’m loving it.’ She’d been set on the course since for ever, never interested in anything else. We used to find her, curled around a book, at all times of day or night – when she was meant to be getting ready for school, when she was meant to be asleep already – lost in another world in between the pages.


‘Hard work reading books, isn’t it Jess?’ Kit laughed, and Jess smiled good-naturedly over her glasses.


‘Next term we’re doing a study of illegitimate children in literature, comparing authors through history – Shakespeare, George Eliot, for example.’


‘That sounds interesting,’ David said, probably while he wondered how that might help her get a job in three years’ time. I flashed him a grin as he swilled the teapot and started to pour mugs of tea.


‘It really is,’ Jess said earnestly, going back to her drawing. ‘I’m learning loads. And the people on my course are so cool. They just think like I do – reading… writing… and more reading! Perfect.’


‘What about you, Kit?’ I asked her across the table, passing the first mug of tea to Ivo and pushing the biscuits his way. ‘How’s the world of Public Relations?’ Kit glanced at Ivo, bit the side of her cheek.


‘It’s okay,’ she said with a shrug. ‘But I’m not sure it’s me.’


This was news.


David paused mid-pour and then forced himself to carry on. I knew this tactic of his. Never express shock. No matter what is said.


‘Really?’ I asked, tone neutral, handing the next mug to her. ‘Why do you say that?’


‘Well.’ Kit twirled a strand of hair around her index finger. ‘The people on my course are all quite shallow…’


Aha, so she hadn’t made any proper friends yet. Maybe that was it. She wasn’t really used to being on her own. She’d always had Jess as her wing-woman before. Jess who went along with pretty much anything she suggested, unless it went against any of her many campaigning topics – women, homelessness, abortion rights. The topic had changed regularly but she’d always been one for standing up for the underdog.


‘What about the course, though?’ David said, sitting back in his chair with his own cup. ‘How’s that?’


Kit lifted her shoulders, held them up round her ears and then blew out through her lips and dropped them again. An exaggerated shrug.


‘Not quite what I imagined, so far,’ she admitted, and I felt a tug of disappointment for her. Kit always had high expectations, and sometimes it was to her detriment. She tended to build things up in advance and then feel let down when they didn’t quite measure up. She shook herself.


‘Let’s not talk about it now,’ she said, making me think there was something more she wanted to say. ‘We’ve plenty of time.’


She took a noisy sip of her tea to change the subject.


‘But Ivo’s course is really cool!’ she said, making him the centre of attention.


‘Ah, yes, photography?’ David said, passing round cookies and probably again wondering how you make a living out of that.


‘He’s brilliant,’ Kit said. ‘And the assignments he gets are so interesting.’


Morag frowned at her tea before taking a very cautious sip. Anyone would think it was going to kill her.


‘What sort of things?’ I asked, nibbling on a pistachio-nut cookie.


Ivo turned towards me, leaned forward on his elbows. His skin was pale against the black of his hair, the dark of his eyes. But I supposed between working in a darkroom and in a bar, he didn’t get much fresh air and sunshine.


‘Different experiment every week,’ he said. ‘Designed to help you work out your style. So we’ve tried taking photos of the same thing every day in a different way, you know, like this teapot.’ He put his hands on the teapot and moved it an inch to the left, and then a quarter-turn to the right. It still looked like a teapot to me, but I smiled and nodded, encouraged him on.


‘We’ve taken portraits with eye contact and no eye contact. We’ve asked everyone who sits on a certain park bench if we can take their portrait.’


‘And do they say yes?’ asked Morag.


‘About half the time,’ said Ivo.


‘Vanity probably.’ Morag sniffed. ‘Thinking you’re going to make them look better than they do.’


Kit rolled her eyes, safe in the knowledge Morag couldn’t see her, sitting next to her as she was.


‘But we’ve also tried street photography – that’s my favourite so far. When you take pictures of people when they are unaware. Catch them exactly as they really are.’


Kit reached for another cookie, her third, and crammed it into her mouth whole.


‘Sounds fascinating,’ I said.


‘He’s really good,’ Kit mumbled round her mouthful.


‘You’ve seen some?’ David asked.


‘Just the ones on his iPhone,’ she said. ‘The rest of his portfolio is at uni.’


‘You hungry, love?’ David laughed as she chomped noisily.


‘Sorry, felt a bit travel-sick earlier, couldn’t eat any breakfast when we stopped at the services.’ She grinned. ‘Big night last night.’ She swallowed and wiped her mouth on the back of her hand.


‘I remember the days,’ David said with a grin at me.


‘Show them the one of me,’ Kit said, nudging Ivo. Jess snorted next to me.


‘Might have known it,’ she muttered with a smile.


Ivo took his phone from the front pocket of his hoodie and started to scroll.


‘Don’t worry, Dad, it’s not indecent.’ Kit grinned and I couldn’t help but chuckle at the look on her granny’s face. ‘I’ve got all my clothes on.’


‘For once,’ Jess joked.


‘That one?’ said Ivo, flashing his phone for her approval. She nodded and he held it over the table to David, who peered at it. He rocked slightly back on his seat as he considered it, and then nodded to Ivo,


‘Wow, you’ve really caught her.’ He passed the phone to me.


There was Kit, laughing with another girl outside a café. Her head was thrown back, mouth open and eyes squinted shut. Her thighs were squeezed together as though worried for her bladder. She clutched at the girl’s forearm for balance. I could almost hear her laughing. I could feel the joy. It was a great photograph.


‘I love it,’ I said. ‘Could I have a copy?’


‘Of course,’ he said, genuinely pleased. ‘I’ll text it to you.’ He reached to take the phone back from me, flashing me a glimpse of a tattoo on the back of his hand, half hidden under his sleeve. I recited my number and he tapped it in. The photo pinged across to me instantly. I heard its beep in the other room.


‘That’s why I like candid shots,’ he said. ‘You really catch the person.’


‘Are there others?’ I asked, finishing my tea.


He scrolled through his photo reel, lifted an eyebrow at the last one as though appraising it and then stood to bring me the phone.


‘This?’ he asked.


I leaned in. There we were, outside the house, not an hour ago. David stood slightly behind me. Jess was kneeling to pet Dodge. And in the foreground, at the top of the steps, I had my arms wrapped round Kit, my chin on her shoulder, my eyes shut with the sheer pleasure of holding her.


‘You’re good,’ I said in amazement. ‘You’re really good.’


‘Do you really think so, Belle?’ he said. ‘That means a lot.’


I looked up and he was standing so close I could see the shadow of his beard. I swallowed. He flicked a smile and glanced away.


A walk was called for, a chance to show Ivo around the town, to admire the Christmas lights. Everyone disappeared to find walking clothes, thicker jumpers, coats and beanie hats. Morag scuttled away downstairs to layer up, determined to come with us. I couldn’t hold it against her, bless her, she’d missed them too. I rinsed the cups and stacked them in the dishwasher before running upstairs to get my gloves. The wind on the front would be biting.


I glanced out on to South Green as I rummaged through my drawers. Several families were already out, strolling towards the promenade or down to Ferry Lane to head to the dunes.


Dodge barked downstairs and I knew David would have picked his lead off the hook. The dog would be bounding around his legs, generally getting in the way. There was music playing in the house; one of the girls must have connected their phone to our speaker. There was a hum of conversation, a laugh somewhere, the bang of a door. I could feel the buzz of it. The life they brought with them. I hadn’t noticed how quiet it had been, just David and me. We’d just got used to it over the past few months. Now it felt like there was a fizz in the air.


I found my gloves and pulled my bedroom door closed on the way out, and glanced into Kit’s room automatically as I passed. They were both in there, Kit and Ivo, standing by the bed, kissing. His hand behind her head, tangled in her hair. Her eyes shut, face tilted to his mouth. I looked away, quickly, not wanting them to see me looking. A heat flooded my neck. It was so intense. Too private for me to see.


I’d seen Kit kissing before, obviously. It wasn’t possible to be the mum of two teenage girls and not see them at some point ‘snogging’, as David called it. Outside the community centre discos at closing time, or on the beach at a BBQ. But they’d been teenage in comparison. This looked like a lot more than that.


Downstairs, I found a ball for Dodge and a spare hat for Jess, before they came down, Kit’s lips glistening. Ivo threw his arm round her shoulder as we set off down the front steps to a waiting Morag at the bottom.


I was right. The wind nipped at ears and fingers. Kit led the way, pointing things out to Ivo as she went. The pub she had her first (legal) drink in. The bus stop she waited at every day for the school bus. The house her friend Tovey used to live in before they moved to Norwich.


Jess walked between us, chatting. Morag had taken up her usual position, next to David, marching along as if her life depended on it.


Turning right off the promenade, Kit led the way across Gun Hill to the dunes. As we turned into the wind Dodge strained at his lead, knowing he was going to be allowed off, and as soon as David released him he bounded away on to the beach. The girls followed him, drawn to the sea. The waves crested white in the darkness. We walked along the shoreline, listening to the rattle of the water on the stone, letting the wind blow our bones clean.


‘Did you swim this morning, Mum?’ Kit asked over her shoulder.


‘Sure did,’ I said with a smile.


Ivo was looking at me with his mouth open.


‘Today?’ he asked.


‘Every day of the year,’ David said, and pulled me towards him, tucking me under one arm, where I fitted perfectly.


‘My God. That must be freezing,’ Ivo said.


‘You get used to it,’ I said. ‘Really.’ It was true. Acclimatisation stood me in good stead. As long as I dipped at least a few times a week, I held my level of tolerance. But I preferred to swim daily. I had to, in fact. It gave me something I needed, a buzz, a feeling of euphoria. It was addictive.


He shook his head as if in disbelief.


‘There’s a group of us. The Southwold Sea-girls. We’ve done it for years. Ever since the twins were small.’


‘Isn’t it dangerous?’ he said, looking at the horizon. A tanker headed north, far out to sea.


‘Not if you know what you’re doing, and we all swim with buddies at this time of year. You just need to know your limits. It’s really good for you actually, physically and mentally.’ I said. ‘Do you swim?’


He nodded and grinned. ‘Just never in December.’


Kit took his hand. ‘I have,’ she said.


‘We all have,’ Jess clarified. ‘The whole family used to take part in the Boxing Day Dip. It was good fun.’


‘Even you, Granny?’ Ivo asked and I had to swallow a smile, but Morag puffed her chest up in her duffel coat.


‘Even me,’ she said. ‘Every year, without fail, since we moved here. I wouldn’t miss it.’


‘Granny’s well known around this beach actually,’ Kit said. ‘She saved a boy from drowning.’


Ivo turned to Morag, giving her his full attention.


‘Ach, that was a long time ago,’ she said, loving it. She was right, it was a long time ago. Not long after we moved here together, her in the granny flat and us above, the only way to afford the beautiful house on South Green. When David was starting out as a teacher and Morag had just retired. When I first realised how isolated a seaside town could be in winter. Before boredom set in. Before babies. Before everything.


A boy had fallen off his lilo, way out further than he should be, and Morag had spotted him from the beach and run in. I’d been amazed at her confidence, her determination. By the time she reached him there was a crowd watching on the sand, the boy’s mum among them, holding her own face in her hands, open-mouthed but unable to say a word as Morag towed him back safely to shore. She didn’t even make a sound when Morag gave him CPR, breathing her own air into his lungs. Only when he coughed up a mouthful of water did a noise come out of the mother’s mouth, a cry of relief like I’d never heard. Morag brushed the sand from her knees and stood up to a round of applause and claps on the back. I wrapped a towel round her.


‘I can’t believe you did that,’ I’d said.


‘I just did what I had to do,’ she’d replied.


‘Well, Granny,’ Ivo said now. ‘Glad to know I’m in safe hands.’


Morag flapped her hand at him, but when he looked away she gave Kit a little nod of approval and Kit beamed. The boy was doing well.


It was late but I didn’t want the day to end. Dinner had gone down well, slow-cooked stew, one of my specialities. Bowls had been wiped clean with chunks of crusty bread. Candles burned low on the table, music played in the background. Rioja was passed round and poured, long after the food was finished. We lolled in our chairs, red-cheeked from our walk, the fire and red wine. Dodge snored in his basket. Morag hid several yawns behind her hand before pushing her chair back.


‘I’m away to my bed,’ she said. ‘See you tomorrow.’ Jess held her hand out to her as she passed her chair and Morag lifted it to her lips. David stood with her.


‘I’ll see you down,’ he said, following her into the hall.


‘Ach, I’m fine. I’m not old yet, you know.’ We heard her open the front door and the smack of her kiss on his cheek.


‘I’ll just watch you from the top then, Mum,’ he said, and it was a moment before he clicked the front door shut and slid the bolt.


Morag’s leaving seemed to give the kids a cue to go too. Jess was off to watch something on Netflix on her iPad in bed. Kit and Ivo said they were going upstairs to chill. They made their way up the stairs, entwined already. Just as David and I thought we were in the clear to talk, soft feet padded back down and Kit slid round the doorframe.


‘Thanks so much for letting Ivo come,’ she said. ‘He said he’s having a great time.’ She looked so relieved that I smiled.


‘What did you expect?’ I laughed. ‘Of course we’d make him welcome.’


She shrugged, looked at her socked feet for a moment, and then raised her eyes.


‘Do you like him then?’ She bit her lip, waiting. David locked the back door and hung the key on its hook.


‘He seems really nice,’ he said, decisively.


‘Mum?’ she asked.


I took a deep breath.


‘He’s lovely, Kit,’ I said and she let a grin spread over her face.


‘Gorgeous-looking too, eh?’ She laughed and I felt Ivo’s hand on mine again. The soft hold of his fingers.


‘Get out of here.’ David rolled his eyes.


‘Night,’ she called as she turned back to the stairs.


Again, we listened for their door to click closed before David fixed me with a look.


‘Well?’ he asked, with a lift of his eyebrows. ‘What do you really think of him?’


I laughed. It was the first time we’d been alone all day to sound out each other’s reactions.
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