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To families affected by bullying










Chapter 1


It was the stuff of dreams.


Caused by a nightmare.


Still scanning the offending email on my open laptop I lowered a plate smeared in congealed fish curry towards the dishwasher, gagging at the smell. And the mild hangover.


‘ARGH!’ Pain shot up my arm. I yanked it out of the dishwasher to see a deep slash across my wrist.


Blood the colour of last night’s Merlot leached out and I watched as it swelled into a single, glistening globule then fell to the floorboards.


‘Gross,’ I said, stifling a retch while tugging a ratty tea towel from the oven door with my uninjured hand. I gave it a sniff – a bit fishy, a lot musty, likely to give me a disease – then tossed it aside and opened the drawer that held the paper towels. As I did, a bubble of blood seeped from the now gaping wound and coursed, warm and nauseating, down my arm. I paused, mesmerized by the maroon stripes against my pale skin. I look like a candy cane, I thought, but was jolted out of my daze as another glossy bubble glooped out. Followed rapidly by another, then another.


‘Oh shit…’ Instantly woozy, I slid to the floor next to the fishy dishwasher. ‘HANNAH!’ I yelled while holding my dripping arm aloft. ‘HANNAH, I NEED HELP!’ Fighting panic, I snatched the paper towels from the open drawer. ‘AND WHAT DID I TELL YOU ABOUT STACKING KNIVES BLADE UP!?’


Cookie, our mixed-breed, knapsack-sized dog with scraggly straw-like fur and a toothy underbite, appeared at my feet.


‘Hey, girl,’ I said while struggling to tear off some towels with one hand. ‘Go, get Hannah!’


Cookie wagged her scrubby tail.


‘Where’s Hannah? Where is she?’ Nothing. ‘You’re no use in a crisis,’ I growled. The paper towels fell from my grasp and rolled across the floor. Blood dripped onto the men’s boxers I used as pyjama bottoms as I lunged at the roll. ‘Lassie would know what to do. Lassie would get Hannah, call the ambulance, alert the neighbours, finish my sudoku, then help me get these fucking paper towels off the fucking roll! You need to up your game, Cookie. I am not impressed. Not impressed at all.’ I wedged the roll between my knees and tore.


As I positioned the wad of paper over my wrist, I caught a glimpse of muscle or tissue or, I don’t know, but it was wet and red and disgusting. I averted my gaze, only for it to land on Cookie lapping at my blood on the floor.


I vomited.


Seconds later, Hannah walked into the room in her school uniform; rummaging through her school bag, headphones on, nodding to a beat. She looked up, dropped her school bag, and let out the kind of piercing scream only a 10-year-old girl can make.


‘MUM!’ She flicked her headphones back so they hung around her neck as she fell to her knees. ‘What happened!? Are you all right!? Should I call an ambulance?’


‘No, I’m okay…I just—’ We both watched, horror-stricken, as the paper towels reached their absorbency threshold and turned from dimpled white to lipstick red. ‘Actually, sweetie…’ I said, my voice sounding like it were underwater. ‘Perhaps…we ought to…’





I came to and heard Cookie yapping and footsteps in the hall. Hannah had arranged me in the recovery position, cleaned up the vomit, and there was a fresh tea towel around my wrist, secured with masking tape. I fought another wave of nausea as I pushed myself to sitting and with my one good arm, reached up to the countertop and snapped my laptop shut. Had Hannah seen the email…?


‘She lost consciousness,’ Hannah said, arriving with two paramedics and emulating Ted Danson in CSI. ‘And threw up,’ she added, wrinkling her button nose at the lingering smell.


The paramedics, one male and handsome and one female and sturdy, glanced at the two empty wine bottles on the kitchen bench. Embarrassment heated my cheeks. One had only been a quarter full! I wanted to protest.


‘I’m Dan,’ the male paramedic said, stepping around a cupboard door hanging open on dodgy hinges and coming to kneel beside me. ‘This is Shelley. Can you tell me your name?’


‘Brooke,’ I said, as Shelley navigated masses of washing spilling from a tatty clothing basket and crouched on my other side.


Dan unwound the red-soaked tea towel while Shelley attached a blood pressure sleeve to my other arm. I smiled at Hannah to let her know everything was just fine but as the final swathe of tea towel was tugged open, the wound gaped and Shelley placed a pot from the kitchen bench in my lap as I retched.


‘Can you tell us how this happened?’ Dan asked while making a quick assessment of the wound before dousing it in saline.


I told them about the knife in the dishwasher; the blade pointing up instead of down. They asked to see the knife. Hannah produced it in a plastic Ziploc bag with a sombre, ‘I’ve bagged it’, and I made a silent vow to branch out from our CSI marathons.


‘You haven’t hit any arteries,’ Dan said. ‘But you’ll need to go to hospital to have the wound sutured.’


‘Stitches,’ Shelley clarified, then offered me a glucose lozenge.


The word ‘hospital’ conjured images of machines and scalpels, anaesthetic and MRSA. A shiver travelled down my spine. ‘Can’t you just do it here?’ I said, talking around the lozenge.


Dan shook his head as he removed sterile wads of gauze and other bits of medical padding from single-use packets that were opened by Shelley.


She turned to Hannah with a kindly smile. ‘Why don’t you go and put some things in a bag for your mum? A change of clothes, toiletries. Something to read. And bring something for you to do as well. There can be quite a wait sometimes.’


Hannah nodded like she’d been tasked with something the level of National Security and raced out of the room.


‘And a bra too, please, Hannah?’ I called after her, remembering that my threadbare, only partially ironic Taylor Swift T-shirt offered little modesty.


‘Ma’am,’ Dan said as he wound a crepe bandage around my wrist.


‘Brooke,’ I corrected with a smile. I know I hadn’t moisturized yet but I refused to accept that forty-three was old enough to be a ‘ma’am’.


He smiled briefly. ‘Was this an accident?’ His probing eyes were on mine; trying to ascertain if I had attempted suicide while my 10-year-old daughter was getting ready for school and my dog was watching.


I glanced towards Shelley who was in the process of what CSI would probably call a ‘situational assessment’. When looking at your home through someone else’s eyes certain things can become alarmingly misconstrued. A note stuck on the fridge from the school about their ‘No Bullying’ policy, certain passages underlined in angry red lines; a pile of unread self-help books my mother sent at regular intervals arranged haphazardly on the sideboard with titles like Do You Have Depression? and Sad To Glad In 12 Weeks. Cookie humping a raggedy lion toy then biting its face and hurling it across the room.


‘She has…issues…’ I said.


Shelley raised her brows and continued her appraisal of my home life. Dirty dishes, unopened mail, broken cupboards, last night’s congealed curry in takeaway containers. The two empty wine bottles (it had probably been more a sixth!)


The one glass.


Her gaze made its way back to me. Me, on the floor in my oversized men’s boxers with a slit wrist, an unwashed topknot, panda eyes, and an aroma of vomit.


‘I know what you’re thinking,’ I said, smiling perhaps a tad too wide. ‘But this was an accident. I’m not depressed or anything.’


‘Mum, you only have two clean bras left!’ Hannah hollered from my bedroom down the hall. ‘Do you want the one with the rip or your depressed one?’


Dan and Shelley gave me a look.


‘I did not try to kill myself,’ I said firmly, then turned towards the hall. ‘The depressed one please, sweetie!’


I turned back to Dan and Shelley. ‘It’s not called my “depressed bra” because I wear it when I’m depressed,’ I explained with an air of everything being very extremely normal. ‘It’s because my friend, Trish, pointed out that it made my boobs point away from each other and downwards,’ I mimicked this action with my fingertips, Dan and Shelley watching with blank expressions, ‘and made it look like they were depressed.’ I paused for understanding. None was forthcoming. ‘The boobs…You know, downwards and sad?’ I said and mimed being a sad boob. ‘But I wear it anyway because it’s the most comfortable thing I’ve ever had on my boobs and that includes Blair Ferguson’s strong, competent hands when I was—’ I stopped as I realized I’d said the word ‘boob’ (and pretended to be one) to paramedics more times than was considered normal for someone who did not have a boob-related injury. ‘…nineteen,’ I finished and offered a grin that was not returned.





The ambulance pulled up at the back of St George’s Hospital and Hannah helped me out at the same time as a man lying on a stretcher was being pulled from the back of another emergency vehicle. Bloodied bandages covered his nose, he had a split eyebrow and blood-caked hair. He flashed Hannah a cheerful smile, revealing blood-stained teeth, and she smiled warily back.


A clicking of low heels sounded down the side of the building then my mother came into view, my father lolloping behind her with his stiffened leg and his cane.


‘There she is!’ Mum said, squinting in the early morning sunshine. ‘That’s my daughter!’


I shot Hannah a look. ‘What are they doing here?’ My parents lived in Sussex, an hour and a half’s train ride away.


‘I called them while you were unconscious,’ Hannah said, looking guilty.


‘We were on our way to the accountant’s,’ Mum said, navigating the man on the stretcher and his paramedics with complete disregard. ‘Very happy to miss that meeting.’ She arrived by my side and gasped at the bulky bandage round my wrist. ‘What have you done!?’


‘I haven’t done anything.’


Dad reached us with a look of concern on his usually quietly amused face. He was wearing his customary belted shorts with knee-high ribbed socks, a blue patterned waistcoat buttoned over a crisp white shirt, and a brightly coloured neckerchief. With his snowy white beard he looked like an eclectic Santa about to give a lecture on ancient botanicals. Across his body was the khaki strap of his side-satchel. And it was moving. ‘Dad,’ I said leaning towards him. ‘Is there a chicken in your bag?’


Dad’s beard twitched with a hidden smile as he poked a baby chick’s fluffy head back inside his bag with a thickened finger. ‘A gift for the accountant.’


Mum shook her head then turned her attention to Hannah and commenced an inquest that would have made Sherlock need a lie-down.





In the bustling reception area the man on the stretcher and I were greeted by two different nurses. Mine looked to be about fourteen.


‘Lacerated left wrist,’ Dan said with emotionless efficiency. ‘Patient had lost consciousness but was coming around by the time we arrived on the scene. Applied direct pressure. She’s no longer actively bleeding.’


‘Self-inflicted?’ the fresh-faced nurse asked.


Mum drew in a theatrical gasp and the man on the stretcher shot me a sideways glance as he was wheeled away.


‘Patient claims no—’ Dan said.


‘Patient can hear you,’ I said and Dad’s beard twitched again.


Dan and Shelley passed on more medical titbits before departing and our nurse walked us to what appeared to be a wide corridor full of other waiting patients.


‘We’re very busy so you’ll have to wait here,’ she said, guiding us to a parked stretcher and one tatty plastic chair before leaving to find a working pen.


The man in the stretcher with the bloodied face was parked next to us. ‘Hello again,’ he chirruped cheerfully, flashing his horror-movie smile as I climbed up on my stretcher and Mum wiped the plastic seat with a tissue.


Everyone except my mother smiled politely back.


‘I’m going to find a bathroom,’ Hannah said, tearing her gaze away from the collection of damaged and bored patients parked up on the other side of the corridor.


‘It’s just down here,’ a passing orderly said. ‘Follow me.’


Hannah trotted off as my nurse arrived back, scanning the paramedic’s form.


‘So, Mrs…’


‘Paige,’ Mum answered for me. ‘With an “I”. And we’d like a psych assessment, please.’


‘What?’ I frowned. ‘No, we wouldn’t.’


The nurse glanced between us then scribbled on a form. I noticed she held the pen like a preschooler, with all her fingers gathered around the tip.


‘You don’t know your mental state because you’re in it,’ Mum said. ‘It’s up to your loved ones to tell you when you’ve gone too far. And this…’ she said, giving my bandaged wrist an accusatory look, ‘.…is too far.’


‘This,’ I waved my injured arm, ‘was an accident.’


Mother pursed her lips and turned to the nurse. ‘Is it protocol to have a psych assessment with an injury like this?’


‘Mum, don’t be ridiculous!’


The nurse’s inexperienced glaze flicked between us again. ‘Ahh…the doctor will be able to…make that call.’ She looked back at her form. ‘Do you know your NHS number?’


I looked it up on my phone, rattled it off then turned to my mother.


‘All I did was reach into the—’


Mum spun to face Dad. ‘I told you I should have come up yesterday.’


‘I’m fine,’ I growled.


‘This is fine?’ She turned to the nurse. ‘You see, a very big thing happened yesterday, and I just knew it had the potential to push her over the edge. And look where we are. Over. The. Edge.’


‘Oh my God. All I did was—’ I stopped and leaned towards Dad. ‘Is there a duckling in your bag?’ I whispered.


Dad poked the duckling’s fluffy head back in. ‘So the chick didn’t get travel anxiety,’ he whispered back.


I glanced towards the man on the stretcher, who seemed unapologetically fascinated by us, then turned back to my mother. ‘This isn’t even the correct direction to slice your wrist. We’ve all watched Grey’s Anatomy and know how to do it properly if we wanted.’


She narrowed her eyes. ‘Peter-from-Pétanque’s daughter’s husband is a psychiatrist, isn’t he, love?’ she said, turning to Dad again.


I rolled my eyes. ‘Good for Peter-from-Pétanque’s daughter’s husband.’


Mum pursed her lips. ‘I’m sure we can get you an appointment.’


‘I don’t want an appointment.’


‘Wants and needs are two very different things. What you need—’


‘Stop telling me what I need.’


‘I wouldn’t have to if you’d at least look at the self-help books I’ve given you.’


‘They’re self-help books, Mum. You defeat their entire purpose by thrusting them upon people.’


The man in the gurney chortled and Mum stopped him with a glower.


‘I do not thrust,’ she said, indignant, ‘I—’


‘And the injury is on your…?’ my nurse said.


I glanced towards Dad whose beard was twitching again, then looked pointedly at my arm, with its bulky bandage. ‘Wrist,’ I said clearly.


‘Yes.’ The nurse blinked, her pen poised over her form. ‘Which one?’


I avoided eye contact with my father. ‘The left one.’ I lifted it and gave it a ‘here it is’ waggle.


The nurse scanned the wrist, blinked, nodded, then did some more scribbling while Mum observed her with blatant displeasure.


‘And the injury was sustained with…?’ the nurse said.


‘A knife.’


Mum inhaled another sharp breath.


‘Mother,’ I said in a level tone. ‘I did not try to hurt myself. So can you please stop with all the dramatic gasping.’


‘My gasps are perfectly in line with the current situation.’


I answered the nurse’s questions about date of birth, address, was I a smoker etc, then the nurse left – either to enter all the info into a computer or reattend nursing school.


Mum turned to me, her brow creased. ‘Brooke, love, your father and I are concerned. And we think—’


‘Hannah’s coming back,’ I said as I spotted my daughter walking up the hall chatting to the orderly. Her knobbly knees stuck out the bottom of her uniform skirt and her blondish hair, forever straggly, was tucked behind her ears.


Mum pressed her lips together, thwarted.


For now.





‘Margo’s daughter is no longer in a cult,’ Mum said, as I watched yet another patient who wasn’t me get taken away by a nurse. ‘Now she sells sparkling water. But she’s a little cult-ish about that, if you ask me.’


It had been six long hours since we’d arrived at A&E. Urgent patients had come and gone, scant updates on time frames were delivered from harried staff, and Dad had fed mealworm to his satchel. I managed to get through to Mum that my injury was a genuine accident and instead of sympathy got outrage. She’d given a lecture on dishwasher stacking (I’d had to stop her Googling a tutorial) then taken off her ‘business’ earrings and spent an hour going through her receipts and the rest of the time reporting to an unengaged audience on the gossip from her Pétanque club. After a few hours Hannah had declared herself ‘so freakin bored’ and the bloodied man on the stretcher had extended an arm, introduced himself as Dennis, pulled a deck of cards from his rucksack, and asked if anyone wanted to play Last Card.


‘How’d you hurt your face?’ Hannah had asked as she settled cross-legged at the foot of his stretcher while Dad moved alongside, his peeping satchel keeping the other waiting patients entertained.


‘Rugby training,’ Dennis had said with a broad smile, which had disappeared as he’d added, ‘I tripped on the ball and hit the goalpost.’ He’d pulled his collar to the right and shown Hannah a silvery line near his shoulder. ‘I got this one skydiving.’


‘Skydiving!’ Hannah had exclaimed.


‘Yes,’ he’d grinned. ‘I tripped on the parachute cord on the way to the plane.’


Hannah had shown him her best scar, which he’d enthused about, then he’d rattled off a list of incidents and injuries that made it sound like he walked through life looking for hazards where there were none.


As Mum moved on to listing things other than sparkling water that made Dad gassy, an orderly arrived at the foot of my stretcher.


‘You’re up.’ He kicked a lever at the bottom of my bed and turned to Hannah. ‘Hitch a ride?’


Hannah looked at her cards then back to me. ‘But I’m winning.’


‘Ha!’ Dennis said, mock-affronted. ‘Ha!’ He glanced at his large handful of cards and dropped his brow. ‘She is, actually.’


‘I’ll bring her along in a minute,’ Dad said, placing a card down. ‘Pick up,’ he said, his beard quivering, and Dennis struggled to add more cards to his already messy hoard while Hannah giggled, her nose wrinkling in her customary scrunch that melted my heart every single time.


With Mum at my side, I was settled in a cubicle and moments later a woman with red lipstick and hair like liquid chocolate walked in and introduced herself as Doctor Singh. Despite me convincing her earlier that my slit wrist was not a suicidal act, Mum immediately started asking about the effects of sustained strain on a person’s mental health. Off my look, perceptive Dr Singh asked Mum to wait outside and with a scowl of betrayal, mother clip-clopped out.


‘I’m sorry about the long wait,’ the doctor said as she sat on a wheeled stool at my bedside and scanned my clipboard. ‘It’s been one of those days.’ She took a few moments to check my details and confirm how I’d sustained the injury then met my gaze.


‘It was an accident,’ I said.


Doctor Singh smiled then began to undress the wound. ‘A nasty one it seems.’


After injecting a local anaesthetic, the doctor got to work with her needle. ‘You’ve been under some strain recently?’ Her voice was smooth and comforting, like listening to one of those meditation apps.


I thought about the email that had warranted the one and an eighth (it was probably more an eighth) bottles of wine.


‘A bit,’ I said, averting my eyes. ‘Nothing that requires any kind of “intervention”. Just regular busy life kind of stuff.’


‘What kind of work do you do?’


‘Event management, but I stopped a little while ago. I work from home now, for the same company. Just a few hours a week. Sending invoices and chasing payments.’


‘Anyone else live at home with you?’ she asked in her velvety voice.


‘Just my daughter.’


Her gaze flicked to my wedding band, its golden shine muted with age, then back to the wound. She ‘hmm-hmm-ed’, then we exchanged stories about our pre-teen daughters for the twenty minutes it took to complete the suturing.


Half an hour later, with my wrist neatly bandaged, Mum, Dad, Hannah and I schlepped towards the exit, drained from our full day in A&E. As we passed the busy nurses’ station we saw Dennis being wheeled towards a cubicle. He raised his arm in a wave and whacked his orderly in the face, making Hannah giggle.


Outside the sun was already starting to set. Dad and Hannah went ahead to find our Uber and I turned to Mum. ‘Thank you for staying with me today.’


Mum nodded. ‘Well, as long and as dull as it was, it was still preferable than meeting the accountants.’


I smiled and scratched a spot at the edge of my bandage while Mum watched me for a moment. ‘Brooke, love, I know today was an accident, but we have been worried about you for a while. And with yesterday’s outcome…’ She shook her head in disbelief. ‘You probably ought to talk to a professional. A counsellor-y type who can help you move forward with this. And a financial advisor or something. As I said before, Leslie’s son does something in finance, we should ask him, don’t you think? You really do need to think about what to do.’ She gave me a grave look. ‘It’s an awful lot of money.’


My heart sank.


It was.


It was an awful lot of awful money.










Chapter 2


‘I do wish they’d hurry up. We’ve got to get home to put the chickens away.’ Mum leaned obtrusively across the Uber driver and glared towards the open front door of my ground-floor flat. Seeing no movement from inside, she huffed her irritation then glanced at her watch, Dad’s baby chick in her hand going upside down with the motion. ‘Would you look at the time! I’ve new guests arriving tomorrow and I haven’t aired out the yurt from the last lot! Now they were a smelly bunch.’


And while Mum recounted the smelliness levels of their last few rounds of yurt guests I called out to Hannah and Dad to hurry up.


My parents lived in Sussex in an inherited country pile that consisted of a rickety barn, an overflowing cart shed, a pool area well past its heyday, a scrubby field (home to a smattering of rescue farm animals), an ancient orchard, and the brick manor house surrounded by a vast lawn. It required constant maintenance but Mum was damned if she was going to let Dad’s childhood home go to ruin. Since they’d both retired, Mum from being a receptionist at the local vets and Dad a philosophy professor, they’d had to batten down the financial hatches. In a bid to keep up with the endless repairs, Mum had erected three glamping yurts and a basic bathroom block in the old orchard. The yurts were immediately popular and year-round Mum was checking guests in and out, washing bedding, and delivering eggs. When we stayed, it was Hannah’s job to collect the eggs and drop them outside each yurt in a little wicker basket. She’d often end up playing with any kids that were staying; a blessing for an only child.


Hannah ran out of the house and Mum terminated her smell inventory to scan what she’d changed into: tie-dyed shorts, an oversized Nirvana T-shirt, mismatched manga socks and battered purple Converse with the rainbow laces undone. Dad hobbled behind carrying Hannah’s duffle in one hand and the duckling (who’d apparently needed a quick splash in the kitchen sink) in his other.


Hannah looked at my neat bandage. ‘Sorry, Mum.’ She threw her arms around my waist.


I hugged her back, marvelling that her head came up to my chin now. I still remembered, as vivid as if I’d been doing it that morning, pacing the kitchen while waiting for her bottles to sterilize, her tiny body warm and heavy over one shoulder. There’s nothing quite like nuzzling the head of a baby with the underneath of your chin. Now, I was nuzzling a collection of knots that, I sniffed, needed a shampoo.


‘That’s okay, honey. You’ve learnt now, haven’t you? Blade down.’


Under my chin, Hannah nodded. She gave me an extra squeeze then leapt in the back of the Uber, yanked the door shut, and reached through the front for the baby chick.


‘Are you sure you don’t want to get the train with us?’ Mum said, stretching through the driver’s open window, her fluffy grey bob tickling the Uber driver’s face. ‘We’ve still got…’ She looked at her watch again. ‘Oh, my gizzards! Not much time!’


I shook my head, giggling at the driver’s attempts to curtail a sneeze. ‘I’ll come down tomorrow. The kitchen is a mess and I have to get Cookie from Penny.’


‘Righto, love.’ Mum turned and gave the driver some exasperated ‘hurry up’ directives as though she’d asked him to get a hustle on a thousand times before and couldn’t understand why the car was still stationary, then waved as they drove off.


I locked the front door, swapping from my right hand to my left when the act of turning the key in the lock sent a spasm of pain across my injury, then walked around the corner to Penny’s.


‘AGH!’ Penny flew to one side as she opened her front door making me ‘AGH!’ right back.


She wore a transparent shower cap over her jet-black hair and had a strong waft of chemicals about her. I looked where she was looking; a section of wall near the floor. Nothing. I looked back at her.


‘Oh great,’ she said, her tiny shoulders relaxing. ‘I’m seeing tarantulas again. I think it’s the fumes.’ She pointed to her head.


‘Okay,’ I said, stepping inside and giving the spot where the fictitious tarantula was a wide berth. ‘You smell terrible, by the way.’


‘I know,’ Penny slammed the front door. ‘Elise came home with a note saying there are nits in her class so we checked and we all fucking have them.’


‘Yuck,’ I said, immediately itching as I followed Penny down their immaculate hall. In direct contrast to my typical ‘at-home’ ensemble (PJ bottoms and an old T-shirt) Penny wore her standard home-wear; a grey cashmere jumper/leggings combo that displayed yoga-toned thighs and a bubble butt.


We arrived in their cavernous kitchen with its high ceilings, warm lighting, and neutral hues. Cookie trotted over, licked my shin by way of a greeting, then immediately started humping my handbag.


‘She did that here all day too,’ Penny said. ‘I just thought she liked the new green sofa as much as I do.’


I laughed and nudged Cookie off my bag with my foot. ‘Thank you for picking her up.’


‘No problem.’ Penny slid a hotel box containing a shower cap across the marble-topped kitchen island. ‘Put this on. I know they don’t jump but they are probably every-goddamned-where,’ she said, scanning the room with irritation.


I looked through the closed glass doors to the family room where her three kids, Elise (ten), Rosa (eight) and Lorenzo (four), were doing some colouring in, watching cartoons, doing homework. All of them wearing cheap hotel shower caps and grim expressions. Her husband, Rog, travelled a lot for work and they had a never-ending supply of tiny shampoos, soaps, sewing kits and tampons. Yes, he collected the tampons. And no, he wasn’t embarrassed by it. He’s a good guy, is Rog.


‘Put it on!’ Penny squawked when she turned back and saw me sneaking prosciutto from a platter laid out for their regular Friday ‘make your own pizza’ night. ‘I don’t want you to have to go through this. My God, it took us eight weeks to get rid of them last time! We kept re-infecting each other. The newspapers called it a super nit. Do you remember that? Super fucking nit! Dios mio, I still have nightmares. Didn’t you find one on Cookie? Didn’t your Mum get them? What a nightmare to have nits in your seventies, can you imagine the horror? Do you want a wine?’


Penny didn’t give me a chance to reply to any of the questions and got out two glasses while I positioned the clear shower cap over my topknot.


‘Before we get into all this…’ she glanced at my bandaged wrist while pouring us Rioja from her home town in Southern Spain, ‘.…I need to tell you that Elise heard Livie telling some of the girls the nits must have come from Hannah. That’s why she wasn’t at school.’


I sighed as I pulled out a cream leather-topped bar stool and sat down. Livie again.


‘Elise told them Hannah was with you at the hospital but you know how kids are, once the rumour is out there…’ Penny shrugged as she picked up her glass.


‘That’s very kind of Elise,’ I said looking at Penny’s eldest daughter doing her homework at the coffee table.


She’d been standing up for Hannah, in her own gentle way, for a while now. But she was a quiet girl who just wanted to get on with her studies and navigate her school life with as minimal fuss as possible. I understood. It wasn’t fair to expect Elise to keep stepping out of her comfort zone to defend Hannah.


I turned back to Penny. ‘Livie has made her point. She doesn’t like Hannah any more, why can’t she just leave her alone now?’


Penny, who understood schoolgirl dynamics like she’d done a thesis on it, launched into an impassioned theory about Livie’s mum doing a new vlogger hairstyle on Livie every morning, letting her wear lip-plumping gloss to school, buying her tiny but real diamond studs for her tenth birthday, and dressing her in labels while Hannah tied her hair off her face so she could get on with things, and dressed like she ought to be attending an ecstatic dance festival in Hove, or giving a talk on bathing your crystals in the light of a new moon. ‘Hannah is so uniquely herself it confuses kids who are still trying to figure themselves out,’ Penny said, flouring her countertop. ‘Also Hannah is friends with boys. Livie wants to talk about them and Hannah actually hangs out with them.’


‘They’re different. Big deal. She doesn’t need to be a little bitch about it.’


‘That’s the world over these days, no?’ Penny said slamming home-made pizza dough on the countertop a few times and sending puffs of flour into the air. ‘I think Melody’s had another boob job,’ she said, referring to Livie’s mother. ‘She was wearing that compression bra thing under her vest again today. And talking about some kind of GOOP-approved post-surgery energy field recalibration treatment.’


‘God,’ I said shaking my head. I went to steal an olive, then snatched my hand back as Penny swiped at me.


‘You staying for dinner?’


I nodded and Penny smiled then looked away as her phone dinged.


‘Oh, not again…’ she groaned as she looked at the screen. She fell quiet for a second while she read, then began shaking her head. ‘No. No, no, no, I do not accept!’


‘What is it?’


‘My mother-in-law. Look!’ She held up the phone.


I’m in fashion! the text read, above a link to an article titled ‘The Full Bush is Back.’


I sniggered. Rog’s mother was a chronic oversharer and I very much enjoyed Penny’s outrage on the matter.


‘That woman!’ Penny said, firing off a fierce reply. ‘Last month I sat her down and I told her no more and that she is making me very uncomfortable but she continues! She spent the weekend with a Turkish sailor – he’s so young he doesn’t even shave! I could be his mother! Then she calls me and tells me all about it!’ She shook her head, finished the furious text then dialled Rog and verbally downloaded about how she did not want to hear another thing about his mother’s pubic hair, her weekend with a smooth-skinned man-boy, or her urinary tract infection, and that he needed to tell her to stop, with Rog’s audible awkward response seeming to be a general reluctance at broaching any of those topics with his mother.


I sipped my wine and giggled at my friend’s robust indignation. As Penny moved on to regaling him with their childrens’ achievements from the day my smile faded and my thoughts went to the Hannah and Livie situation. It was concerning me more than I was letting on.


Livie and her parents, the Smith-Warringtons, had arrived in the area two years previously. Livie was shy and Hannah had made an effort to include her. She’d been a sweet girl to start with but in the past year it had become obvious that she was maturing quicker than some of the other girls. She got an Instagram account, encouraged the others to get them, then set up chat groups and speculated on which girl liked which boy, or started kissing rumours. Hannah and a couple of the other girls, who still very much had young minds and bodies, had felt uncomfortable with the boy talk and Livie had teased them.


I’d spoken to Livie’s mother about it and her response had been, ‘Livie has been spending some time with my sister’s children, they live in France and are very sophisticated. I’ll talk to her and let her know that kids aren’t like that here.’ Soon after though Livie began posting pictures of herself in bikinis, adding filters to make herself look older and prettier and pressuring her friends to do the same. If they didn’t she’d Photoshop their photos herself and send them from their accounts to boys in their class (they played it a little fast and loose with passwords), asking which girl the boys liked the best. Other parents were upset but, after speaking to Melody again with no change to Livie’s behaviour, only I had gone to the head teacher. The Smith-Warringtons were called in to the school, the office sent out a generalized note on what constituted bullying and appropriate online conduct, and called the matter dealt with. The next day Livie had blanked Hannah and whispered to the other girls that Hannah couldn’t take a joke. A few days after that Hannah had sat in melted chocolate and later found a note saying ‘poo smear’ on her desk. And more inside her pencil case and schoolbag. Hannah was positive Livie had put the melted chocolate on her seat because that day she’d brought a giant duty-free Toblerone to school.


As the weeks went on, Livie began saving seats for everyone except Hannah. Or saying something cutting then following it with a smile and a ‘just joking’. She’d laugh a little too loud when Hannah missed a shot during basketball or answered a question incorrectly in class. Sleepovers and playdates began to happen without Hannah. And because it had all started after I’d gone to the head, Hannah refused to let me intervene. She kept her head down and hoped it would blow over.


‘So,’ Penny said, getting off the phone and throwing it on the counter. I quickly plastered on a smile as she turned in my direction. She grabbed a blob of pizza dough and began stretching it on a tray. ‘Tell me.’ She indicated my wrist with a head tilt.


Two hours later, we’d eaten, cleaned up, combed the kids’ hair for nits and were lounging on the new green sofa with the last of our wine. Elise could be heard doing her piano practice, Rosa was practising ballet with a friend on Zoom in her bedroom, and Lorenzo would fly through the living room at regular intervals wearing a different superhero mask. We were debating the merits vs pitfalls of a full bush when Penny received a text from Rog. He’d finished his late meeting and was looking forward to coming home to heat up his pizza and watch Line Of Duty.


‘Oh shit,’ Penny said, tapping out a super-fast text. ‘I watched an episode without him and now I have to fake shock and outrage and all of that while we watch it again.’


‘Only one?’ I said, taking our empty wine glasses to the kitchen with Penny following behind, texting furiously.


‘Okay, two. Three. Ah fuck it, I watched the whole goddamned season. But I can’t tell him. He’ll divorce me and we’d never agree on who got to keep the new sofa.’


‘I’d better get home,’ I said, walking over to where Cookie was asleep upside down on the floor, legs splayed like she was awaiting a gynaecological exam. I clicked the lead on her collar and Cookie sprang to attention, the abrupt movement on the end of the lead letting me know the anaesthetic was wearing off.


Penny threw her phone on the countertop and followed me down the hall. The promise of a warm summer floated in on the temperate April evening as I opened the door.


‘Are you sure you don’t want to come to Hammertime?’ Penny said, referring to a school fundraising ‘charity auction’ event where parents of the school donated prizes. The last couple of years it had been sponsored by one of Livie’s father’s companies; an online wine subscription. He’d spend the evening looking smug while being fawned over by the spinster headmistress and we’d all be heavily encouraged to sign up for a case as an extra fundraising push. ‘I hear the De Klerks have donated a vasectomy and the Knowles have donated a weekend in Cornwall. Rog donated a financial planning session. Nobody in their right mind is going to bid. He’s going to be devastated. So, you want to come?’


I said I’d think about it and Penny’s expression said she knew what that meant.


I stayed in the doorway not making any move to leave.


‘What?’ Penny said, sensing, as good friends do, that something was up.


Behind her, Lorenzo, in a Hulk mask and SpongeBob pyjama bottoms, zoomed out of one room and disappeared into another.


‘The money’s coming through,’ I said, a lump forming in my throat.


‘What?’ Penny’s eyes searched mine.


‘I got an email yesterday.’


‘The whole amount they went for?’


I nodded.


Penny’s eyes grew wide. ‘Does Hannah know?’


‘No.’


‘Okay.’ Penny gave a slow nod. ‘Okay, we can deal with this.’ Her liquid brown eyes assessed me. ‘Do you want me to ask Rog his advice? I’d be discreet, of course, I wouldn’t say it was you.’


‘I don’t know, I—’


‘Mama, I need a kingfisher costume for ballet tomorrow,’ Rosa said from the top of the stairs.


‘Ay,’ Penny said to me with a roll of her eyes before turning around. ‘You’re telling me this now, cariño? At 8:45pm on a Friday night? What do you want me to do about it? Call Cinderella’s mice and birds?’


‘Mama, I have to!’ Rosa said with a fierce foot stamp.


Penny stamped her foot right back and they launched into rapid Spanish.


With a giggle at Penny’s match in feistiness being her 8-year-old in a tutu, I waved goodbye and two minutes later closed the door behind me at home. After the vibrancy of Penny’s my place seemed tomblike. I flicked the kettle on and the rumble of the water echoed in the unsettling stillness. I grabbed my phone and dialled Mum.


‘Hello love, everything okay?’ she answered.


‘Yes, I just wanted to say goodnight to Hannah.’


‘Oh, you missed her. She’s asleep already. What time are you getting her to bed these days?’


I endured a five-minute speech about sleep deprivation in minors, agreed to trial a fifteen-minute-earlier bedtime, said goodbye, and I was in a silent house again.


I collected my tea and laptop, sat down at my weathered pine dining table that, if you looked close enough, had an etching of a penis my brother Martin had done when he was nine and I was loath to remove because it still made me giggle remembering Mum’s week-long reaction, and reopened the email from my lawyer. I clicked on the attached document and stared.


I never imagined I’d ever see that many zeros on a document with my name on it.










Chapter 3


The next morning I walked out of the station to find Mum sitting in her silver estate on the phone.


‘Yes, two nights,’ she said as I wedged my overnight bag in the boot between her industrial supermarket shop. I let Cookie into the back seat then hopped in the front. ‘It’s rustic, remember…Oh no, we have lavatories but they aren’t in your yurt of course. Ha!…Lavatories? Well, what do you call them? Toilets.’ Mum’s expression soured. ‘Yes, we sometimes use that term here, too.’


She started the car, her phone flicked to Bluetooth, and as we drove through country lanes I listened to a man from Argentina book a two-night stay in one of the glamping yurts. She finished the call as we swung through open lichen-covered gates and the old brick manor house I’d grown up in came into view. Wisteria tangled over the front entrance was beginning to blossom and Dad’s sweet peas in concrete planters either side were already a flurry of peachy colours.


‘Hannah’s over at the school,’ Mum said unnecessarily as we passed the cart-shed crammed with broken ladders, ancient bicycles with cracked leather seats, outdated gardening tools like hoes and scythes, and a rusty Triumph Spitfire with deflated tyres Martin and I used to pretend was KITT from Knight Rider. ‘We checked her for nits first thing this morning. I didn’t want your father getting them in his beard again, I couldn’t sleep after he’d shaved it. Very unsettling seeing his chin.’


‘Did you find any?’


‘Course not,’ Mum said, yanking the handbrake on in her usual spot under an old oak tree next to the house. ‘I wouldn’t have let her go over to the school if she had.’


Mum and Dad’s orchard backed on to the sports field of the local private school. When Hannah was seven the rugby coach had taken pity on the girl in red wellies who’d spent a full season perched on the fence following the ball with the intensity of a sheepdog and, after official training, he’d allowed her to join in. It was where she met Tom, her best friend, and she’d been playing with the team ever since.


As we headed inside, laden with bags, Mum answered another call and immediately began apologising.


‘That bloody pony!’ she said, dumping her phone on the hall table. ‘He’s been holding the Americans hostage in their yurt while he eats their croissants. They managed to distract him with jam so they could reach their phone and now he’s pulling clothes out of their suitcase!’ Her eyes fell to the bandage on my wrist. ‘How is it? Sore?’


‘Not too bad,’ I said and Mum gave a nod then strode through to the laundry, the words ‘asshole pony’ echoing off the tiles.


Mum and Dad’s neighbour, Noel, was a former senior editor for Reuters News Agency, and now a (hopeless) animal husbandry hobbyist. His front paddock contained a smattering of old cows, a female alpaca, two very nice horses, and one ‘asshole pony’, Crumpet. A Houdini-level escape artist who was frequently found eating the fruit in the orchard and intimidating the yurt guests. He kicked and bit and would charge at you if you tried to get him away from whatever contraband he was eating. Mum was the only one who could control him. She’d march him back to his field, scolding him like a belligerent child and when she got there she’d scold Noel as well.





Despite Mum’s industrious shop there wasn’t anything I, or anyone not laying down blubber for an arctic winter, liked to eat. So after checking on Hannah at the school field, and reminding her to be back in time for her drum lesson, I jumped in Mum’s car and popped into the local village. When I stepped through the front door an hour later Hannah’s lesson was in full swing. I smiled as I heard her nail a complicated fill.


As a toddler, she had showed a devout fascination with percussion and beat. Anything stick-like was a drumstick and anything was a drum. Including Cookie. By the time she was four she was having lessons. It wasn’t very neighbourly to play the drums in a flat in Earlsfield, so she had an electric drum pad in her bedroom that plugged into headphones. But a few weeks ago, Hannah’s teacher in London had said that to progress at the rate she currently was, she needed to know the feeling of performing on a full kit.


Before I knew it, Dad had popped over the back field to the college and enlisted Gus, the Head of Music, and the two of them had scoured eBay for a second-hand kit. Hannah’s face when Mum led her down the cellar to show her first full drum kit in a specially-appointed music room was one of those moments I’ll keep going back to in darker days. Her face when she saw Mum’s choice of posters was another I’ll go back to but for different reasons. Justin Bieber still hangs on the wall because Hannah doesn’t want to hurt her grandmother’s feelings, but she’s angled her kit so that she doesn’t have to look at him. Or his crotch.


‘Are you sure it won’t get on your nerves?’ I’d asked after the first lesson the previous weekend had reverberated through the house, making the glass in the cellar door rattle. Hannah favoured drum heavy rock anthems and Gus seemed keen to comply.


‘Of course not,’ Mum had huffed. ‘I find the beat quite invigorating as I do my chores.’ And she’d stalked off to secure the trembling glass with electrical tape. The fact that Gus looked like a ‘scruffier Paul Newman’ might have had something to do with her delight at the new arrangement.


‘This is a jaunty little number, isn’t it?’ Mum said arriving at my side in the kitchen moments later and searching though my bags-for-life for a receipt, her hips moving absolutely not in time. ‘Who is it?’


‘Rage Against The Machine.’


‘Lovely…’ she said, wincing at the thunderous beat. ‘I think I should like to get their CD.’ Then she found the receipt and analysed how much money I’d wasted on extravagances such as avocado, sourdough and mixed leaf lettuce.


‘What’s this?’


‘Mushroom pesto,’ I said taking it out of my mother’s hands and spreading some on a slice of sourdough. ‘Want some?’


‘No, thank you.’ Mum pulled an expression as though I’d offered her fermented goat tonsils. ‘I’ve invited Gus to stay for lunch. If he’s going to be here every weekend we should show him some hospitality. I’ve put a pie in the oven.’


Poor Gus didn’t know what he was in for.


Lunch was called, Hannah raced over to the school to grab Tom from the boarding house and, on account of Gus joining us, Mum directed us to the formal dining room despite there being a perfectly good outdoor table in the spring sunshine.


‘A word for the uninitiated,’ I said to Gus as we walked through to the dining room. ‘Next time, arrive full.’


Gus gave me a quizzical look but as Mum dumped a sunken pie that was leaking a strange orange fluid on the dining table realisation/alarm spread across his features.


‘Hello Gus,’ Dad said, hobbling in with his cane, his lager, and trailing two Japanese girls who looked about seventeen.


‘This is Yumi and Noriko,’ Mum said gesturing vaguely so we didn’t know which one was which before leaving the room.


Renting a room to students before or after they attended a full-immersion English language school near the coast was another way my parents had of bringing in money. Usually, though, there was only one. Depending if the students stayed before or after their time at the school their level of English made for interesting conversation at the dinner table. Mum made all their meals and believed that we should just talk to each other as normal and they would pick things up. Or not. By the way the girls stood silently smiling, they were yet to attend the school.


The girls shuffled their seats together at one end of the table, Hannah and Tom tumbled in with grass-stained shorts and flushed cheeks, plonked themselves in their regular seats, and lunged for their waters.


‘Hi, Tom,’ I said.


Tom raised his eyebrows in a hello over his water glass. His dark hair was in all directions.


I took my seat opposite Gus, pushing up the sleeves of my denim shirt. Both Yumi and Noriko’s eyes went straight to my bandaged wrist.


‘Could you cover that up, love?’ Mum said, coming in the room carrying a mountain of peas. ‘It looks a little call-for-help-ish. It’s not appropriate at the dining table.’


Dad’s eyes flicked to me as he reached for his lunchtime lager.


‘Well, I don’t think it’s appropriate to imply that this was anything other than an accident in front of my daughter—’


‘I’m okay,’ Hannah said eyeing the pie in the middle of the table then sharing a giggled grimace with Tom.


‘And Tom.’


‘I’m okay,’ he said.


‘And Gus.’


‘I’m…fine,’ Gus said, tearing his apprehensive gaze away from the pie to smile at me.


‘And students,’ I flicked my eyes to Noriko and Yumi.


‘Well,’ Mum said glancing at the girls. ‘Perhaps not. We haven’t exactly started with the best of impressions.’ She sat at the head of the table, flapped her linen napkin onto her lap and tugged the pie towards her, trailing orangey goo across the table like a gruesome crime scene. ‘I gave them a tour of the garden,’ she said as she slashed into the bunched up pastry, ‘you know how I like to do; showing them the herbs and veg they can help themselves to and came across yet another,’ she leant away from Hannah and Tom, ‘marijuana plant,’ she said in a whisper, while spooning wadded pastry and fluid with bits of mangled meat onto Gus’s plate while he made unnoticed motions that that was enough.


‘We know what marijuana is, Nan,’ Hannah said with a conspiratorial look to Tom who grinned his double-dimpled smile back. ‘It’s weed. Uncle Martin smokes it.’


Mum – mid spooning – glanced at Gus then back at Hannah, horrified.


‘I’m ten,’ Hannah said as if that explained her worldliness.


‘Well, that’s inappropriate,’ Mum said dropping the spoon into the pie and leaving the rest of us to serve ourselves. She turned to Dad. ‘Did you get those plants behind the barn?’


Dad nodded. ‘On the manure pile, love.’


‘He thought we wouldn’t notice. I really wish he’d stop,’ Mum said, meaning my digital nomad brother, Martin, currently believed to be in shared living accommodation in Bali, who’d been growing weed around the house in various hiding spots since he was sixteen and often planted a couple of small shrubs when he was back home. ‘Don’t burn them again, will you, love,’ Mum continued. ‘You know what happened last time.’


Dad’s eyes twinkled. ‘Yes.’


‘You stoned that dear young couple from Perth.’


Dad’s beard twitched.


‘My goodness, I’m surprised they didn’t give us a bad review on TripAdvisor!’ Mum said.


‘I’m surprised they didn’t give you a five-star review,’ I said.


Mum looked up, confused. ‘They did.’


Gus caught my eye, and I realized Mum was right. He was gorgeous in a Paul-Newman-in-his-forties kind of way; it was the aqua eyes and cheekbones perhaps. A graze of grey-tinted stubble covered his jawline, and his white T-shirt highlighted his tan. He had a blue-ish faded tattoo of what looked like a swallow on his forearm and a few knotted cords round his wrist. His resting face made him appear like he had something he was really looking forward to and his thick blondish hair looked like he’d run his hands through it that morning then let the wind take care of the rest.


‘And what did the students think of you vacuuming Clint?’ I said looking away from Gus before it got weird.


Mum pursed her lips.


‘Who’s Clint?’ Gus asked.


‘Nan’s alpaca,’ said Hannah.


‘He’s a rescue,’ said Tom.


‘Mum vacuums him,’ I added.


‘He likes it!’ said Mum.


‘You like it,’ said I.


Mum shot an embarrassed look at Gus. ‘Let’s change the subject,’ she huffed and turned to Tom. ‘So Tom, love, what movie are your parents on?’


‘The same one,’ Tom said, politely putting his cutlery down while an adult spoke to him. ‘They had to fit a nose on George Clooney last week.’


‘Did they?’ Mum said leaning forward, eyes alight. Tom’s parents both worked in the Prosthetic Make-Up Department for big budget films and Mum loved to hear gossip from set. Especially if it were handsome male lead-orientated. They owned a cottage at the end of the lane but because they spent a lot of time on overseas jobs Tom was in the boarding house most of the year. And often spent his weekends with us.


‘You’ve got leave to stay tonight?’ I asked after he’d answered all of Mum’s questions as best he could about how one ‘fits’ a fake nose, what George ate at lunchtimes, and if he were still with his wife.


‘He’s not allowed,’ Hannah answered for him.


‘What did you do this time?’ Mum said.


‘Yes,’ said Gus with a knowing look. ‘What did you do?’


Tom and Hannah grinned at each other. They reminded me of Martin and me as kids; racing around the garden until we were called in for dinner, giggling and muddy-kneed at the table, hiding food in our pockets/socks/pencil cases during the course of every meal. Hannah adored him like a brother. We all adored Tom.


‘Can he tell them?’ Hannah asked Gus.


Gus smiled. ‘Go on.’


Tom’s eyes shone with mischief. ‘You know how we had camp last week?’ he said to the rest of us.


Everyone nodded as we assessed from which angle to approach the ‘pie’ on our plates.


‘Well, on the last night I snuck into Mr Marshall’s—’


‘You can call me Gus when we’re here,’ Gus said, smiling.


Tom nodded. ‘I snuck into Gus’s cabin in the middle of the night and—’


‘Tied a goat to the end of his bed!’ Hannah blurted.


‘A goat?’ I said.


Hannah and Tom nodded with enthusiastic glee.


‘Have you ever woken in the middle of the night to a goat licking your toes?’ Gus said.


‘Yes,’ said Mum, hacking at her pie.


We stared at her.


She looked up. ‘Well, excuse me for having a life before you lot!’


Dad looked at his wife as if she were just the most delightful of creatures.


Laughing at Gus’s expression I turned back to Tom. ‘And they took your leave away because of that?’


‘No.’ Tom grinned.


‘When they got back to school he got the whole class to call him Mr Maaaashall,’ Hannah said making the ‘maaaa’ sound like the bleat of a goat.


‘By the end of the day the entire school was calling me that,’ Gus said. ‘Even the receptionist. The kids kept asking if we could learn Bob Maaaarley or Maaaadonna. We couldn’t get any work done.’


‘But then you told us to get ready to learn the maaaandolin!’ said Tom.


‘Which was when Mr Franklin from next door came in and said we were disturbing his Geography test.’ Gus made an ‘oops’ face.


‘And Tom asked if they were using maaaaps!’ Hannah squealed.


‘And that’s why I’m not allowed leave this weekend.’ Tom turned to Gus with a placating expression. ‘We would never tie a goat to Mr Franklin’s bed. You should feel flattered.’


‘Oh, I should, should I?’ Gus said, grinning.


‘How did you happen across a goat in the middle of the night?’ asked Dad, forever concerned with details.


‘They stole it from a farmer’s field next door,’ said Gus with a reproachful look at Tom.


‘We didn’t steal it,’ Tom protested then his expression turned crafty. ‘We kidnapped it.’


In the middle of our laughter the front door slammed.


‘Oh lordy, Sasha’s home,’ Mum said. ‘The date mustn’t have gone well.’


Sasha was my much younger sister who’d moved home from London two years previously so she could save for a flat. She lived in her old bedroom, helped around the house (ish), and had taken Mum’s old job as receptionist at the local vet despite barely knowing the difference between a poodle and a parrot. At twenty-nine Sasha hadn’t yet found ‘the right man’ but was vigorous in looking. Tinder was undertaken as part of a daily routine. Like brushing your teeth.


‘MUM!’ Sasha bellowed from somewhere in the house. ‘MUM!’ She appeared in the dining room doorway, her tiny frame quivering with rage.


‘Hello, love. Date not go well?’ said Mum.


‘What do you think?!’ Sasha replied, her green eyes flashing beneath her blonde fringe.


‘I think perhaps not, dear,’ said Dad, supping his frothy lager and leaving a white moustache across his white moustache.


‘And why do you think that is?’ Sasha said thrusting her hands on her slim hips, her numerous bangles clinking.


Mum blinked. ‘We don’t know, love.’


‘Okay, let me paint you a picture,’ Sasha barked. And without any acknowledgement of Gus and the students she commenced pacing. ‘We’re sitting outside at the café having a coffee and he seems nice and I think, Finally! Not a complete psycho like the last one, who got drunk and stole the naan off the plate of a lady at the next table then had to borrow money for the bus home, and not in assisted living with his carer waiting outside like the one before.’


Gus glanced at me and I strained to keep a straight face.


‘And we start discussing maybe we make it lunch not just coffee. I thought I’d have the halloumi salad and he said he liked the look of that too and was also trying to eat less meat and we were just about to order when he gets a Facebook notification, which he says he needs to check because it might be his ex-girlfriend who is dropping off his keys, and who he broke up with because her mother was always interfering and his girlfriend seemed to be unable to make any decision without consulting her. So, of course, I said – Yes, check it! – because it makes me look chilled and so I sat there and…he checked it.’ Sasha stopped pacing and glared at Mum, her chest rising and falling.


Noriko and Yumi looked at their laps.


Gus adjusted his cutlery.


Tom and Hannah gaped.


Dad appeared to be elsewhere. The finer details of nocturnal goat-napping perhaps.


Mum blinked. ‘Go on, love.’


‘He got all weird and I thought, Oh great – another guy with an ex he hasn’t quite finished with. Then he showed me his phone and said…“Is this your mother?”.’


Mum flushed a deep crimson.


‘YOU SENT A FRIEND REQUEST TO A GUY I WAS ON A DATE WITH! WHILE I WAS ON THE DATE!’


‘I did not!’ Mum gasped. ‘I think…I think he requested me!’


Sasha’s eyebrows shot up. ‘WE BOTH KNOW THAT’S NOT AT ALL TRUE!’ She yanked out a chair next to Hannah and sat down violently. ‘I’m going to end up forty and single and will have to spend every weekend hanging out here with you like a complete loser!’ She flicked her eyes toward me. ‘Sorry.’


I blushed and glanced towards Gus who offered a kind smile.


‘By the way,’ Sasha said, dragging the bowl of peas towards her. ‘I saw Jeffrey in the village and he asked if you could look after an old dwarf horse till he finds him a home. His name is Pedro. Or Pepe or something.’


‘That man!’ Mum said. ‘Tell him no. We’ve enough waifs and strays around here.’


‘I already said yes. It’s in the hall.’


Hannah and Tom turned to me with pleading faces, both to see the old dwarf horse and be released from the pie.


‘Off you go,’ I said and they clattered out.


Gus leaned towards me. ‘The hall?’


‘Yes. Where do you keep your old dwarf horses called Pedro or Pepe?’ I said and Gus chuckled.


‘God,’ Sasha said throwing the spoon in the bowl of peas, sending them in all directions. ‘I am never telling you the name of a guy I’m going on a date with again. You’re a complete stalking psycho.’


‘I was merely trying to find out a little bit about the fellow,’ Mum said, happy to be back to speaking in level tones with her youngest, most volatile child. ‘Like any normal mother would when her daughter is off with a total stranger who could have a shovel and some chloroform in his boot.’


Gus choked on a pea.


‘NORMAL?’ Sasha boomed again, startling Noriko and Yumi. ‘YOU TAGGED YOURSELF IN A PHOTO OF HIM ON A STAG DO IN MALTA!’


Mum coloured and shot a sideways glance towards Gus. ‘Well, I always say the measure of a man is to see how he reacts to adversity.’ She gave an indignant tilt of her chin. ‘How did he react? Favourably or…?’


‘WE DIDN’T GET THE HALLOUMI!’





‘They seem sweet,’ I said, referring to Yumi and Noriko who, after moving Mum’s pie around their plates without taking a mouthful, had politely excused themselves from the table and come back with exquisite squares of thick paper. They were now teaching Dad, Tom and Hannah origami at the outdoor table with the old dwarf horse called Pepe or Pedro (which turned out to be a miniature donkey named Pablo) munching grass at their side. Gus had left with a sweaty Tupperware box full of leftover pie and a weak smile of gratitude and Mum and I were on dishes. ‘But why two?’


‘They are very tidy, very quiet, and they take up very little room,’ Mum said, handing me a suds-covered pan to dry which I handed back for rinsing. ‘They paid in advance so I was able to get the bricks round the pool sorted. Which reminds me. I’ve put them in your room because it’s bigger. I moved your stuff into the student room. I hope that’s okay.’


‘Of course,’ I said handing back another pan for rinsing which Mum wordlessly undertook and then handed back to me.


‘When the money comes in I can help fix up the house,’ I said.


‘You’ll do nothing of the sort. That money is for your future.’


‘But—’


‘I won’t hear of it.’


‘I—’


‘Absolutely not, young lady. You can stop even entertaining the idea. We do fine here on our own with the yurts and the students. We do fine.’


Knowing when to back down I dried my dish.


‘I think you need to look at investing,’ she said, handing me another sudsy platter that I handed back. ‘Bonds and property and the like. You’ve got to be sensible. That’s the thing. It’s easy to think you have plenty when you have such a large sum but a bit here and a bit there and all of a sudden you don’t know where it all went. What about school?’ Mum said, referring to Tom’s high school over the back field where Hannah was enrolled to start in September. ‘Ms Potts said you haven’t confirmed Hannah’s place?’


‘No.’


‘But it’s only five months away?’


‘I know.’


‘Best to get a hustle on, love. With the money on its way you can pay the deposit and look for a place down here now. Shall I get Joan’s son round with his property portfolio?’


I grabbed the sudsy dish from Mum’s sudsy hands, rinsed it, dried it, and placed it on the bench with Mum waiting for my response. ‘I’m going to see if Hannah and Tom want to get ice creams in the village,’ I said and headed out the back door to the garden, Mum watching after me.





On Sunday I helped Mum with the glamping laundry, watched Hannah and Tom do flips on the trampoline, listened to their movie script idea, argued with Mum while she vacuumed an alpaca about it being a bit mental to vacuum an alpaca, and around 4pm Mum drove Hannah, Cookie and me to the train station. And so another weekend in Sussex had passed. Hannah sat in the back with her headphones on, tapping her drumsticks on her lap, Cookie panting next to her.


‘Your father and I have been talking to the accountants,’ Mum said abruptly at the end of a protracted story about Brenda-from-Pétanque’s daughter who Brenda said was a legal secretary in the city but who everyone knew was a society ‘companion’. ‘And they said that although the yurts and students are keeping it all ticking over, we need to come up with ways to create more income streams, to make the property profitable.’ She hesitated. ‘Well, not so much profitable, but less of a financial drain, and…’ She glanced at worriedly me as we bumped into the train station.


I frowned. ‘And…?’


She pulled into a car parking space with a jerk and wrenched the handbrake, giving those of us with a compromised pelvic floor a challenge. ‘We’re going to need the barn cleared out.’


Her words knocked my spine out of me. ‘Oh.’


‘We’re hoping to turn it into more accommodation. No rush though, love, I know it will be hard…’ She gave a nervous titter. ‘Well, I say no rush but there does need to be a bit of haste because we’ve booked in the draftsman.’ She gripped the steering wheel. ‘Just something to think about.’










Chapter 4


‘Hannah Paige,’ I said to the lady in her late sixties peeping out from behind a sleekly curved silver monitor atop a white marble reception desk.


‘Of course! Lovely to meet you.’ She handed me an iPad with an online form then popped out from behind the desk in a cloud of powdery perfume, and guided us across plush cream carpet to two chrome and leather chairs. ‘Dr Anning won’t be long. Would you like a magazine?’ She smiled at Hannah. ‘Let me guess…’ She tapped a glossy red nail to her chin. ‘Something with animals…?’ She grinned and trotted off on ruby pumps.


Once seated Hannah turned to me. ‘Is it going to hurt? Will he use a needle?’


‘He’s just going to look at your teeth today and tell us our options,’ I said, checking boxes on the iPad.


Hannah’s baby canine had never fallen out and the adult tooth had grown over the top causing it to twist and protrude. She’d become self-conscious about it, more so after Livie said her teeth looked like the llamas Hannah had all over her exercise books. I’d barely finished telling Mum the wait list for braces was over a year on the NHS and she was on the phone. Half an hour later we had an appointment with a Harley Street dentist who, I imagined, had been manhandled by his mother, Frances-from-Pétanque, into allowing us to skip what was probably a six-month wait list.


Hannah fiddled with the hem of her uniform skirt while I agreed to the terms and conditions I hadn’t read and made a spaghetti-like disaster of my digital signature.


‘How’d you go in the trials this morning?’ I asked, resting the iPad on my lap.


Hannah shrugged.


‘Do you think you qualified?’


There hadn’t yet been a year when Hannah hadn’t qualified for the class relay team for their annual Sports Day. She shrugged again.


‘Who was in your heats?’ I was trying to ascertain how Livie, who used to be her main adversary in any races, had behaved but Hannah knew what I was angling at.


When I’d collected her from school at lunch she’d been quiet. And after pressing her I’d found out that nobody had wanted to partner with her during science class because of the nit rumour. One girl wouldn’t even touch the microscope after Hannah had used it, and at lunch Livie had made a show of running away from the basketball if Hannah passed it. She’d let everyone know that we’d checked over the weekend and she didn’t have them, but that didn’t matter. The rumour was out, the damage had been done.


The receptionist came back with a copy each of Pony and Popstar, both in pristine condition, and handed me an Interior magazine. ‘For Mum,’ she said, smiling before returning to her desk. She slipped on some ruby-framed glasses, stared long and hard at the iPad then tapped with a single hooked finger at her keyboard.


‘Will I have to have an X-ray?’ Hannah said, flicking the edges of a magazine.


‘Maybe.’


‘Will you stay in the room with me if I do?’


‘If I’m allowed, of course.’


Hannah fidgeted some more.


‘Sweetie, you have nothing to worry about. Grandma said Doctor Anning is the best dentist in the whole of London, remember?’


‘He is,’ said the receptionist, peeking around her computer screen with her glasses lowered. ‘We get all sorts of celebrities coming in here, expecting the best.’ She smiled reassuringly. ‘And they can go anywhere.’


Hannah relaxed a fraction.


‘See?’ I smiled. ‘You’re in good hands.’


The consulting room door opened and there, in a white coat, shaking hands with a patient, stood the rugby ball-tripping, parachute cord-tangled, orderly-face-smashing, pack-of-cards-dropping Dennis from the hospital the week before. I tried very hard to not say ‘fuck’.


Hannah started typing furiously into her phone and held it up.


Fuck


‘Put that away,’ I hissed.


‘I’ll watch it tonight,’ we heard Dennis say, nodding and opening the door wider for his exiting patient.


‘Make sure you do,’ the striking young woman said in a sing-song voice through the one half of her mouth that still moved. She looked like I’d find her in the social pages of a newspaper supplement, if I cared to look. She held Dennis’s gaze through thick false lashes as she sashayed into reception, her efforts at coquettishness making the rest of us recoil. Nobody finds drool attractive. Except maybe bloodhounds.


I could see why she was flirting, though. Without his face covered in bloody bandages and his horror-film smile, Dennis turned out to be a good-looking man.


‘Bev will sort you out for next time,’ Dennis said, walking the glamazon to the reception desk, his hand hovering at the small of her back but not actually connecting. ‘Six weeks follow-up please, Bev, and…ah…’ he leaned closer and lowered his voice, ‘the bill from last time was a bit wrong so…’


Bev frowned at the computer.


‘Never mind,’ he said with a smile as he turned back to the woman. ‘We’ll email it to you later. And, ah, good luck with your movie.’


‘Thank you. Bye, Dr Anning,’ the patient trilled as she sashayed through the door, oblivious to the river of saliva making its way down her chin.


‘Yes, bye,’ Dennis nodded. He gave the iPad Bev held out a quick scan then spun on a heel to face us and said ‘Hannah Paige?’ For a brief moment, his brow creased as he tried to place us then his expression brightened with recognition. ‘Well, hello there! It’s you!’ He moved energetically towards the open door to his surgery. ‘Come in, come in!’


I encouraged Hannah off her seat with an elbow nudge and followed her reluctant form into the room with all the sharp things and a man who apparently once twisted his ankle while colouring in with a niece.


‘So,’ Dennis said, settling himself onto a low stool on wheels. He beamed at Hannah and me. ‘Fancy seeing you here!’


‘Yes,’ I said forcing a smile while looking at the dental assistant who was lining up a tray of pointy implements.


‘Are you…’ He glanced at my wrist, now sporting a simple adhesive bandage over the stitches. ‘Better?’


‘Yes, thanks. You?’


Up close I could see that he was, in fact, very handsome. He was probably in his early thirties, had floppy brown hair, hazel eyes and a fresh, youthful appearance, like he hadn’t suffered a day’s stress in his entire life. He was quick to smile and probably only needed to shave once every two weeks. ‘Yes, thank you.’ He touched the strip bandage on his forehead. Stitches crossed through his right eyebrow, making him look a little rakish, and only slight bruising was evident under his eye. ‘But I snore now, apparently.’


I gave a polite little laugh and wondered briefly who’d told him that; a girlfriend? Boyfriend? Wife? He didn’t wear a ring.


The three of us were quiet for a moment. Only the noise of the dental assistant clinking items on a metallic tray and the hum of various machines could be heard.


‘Well,’ he said eventually, still grinning like he had all the time in the world. ‘Why don’t you take a seat there, Hannah.’ He gestured to the chair then wheeled across the room and snapped on some blue rubber gloves from a box on the wall.


Hannah’s nervous gaze darted between Dennis’s stitched eyebrow and the tools surrounding the dental chair. I was equally apprehensive. He was going to be in my daughter’s mouth with sharp things and he’d managed to sustain a concussion while perusing the dessert buffet at a golden wedding anniversary.


His assistant held out another iPad which Dennis scanned while pulling a paper mask from another box. He looked up with a smile then frowned when he saw us standing motionless. ‘Oh, I see,’ he said, his grin returning. ‘You’re worried about these.’ He indicated to his injuries with a rubber-gloved hand. ‘But you needn’t be.’ He wheeled across the room, took Hannah by the hand and guided her into the chair. ‘I can assure you that in here I’m as calm and controlled as…as…’ He searched for a word as he adjusted the overhanging light. ‘As…’


‘As the Dalai Lama?’ Hannah offered, lying back and blinking as the light beamed in her eyes.


‘Precisely.’ He grinned and adjusted the light again while the assistant fastened a paper bib behind Hannah’s neck. ‘Nice fellow, the Dalai Lama,’ Dennis said. ‘Met him at a conference once.’ Both him and his assistant donned their surgical masks. ‘This is my domain,’ he said, his voice slightly muffled. ‘Everything in here is exactly…exactly…’ He looked at the little tray table to his left while his assistant held out something at his right. ‘Everything is…’ He turned to his right as his assistant moved the item to his left. ‘Just exactly…’ His assistant put her hand on his shoulder and handed him some tiny tongs. ‘…exactly where I need it!’ He held up the tongs and clicked them together, his eyes crinkling above the mask.


Hannah’s eyes bored into mine at me as Dennis used the little tongs to place cotton rolls in her cheeks. I smiled my reassurance.


‘In here I’m in complete control,’ Dennis continued peering into Hannah’s mouth with a little angled mirror on a stick. ‘I think I must use up all my “clumsy” in my personal life.’


The dental assistant’s eyebrow raise told us that was definitely the case.


In between rattling off tooth name and numbers to his assistant who typed things into a computer, Dennis kept up a comfortable chatty stream about the Dalai Lama, and how after meeting him he immediately booked a trip to climb Kilimanjaro.


‘I got my friends and colleagues to sponsor me via a JustGiving page. I was going to donate the money to a school in Rwanda. I got as far as the airport in Nairobi and was getting my bag off the carousel, I was wearing those trousers, you know the ones with the zip-off legs at the knees?’ He made a motion with his hand of zipping trousers at the knees.
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