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PROLOGUE

Is he dead?

Did I ask that out loud or was it in my head? My mouth is numb with shock. I can’t tell if it’s moving or still. I can’t even put my fingers to my lips to check. I’m frozen. I can only stare at him lying on the floor.

Is he dead? Is he dead? Is he dead?

A detached part of my mind starts replaying what’s just happened as I watch his blood pool on the tiles, funnelling into the grouting. Another part marvels at my ability to do this. I feel like I’m separating from reality.

Did I just see that? Did I just see him die?

His body on the floor is the anchor keeping me tethered to the room.

He was shouting. I can’t remember the words he used, but ‘gormless bitch’ were among them, as was ‘stupid’.

And then he was dying. Dying right in front of me. And I did nothing. I just watched. My feet stuck, my hands in tight balls as the blood slipped from his head and created a new, more interesting pattern on the floor.

My heart thumps in time with the question in my head.

Is he dead? Is he dead? Is he dead?

I can feel its terrified beat in the tips of my hair, on the underside of my fingernails. My whole body rattles with its jerky, horrified banging.

‘Is he dead?’

Hearing the question outside of my own mind makes me jump. I forgot I wasn’t alone.

‘It was an accident. Anyone will see it was an accident.’

‘What are we going to do now?’

Panic washes through me.

I’ve spent my life waiting for things to happen, watching from the sidelines, and now I’m finally centre stage, I don’t know what to do.

‘Just be quiet for a moment.’ I lean on the table, my breath coming in short gasps. ‘Let me think.’

‘You going to call them? The police?’

‘I don’t think we can do anything else. Can we?’

There’s a moment before I go to my phone. A moment where we look at each other. Everything will change as soon as I make the call, and a million unsaid words rush between us, a million silent conversations.

I try to enter the passcode. It takes three attempts, my fingers slippery and clumsy. I hesitate on the last try.

This is it.

After this phone call, nothing will be the same. My life will change irrevocably, but then hasn’t it already?

I thought I’d only just started this journey; I didn’t for one moment think this was my destination.




ONE

Six weeks earlier

‘Lou? It’s Rick.’

I press my phone to my ear; the January wind is biting, and his voice is faint.

‘Rick. Is everything ...?’

His hesitation answers my question, and my stomach drops.

‘’Fraid not. She didn’t want me to call you, but I thought it best.’

‘What now? What’s happened?’

He takes a long intake of breath, and when he speaks, his voice has a flat, placating monotone to it. It makes my insides clench and my throat go tight.

‘She’s fine. Well, you know your mother. She’s as fine as she can be. Batted me away when I tried to help. She was brushing the drive at the side of the house. Trying to sweep up leaves, I think. I saw her go down. I helped her, got her back inside, and she’s OK and I don’t want to worry you. She told me not to call, but I thought ...’

‘No, no, thank you for calling.’ I reach my car and throw in my laptop and books. ‘Where is she now?’

‘Watching that game show she likes with a cup of tea. It’s her arm. She wouldn’t let me take a proper look at it, but she was holding it. At the elbow. Looked sore.’

I thank him again. Apologise again. Thank him some more.

I’ve spoken to my mother’s neighbour, Rick, more in the last six months than I have in all the four years he’s been living in the bungalow at the back of her house. Starting the engine, I hear his flat voice in my head again – She’s fine – and feel something squeeze at the base of my stomach. My mother is not fine.

Checking the clock on the dashboard, I groan. The lesson overran. Again. It was with Gary, or Handy Gary, as I like to call him. The manager of the off-licence on the high street who talks endlessly about his Spanish girlfriend who he met online, while he sits a little too close and invades my personal space a little too often. This time he wanted to learn the words for ‘caress’ and ‘canoodle’. I found it hard not to roll my eyes as I spent the best part of an hour trying to teach him Spanish phrases he could say over Zoom. All the while he was asking me what I found romantic and I was trying to make sure he didn’t put his hand on my thigh.

I have fifteen minutes to get to the community centre for my weekly pensioners’ lesson. I’m going to be late. But after speaking to Rick, it looks like I might not make it at all. Now is not a good time for my mother to be having another fall.

She’s fine. Rick’s voice in my head again. As fine as she can be.

What does that mean exactly?

That she’s fine to wait until five, when my lessons for the day are over and I can make the twenty-minute journey to her house? Or fine as in, you’d better get here quick because she probably needs a check-up at A&E as her arm might be broken?

I pick up my phone and go to recent calls. No, I can’t call him back, can I? Poor bloke. It’s kind enough of him to see to my mother, to pick her up and patch her up and call me. I can’t ring back and ask for a detailed explanation of what she’s done and if, in his opinion, I need to be there. This is her third fall in as many weeks, and each time Rick has come to the rescue.

Going past his name, I select the next one under recent calls. MOTHER. It rings out. I look heavenward as I listen, mentally seeing her getting up out of her chair and walking to the phone on the side table. Even though I’ve told her a thousand times to keep it with her, to put it in her pocket, she never does. It lives in its cradle as if it’s still attached with a cord.

Brushing the drive. What was she doing brushing the drive on a January morning? The frost will be thick there. That end of the house never gets the sun, and it’s bitterly cold. I end the call and look at the next number: PAUL, my husband. I hesitate. He’s at work. In the taxi rank, trying to drum up business, and I can hear the conversation in my head before it happens.

You’re going where? She was doing what? She’ll be fine. If it was bad, Rick would’ve taken her to hospital. You know Rick, what a fusspot he is. He’s probably exaggerating, and you can’t just drop everything for her again.

But I will. I have to.

I put the car in gear and murmur aloud to myself as I drive, mentally going through what I have to cancel and change. As a Spanish teacher, my pupils are a mix. The majority are kids and young adults studying for some kind of exam. Then I have people who want to learn the language for holidays, or business, or, like Handy Gary, an online relationship. I have my weekly class with the local pensioners and a few students I teach online, but as I don’t have a PGCE, I’m not qualified to teach at the high school or college, so I take what I can get.

Once I’m out of the village and on the dual carriageway, I start making calls on hands-free. I ring Harriet, the manager of the pensioners’ club, apologising. Then I call Lucy, my two o’clock, studying for her A level, and try to rearrange a double lesson next week, but it doesn’t work out. I have an online lesson at half three but will hopefully be back by then, and I need to tell Paul, who will not be happy with any of this.

The last time Mum fell, I spent the best part of two hundred pounds buying her some new shoes that promised better balance. Two hundred pounds and they’ve improved nothing. Paul also missed a darts tournament because I forgot to pass on some vital message as I was busy arranging an appointment with her GP. I swore to him I’d find a solution to this, that I’d work something out. Stop letting her deteriorating health dictate our lives, but here I am again.

By the time I get to my mother’s, my mind is a scribble. I see a broom on the ground outside, a pile of leaves to the side of it.

‘For heaven’s sake.’ I go to park, but have to stop to let a white van pull out of the shared driveway. Must be someone working over at Rick’s, or one of his customers. I step on the accelerator before they’ve fully passed me. The car jerks forward and the van stops sharply. I flush and raise my hand. Bloody hell, that was almost a bump. Almost a car repair we can’t afford and another argument between me and Paul. I look away, my heart pounding. I’m not making eye contact with the driver. I just want to get inside and see to my mother.

The van drives around me at a snail’s pace. I can feel the driver’s eyes on me, like they’re making a point, and although I know it was my fault, I swear at them under my breath as I finally park and switch off the engine, my heart still going at a million miles an hour.

‘Mum?’ I walk through the hallway and into the lounge, and the heat hits me as soon as I open the door. It’s similar to when you go abroad and get off an air-conditioned plane. That wall of heat that slams into you? My mother likes to re-create it in her lounge.

‘Mum? Rick called. He ...’ I stop when I see her. Her jaw hangs softly open, her eyes closed. A slight snore.

Switching off the gas fire and the television, I go to open a window and then come back to have a look at her. There’s blood on her sleeve, her cheek has a scratch, and her nose is cut slightly along the top. I gently lift her arm and look at the elbow, the one Rick said she’d been holding. A dark blush of blood is forming under the skin, pooling into a bruise. He was right, it does look sore.

‘Oh Mum,’ I breathe. ‘What are we going to do with you?’




TWO

The house is an oddity. My mother insists the Gothic architecture is beautiful, but I think it looks sinister. As a kid, I used to tell friends at school it was haunted, and they believed me.

If you didn’t know better, you could be forgiven for thinking it was an illusion. Your mind playing tricks on you as you come out of the small village of Dilenby, heading towards Manchester. A large old house with a pitched roof, arched windows and stone pillars in front of the porch, like something out of a bad horror film, nestled in among the red-brick estates, off-licences, chip shops and industrial parks.

As the story goes, my grandparents inherited it from a distant uncle who made his money in something to do with coal. When my grandmother died, she left it to my parents, and by the time I was born, it was a given that either my brother or I would get the house. There was never any question of it leaving the family. It would go to one of us, and then on to our kids, and so on and so on.

Which is why I’ve never really thought of it as my house. As soon as I became a mother myself, from the moment Felix, my son, took his first breath, the place has always been his.

It was built in the 1800s, an old farmhouse with four bedrooms, two reception rooms, a kitchen and dining room, and it must once have been quite grand. An estate agent would describe it as having ‘period charm’ and ‘immense character’, but in reality, the charm has long since gone and its character is now a bit like my mother’s: cranky, fraying around the edges and in need of some serious modernisation. It was once part of some lord’s estate until most of the other buildings and land surrounding it were sold off to developers.

Over the years, people have tried to buy it. The land is now worth more than anyone could’ve imagined, but the house is a family legacy. Memories fill every crack. It’s where our ghosts live, and my mother refuses to leave them. It’s why she won’t hear of sheltered accommodation or even home help. As she puts it, ‘I was born here and I’ll die here and I don’t want a bunch of strangers watching me do it.’

As she sleeps, I look out of the large picture window at the back, at the garden that leads towards the bungalow, Rick’s house. My dad used to tell us that the bungalow was the gamekeeper’s hut or the servants’ quarters, and we were living in the rich people’s house. It was a great game, pretending we were loaded, even though the carpets were threadbare and we couldn’t afford to heat half the rooms. My dad worked at a telephone company, something to do with sales, and Mum had a part-time job in the local bakery, so money was tight, but we always had the house.

A place that stopped my friends making fun of my one pair of school shoes, my dad’s beat-up car and my clothes off the market. They looked at the house and assumed we had money and it was just that my parents didn’t enjoy spending it.

I went along with it, pretending to be the rich version of myself that they saw, and now I always get an overriding feeling of fear whenever I remember my childhood. Like someone is going to uncover the truth about me. I think it’s why I used to hate that bungalow. I used to resent how joined to us it was, how we were permanently overlooked, the shared driveway being a constant reminder that we weren’t alone, that someone knew the truth, but now I am so, so grateful for it.

Even with my near miss that morning, I’m thankful for the way the houses are connected. It means that Rick sees my mother when she falls, when she forgets her keys, when she tries to sweep the driveway on a frosty January morning.

Rick is in his mid sixties, with mobility issues himself. He lives alone and is always warm and smiling, insisting it’s no bother every time he comes to the rescue, but it is. It is a bother. His normally bright voice is now flat whenever he calls. We share a love of true crime; the first time he came to my mother’s rescue, we got chatting over the latest Netflix documentary and have been swapping books and TV recommendations since, but as Mum’s falls have become more regular, he’s not as chatty. Doesn’t want to talk as much as he did about serial killers and alibis. It’s starting to get him down.

My mother is eighty-three, stubborn and getting more so every day, and however nice Rick is, he didn’t volunteer for any of this.

‘Hello, love, when did you get here?’

Her hand goes to her elbow. Confusion momentarily clouds her face, until she remembers, and then a flush comes to her cheeks.

‘Rick tells me you’ve been trying to do the salsa outside with a broomstick.’ I’m sitting on the wing-backed chair opposite her. Even though I’ve turned down the fire, the air is still stifling, and I pull at the neckline of my jumper. ‘What was it this time?’ I ask. ‘King making a visit, is he? The driveway needed to be cleaned up for his fancy car?’

She bats away my words.

‘I told him not to call!’ She tries to slam her fist on the armrest and winces. ‘Interfering old—’

‘Rick’s not interfering. If anything, he’s extremely helpful. I don’t know where we’d be without him.’

‘He’s an old worrywart.’ She pulls her cardigan around her, trying to hide her arm. ‘Always overreacting. I just had a little slip. I was fine. I was getting up when he came hobbling over, all dramatic. Vivienne, Vivienne ...’ She does an impression of Rick’s high voice and I find myself smiling. And then I stop, close my eyes.

‘Mum,’ I look at her, ‘you were on the driveway. In this weather. Without your stick.’ I look over at her walking cane, abandoned by the door, and go to get it. Put it by her chair. ‘If Rick hadn’t come over all dramatic, you’d still be there now.’

‘Would not.’

‘Mum ...’

‘Oh, don’t bloody start. It was those shoes, stupid things you got me. They want throwing out. They haven’t got any grip.’

It’s always something. Shoes. A bump on the floor. A misplaced object she tripped over. It’s never her, never her age. Never her losing her balance or being stupid thinking she’s younger than she is. I take a deep breath.

‘Let me see.’

‘It’s fine.’

‘Let me see.’

‘I’ve told you, I’m—’

‘Either you show me your arm now or I call the doctor and you show him. Your choice.’

She tuts and holds out her arm like a naughty toddler. She takes a quick breath as I test the elbow, moving her arm back and forth, pressing slightly on the skin, which is now dark and menacing.

‘That’s a nasty bruise,’ I say, ‘but it doesn’t look like it’s broken. How does it feel?’

‘What a daft question. How do you think it bloody feels?’

‘Sore.’ I raise my eyebrows. ‘Stay there, I’ll go get an ice pack. Anywhere else hurt? How’s your—’

‘Fine, fine. All fine. Don’t fuss. That’s your problem, you fuss too much. You’re like Rick.’

I go into the kitchen and make for the freezer. The ice pack is on the top shelf, not long since used. It was only two weeks ago when Rick called me to tell me she’d fallen in the kitchen. Loose tiles on an uneven floor. He’d been driving past when she’d flagged him down. She’d been trying to make some kind of bandage out of bedding for her knee and asked if he could cut through the cotton.

‘Looked swollen,’ he told me. ‘And Lou, I think the bed sheet ...’

‘The bed sheet?’

‘The one I cut up for her bandage. I think ... I think it was vintage,’ he said finally. ‘Looked like Laura Ashley. I tried to save it, but it was no use. She’d already been at it with the scissors.’

He’s an interior designer and was distraught over the ripped vintage fabric, and as I look across at his bungalow, his artistic style is apparent. Before he moved in four years ago, the bungalow had been home to a retired couple. It had a low-maintenance front garden with a rockery and was covered in yellow pebble-dash. He’s renovated it into a Zen-like hideaway. I look at the bay window, the rendered walls and symmetrical paving amid carefully swept gravel and potted plants that surround a bench.

I wonder how it must feel to have money to spend on stuff like that. All the people involved when the work was going on. All the customers he has visiting him there now. Cars are always making their way past my mother’s on their way to his.

I look up at the sagging suspended ceiling above me and the mouldering window frames. He must hate staring back at this house. Must hate that his customers have to drive past the chipped paintwork, ratty garden and walls that needed a coat of paint years ago.

My phone vibrates in my pocket. Pulling it out, I see it’s a message from Handy Gary.

You left your cardigan with me.

I put my hand on my arm. Shit. He’s right.

I’ll be in the Duck and Bucket at nine and could bring it then. Will I see you there?

I shudder. No, Gary. You will not see me there. The last thing I want to do is encourage him by meeting him at the pub.

I quickly send a message back saying I’ll get my cardigan at our lesson next week, and see I’ve missed a message. It’s from Felix.

Not in tonight. Will eat later. Out with Sophie.

Sophie again. His new girlfriend from work. Why is he always out with Sophie and never in with her? It’s like he doesn’t want us to meet her.

I go to reply when a message comes in from Paul.

Don’t forget to pick up my parcel from the garage. Need it urgently for tonight.

I stare at the screen. More second-hand darts accessories, little screws or flight protectors or whatever the hell he spends hours on eBay searching for. I think about texting them both back:

Mum’s had another fall. If Rick hadn’t found her, she’d still be lying on the driveway. I think she’s

What do I think?

That she’s frail. Yes. That she’s prone to accidents, obviously. But there’s something else. Something about the way her eyes cloud over sometimes, about the way she’s started forgetting what she is saying right in the middle of saying it.

The way she’s become less opinionated, less vocal. The way she just nods sometimes, like she’s remembering something, trying to pull at something from far-off. And the other things, like the tins of salmon I’m trying to ignore, stacked up in the cupboard, and the way she brushes me off when I ask her what they’re for.

I think she’s—

I squeeze the ice pack, then send a quick message to Felix asking when he’ll next be home, and one to Paul about picking up his parcel, and then put away my phone.

I look around the kitchen, the brown wallpaper with little pictures of onions on it, the brown doors, the broken and chipped floor tiles under my feet, the leaded windows. Everything is vintage in this house. Including me.

We have touched nothing since the accident. Since my brother and father died and our world imploded. They left us as shrapnel and now she’s leaving me too. I can feel her slipping away, and I feel as old as the faded onion wallpaper. Exhausted and scared and, I realise with a shock, alone. So very alone.
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