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For my book group friends, Jackie, Annie, Angie and Audrey, who remind me how much I love reading.



   
Prologue

There is no going back in life. No way to return to what was before, to wind back the clock, choose to walk right instead of left.

So we live with what happens. We make adjustments and we endure.

It began with the notes, and it ended with a funeral.

And afterwards I asked myself, how could I not have known?

   

   
Chapter One

NINA

The first crack of thunder sends the crows up into the air. They circle above the treetops, feathers gleaming, beaks gaping as they screech at the sky. Within seconds, the rain starts pelting down. I shiver, pull my coat in closer, and hurry into the school grounds, shielding my head with my arm and running the last hundred metres to the classroom block, stopping just inside the main entrance to take a breath and check my phone.

Nothing.

I’ve texted Robin three times over the course of the day and he’s yet to reply. He was operating on the victim of a car crash overnight and he’s yet to come home. He hasn’t seen the latest note that was in Lily’s bag when she got back from school yesterday. I want to forewarn him so that his first sight of the message isn’t in front of a class full of parents.

I write a fourth text:

Robin, I’m really hoping we can talk before the parents’ evening begins. Are you still coming? There’s been another note. It’s shocking, and it mentions you in particular.

My finger hovers over my usual xx but I resist, press send and glance up. Cars are arriving in front of the building, a reminder that tonight’s ordeal will be starting soon. I’m not ready to face any of the other parents and turn around quickly to make a beeline for the loos.

‘Nina.’

‘Jeez!’ I jump as Maxine Mayfair steps out of the shadows. ‘You gave me a fright!’ Has she been standing behind me all this time?

She looks me up and down, literally, from head to foot as if assessing how on trend I am. ‘I’m loving your mac.’ She reaches across to feel the material, her fingers brushing over the lapel. She is our celebrity parent, an Instagram influencer; lifestyle and beauty are her specialities. ‘It’s a quality brand,’ she adds before meeting my eyes.

I know this is my cue to start a conversation about fashion but I’m not interested in labels. I shop for comfort and practicality.

Her head tilts to one side. ‘You look washed out.’

‘I’ve been better.’

She frowns. ‘I’m so sorry about what’s been happening to Lily.’

‘I’m hoping that after tonight we’ll know who’s been targeting her,’ I say, watching for a change in Maxine’s expression. When there’s any bullying or bad behaviour in Lily’s class, Maxine’s son Max is usually caught up in it. I wait for her to acknowledge this but she doesn’t.

‘You know, I’m not …’ She trails off. ‘You’re usually so well groomed.’ Her hand reaches out again, this time to rub the ends of my hair between her fingers and thumb. ‘There are some great products that can help with split ends.’

Bel would say, Tell someone who cares, Max-ine, her Glaswegian accent sounding both melodic and mildly threatening. Rachel would widen her eyes and play along, Are there? Do you have any samples?

Right now I’m too tired for anything but a vague smile before I move past her to duck into the children’s toilets. There are no mirrors above the miniature sinks so I rummage in my handbag for my compact and hold it up in front of my face. Okay, so Maxine has a point. My curly hair is a split-end tangle that needs a cut and condition. My face is ghostly pale, prominent cheekbones and dark eyes making me look as if I’m suffering from an ongoing trauma. Anxiety does that to me: drains me of all colour and light. These last few weeks have taken their toll, and while I can just about cope with my own troubles, seeing Lily upset has led to sleepless nights and a nagging feeling of helplessness.

I balance the mirror on the windowsill and pull my hair up into a high ponytail before applying some blusher and lip gloss. I’ve spent the whole day worrying about Lily and how the notes are affecting her self-esteem. There have been three so far. The first one came a week ago, and although disturbing, it was easy enough to ignore. The second, a few days later, made it clear that ignoring the first one was wishful thinking and that’s when I approached Lily’s teacher, Angela Fleming. I remember the look of shock on her face as she read them. ‘What on earth?’ she asked, wide eyes meeting mine. ‘This is completely unacceptable.’ She shook her head against the words on the page. ‘I’ll call a parents’ meeting. We’ll soon get to the bottom of it.’

And now with the third note, I sense that whoever is writing them is just warming up. Why my daughter is being picked on, why this person has it in for my family, I have no clue, but I know that we’re right to try to stop the abuse now before it gets any worse.

The Year Five classroom is on the first floor of the 1960s brick building. I climb the stone staircase worn by years of running feet, holding on to the wooden banister that has long lost its sheen, chips and penknife carvings breaking up the smoothness. I stop at the tall windows halfway up to peer out into the rain, searching the car park for Robin’s car, a white Porsche, so even in weather like this it’s easy to spot.

It isn’t there.

Inside the classroom, desks are pushed back and the chairs are arranged in a horseshoe, three rows deep, facing the front. Mrs Fleming greets me at the door. She is small and round and has decades of experience. She has every child and every parent’s measure and isn’t afraid to take charge.

‘This weather! Hopefully it won’t keep people away.’

‘I think it’ll pass,’ I say, trying to smile.

‘Are you all right?’ Her brow is creased. ‘I know this must be hard for you.’ She strokes my upper arm. ‘Lily is such a sweetheart, and whoever’s doing this will be caught, and they will be punished, Nina. Make no mistake.’ She lowers her voice. ‘Temporary exclusion or worse.’ Her eyes reinforce this promise before they flick beyond me towards more parents who are coming into the room. ‘Let’s talk at the end.’

She squeezes my hand before moving away, and I’m left standing alone for one long second before Bel comes up behind me and slips her arm through mine. ‘Hello, gorgeous. Let’s bag ourselves a seat.’

This time I do smile. ‘Gorgeous I’m not. But thank you anyway.’ We walk in step towards the centre of the horseshoe. ‘I bumped into Maxine on the way in. Never a good thing.’

‘She of the alliterative name and the superior sneer,’ Bel says. ‘What did she say to you?’

‘My hair’s a mess and I look tired.’

‘Charming,’ Bel says, reflexively touching her own hair which is bottle-blonde, short and neat, a pixie cut framing her heart-shaped face. ‘I wouldn’t be surprised if it’s her son who’s sending the notes.’

‘I’ve been thinking the same and – oh!’ I suddenly remember. ‘It wasn’t my turn to book the table, was it?’

‘Rachel’s done it.’ She nods towards Rachel who is standing in front of a display board. ‘We’ve got the corner table in The Hare.’

‘Brilliant – thank you.’ I turn to sit down. The seat is lower than my brain registers and I drop suddenly, my feet coming up off the floor in front of me.

‘Not been drinking already have you?’ Rachel’s husband Bryn is grinning down at me. He’s a big bear of a man with hands like shovels and eyes that are kinder than Mother Teresa’s.

‘Not yet.’ I smile, for a moment forgetting the reason we’re all here, until I catch sight of two mothers whispering and glancing at me. ‘I could do with one, though.’

‘This is all a bit shit, isn’t it?’ he says, his expression twisting with sympathy.

‘It is.’ I sigh. ‘I’m really hoping it can be sorted before Lily starts refusing to come to school.’

‘We’re here for you,’ Bryn says, touching my shoulder. ‘Anything you need. Just say the word.’

‘Thank you.’ His kindness triggers a lump in my throat and I blink several times to hold off the tears.

‘Quick! Eyes left.’ Bel brings a welcome distraction as she takes the seat beside me and nudges me to follow her gaze to the doorway. Maxine is coming into the room. She lets her powder blue, leather jacket slide seductively off her shoulders, gently shaking her head from side to side so that her hair rises and falls in a wave of auburn gloss that’s begging to be stroked. Her pearl pink sweatshirt has gold cursive script across the front: Influencer and underneath this AMA.

Two of the dads hover close by. ‘Their tongues are literally hanging out,’ Bel says.

‘She is beautiful though,’ I say, wishing I didn’t feel the need to always play fair. She has never been anything other than indifferent towards me and, more to the point, her son is a bully. And if he is writing the notes then he’s causing no end of upset for my daughter. I should be loading on the criticisms not the compliments.

‘Is she beautiful?’ Bel scrunches up her nose. ‘She knows how to apply make-up, but if you examine her bone structure, it’s not great.’ She looks round at me. ‘She’d kill for your cheekbones.’

‘Hardly!’ I laugh. Having just seen myself in the mirror, I doubt she covets any part of me except for my mac. ‘What does AMA stand for?’

‘Ask me anything. It’s an online thing. Usually with people at the top of their game like Barack Obama or Margaret Atwood. Not the wannabes.’

‘Ask her anything?’ I repeat, stifling another laugh with my hand. ‘Open season for the dads!’

‘It’s just giving them an excuse to stare at her tits,’ Bel says. A text sounds and she pulls out her mobile. ‘Miro’s train’s almost at the station. He’ll be here soon.’

I take a breath. ‘I’m not sure Robin’s going to make it.’

‘What?’ Bel’s expression says it all.

‘He had an emergency surgery overnight and hasn’t been home since. He must be caught up with that … I think.’

‘You think or you know?’ Her eyebrows are raised.

‘He’s not been answering his texts,’ I admit.

Bel shakes her head. ‘He doesn’t half pick his times to be a dick,’ she says quietly.

Before I have the chance to reply, Rachel collapses into the seat to the other side of me. ‘Hello, lovelies!’ She’s carrying her coat and two bags, which she dumps on the floor in front of her. ‘What have I missed?’

‘Maxine’s working the room and Robin isn’t coming,’ Bel says.

‘Oh.’ Rachel’s blue eyes widen but she’s always ready to give Robin the benefit of the doubt. ‘I suppose that’s the problem with being a surgeon. You can’t always get home on time.’ She takes my hand. ‘Well, we’re here for you, Nina. Aren’t we, Bel?’

‘Yup.’

She leans in, and our shoulders knock together like we’re teammates. Rachel does the same and I feel held, bookended by their support. To hell with Robin and his silences. I need to stop hoping for the impossible. My two best friends will help get Lily and me through this.

Parents start choosing seats around us, and I smile, say ‘hello’, but find most are reluctant to even meet my eye, never mind return a greeting. I feel the smile freeze on my face and Bel whispers into my ear, ‘Don’t let it bother you. You know what this class can be like.’

I do know what this class can be like. We’re only three weeks into the autumn term but we’ve been mixing for some time, not just at parents’ evenings, but children’s birthday parties and parent socials, to say nothing of bumping into each other in the village shops or doctors’ surgery. Most of the children have been together since nursery, and almost all of the parents and children have been in my garden when I’ve offered it up for fundraising events. At least half of the parents have strongly held views and I’ve overheard many a spirited argument, whether it’s decisions around what new equipment to add to the playground or how to treat head lice. Still, I’m not sure why most of them are avoiding my eye now. I don’t take sides and I haven’t pointed my finger at any child, not even Max. Or not yet, at least.

Mrs Fleming closes the door and walks to the front. ‘If I could have your attention, please.’

The mood quickly shifts from casual to focused as the chatting stops and all eyes face the front. Almost all of the seats are taken now; every child has either one or two parents present. My heart begins to beat faster. I hold my hands together on my lap and take a deep breath.

‘So, thank you everyone for coming along this evening,’ Mrs Fleming says. ‘Unfortunately, as many of you may already know, we have a situation that is very concerning.’ She pauses. ‘Someone has been slipping malicious notes into Lily Myers’ school bag.’ She glances across at me. ‘Not surprisingly, this has been extremely upsetting for Nina and Robin, and most especially for Lily.’

She pauses again and one of the dads asks, ‘Can you be sure it’s a child in this class who’s writing the notes?’

‘No, and having discussed it with both the headmaster and our local youth police officer, we don’t want to make assumptions at this stage. It could be one of the children in this class but, equally, it could be another member of our school community. There will be a whole-school assembly on Friday when we’ll talk about bullying generally, but in the meantime, we feel it’s best to fill you in on what’s been happening so that you can talk to your children.’

‘What do the notes say?’ another dad asks.

‘I have them here.’ Mrs Fleming lifts some papers off her desk. ‘Nina has given me permission to show them to you.’ She catches my eye to check I haven’t changed my mind, and I nod my assent. ‘Two were left last week and the third came today.’ She clears her throat. ‘I should warn you that they are graphic.’

Rachel takes my hand. She and Bel have seen the notes. We pored over them together, trying to recognise the writing (we couldn’t), and trying to imagine why on earth a child was doing this to Lily. Bel even smelled the paper to see whether there were any clues there. There were none – the paper smelled of Lily’s favourite lunch: tuna and cucumber sandwiches.

My jaw tenses as Mrs Fleming walks across to the projector. I’ve been dreading this moment. I know that the notes are going to be even more shocking, magnified several times and projected onto the whiteboard. And I’m right. As soon as the first note appears the mood in the room sharpens. Backs straighten and several parents let out small gasps of shock. The first note says:

This class has secrets all the parents tell lies

The writing is simplistic, letters crudely formed with black marker pen. The second note is more direct:

Your mum is a hore

This makes me shrink inside. I feel embarrassed, ashamed even, like this is some secret I’ve been keeping and now everyone knows about it.

‘The third note came today,’ Mrs Fleming says as she places it on the projector.

Your dad is not a hero doctor he is a kunt

I try to breathe into the silence, but the air is caught in my throat. I turn to look at Rachel who has a single tear running down her cheek. ‘So awful to think that someone is writing such terrible things to Lily,’ she says quietly.

‘Does Robin know about the last note?’ Bel whispers into my other ear.

I shake my head. ‘I texted him, but …’ I shrug and stare straight ahead. I wish Robin had replied. I wish he’d made the effort to come this evening. But he didn’t, and there’s really nothing more I can say.

   

   
Chapter Two

At first none of the other parents speak. There’s a shuffling of feet and bodies, murmurs between couples and then: ‘Why are we only hearing about this now?’ one of the mothers asks. ‘Surely we should have been told after the first message?’

Mrs Fleming glances across at me and I shift in my seat before saying, ‘When Lily showed Robin and I the first note, we hoped it might be a one-off, not worth making a fuss about. After the second one, I came to school and spoke to Mrs Fleming. We agreed that something needed to be done. The third one only arrived today after we’d already set up the meeting.’

‘Is Lily okay?’ Amira, our local GP and mother of four boys, asks. ‘This must be so upsetting for her.’

‘She is upset,’ I acknowledge, touched by Amira’s thoughtfulness. ‘She doesn’t understand why it’s happening.’ I glance sideways, genuinely expecting Robin to be next to me, for him to have materialised in the time between Mrs Fleming opening the meeting and now. How can he not be here? Why doesn’t he care enough to show up? ‘Obviously,’ I add. ‘Like all of us, we want to protect our children from everything that hurts them so … it’s difficult.’

‘Does Lily have any idea who might be writing them?’ Amira asks. ‘I mean, it’s hard to tell from the writing but children share secrets, don’t they? My boys haven’t said anything but—’

‘It’s unlikely to be a boy,’ a dad butts in. ‘Surely this is more of a girls thing?’

‘A jealous friend?’ someone at the back says. ‘Children can be devious.’

‘We’re not ruling out anyone at this point,’ Mrs Fleming says. ‘Child or adult.’

‘Surely not an adult?’ a voice to my left calls out.

Mrs Fleming’s expression is resigned. ‘As I said, the youth officer feels it’s too early to narrow it down.’

‘Whoever’s writing them can’t spell, and doesn’t much like punctuation,’ one of the dads observes. ‘Would that narrow it down?’

‘An adult could be deliberately misspelling the words,’ Amira says.

‘And generally speaking children don’t see swear words written down so they’re more likely to spell them phonetically,’ Mrs Fleming says. ‘As for punctuation, it’s left off text messages and so on. Most children won’t use it unless writing formally.’

The door opens and Bel’s husband, Miro, walks in. He is over six feet tall and has an obvious physicality and warmth. He smiles around the horseshoe, his eyes coming to rest on the teacher. ‘I’m sorry I’m late, Angela. Trains were slow this evening.’

‘No problem, Miro.’ She smiles a welcome. ‘We’re not long started.’

Bel pats the empty seat she saved next to her and Miro takes off his suit jacket before sitting down.

‘I don’t want to be contentious in any way,’ a dad called Jeremy begins, ‘but we all know that this class has had its fair share of bullying, and maybe we should be questioning those children who have been guilty of picking on others in the past.’

There is a heartbeat of calm, several pairs of eyes flicking towards Maxine whose face gives nothing away, before a mother who’s fairly new to the class leans forward, and says lightly, ‘I think you’re taking a very simplistic view, Jeremy. Children are complex. They often express their needs obliquely.’

‘I’ve no idea what that means,’ he replies flatly. ‘For me it’s simple. Some of the kids have form so let’s ask those kids first.’

‘Form?’ It’s the same mother. ‘Do you really think that’s a fair adjective to use to describe a child?’ Her tone is placatory with a side order of patronising. ‘Wouldn’t it be better for us to address the underlying issue?’ She points to the screen. ‘There are layers of fear and anger at play here.’

‘As usual we drown in psychobabble.’ He folds his arms and eyeballs her. ‘Isn’t there a vaccine for that?’

‘There’s no need for rudeness, Jeremy,’ another mum joins in. ‘We’re all entitled to an opinion.’

‘Could we just stick to the point?’ prompts a dad sitting close to the door. He makes a show of looking at his watch. ‘I need to be home in an hour.’

One comment follows another and I gradually tune out. I was hoping for better but knew that, in all likelihood, the meeting would quickly lose focus. From the corner of my eye, I watch Miro and Bel lean in to each other. Bel whispers something into his ear. He links his fingers through hers and bends his head to kiss the back of her hand before their eyes meet again and she smiles.

The moment is over within a few seconds but it speaks of them as a couple. They are the gold standard for a happy marriage. I felt this the moment I met them. They could have been good at projecting marital harmony without actually living it, but after spending multiple weekends in their company and having holidayed together twice, I know that their symbiosis is real. They have a togetherness about them that is natural, unforced. I have long ago given up wishing for the same, and witnessing this moment makes me feel lonelier than ever. I have my two best friends either side of me but they both have loving husbands to support them. I am a lesser part of their lives than they are of mine.

I stare down at my feet and breathe deeply. I can’t cry. I won’t cry. Not here.

‘… we have moved away from a discussion that is helpful,’ Mrs Fleming is saying loudly.

‘I’m just—’ a persistent Jeremy continues.

‘Please, Mr Parker!’ She punches a flat hand towards him. ‘Let’s end the meeting on a constructive note. We can, as a community, reach agreement.’ She pauses, pinning down the warring parents with stern eyes, leaving them in no doubt about who’s in charge. ‘I have taken advice from our local youth officer, Jennie Jackson, and we have agreed the following approach.’ She ticks off each point on her fingers. ‘One, you will go home and speak to your children. You’ll help them to understand how serious this is and encourage them to tell you if they know anything. Two, if your child does tell you something, no matter how small the detail, you will report that back to me. Three, this is not a subject for gossip or conjecture and any information passed on to me will be kept in confidence.’

‘So the culprit’s name won’t be shared with the class?’ Jeremy pipes up again.

‘I didn’t say that,’ Mrs Fleming replies tersely.

‘The children need to see that someone who does wrong is punished. Surely that’s a good life lesson? I mean …’ He trails off under the scrutiny of her disapproval, shaking his head as he stares at the wall.

‘If another note arrives, Jennie will come to school and meet with the class. For now, let’s stay focused.’

She turns away and gradually people stand up and head for the door, an undercurrent of mumbling and discontent marring their exit.

‘Another friendly parents’ evening,’ Bel says, taking my hand and pulling me to my feet. ‘You did really well, hon.’

‘I wish,’ I say under my breath, glancing at Rachel who is caught up in a conversation with the mum behind us.

‘I arrived just in time for daggers drawn.’ Miro bends to kiss my cheek. ‘Did Robin not make it?’

‘Don’t go there,’ Bel says, rolling her eyes.

Miro’s expression is sympathetic. ‘If ever you want to set Bel on him, Nina, I’ll happily lend her out to you.’

‘Robin was held up in a surgery,’ I blurt out, smiling widely, feeling foolish but propelled by the need to defend Robin in front of any stray parents who might be listening in. And, right now, defending Robin feels like defending myself. I don’t want to be a victim. And I don’t want Lily to be a victim. I know how destructive sliding into a negative mindset can be. I’ve been there and done that and I’ll do everything in my power to prevent it happening again.

‘Fair dues,’ Miro replies. ‘He didn’t get that MBE for nothing.’ He circles an arm around his wife’s waist. ‘You three off for your debrief?’

‘We are,’ Bel says, giving me a reassuring smile. ‘This could be happening to any of our girls and we need to stick together.’

‘Too right,’ Miro says.

‘Well done, lovely.’ Rachel has finished talking and comes to join us. She hugs me tightly, her bags knocking against my hip. ‘You’re so brave. I’d be in bits. Literally. It’s so sinister.’ She stares at the bags she’s carrying as if she suddenly doesn’t know who they belong to. ‘There’s no way I’m taking these to the pub.’ She walks off to give them to Bryn who’s talking motorbikes with the resident biker dad.

‘Vera’s been handing in some lovely work this term,’ Mrs Fleming tells Bel and Miro. ‘We’ve been studying the rainforest and it’s really taken hold of her imagination.’ She points to a display board over by the window. ‘Her latest piece is on the wall there.’

They go off to have a look and Mrs Fleming pulls me in close. ‘How do you think that went?’

‘I think it’s good that everyone knows now,’ I say, then wince as I hear ‘whore’ whispered just behind me. I whirl round to see who has said it but faces are turned away from me. It might have been Jeremy – he’s close by – but I’m not sure it was even a man’s voice.

‘The trouble with this class is that it always degenerates into argy-bargy,’ Mrs Fleming says. Clearly she didn’t hear the whisper. ‘In all my years of teaching I’ve never had a group of parents quite like it.’

‘Still, I think everyone got the message,’ I say. My lips are trembling and I try to pull them into a smile. ‘Fingers crossed one of the children will tell their parents who’s doing it and we can move on.’

‘I’m sorry Robin couldn’t make it,’ she says, her expression regretful. ‘Greg saw him at the clinic last week. He’s been given the all clear.’ She smiles, her relief palpable. ‘We know how lucky he’s been to have such an accomplished surgeon.’

I listen to her sing Robin’s praises for close to a minute, nodding in all the right places, even managing a genuine smile, until another parent comes over to speak to her and I say my goodbyes. I head for the stairs, see Rachel and Bel at the bottom and run down to meet them, ‘whore’ still ringing in my ears.
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