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      ‘John’s coming over,’ Robert said, as I was laying the table for two.

      I added a third place.

      How I wish I had not laid that table at all.

      

      I sat between Robert and John, facing the tiny window. We were squashed around the three sides of the galley-kitchen table, under the tin-shade low lighting, which threw shadows down Robert’s face. Gravestone shapes, the horror to come.

      ‘I’m not ready to show you episode three,’ John said.

      ‘Just send it.’

      ‘But it’s crap.’

      ‘You always say that, John,’ I said.

      ‘And mostly Robert agrees.’ John laughed, always insecure, always handsome, with those golden flecks in his grey eyes.

      Robert’s foot was twitching, up and down, up and down. He was watching his handsome younger brother more than listening to him, unable to feign patience.

      I should have worried more about that.

      Robert suddenly pushed back his chair and slapped his hands on his knees. ‘I’ll find a shit-hot young writer to take your place if you’re struggling.’

      As the owner of Aspect Films, he could do this. I had felt uncomfortable about the power-play between them. They were brothers and they expected loyalty from one another, but sometimes I wondered if they liked each other.

      Then Robert said, ‘Don’t look at me like that! I’m kidding! Write from the heart, John. You can’t go wrong.’ But the delivery had been irritable.

      ‘What happened to inciting incidents and story arcs and Billy’s character flaws?’ John shot back.

      ‘You get annoyed with me when I script-edit you.’

      ‘True.’ John sat in his thinking pose: elbow on the table, chin propped up by his thumb, fingers wrapped in a crescent moon over his mouth; smothering his words, apologetic about his worries.

      ‘Forget Billy. That series is low-rent. Maybe there’s only so much of that crap you can write. Write the love story.’

      ‘You hated that script.’

      Robert tapped his fingers in an edgy rhythm. ‘You’re a brilliant screenwriter. I love everything you write.’

      John’s lips were parted, his eyes fixed on his brother. The air between them was charged. My heartbeat had begun to speed up. I wished the window was bigger to let in some more air.

      ‘I can’t believe you’re telling me this now. I was desperate to write that script but you said it would bankrupt Aspect.’

      My thighs had clenched. I had never seen John hit Robert, but I feared that he might.

      ‘I think we’re all tired,’ I said, feeling the strangeness of the evening come down on me. I brought Robert another cup of coffee, as he had let the first go cold.

      ‘If you don’t do what you want to do in life because you think it’ll fail or because of the bloody mortgage, you’re wasting your life. You’re wasting the precious time we have alive,’ Robert insisted, impassioned, adding, ‘There are always options. Always. Stop thinking about the comforts. That’s why we’re all trapped. Don’t be trapped, like me,’ he said, stabbing his temple. ‘Promise me?’

      ‘Do you feel trapped?’ John asked. I imagine John plays that question back in his nightmares.

      Ignoring his question, Robert continued, ‘Forget me and everyone else! You deserve better.’

      He grabbed John’s forearm and then at the same time kissed me roughly on my cheek, joining us together as an unwitting trio, swiping a tear from his nose. ‘I love you guys. And Alice. You’re the only three I do really love.’

      I thought about Alice sleeping in her bed upstairs under pink fairy lights. I thought about Robert’s parents, and how devastated they would be to hear this.

      ‘We love you, too,’ John said, cautiously, catching my eye.

      ‘Where does Dilys think you are tonight?’ Robert asked John.

      John mumbled his reply. ‘Research meeting with a nuclear physicist.’

      Robert and I both raised our eyebrows at him.

      John grinned sheepishly. ‘It’s plausible, isn’t it? Billy needs to use an X-ray gun in episode four.’

      ‘I’ve never understood why you can’t just tell her you’re here,’ Robert said.

      ‘She’d want to come,’ John said simply, as though this explained everything.

      ‘You know you have to leave her, don’t you?’

      ‘What?’ John reeled.

      ‘Robert?’ I quizzed him with a frown, a wifely shot of disapproval. ‘John, don’t listen to him.’

      ‘I want a fag.’ Robert stood, patting his pockets. ‘Where’s my wallet?’

      ‘Patel’s will be closed now,’ I reminded him.

      ‘San will let me in.’

      He kissed me goodbye.

      ‘Your wallet’s in your jacket. Don’t be long, will you?’ I said.

      ‘No, no!’ The front door slammed.

      

      ‘He might not come back,’ I had said to John.

      It had been a joke.

      Our eye contact had lingered for a couple of seconds too long. We had both known that Robert would stay for a smoke with Sanjeev, that he might get stoned, drink more whisky and wine, stumble back across the road sometime in the early hours. He had done this many times before.

      But Robert had not made it back home that night.

      He had left Sanjeev’s, walked up Whitehall Park and turned left at the top of the hill towards Hornsey Lane bridge, where he had climbed up and over the metal spikes and jumped onto the A1 to his death.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          Francesca

        

      

    

    
      I prepared to move from the sofa, to turn off the television, to unpeel Alice from her spot under my arm, to seek out matching socks and untangle the four-day-old bird’s nest in her hair. Robert’s mother, Camilla, would expect her grandchild to be well turned out for Easter lunch. Appearances were everything to my mother-in-law. She confessed, once, to wearing red lipstick on the days she felt sad, to cheer herself up.

      Today was a red lipstick kind of day. I wondered if it might help me to get through lunch. Last week, I had said I could make it, knowing it was good for Alice to see her grandparents and cousins, knowing she would enjoy the Easter egg hunt on the sprawling lawns of their West Sussex pile.

      The whole Tennant clan would be there. Camilla and Patrick, and John and his wife, Dilys, and their three children. Even Uncle Ralph, who was Patrick’s eccentric younger brother, would be there. All of them lived within five miles of the same village. They would be full of love; they were claustrophobic.

      The remote control was in my hand, poised to turn off the cartoons. It seemed an impossible task. I kissed the top of Alice’s head, swamped with love for her, and looked out at the views from the skylight: the empty, pale, shifting hues of sky and the colourless metal geometrics of rooftops. This place on this sofa in this flat was the antidote to that landscape.

      The flat had once been a rich colour bomb, high above the city, small but sumptuous and sensual. Every little detail – a bone-china dish for teabags or a patchwork tea-cosy – was like a twig to a nest, carefully chosen, part of building a life with Robert, my husband, who had promised me the world, who had been so full of life. This flat was meant to be the beginning for our little family, not the end. But it seemed I had missed signs, missed secrets, missed something; and he had taken his own life. An unfathomable act, flooring me, leaving me no real understanding of why. His motive preyed on my mind, continually, allowing little else to flourish. I seemed to be searching for a murderer in his head. Some days I guessed at his rationale, blaming myself, flooded with guilt. On other days, I debunked those theories, unsatisfied, back to where I had started.

      Trapped in this wretched cycle, I ducked and shuffled through this small space: a dusty relic of my previous life. Tragedy layered the palette of colours that had once represented my joy for life. The flat was stuffy and busy with sadness, as though it knew its own history, as though it hated itself as much as I hated myself. For that very reason, I needed it. This flat and I were co-dependent. The memories and the secrets that it held were a tinder box. If I moved an ornament out of place, I worried the whole building would come crashing down on my head.

      I began to type a text:

      
        
        Hi Camilla – So sorry, I’m not feeling so well

        

      

      I deleted it. Retyping:

      
        
        Hi Camilla – So sorry, Alice has come down with a sick bug

        

      

      Letter by letter, I deleted it, going backwards, retreating.

      I brushed Alice’s hair while Scooby-Doo continued to entertain her. A knot was stubborn. I knew it was hopeless. It would have to be cut. Without Alice noticing, I found the kitchen scissors and snipped it out. The remaining tuft was obvious, and a little comical. Camilla would sniff at it. She would know I had cut a knot out; she would know I had not been brushing Alice’s hair; she would think I was a bad mother, but she would not say a word.

      This is why I hoped I would be safe today. The Tennants were good at keeping distasteful truths to themselves. If the worst wasn’t said out loud, it didn’t need to exist at all. This was how I had learnt to operate with them. Especially when it came to Robert’s death. Nobody talked about it. Nobody was to blame. Nobody was accusing anybody. This was one of the few Tennant family traditions that suited me perfectly.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          John

        

      

    

    
      John could hear Dilys shouting his name. He closed the bathroom door, and turned his razor on.

      A few minutes into his shave, the door burst open.

      ‘Why the hell didn’t you answer me?’

      John turned off the razor. ‘I didn’t hear you,’ he said, innocently, waggling his razor at her.

      ‘I know you did, John.’

      Everything about Dilys’ face was neat and symmetrical: her straight nose and even nostrils, the balance of her almond-shaped blue eyes, her top lip that mirrored her bottom lip, her centrally parted blonde hair. But when she was angry, the pool under her eyes turned purple and uneven, her lips puckered and her under-jaw pushed out at him.

      ‘Honestly, I didn’t hear,’ he insisted. He wiped his face on the towel to hide his lie. Dilys’ scrutiny was penetrating.

      ‘Don’t give me that crap. I was only next door.’

      ‘What did you need me for?’

      ‘I can’t find the bracelet your mum gave me!’ she cried.

      ‘Don’t worry about it.’

      ‘If I lost it she’d never talk to me again!’

      ‘Mum won’t notice.’

      ‘She always notices everything.’

      ‘Have you looked in your jewellery box?’

      ‘Oh, yeah, I never thought of that,’ Dilys retorted sarcastically, throwing her arms in the air and charging out.

      As he dressed, into a smart shirt – his mother always noticed everything – and jeans, he could hear Dilys storming around, yelling at the children, throwing accusations, throwing actual things, slamming doors and shouting hysterically about the bracelet.

      John had a feeling that he was lying in wait in a bunker, hoping the hurricane outside would pass, but also knowing that the door to the bedroom wasn’t strong enough to keep it out.

      He chose his socks and sat on the bed to put them on.

      The door flew open. ‘Thanks for all your help, John,’ Dilys shrieked, although there were now tears in her increasingly high-pitched rage, and he felt bad, but he didn’t know how to help her when she was like this. His brain went into shutdown mode.

      ‘I don’t know where it is.’

      ‘I left it on my dressing table last night. Can you please think about whether or not you’ve moved it?’

      ‘Why would I touch it, Dilys?’ John bent down to put on his sock. ‘It doesn’t work with any of my outfits.’

      His joke went down badly.

      ‘CHRIST! I’m going to go mad! Can’t you see this is important to me?’ Her voice strained, desperate.

      He knew it was important, but he didn’t know what to suggest. He didn’t have any space in his head left. A lost bracelet was the least of his problems. If he spoke, he might blow up. He bent down to put the other sock on. Then he felt a slap to the back of his head.

      ‘Thanks for nothing, you idiot!’ she screamed, and stormed out.

      He rubbed his head, where her hand had hit, where other scars lay, where his shame burned.

      From deep within him, he called on his strength, battling away his fear, knowing only too well how her mood could escalate. He decided to engage with her plight for the bracelet, as he probably should have done originally. She couldn’t help her anger. It wasn’t her fault. Not really.

      Clocking through the various scenarios when he had seen her take it off, he thought of places it might be.

      He pulled out her gym bag from the bottom of the wardrobe, where he had tided it away, and looked in the side pocket, immediately locating it. He took a second to admire the tiny sapphire in the delicate silver. His mother had given it to Dilys on her fortieth birthday.

      He found Dilys in the kitchen. The contents of the recycling bin were strewn around her feet as she picked each discarded item out.

      ‘Here you go.’ John handed her the bracelet.

      She dropped the cereal box back into the bin and took the bracelet. It hung limply in her fingers, as though the reality of it disappointed her.

      ‘Where was it?’

      ‘In your gym bag.’

      ‘Oh,’ she said. ‘Well, I don’t mean to be funny, but if you’d tidied the cupboards better, I would’ve been able to find it myself.’

      She looked up at him with her blue eyes, as blue as the stone in the bracelet. They had a depthless quality to them; their colour was a pretty watercolour wash rather than windows to her soul.

      ‘I’m always tidying it,’ he insisted, reminding himself of the many times he had been on his knees pairing her expensive shoes to make room for his battered old trainers.

      She smiled at him. ‘Really?’

      He clamped his jaws together, galled. Was it worth arguing with her about who tidied the most? Would it be petty to keep a logbook, charting the number of times he tidied bedrooms and cleared out the cupboards in their house? Was it worth it? He was sure he had better things to do; certain he had more important issues to worry about today. Could he rise above it, be the bigger person, drop it?

      For an easier life, yes. To stay safe, yes. To shelter the children, absolutely.

      ‘I’ll have a clear out, maybe,’ he said, begrudgingly accepting that they had accumulated a lot of junk they could probably do without.

      ‘Your mum’s going to go mental when you tell them the news today,’ she said, re-positioning the sapphire centrally on her wrist, moving on, satisfied with his reply.

      ‘We’d better get going or we’re going to be late. And then she really will go mental.’

      John was aware that Dilys had silenced him, but he could not waste energy winning a trivial argument about messy wardrobes today. His bigger worries wiped out their domestic gripes: his parents’ reaction to the news about Aspect Films, for one. Francesca’s desolation about the same news, another. It was going to rock the very foundations of her fragile survival mechanisms.

      Thoughts of Francesca consumed him all the way to his parents’ house.

      ‘I think I’m going to tell Fran about Aspect first. On her own.’

      ‘What’s the point in that?’ Dilys reached into her bag for her phone.

      ‘It’ll give her time to process it before Mum gets hysterical.’

      ‘Fair enough,’ Dilys replied, swiping up on Instagram.

      ‘She deserves that,’ John murmured, more to himself than to Dilys.

      ‘Oh my god. You should see Polly’s post. Oh my god!’ Dilys cried, trying to show John a photograph he couldn’t make out while he was driving, and couldn’t have cared less about. ‘She’s such a bloody narcissist,’ Dilys snorted, but she ‘liked’ the photograph.

      ‘Did you just “Like” it?’

      ‘Of course.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘Polly’s a friend.’

      John sighed. He didn’t understand his wife sometimes. He didn’t understand social media. He didn’t understand the world. He felt completely alone. When he felt like this, he thought of Robert, and how much he missed him, and he thought of the suppers they would have at No. 2 Cheverton Road. Robert and Francesca had been his escape from Dilys and Instagram and anxiety. Where he could air his thoughts, and be heard. Where he had come out of his own head. Where they ate good food, and argued – as they had on that final night – endlessly, about scripts and films and books. Where he had enjoyed Francesca’s smile, unadulterated by sadness. How he yearned for those naive days back. How he wished he could be free of the constant gnawing guilt that was eating away at him now.

      John pulled up outside Byworth End, where he had grown up. A mix of nostalgia and apprehension washed over him.

      ‘Here goes,’ he said, looking to Dilys for strength.

      ‘Don’t be wet about it, will you?’ she said, placing a hand on his sleeve.

      ‘It’s not wet to worry about people’s feelings.’

      ‘Francesca will be totally fine,’ Dilys said. ‘Your parents have a great plan for her, anyway.’

      ‘What plan?’ John asked, immediately panicked.

      Dilys slid out of the car, saying, ‘They’ll tell you later. I’m sworn to secrecy.’ Before he had a chance to ask her more, she was gone; the dogs jumped and the children squealed and John was taken over by his mother’s embrace.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          Francesca

        

      

    

    
      From this angle, he could have been Robert. He was crouching down, holding back the dogs from racing and jumping at the car as we drove in.

      His head was covered by a cap, which hid his face and his hair, and his nape revealed the Tennant family olive skin. His broad shoulders, like Robert’s, strained as he held the collars of both Labradors.

      ‘Uncle John!’ Alice yelped, opening the car door before I had pulled up the handbrake. She raced out of the car and yanked John’s cap off, exposing twisted chunks of blond hair. He swept it back. I had forgotten how his beauty could make me feel. There was something about the weight of his blond eyebrows over his light grey eyes, and the worry-crease in between, that gave my heart a jump-start. This reaction to him was instinctive, and shameful. That night beat at my mind, the guilt tormenting me.

      He let go of the dogs and swung Alice around as though she were as light as a feather.

      My throat constricted. I imagined Robert twirling her in his arms like that. Kissing her, owning her love. Grief formed a lump in my throat. I had to get through the day without crying. The Tennant family worried about me enough. If I cried, they’d probably call an ambulance. I pressed my fingers into my eye sockets, hard, until they hurt, which felt satisfying, and then I was ready to get out of the car.

      The oversized oak door swung open and Camilla opened her matriarchal arms to us.

      ‘Francesca, Alice! Happy Easter, darlings! How was your journey?’

      Her effusive shrieks of welcome echoed through the cavernous hallway. The dogs scuffled around on the large black and white tiles, circling them, kicking about the petals that had fallen from a magnificent display of peonies. Alice collapsed onto her knees to let them lick her face.

      Enveloped in Camilla’s hug, for a moment I luxuriated in the floral tang that hung off her permanently suntanned skin. Squeezing me tighter, she whispered in my ear, ‘It’s so good to see you.’

      I hung our coats underneath the deer-head, dumped my keys and handbag onto the side table, and tried to feel at home. At least I no longer had sole responsibility for my life and Alice’s. There were others to take care of us today. There were others whose grief was as bad as mine – or worse, if we were being competitive about it.

      ‘How did you grow so tall since I saw you last?’ Camilla gushed, kissing Alice over and over.

      ‘The weekends get so busy,’ I explained, trying to justify my absence.

      We came down as often as we could. Every three or four weeks, in fact. Fewer weekends than John and Dilys and the children, of course, who lived fifteen minutes away on the other side of Letworth. My journey was a two-and-half-hour trek from North London to West Sussex. If we lived closer, I would visit more often. That was my excuse, anyway.

      ‘Of course, darling. If you’re both happy, I’m happy,’ Camilla replied, standing up straighter, but still clinging to Alice, who was squashed into her middle.

      John’s lips twitched with a smile, but then he dropped his hands low into the pockets of his hip jogging bottoms, and hunched slightly, perhaps also braced for one of his mother’s veiled admonishments. And perhaps also cross with me for not coming down often enough. I could never tell what John was thinking. He was a closed book. The worry seemed permanently etched.

      John offered his hand to Alice. ‘Come with me. Bea and Olive are in the pool already. Harry’s playing tennis with Dilys.’

      ‘Here, take her costume,’ I said.

      As we exchanged it, my hand touched his for a second, and our eyes met. I wanted to say ‘sorry’, for touching him, as though it had been a wrong thing to do.

      It was the ‘sorry’ that would have been wrong.

      Family gatherings, like today, when we were forced together, had become a robust buffer, where we could exist as distant relatives. I avoided being alone with him, never knowing what to say, self-conscious about what came out of my mouth, terrified of what one of us, in a bold moment, might bring up. It had been months since I had seen him last, and before that, months before that. When he had dropped by a few weeks after Robert’s funeral, without Dilys, it had been uncomfortable. The bond that tied us – that ghastly, life-altering night – was loaded with thoughts and feelings that could never be aired.

      John took the swimming costume from me and off they trotted through the house, hand in hand; Alice’s face turned up to John, his turned down to her, ducking the occasional beam and low doorframe, smiling, chatting. Camilla and I walked silently behind them across the spongy cream carpets and Persian rugs, past the mix of bold modern art and old masters; passing small doorways and false panels, concealing sixteenth-century hidden passageways and stairways and tunnels. Many secrets were built into the fabric of this old Tudor house. Walking through it, I felt the eyes of the dead gossiping and beckoning, feeding on the drama of our unknown futures, on our fate.

      Shuddering once, violently, as though a ghost had blown through me, I hurried after them, out through the boot room and into the sunshine and birdsong.

      On the terrace, Camilla pulled my arm back.

      ‘Let them go. Patrick’s down there to help. I wanted to run a plan past you.’

      I stopped, instantly nervous. Steeling myself, I watched John and Alice weave through the dangling poppies and daisies on the worn brick pathways of Camilla’s garden. Alice’s little legs were carrying her faster than they ever did in London, brushing past the balls of hydrangeas that reminded me of plastic flowery swimming caps worn by old ladies in the sea. As we watched, as I waited for Camilla to continue, John scooped Alice up under her armpits and stuck her on his shoulders. I clenched my jaw, preventing that untwisting behind my eyes; squeezing them shut, listening to the noises, promising myself I would get through this with my mascara intact.

      ‘There’s a house for sale in the village,’ Camilla said. ‘Number seventeen, on the green.’

      I snapped my eyes open at her, to see if she was serious. ‘And?’

      Her strong tanned arms were crossed around her widened middle. She shook out her blonde bob. The elegant, heavy-handed black kohl that she scored under each eye every day, permanent like tattoo art, acted like an underline, grounding the inattentive mood in those deep-set blue eyes.

      ‘It needs a bit of work, but I thought it might be a good time to make a change. The project might be good for you.’

      The honeysuckle air had turned sour. Did she know I could barely leave my flat for the day, let alone live in another house all together? My heart tugged, almost out of my chest, towards London, to our flat, Robert’s flat, her son’s flat. I could hardly breathe.

      ‘We could contribute a little something towards the renovations,’ she continued, as though talking about sharing the cost of a birthday present.

      ‘I’d better check on Alice, she’s not such a strong swimmer…’ I pointed towards the pool, and jogged off along the ancient brick paths.

      ‘I’ll see what Valentina’s doing to the lamb!’ Camilla called after me.

      Wiping a layer of sweat from under my fringe, I followed the trail of Alice’s discarded leggings and T-shirt to the poolhouse, where I found John helping her climb into her polka-dot swimming costume.

      Normally, I would have taken over, but my head was spinning with Camilla’s proposition. I understood why Camilla wanted us to move near her. Through me and Alice, a part of Robert lived on. Through us, she could continue to care for him. I sympathised, I really did, but I couldn’t be that for her.

      She didn’t know me in the way she thought she did. If I lived here, I would be closer to her grief, and to Patrick’s, and to John’s, to their love for her dead son and brother. Village life involved community spirit: dropping in for cups of tea and gossiping in the village shop and reluctant chats in the supermarket aisles. The Tennants would be everywhere. In North London, I could spend my days amongst strangers, who would not remind me of that godforsaken night.

      Checking my watch, I worked out how long I would have to stay, if at all. I could feign a headache and escape before lunch. After Alice’s swim, I would leave. Could I survive until then?

      ‘Is Dad actually watching them?’ John frowned as he snapped the straps onto Alice’s shoulders.

      I followed his scowl to the other end of the pool, where Patrick lay on one of the sun-loungers with his eyes closed. He would be watching his young granddaughters like a hawk, while pretending not to.

      ‘Daddy!’ Beatrice shrieked. Beatrice, John’s youngest, was four years old, like Alice. They were four months apart and as thick as thieves.

      ‘Do a dive!’ Olivia ordered, always more commanding than her ten years.

      John pulled off his T-shirt and bent to yank off his tracksuit bottoms. His bony broad shoulders tapered to two muscular dimples in his back. I looked away. And then back again. He sliced into the water with a perfect racing dive.

      Following his tracks, Alice’s feet slapped along the diving board and she belly-flopped in. Her tufted black head of hair and pale, city-life complexion bobbed about with her two blonde, olive-skinned cousins, as they said hello shyly to one another. Alice swam like a drowning puppy, her face barely above the surface, while Olivia and Beatrice showed off their flips and dives and underwater feats.

      Patrick opened an eye, levered himself up from the low chair and walked over to me. In spite of being seventy-two, he was groomed like a young man: gelled-back silver hair, clipped designer stubble, black-rimmed spectacles and a white towel flicked around his tanned shoulders.

      ‘I haven’t really managed to take her swimming much lately,’ I explained, a little embarrassed for her.

      ‘London pools are rather grotty, I imagine.’

      ‘There’s a nice one near her school but I’ve never been much of a swimmer.’

      ‘Robert was like a fish. We’d have to bribe him out of here with Jaffa Cakes and hot Ribena. Less so, John. He didn’t have the same energy. Robert swam for the county.’

      I cut Patrick a worried, sideways glance and noticed his Adam’s apple push his grief down and the goosebumps ripple across his damp skin, and I squeezed his hand briefly. ‘He was so lucky to have had all this,’ I said, as an echo of what I had told him at Robert’s wake.

      Clearing his throat, Patrick said, ‘There’s a house for sale in the village, you know.’

      I dropped his hand. My sympathies shrivelled away abruptly.

      ‘I’ve just got a job as a secretary at Aspect,’ I replied, tightening my jaw to prevent anything more offensive coming out.

      ‘Yes, John mentioned that.’

      ‘I can see Robert’s awards’ cabinet from my desk.’

      ‘Robert would be very proud of you.’

      ‘I love it,’ I lied.

      I was terrible at the job, with little previous experience of routine and administration. But Robert’s ex-employees were forgiving of my mistakes. They knew I needed the money, and I was grateful for the distraction, and always felt closer to Robert when I was there, to where he sat, to what he believed in. He was there inside those walls still, smiling down on me, and laughing at my incompetence.

      ‘Alice could be swimming here every afternoon if you bought that house. We know the chap who’s selling it.’

      Patrick’s hands were behind his back again, which might have suggested thoughtfulness, but after ten years of knowing Patrick, I knew that it was a contrivance, a way to pretend to think with an air of pomposity.

      I began to waffle, to drown out the house-for-sale-in-the-village issue: ‘Waheed’s been amazing. He’s doing such a great job running the place. Robert would be so pleased…’

      Patrick lowered his eyes to the flagstones, brushing a leaf away with his toe. ‘I did a little research, and your flat would go for a fair bit now.’

      Self-consciously, I picked at a mark on my shirt, feeling hot and pasty, and out of place amongst the groomed, tanned Tennants.

      ‘I’m so sorry,’ I mumbled, picking up my bag. ‘I’ve got a bit of a headache. Any chance I could find myself some Nurofen or something?’

      ‘In the cabinet in our bathroom, there should be something. I’ll help you find…’

      ‘No, no, I’ll find it,’ I said, slipping away from him. I could see the open French windows beyond the table on the terrace, where Camilla would be ordering Valentina, their housekeeper, around. To avoid them, I slipped in through the front door.

      It was a relief to be silently moving through the upstairs of their house, away from their prying eyes. Past Robert’s and John’s old rooms, where their Colefax and Fowler wallpaper had been updated every few years of their childhood and their wooden toys were still displayed on the window seats. I was struck – not for the first time – by the tragic turn Robert’s life had taken, by how this perfect childhood could lead to such a violent end.

      Camilla and Patrick’s bathroom was as large as a bedroom, with white tongue and groove panelling around the walls and an upholstered flowery chair by the window, and views across the lawn. Looking out, I imagined what it must have been like to take for granted the elegance of these grounds, and the bucolic splendour of this rambling old house. The tasteful ticker-striped roman blinds inside the diamond-lead windows acted like sleepy eyelids over the perfect scene. For Robert and John, it had simply been home. They had probably barely noticed the historic beauty of the steeply pitched gable roofs, the multiple chimney pots, and exposed wooden framework, or how lucky they were to be nestled on the edges of a bluebell wood, where they had built dens, and where Alice and her cousins now did the same.

      The medicine cabinet was hidden behind the mirror above one of the two basins.

      Inside, there were neat stacks of every kind of over-the-counter medicine you could possibly imagine. There were dozens of different brands of paracetamol or ibuprofen and aspirin; bottles of cough mixture and pain-relief tinctures and sachets for flu or colds or headaches… who needed a pharmacy?

      I reached for the silver packet of fast-action Nurofen, wondering if I really needed to take them. The headache had been an excuse to get away from Patrick, yet I wanted to take something to help with the indistinct pain that throbbed somewhere deep inside me.

      Knocking back two pills, I shoved the box back in, which unsettled the stack next to it. A box of indigestion pills fell from the shelf into the basin, followed by one small, brown pill bottle. I left the indigestion pills and picked up the brown bottle, turning it in my hand. Instantly, I recognised it. Around the edge was a dog-eared, grubby but familiar pharmacy label, with Robert’s name on it, the type fading. Our GP’s name, Dr T. Rose, was barely legible, and the suggested dosage rubbed out completely. What were his pills doing here?

      Before I had a chance to shove everything back, I was aware of a presence behind me.

      ‘Can I help you with something, Francesca?’

      My heart lurched and I swung around, dropping the bottle on the marble floor. Camilla sucked in some air and held her breath, staring unblinkingly at the bottle that rolled back and forth at my feet.

      ‘Sorry, I had a headache.’

      Camilla came to, colour filling her cheeks again, and she darted down to pick it up.

      ‘Robert must have left it here,’ she explained, before I had a chance to ask. She zipped it away into a red washbag.

      I wanted to speak. The words jumbled into a mass of disjointed, incoherent questions in my head. When I looked into her eyes, they were saying, Don’t you dare, don’t you dare ask. I felt cowed by her, spooked by her strange reaction to the bottle.

      ‘This will probably do the trick.’ She sniffed, popping out two more of the fast-action Nurofen I had just taken.

      Clutching the washbag under her arm, she poured me a glass of water and watched me swallow two – more – pills.

      ‘See you downstairs,’ she said, and she turned to the right, along the corridor to her bedroom.

      I wanted to run after her, to ask her why she had kept those pills and why she looked like she had seen a ghost; but the atmosphere that trailed after her was malevolent and intimidating.

      I sloped downstairs. My cheeks were smarting like I’d been slapped. A punishment for being in denial perhaps; a sickening recognition of foul play. My past with Robert was twisting in and out of focus. All the unasked questions about why Robert had jumped came at me like pellets.

      For the first time since his suicide, I wanted answers from the family. I wanted to pound on the secret doors in this house, and slam my fists into the false panels; to wind and duck through the hidden stairways of their inner sanctum and walk the secret passageways that they had kept so securely locked.

      For too long, I had been scared of Camilla, who jangled the keys.

      For too long, I had been scared of their ghosts.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

          John

        

      

    

    
      A hundred daffodils sat in a vase at the centre of the long table. Ten iron chairs, covered in pristine white cushions, tied with bows, were filled with nine Tennant family members. The spare seat was not for Robert, but for John’s Uncle Ralph, who had cancelled at the last minute. This absence neither surprised nor offended the family, who had become used to making allowances for Uncle Ralph’s unpredictable behaviour.

      The bright, white chair remained empty. It seemed to radiate with Robert’s spirit. In death, he was still with them. An unsettled presence, with unfinished business.

      ‘Fran was telling us all about her new job at Aspect!’ Patrick boomed from the head of the table, dropping his sunglasses from his head to his nose.

      ‘It gets me out of the flat in the mornings,’ Fran said, half-heartedly.

      ‘Robert would be very proud of you, Francesca,’ his mother added.

      Terrified of giving something away, John nodded, vaguely, and looked down at his plate, making hard work of his chewy lamb.

      ‘Is the lamb dry, John, darling?’ Camilla sniffed, eyeing Dilys, who had been late to the table with Harry, their fourteen year old, after a game of tennis. ‘I had to keep it warm in the oven for longer than expected,’ she added, smoothing a wrinkle in her flawless linen tablecloth.

      Dilys put her knife and fork together on her full plate. ‘It is a bit dry, actually.’

      Camilla pursed her lips, and looked to Patrick, who dutifully said, ‘I prefer it bien cuit. I simply can’t bear all that pink meat. No harm done at all. Marvellous.’

      ‘“A little water clears us of this deed”,’ his mother said, quoting Lady Macbeth, with a superior smile.

      There was a pause. John held his breath. He felt powerless and torn, with loyalties to both women, and scared of both.

      ‘Isn’t it such a shame that Aspect won’t be able to make any more Play for the Day Shakespeares? They were Robert’s pet project, weren’t they, John?’ Dilys asked, loudly, always a few decibels higher than everyone else.

      John glared at his wife. She pushed her blonde hair tightly back into a ponytail. The coarse strands pulled at the skin on her forehead. She looked angular and bad tempered. When he had first met her, he had thought she was as beautiful as a film star; a little how his mother had looked in her twenties, captured in the black and white photographs of her treading the boards in Shakespearean garb as an aspiring actress.

      ‘That’s not true,’ Francesca replied. ‘Waheed has just started casting for The Merchant of Venice.’

      Dilys pressed her fingertips to her lips. ‘Oh, gosh, John, haven’t you told them?’

      John’s pulse quickened. He imagined Robert looking down the table from that empty chair, reading each of their thoughts, probably roaring with laughter. Good luck with that shit-storm, bro!

      ‘I was going to tell everyone…’ John began, engaging with Francesca specifically, as though there were no others around them. Francesca’s big brown eyes were on him, hypnotic as they blinked, a thick fan of lashes all the way round, opening her up like a book. They made him feel weak, and guilty.

      ‘What is going on, John?’ his mother asked.

      He could feel the fear spread throughout the party. A twitch of Dilys’ eyebrow suggested she wasn’t feeling as bold as she had been a moment or two before.

      ‘John, pray tell us why Dilys seems to think Aspect is not going to make “Merchant” this month?’ his father asked, resting his elbows on the table and pushing the bridge of his glasses up.

      The bone-dry hunk of meat was tough and inedible in John’s mouth. He swallowed hard. ‘I’m afraid Aspect is in dire straits, financially,’ he said, pushing his chair back a little from the table, as if to create some kind of safe distance.

      There would have been a time, once, when he might have taken a shabby pleasure in delivering news to his parents that would push the halo on his big brother’s head ever so slightly askew. Not today.

      ‘Are you just being Noddy Negative again, darling?’ Camilla sighed.

      ‘What kind of dire straits?’ Francesca asked urgently.

      Hundreds of hair-tips pressed up against John’s shirtsleeves as he looked at her pale face. She pushed a dark chunk of hair behind one ear, which bent forward a little under the weight.

      ‘Waheed is afraid that Aspect will go into receivership if they don’t get the next series of Billy Stupid commissioned, which he thinks is highly unlikely since it’d be a seventh series and the ratings are abysmal.’

      ‘Why the hell hasn’t Waheed called me about this?’ Patrick boomed.

      Camilla flattened her hand over her heart. ‘Aspect Films was everything to Robert.’

      In spite of how insensitive it was to say so, John silently agreed. Robert’s manic energy had been channelled into his film company as though it was a living, breathing being that would die without his attention. It had taken precedence over Francesca, and even Alice.

      Olivia filled the stunned silence. ‘Alice, did you know your daddy’s television company is going to shut?’ Her well-projected glee echoed across the garden.

      ‘Olivia!’ John scolded. Olivia’s cheeks pinked, and she looked at Harry, who raised his eyebrows at his little sister, lifting himself out of his teenage dispassion for a rare moment of engagement.

      ‘That’s okay, Mumma,’ Alice said. ‘The big blue shop shuts at nine-past-thirteen and then it is open soon.’

      ‘That’s right. Just like Tesco’s.’ Francesca laughed, trying to reassure her little girl, pulling her onto her knee, holding her close.

      ‘Yes, exactly, darling,’ Camilla said, gathering herself with her characteristic strength. ‘It’s nothing to worry about. Now, come on, kids, eat up and you can start the Easter egg hunt.’

      Everyone’s eyes were on Francesca. John wanted to scream at Dilys, who stood up, abruptly, a plate in each hand.

      Following her lead, everyone quietly cleared the table. John’s three children ran off, escaping the tension. The two girls scurried in front of Harry, who sloped aimlessly around the lawn after his two little sisters as they filled the egg baskets that Valentina had given them.

      Alice slid from Francesca’s lap to follow the others, and John’s attention returned to Francesca. Kindness radiated from those brown eyes – a tonic for anyone lucky enough to capture their gaze. She did not deserve this second aftershock, and neither did Alice. This little unit of two, for whom the whole family felt responsible since Robert’s death, was in turmoil once again.

      John knew that the business meant more to Francesca than financial security. It represented Robert’s life, and his lasting memory. He felt he had stamped on her and kicked her out into the wilderness, again.

      ‘At least your flat will be worth quite a bit. If you need to sell it now, I mean,’ Dilys said, perhaps keen to deliver some good financial news.

      John corrected her. ‘He remortgaged it a few times to finance Aspect.’

      Francesca nodded, her eyes wide.

      ‘Maybe it’s not such a bad idea to view that house for sale in the—’ Patrick began.

      Francesca shot out of her chair, knocking a glass from the table. It shattered on the flagstones.

      ‘Oh!’ Camilla cried, leaping up, staring at the mess. ‘Robert gave us—’

      ‘Don’t worry,’ John said quickly, shooting a dirty look at his mother. ‘I’ll get the dustpan and brush.’

      Patrick briefly put his arm around Camilla, and then offered Francesca more wine in a new glass. She shook her head, refusing any more wine, sitting back down.

      ‘Where the hell is Valentina?’ Camilla barked.

      ‘What house were you talking about?’ John asked, when he returned outside with the broom and dustpan.

      Camilla recovered instantly, and explained. ‘Number seventeen, on the green, is up for sale. It needs work but the price reflects it.’

      Patrick added, ‘And we’d sub her if she wanted to buy it, especially now that—’

      Francesca stopped their talk. ‘Look, I’m really sorry, my headache has got worse. It’s all come as a bit of a shock. I think I’m going to scoop Alice up and head home.’

      There were the token protests, but they let her go.

      As Francesca stood up from the long table, John found a way to look her in the eye. She visibly recoiled from him, as though she knew more about him now than she ever had. In a paranoid moment, he imagined that, somehow, she had figured out what he had been withholding about the night Robert had jumped. Her brown eyes closed for a long second, shutting him out, perhaps also telling him that she did not want to know.

      

      When Francesca was gone, John’s father took a sip of wine and said, ‘She’d be a damn fool to refuse to buy that cottage.’

      ‘It’s unlike her to be so stubborn,’ Camilla mused, handing Valentina an empty bowl as she cleared up around the family.

      John picked up a large fragment of the broken glass, which was hidden under the table near Alice’s chair, and said, through gritted teeth, ‘Fran’s not ready to sell that flat.’

      He didn’t feel he had to spell out what was so bloody obvious: leaving that flat was going to be like losing Robert all over again.

      Dilys addressed him forcefully. ‘Love, she doesn’t have much choice now, really. She’s broke.’

      ‘It won’t be that easy to sell. It’s small, and up three flights.’

      ‘You’re kidding, right? On that street? In Whitehall Park? If she clears out all that junk, she’ll sell it in a week.’

      He gripped the broom. His knuckles whitened. ‘It’s not junk.’

      ‘It’ll be good for her to move down here. A fresh start,’ his mother said, the oracle.

      Everyone nodded and murmured their agreement.

      The chips and splinters rattled as John gathered them into the dustpan. Like the glass, their sadness was fractured, split apart, unresolved. A delicate, intricate confusion existed between them all, which undercut every moment of these family days, where they pretended to be a normal family who had worked through their grief.

      When he imagined Francesca’s move to the village, he was hit by a rush of fear. He sensed it would somehow challenge the togetherness and functionality of his family; but his parents were more intent on marshalling their troops than noting the nuances of a potential threat.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

          16 years ago

        

      

    

    
      When Francesca had first seen John on set, her heart had galloped until she had felt sick. She didn’t think she had ever found anyone so attractive before. Then again, every woman on that film set behaved idiotically around him. All of them had decided that he was wasted as a runner, that he should have been an actor. He had been talked about quite a lot. There were rumours that the up-and-coming actress with the tiny waist, who was a body-double on Unit Two, had been out on a date with him.

      But then John had brought Francesca – with the wonky fringe and fingerless gloves – a cup of tea.

      

      ‘Thought you might need one of these,’ John said, handing her the cup.

      She was bowled over, imagining that the bright key lights of the film had been turned away from the leading actress and onto them. The flecks of rain around them were illuminated like gold dust. The lightness of his grey, flecked eyes, under his blond brow, radiated pure innocence. He had an elegant, vulnerable beauty. Once she looked, it was hard for her to look away, as though she saw a neglected child who needed her attention. His diffident charm had an almost magical power to it.

      ‘Thanks,’ she said, taking the tea. Her long hair had dangled into her paint, picking up pink ends that dabbled more paint onto her shapeless, all-in-one overalls. Her fingertips were splattered, and luminous with cold in the dull light of a drizzly day. ‘Haven’t you got one for yourself?’

      ‘They didn’t have any left.’

      ‘No tea on a film set? That’s a first.’

      He ruffled his blond hair, awkwardly, ‘No plastic cups. The caterers were just getting them from the other unit, and I didn’t have time to wait.’

      ‘Did you think I’d be gone by the time you got here?’

      She swept her arm over her semi-permanent setup in Hampton Court car park; a little bashful about her rickety foldaway table, miles away from the rest of the crew, inadequately sheltered by her car boot door. But she was a little proud of it, too.

      A shy smile twitched at his mouth. ‘You’ve got a good setup here.’

      ‘Come and join me. We can share the tea.’

      Together they sat on the edge of her car boot. There was a spray of drizzle on her face and goosebumps up her arms. They grinned at each other. The turpentine fumes from the bottles heightened her sense of giddiness. She handed him her tea, which he sipped and handed back.

      ‘Why did they want you to paint them?’ he asked her.

      ‘Can’t you see the difference?’

      John squinted at the buckets she was repainting and shook his head. ‘Nope.’

      ‘One is “Berry Smoothie” pink and the other is “Raspberry Bellini” pink.’

      ‘Silly me. Smoothies and bellinis. Night and day.’

      Francesca laughed.

      He continued: ‘D’you think someone’s paid to make up those names?’

      ‘I should be paid to do that job. I’d be brilliant at it.’ Francesca pointed to her brown boots. ‘Dog Shit Brown.’

      John pointed at his yellow sock. ‘Urinal Yellow.’

      Her fingers plucked at a splodge of paint on the knee of her blue overalls. ‘God Damn Green.’

      ‘Motherfucker Mauve,’ John said, getting over-zealous.

      Francesca dropped her smile. ‘Now you’re taking it a bit far,’ she said, straight-faced, but she couldn’t hold back her smile, then a guffaw. And then they both fell about laughing.

      ‘Can’t you just pretend you’ve repainted them all? Nobody’d ever notice.’

      ‘Believe me, the art director would notice,’ she said. ‘And actually I’d notice. It’s like an affliction. Someone told me once that I was “chromatically pitch perfect”.’ She laughed.

      ‘Now that’s a claim to fame.’

      ‘Keep it under your hat.’ She winked and grinned, and they locked eyes.

      Francesca had never in her life wanted to kiss anyone more than she had wanted to kiss John in that moment.

      But she couldn’t imagine that he felt the same about her. It would be too good to be true. There was something about him that she didn’t feel safe with. The shyness, the nerviness, gave her the impression that his interest in her might flit and fly away at any moment.

      And, indeed, it had.

      His walkie-talkie crackled. He stood away from the car and spoke into it.

      ‘The boss wants me.’ He looked apologetic.

      ‘Bye.’

      ‘I’ll come back later.’

      Francesca watched his silhouette walking away into the golden rain. His backlit form was like the sad ending to a film, as though she had known that he would never come back to her.

      In the distance, at the entrance to the palace, she could see John approach Robert Tennant, the intimidating producer of the series. Robert Tennant was gesticulating at John. And then John disappeared inside.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

          Francesca

        

      

    

    
      ‘He took sleeping pills?’ Lucy asked, bending over my shoulder to peer closer at the property website on the computer screen. At her request, I had pulled up photographs of Number 17 The Green, Letworth village.

      ‘Only when he was filming. When he was stressed.’

      ‘And you think it’s odd they were at his mum’s, because…?’

      ‘He only ever took them when he was filming,’ I said, repeating my point.

      Lucy pointed at the screen. ‘Very pretty. All those roses.’

      I stared at the photographs of the attached flint-stone cottage, on a row of four, facing a village cricket green, across from which was a pub and a small village shop; in the trees behind the pub sat an old church. The flowers in the small front garden seem to sway in the breeze and the little picture windows sparkled, but I couldn’t focus on them.

      I clicked out of the website, forcing Lucy to look at me.

      ‘Honestly, she was totally horrified I’d found them.’

      ‘Or she was pissed off you were snooping.’

      ‘The label was really worn. I could hardly make out our doctor’s name.’

      ‘I guess it’s been in that cabinet for two years, or more.’

      ‘Two years after he died, she still has them. Don’t you think that’s strange?’

      ‘Not really. You should see the crap I keep in mine.’

      ‘Fine.’ I sulked, turning back to the computer.

      ‘I’m trying to understand, Fran, honestly.’

      ‘It doesn’t matter.’

      ‘Why don’t you ask John about them?’

      ‘Maybe.’

      ‘Are you still angry with him?’

      ‘He was a total dick that day.’

      ‘I think you’re trying to find excuses to hate them all so that you don’t have to move out of this flat.’

      ‘It’s not that. Seriously, he must have had hundreds of opportunities to tell me about Aspect, but he actually wimped out and got Dilys to do it.’

      ‘How long has Aspect got?’

      ‘They’ve given us three weeks’ notice.’ I sighed.

      I thought about the days when Robert had started up Aspect Films as a one-man-band. A few months later an award-winning documentary director, Lynn Taylor, had joined him. Then the small team of five, including Waheed, had won a huge commission to make a new reality series, set in the Orkneys. The stylish loft space, just off Kentish Town high street, housed his vibrant team of coffee-drinking, over-educated creatives intent on changing the world through drama, and winning awards for their efforts. It had survived the industry storms, every month eking out a living for its employees, and paying the rent on our colourful flat in the eves, just.

      And now both the business and the flat were water through my hands.

      ‘If you sell this, you’ll have some equity, won’t you?’

      ‘Robert remortgaged it three times. I’ll be lucky if it isn’t in negative equity.’

      Lucy crossed one long thigh over the other and pressed her hands either side of her black, razor-sharp bob, as though squeezing thoughts out of her brain. Her top teeth bit at the side of her bottom lip.

      ‘Can you go back to scenic painting?’

      ‘The hours are too long. Childcare would be too expensive.’

      I continued looking at her, waiting for her to do something, challenging her to find the solutions to my problems, adamant that there were none. Everything was hopeless.

      Lucy clicked into the property website again.

      ‘But the Tennants are offering to help?’

      ‘I’m not taking a penny from them.’

      ‘Oh, Fran. Just because of Camilla and those pills?’

      ‘If you’d seen her face…’ I trailed off.

      ‘Have you thought she might be popping them herself?’

      I considered this for a moment. ‘No.’

      ‘She could’ve been embarrassed that you found them.’

      I pictured Camilla’s expression, her mood. Had it been embarrassment? Under Lucy’s scrutiny, I began to doubt my initial instincts.

      I picked at the split-ends in my hair. ‘You’re probably right.’

      ‘What type were they? Temazepam?’

      ‘I can’t remember, Zylatol or Xylophone or something. I’ve forgotten.’

      Lucy snorted. ‘Zopiclone?’

      ‘That’s the one.’

      ‘My nan used to munch on those like Smarties! You’re totally mad, you are!’ Lucy laughed.

      I shook my head, embarrassed. ‘I never used to be so paranoid.’

      We sat quietly for a few minutes, contemplating all the maybes, and I tried to stamp out the gnawing suspicion that there was more to that pill bottle than any of us knew. It was a hunch that I couldn’t pin down with any coherence.

      I began clicking into photographs of the interior of the cottage. ‘It’s pokey inside.’

      ‘The idea of moving is going to be hard, I get that.’

      ‘It’s not just moving. It’s moving there.’ I stabbed at the screen. ‘So close to them all. They’re so bloody self-involved. I’d never be able to live my life how I wanted to live it. They’d always be putting in their two pennies’ worth.’

      ‘Just ignore all that, or tell them to piss off, in the politest possible way.’

      ‘I’d feel guilty all the time for taking their money.’

      ‘I really think that’s dumb. They’re Alice’s family, and they’ve got pots of dosh.’

      ‘And be indebted to those nutters all my life?’

      ‘Maybe put it to them as an investment idea. They could lend you the deposit, and you could share the ownership, and you could pay the mortgage payments monthly, and give the deposit back when you’re on your feet again. It would be less than rent, and you’d get to own a house.’

      ‘Maybe.’

      ‘What are your other options?’

      ‘Not many.’

      ‘Have you got any savings?’

      ‘A couple of hundred from some jobs before Alice. I put it aside for Alice’s university fees. I could put a deposit down on a rental somewhere and get a job.’

      ‘Okay. Well, let’s imagine you don’t go for the cottage in Letworth. Let’s look at some rentals.’

      Gladly, I swapped places. Lucy was going to take charge. She would find a solution for me that would not involve the Tennants. She would save me.

      Ever since I had met Lucy at freshers’ week at Nottingham University, she had taken charge. Orienting me around campus, pulling me to the right parties, stroking my back when I was being sick after too many snakebite and blacks.

      ‘How about this one?’

      She double-clicked on a fazenda in Portugal.

      I spluttered. ‘Near Mum and Dad?’

      ‘Just kidding!’ Lucy chuckled wickedly.

      ‘I’d move into Camilla and Patrick’s bedroom before moving near them.’

      ‘I know. I just wanted to see a little bit of a smile again,’ she said, clicking into another site. ‘I don’t think Babs and O would want you, anyway.’

      Lucy had always called my parents Babs and O. Their full names were Barbara and Owen Wrey, but when Lucy had stayed with them in Castelo Branco for two weeks in our second summer holiday of university, she’d decided that pornstar names were more appropriate. My parents were not pornstars – by any stretch of the imagination – but they lived what might be called an alternative life.

      ‘What about Lewes? Look at this one.’

      We looked at two gloomy flats in pebble-dashed terraces.

      ‘Okay, maybe not,’ Lucy said.

      ‘What am I going to do?’

      ‘Come on, let’s just have another look at that house for sale in the village.’

      Lucy grabbed the mouse to scroll through the photographs again, and then she double-clicked on one to enlarge it. ‘Is that an outbuilding in the garden?’

      ‘It’s a…’ I stopped. I refused to say it out loud.

      ‘A studio space!’ she cried.

      ‘Yes,’ I replied, unenthusiastically.

      Lucy sat down on the arm of the sofa and sighed. When she sighed like this, I knew she was going to say something truthful about my failings.

      ‘Babe, you’ve always wanted a studio space.’

      I blushed, my chest full of nasty butterflies. ‘Robert would never have lived in Letworth.’

      Lucy cackled. ‘True. If he had, he’d probably have ended up running the pub and the village shop and the cricket club.’

      ‘And sermonise at church every week.’

      ‘And then fall out with everyone.’

      ‘Even God.’

      We both laughed at the memories of Robert and his hyperactive energy. It had been never-ending, tireless, superhuman, even.

      ‘Would it be so bad to be near his parents?’

      ‘His mother is trouble. That’s all I’m saying. And you always say I’m too naive about people.’

      ‘I understand,’ Lucy said. ‘I just don’t want you and Alice living in a homeless shelter, that’s all.’

      We laughed together, and tears threatened.

      I clicked out of the property website, knowing there was little point in poring over the photographs of the cottage. Even if it had been a damp, windowless hovel with rats, I did not have a choice. I slumped back in Robert’s old chair.

      ‘I’ll miss this place.’

      ‘Tell me what you’ll miss most.’

      I looked at all the pretty things and all the photographs of Robert, which, deep down in my broken heart, I knew I could take with me. Like the photograph of Robert and me in Mallorca, grinning under snorkels like halfwits, as happy as any couple could be; or the photograph of Alice as a newborn, wearing a stripy babygro, flopped over Robert’s shoulder.

      And the memory jar. It was two feet tall with a large cork bottling its neck. Alice had to stand on a stool to plop in her memory or drawing.

      Folded into one of the sunshine-yellow cards, Alice had drawn a stick figure of Robert and written a heart next to it. Already, she could barely remember her father, but I insisted we look through the photograph albums and read the memory cards every bedtime with her stories. Sometimes I reread the messages to myself, message after message, with a bottle of wine, and cried. Sometimes I stared at the jar, shooting it dirty looks. Sometimes I imagined rolling it up and out of the skylight, smashing it onto the rooftops, when Robert would be alive again, and we could go back to how life was before.

      My gaze fell to my feet. ‘We painted these floorboards together.’
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