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Ruth Jones
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‘A heart-breaking story, beautifully unwound and tenderly told. This book made me cry on public transport and I didn’t even care, that’s how good it is.’
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‘Utterly compelling and completely heart-breaking. Hannah portrays so poignantly a family ripped apart.’
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‘Breaks your heart, but with an incredible skill and elegance. A wonderful story about families, secrets and how our many different interpretations of the world can determine the paths we take. I loved it to bits.’
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‘Utterly heart-breaking and beautifully written. It had me welling up throughout … the characters and story have stayed with me long after closing the book.’


Libby Page


author of The Lido


‘Totally engrossing, achingly sad and so perceptive about the corrosive legacy of family secrets.’


Kate Eberlen


author of Miss You


‘A powerful and emotionally charged tale that’s as thought-provoking as it is compelling, and will stay with you long after you’ve finished it.’


Rowan Coleman


author of The Summer of Impossible Things


‘An intricately tender novel about silence and secrets.’


Julie Cohen


author of Together


‘Eloquent and emotional…a stunning portrayal of how different perspectives can cause a family to unravel.’


Catherine Isaac
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‘A beautiful, poignant read about the fissures of loss in a family that won’t let go of its secrets.’
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‘Never to bid good-bye,


Or lip me the softest call,


Or utter a wish for a word, while I


Saw morning harden upon the wall,


Unmoved, unknowing


That your great going


Had place that moment, and altered all.’


Thomas Hardy, ‘The Going’




Prologue


23 June 1988


It is a Thursday morning and Jess is walking up the stairs even though she has no need; she has already brushed her teeth and pulled her hair into some semblance of a ponytail. Her schoolbag is leaning against the umbrella stand by the front door and, in a few minutes, she and Lily will meet in the hallway and begin making their way to school.


Later – many years later – Jess will speculate that somehow she knew, somehow she sensed what was happening: an inexplicable sisterly intuition compelling her to investigate.


As she reaches the top of the stairs, Lily is coming out of the spare bedroom. Her back is turned to Jess and she closes the door quietly, reverentially almost, her hands clasped around the handle. Jess watches her take in a long, deep breath that she seems to hold in her chest for an impossible length of time before letting it out slowly, steadily.


‘What are you doing?’


Lily jumps round, her face flushed, eyes darting from left to right. ‘Why are you creeping up on me like that?’ she hisses at Jess in an angry whisper that does not sound like her usual voice.


‘We’re not supposed to go in there this morning. We were told not to.’


Jess hears plaintiveness in her own voice, bordering on a whine, and she winces at the sound of it.


‘Do not tell Mum I was in there. I mean it, Jess. You don’t want to be a telltale.’


Lily’s voice is quiet but firm, and there is a look in her eyes that Jess recognises from all the times she has caught Lily using the telephone when their mum has told her not to, or the afternoons she has seen Lily smoking with her friends behind the children’s playground in the park.


There is a moment of uncertainty, neither of them knowing what Jess’s next move will be. Until her left foot joins her right on the top stair, Jess isn’t sure what she’s going to do next, either.


‘I want to go in too.’


The two sisters glare at one another and Jess feels something pass between them: something unknowable yet frightening that she can’t, or daren’t, articulate.


‘You are not to go in there, Jess. Do you hear me?’


Lily’s body blocks the door, her arm stretched behind her as if in the process of being arrested. Around the corner of Lily’s body, Jess can see her sister’s hand gripping the handle, a final barrier should Jess get that far.


‘But I want to. If you’ve been in there, why shouldn’t I?’ Jess edges along the landing, emboldened by what she senses to be Lily’s fragile hold over the situation.


‘Stop it. I mean it, Jess. You must not go in.’


The expression on Lily’s face sends a cold draught tiptoeing along Jess’s spine: her sister’s flushed cheeks, narrowed eyes, pinched eyebrows. The panic trying to disguise itself as authority. It is unclear whether Lily is about to defend herself or launch an attack.


Fragments of memory play in Jess’s head like conversational earworms: things she has heard that she knows she shouldn’t. All those murmured conversations behind closed doors, confessions whispered into telephones when the speaker thought no one was listening.


Jess’s stomach somersaults beneath the elasticated waistband of her bottle-green skirt. She feels the blood pulsing at her wrists as if her body is urging her into action. She imagines taking a step forward and pushing Lily aside, a struggle in which she manages – against Lily’s advanced years and superior strength – to emerge victorious. But thoughts of what might happen afterwards – what she might see and what she might learn – cement her feet to the floor.


The alarm on Lily’s digital watch beeps. Lily jerks her hand to turn it off and Jess feels herself flinch. She knows it is Lily’s 8.30 a.m. alarm, the one her sister has set to ensure they leave for school on time now that their parents are too distracted to remind them. Lily holds Jess’s gaze for a few seconds more until Jess is the first to turn her head away. Jess begins to make her way down the stairs, and only then does she realise that her legs are trembling. She hears Lily’s footsteps close on her heels but does not turn around. She cannot bear to see that look on Lily’s face again: a look that has told Jess something she does not want to know.


All the way down, Jess contemplates finding her mum, telling her where Lily has been, what she thinks has taken place inside that bedroom. But by the time she reaches the bottom stair, Jess knows she cannot. To tell her mum would be to voice suspicions Jess is not yet ready to assert, things she does not, at the age of ten, have the courage to say out loud.


Instead, she picks up her schoolbag and exits the front door, unsure whether it is the summer heat or Lily’s breath she can feel prickling the skin on the back of her neck. She does not yet know it, but by the time she gets home this afternoon, the fabric of her family will have been altered irrevocably, and the morning’s events will repeat in her mind like a record stuck under the groove of a needle for the next thirty years.




Part One


February 2016




Chapter 1


Audrey


Audrey Siskin sat on the bed, palms flat beside her on the duvet, arms locked, as if unsure whether she was coming or going, and cast her eyes around the room she was being encouraged to think of as her own. Familiar objects stood forlornly and ill at ease, like children in a classroom on the first day of school. There was the wrought-iron double bedstead that had served all the years of her marriage and beyond; the white-painted dressing table she’d dreamed of as a child but hadn’t been able to afford until adulthood; the tall oak wardrobe she and Edward had bought when they’d first moved into the house in Barnsbury Square, newly married and five months pregnant.


Leaning forward, Audrey ripped at the parcel tape on one of the two dozen cardboard boxes stacked up around the room but couldn’t bring herself to flip open the lid. Once she’d unpacked, that was it: there was no going back.


It’s not far, Mum. Only a few miles. Things won’t be that different at all.


Both her daughters had said it, separately but equally persuasively. And technically – geographically – both Lily and Jess were right. It was barely seven miles, less as the crow flew. A simple exchange of north London for west. Islington for Shepherd’s Bush. Georgian for Victorian. And yet to Audrey it felt as though she’d swapped the earth for the moon.


She knew how lucky she was, having two daughters vying for her to move in with them, knew that it was better to make the move now rather than in a year’s time when she would likely find it even more difficult. But Audrey still couldn’t help feeling that it was all wrong. Children shouldn’t become responsible for their parents: it upset the natural order of things. But then, Audrey thought, images spooling through her mind of all the events she’d forget if forgetting were an option: so many episodes in her life had upset the natural order. So many of the defining moments – births, deaths, marriages – were not how they should have been had the world spun faithfully on its axis without ever tilting a few degrees out of kilter.


‘Granny, how are you getting on? Do you need a hand with anything?’


Mia’s voice drifted up the stairs and into the bedroom which had, until today, been hers. She would now be sleeping in the small bedroom on the top floor that had once been the attic. There was concern in her granddaughter’s voice that had tried to reshape itself into something approaching normality.


‘No thanks, darling. I’m just going to make a start on these boxes. I’ll be down soon.’ Audrey pushed herself to her feet, the mattress springs creaking in sympathy. Looking around her new bedroom, she didn’t know quite where to start. She’d organised the move in such a daze that she wasn’t sure what she’d thrown out and what she’d kept or what she might find.


Ripping the tape off another cardboard box and pulling back the lid, she was greeted by a pile of carefully wrapped objects, neatly stacked. Unwrapping the first, she found a framed photograph, the colour slightly faded. As she stared at the picture she was aware of the sands of time slipping back through the hourglass.


Her girls on a beach – Woolacombe Bay, was it? – running along the shore, their arms and legs out of focus where their limbs had swept too swiftly across the frame for the shutter speed to capture them. The sun high in a cloudless sky, indigo sea greeting the horizon, the small white triangle of a boat’s sail visible in the distance. Her girls: holding hands, laughing, a shaft of light flaring across the frame to bathe them in an ethereal glow.


Audrey ran her fingers across the glass, over plaited hair, tanned limbs and sun-kissed cheeks, and could almost feel the heat of that summer’s day. She could hear the sound of her daughters’ laughter, the waves undulating against the sand, the gulls calling across the sky. She could smell the salt on the breeze, feel the sand between her toes, taste her daughters’ joy. She longed to stretch her arms into the photograph, wrap them around her children’s shoulders, pull them close and never let them go.


Audrey gripped the photograph, her heart twisting beneath her ribs.


Sometimes, nowadays, only photographs reassured her that she hadn’t made it all up, that it wasn’t just a fantasy. That once upon a time her daughters had been friends.


She breathed slowly as she thought about all the years that had been lost. Even now it still seemed unreal to her that it had been almost three decades since Jess had turned against Lily. Audrey could picture Jess now, at ten years old, face hardened almost overnight by things no child should ever have to experience, as if those events had stolen Audrey’s little girl and replaced her with a child she barely recognised. For months afterwards, Audrey had hoped it was shock that had changed Jess’s behaviour, that soon she would revert to the happy little girl she had been before. She had spent years clinging to the belief that the events of their childhood would eventually bring Lily and Jess back together. Instead, they had torn Audrey’s family apart.


Audrey’s pulse quickened as she thought about all those family meals eaten in silence: Audrey, Lily and Jess at a kitchen table too big for just the three of them, Audrey keeping her voice bright as she asked the girls about school, trying hard not to react to Jess’s monosyllabic responses. She could picture her hand, knocking on Jess’s bedroom door, asking if she wanted to come and watch TV, and hearing the same flat reply, night after night: No, I just want to be on my own. Audrey had asked herself repeatedly over the years what she might have missed and whether she could have done anything differently to change the course of her daughters’ relationship. So many times since Jess had left home and cut Lily out of her life completely, Audrey had begged Jess to tell her the reason, but Jess had refused to confide in her. Now Audrey had two daughters who never spoke and two seventeen-year-old granddaughters, born just six weeks apart, who were not permitted to meet.


Her nails dug into her palms as she remembered the last time she had tried – and failed – to reconcile her family.


‘Granny, is everything OK? Do you want me to come and help?’


‘Thanks, darling, but I’m fine. I’m just pottering.’


Fine. Audrey didn’t know why she used a word they all knew to be so far from the truth.


Looking into the dressing table mirror there was no sign, nothing to give her away. Only the most modest lines around her eyes. Her hair, salon-dried yesterday, was artificially brown but still kicked up playfully from where it rested on her shoulders. Her make-up was faultless, applied that morning before she’d even got dressed.


People often told her they couldn’t believe she was sixty-two. You look at least a decade younger, they’d exclaim and foolishly she’d allowed herself to believe there was some significance in it, that an outward appearance of well-being automatically filtered through to the inside. As though a perfectly appetising apple couldn’t be rotten when you bit into it.


It was only if you looked a little closer, as Audrey did now, that you might have detected the palest purple hue forming half-moons under her eyes, or the frequency with which the muscles across her forehead pulled into a frown. It was only watching her closely that you might have observed the shortness of breath, the small half-gasps as if some air had got left behind and was trying to catch up. But there was nothing really on her face to inform a casual observer that, inside her, cells were dividing and multiplying with unremitting speed. There was nothing to betray the truth that she was, in fact, dying.


Audrey turned away from the mirror and bent down towards the box at her feet. As she reached inside, a sharp pain sliced through the right half of her abdomen, causing her to ease herself back onto the bed. As she breathed slowly against the pain, Audrey understood why Jess had been so keen for her to move in sooner rather than later. Audrey had wanted to wait, to hold on to her house and her independence for as long as she could. She had hoped to live at home until her body made it clear that it could no longer cope. Now she felt grateful for Jess’s counsel, grateful that she had sold the house and her furniture, keeping only the essentials – both practical and sentimental – before her health deteriorated even further. Sitting on the bed, willing the pain away, she realised that had she waited she might not have been able to organise the move herself, might have imposed an even greater burden on her daughters.


Pulling another framed photograph free of its wrapping, she was greeted by Edward and his parents staring back at her. In the centre of the photograph, Lily lay swaddled in Edward’s arms, his parents standing stiffly either side of them in front of a Christmas tree. Turning over the frame, she found her handwriting scrawled across the back: Barnsbury Square, Christmas 1972. Her and Edward’s first Christmas as a married couple, their first as parents, their first in their own home.


As her eyes roamed from one person to the next she searched, as she had so many times over the years, for any hint in those time-frozen expressions of what was to come. But all Audrey could see was her father-in-law’s rigid social etiquette, her mother-in-law’s sour grimace, and Edward’s joy in the six-week bundle of perfection he held.


Looking at the photograph, Audrey wondered how Edward’s parents would have coped with what happened sixteen years after that picture had been taken. The year her and Edward’s lives had changed irreparably, the ground rupturing beneath them, sucking them deep into a sinkhole from which they would never truly emerge. She wondered how his parents would have borne the grief, the anger and the shame, how it had been a blessing, really, that neither of them had lived long enough to witness it. Sometimes Audrey envied them their ignorance, envied them being spared the guilt, the confusion and the litany of unanswered questions that had plagued her all these years.


She tilted her head from side to side, trying to iron out her thoughts. She couldn’t allow herself to think about Edward today when so many different feelings were already competing for attention. And yet, for the past five months, ever since a routine mammogram had detected a lump in her breast – a lump that had led to the discovery of secondary tumours in her liver and cancer in her lymph nodes – Audrey had become preoccupied with the past. Knowing she would most likely be dead in eighteen months’ time had caused the floodgates to open on memories she had spent decades trying to forget.


She gripped the solid black finial at the end of the bed and ordered herself to stop thinking. But as she leaned forward and pulled the parcel tape from the top of the next box, she remembered sitting around the kitchen table nearly three decades before, feeling the air thicken with a tension she could neither cut through nor explain, as Jess glared at Lily and refused to tell anyone why suddenly she couldn’t bear to be in the same room as her sister.




Chapter 2


Jess


Standing in front of a small square monitor, watching actors repeat their lines for an eighth time, Jess rubbed the back of her neck where the muscles had compressed into tight knots. Halfway through his final speech, the male actor stumbled on words he’d already fluffed seven times, and Jess sensed a murmur of exasperation among the crew.


She’d known when she arrived on set at six o’clock that morning – before anyone else, as was her responsibility as senior location manager – that today would be one of those days. First day shoots on new drama shows invariably were: the cast adjusting to performing outside the rehearsal room, crews re-establishing acquaintances from previous jobs or forming new alliances. There was always a tense anticipation, like the moments before the first guests arrive at a party you’re hosting.


‘Right, let’s take it from the top again. Izzy, can we freshen up Lucia’s powder, please?’


Justin, the director, started talking to the two lead actors about commitment to the scene while the make-up artist refreshed their powder. Jess pulled her thick padded coat tighter around herself, wishing she’d had the foresight to put tights on under her jeans and thermal socks inside her trainers. The trouble with filming in listed buildings was that they were perennially cold, especially in late February. She’d warned the producer, when she’d first found this location a stone’s throw from Spitalfields Market, that she feared it was one of those buildings that would be arctic no matter how many portable heaters they installed, but he’d wanted to go ahead with it anyway.


The director’s assistant called for quiet and the cameras started rolling again before the two lead actors launched into the scene for the ninth time.


Jess sipped the sugary tea rapidly cooling inside a polystyrene cup corniced with the firm indentations of her teeth. She put the cup on the floor, undid the makeshift bun she’d wound her hair into at 5 a.m., and tied it back tightly into a ponytail, her hair protesting at the roots. Watching the monitor as the actors worked their way through the scene, she tried to quash her frustration that she was on set at all. Professionally she knew she had to be there today but that didn’t stop her wishing she wasn’t, didn’t stop her resenting the fact that she wasn’t at home helping her mum to unpack instead. Her mum had said that she understood, that she’d be fine and had lots to sort through, that she’d have Mia for company. But Jess knew how difficult it was for her to give up the house she’d lived in for forty-five years, the house which had seen all the defining moments of her mum’s adult life.


‘Excellent. That was great. Right, let’s take a fifteen-minute break before we reset downstairs. Jess – where’s Jess?’


Jess swallowed hard as she walked across the seventeenth-century mahogany floorboards into the first-floor drawing room, where Justin was sitting in a canvas-backed folding chair.


‘Jess, Sam says there’s a dodgy plug socket on the top floor where we’re filming later. Could you check it out? I’d rather not electrocute the entire crew on the first day if we can possibly help it.’


Justin laughed, and Jess fabricated a smile, mumbled a reply and trudged up the stairs, her toes beginning to numb in her trainers.


Locating the loose plug socket and covering it with black gaffer tape while cursing herself for not having spotted it sooner, she glanced back down the stairs to check that no one was on their way up before pulling her phone from her pocket and switching it on.


No messages, no emails, no missed calls.


She dialled Mia’s number, the tips of her fingers stiff with cold, five rings trilling in her ear before she heard a breathless answer.


‘Hi, Mum. What’s up?’


‘Nothing. I just wanted to check everything’s OK with you and Granny?’


‘Yep, we’re fine. I’m doing my homework and Granny’s unpacking.’


Jess pulled at a loose piece of skin at the base of her thumbnail, felt a sharp skewer of pain as she tugged it free. ‘I’m hoping we won’t wrap too late today. I’ll ask Justin if Sacha can clear up for me and then I should be home in time to give Granny a hand.’


‘Honestly, don’t worry about it. We’re totally fine. We’re fine, aren’t we, Granny? Granny says yes. Seriously, it’s not as if there’s much you can do here anyway. Granny said she’d rather unpack by herself and I’ve already made a fish pie for dinner. If you’re not home in time, Granny and I will eat, and we’ll save you some for later.’


Jess sucked at her thumb where a small speck of blood was seeping through. ‘OK, if you’re sure. Just don’t forget you’ve got that history essay to write this weekend. You don’t want to be rushing it at the last minute.’


‘I won’t, I promise. Have a good day and we’ll see you later. Love you.’


‘I love you too.’


As the call ended, Jess opened the address book on her phone and scrolled through the names, trying to find someone she might text to avoid the professional small talk downstairs. There were so many entries – school friends, university friends, former colleagues – and yet no one to whom she could send a chatty unsolicited message without it seeming strange. It was as if her address book were a directory of ghosts, a reminder of all the friendships she had allowed to lapse over the years.


She hesitated, felt temptation prickle the tips of her fingers. She watched her thumb hover over the internet icon, felt it goading her, enticing her, drawing her in.


Stop. Don’t do it. You’ll only regret it afterwards.


The voice of reason spoke clearly in Jess’s head but her hand now seemed to be working independently of common sense. She watched as she began typing in a name she had entered so many times before, and so frequently, that Google’s search engine knew precisely what she was seeking after only the third letter.


Do not click on the links. It’s not too late. You can still stop.


But it was too late. It was always too late once the seed had been sown. A moment’s boredom, a sleepless night, a frustrating day. Jess could never stop herself once the thought had occurred.


Lily Goldsmith.


The sight of her sister’s name caused a tightening of the muscles across Jess’s stomach.


Jess scrolled down the list of results, hunting for an unread article. Three pages in and every item was something she’d seen before: Lily speaking at international conferences, Lily collecting awards, Lily in receipt of yet another promotion.


Jess clicked onto the news tab, hoping it might bear more fruit. But there was nothing there that she hadn’t read before either. She didn’t know whether to feel relieved or exasperated. Part of her was pleased her sister hadn’t managed to garner any more press coverage in the forty-eight hours since she’d last checked but another part of her felt cheated.


Put the phone away, Jess. There’s nothing new to see. Don’t do it to yourself.


But it was too easy. All that information, all those photographs, just waiting for her to look at them. It wasn’t really stalking. It wasn’t as if she were checking the social media account of an ex-boyfriend. But Facebook hadn’t been invented when Iain had walked out on her a fortnight before Mia’s first birthday, failing to give any explanation other than that he just couldn’t handle the relationship any more. Google-searching your own sister was different. Jess was only finding out the facts of Lily’s life that she’d already know if she ever let her mum talk about her. She knew it wasn’t rational, knew that hunting for information about someone you’d refused to see for years didn’t make sense. She knew that whatever she found would only burrow beneath her ribs and tap out a rhythm of envy for the rest of the day. But still she couldn’t stop herself. She had a compulsion to know, even though the knowing would hurt her.


Jess clicked on a link that Google informed her she’d last visited five days ago: a magazine article with the headline ‘Having It All’. As the piece opened, she stared, unblinking, at the lead photograph.


Lily, Daniel, Phoebe: the three of them sitting on a pale grey sofa against a backdrop of floor-to-ceiling bookshelves, multi-coloured spines providing wallpaper to a scene that spoke of confidence, culture, prosperity. It was the kind of room Jess might have chosen as the location for a drama series about an affluent metropolitan family. Except this wasn’t a TV set. This was Lily’s perfect home. Lily’s perfect life.


And in the centre of the photograph sat Jess’s sister, looking a decade younger than her forty-three years, with her neat dark chignon, cap-sleeve fitted dress and minimalist make-up, as though she were a model in the pages of a fashion magazine.


Jess skim-read the article, text she was so familiar with she could have recited it verbatim, searching for something – anything – she might have missed before.


Lily Goldsmith has had what many regard to be a meteoric rise. Winning her first international award at the age of just twenty-three, she is now one of the most revered marketing professionals on either side of the Atlantic. She is, to many in the industry, a symbol of the penetrability of the glass ceiling.


Jess exhaled loudly, watched her warm breath condense in the cold air around her.


Married to millionaire entertainment lawyer Daniel Goldsmith, Lily has managed to achieve what so many women aspire to but few successfully accomplish: a happy work-life balance. The couple share their Holland Park home with their teenage daughter, Phoebe, currently a sixth-form pupil at an exclusive all-girls school in west London.


‘If I knew the secret of success, I’d bottle it and sell it,’ Lily laughs. ‘What I do know is that I’ve worked incredibly hard and I’ve always set myself very clear goals. Sometimes the landscape changes and you can’t always predict where you’ll be in five years’ time, but knowing where you’d like to be gives you a much better chance of getting there, I think. And I’ve been incredibly lucky in having amazing support at home. I imagine it’s nigh-on impossible doing a job like mine if your family aren’t 100 per cent behind you.’


Jess studied the face of the brother-in-law she’d never met. He was exactly how she imagined a hot-shot entertainment lawyer to be: arrogantly handsome, oozing the kind of self-confidence that only extreme wealth and constant admiration could bring. Phoebe was pretty in the haughty, disinterested way that screamed of teenage entitlement, and there was something familiar about her that made Jess swipe through the other photographs, her finger jabbing at the right-hand arrow, propelling her through images she’d seen dozens of times before: the ebony grand piano gleaming in sunlight that streamed through floor-to-ceiling windows; the kitchen with its white bespoke units, shiny butler sink, white painted floorboards and wall of glass leading onto a manicured garden beyond; Lily’s study, empty but for a stark metal desk, a MacBook and a mobile phone. All so neat, all so clean and bright, as though Lily had whitewashed her past with a spotless designer home.


Jess thought about her own house in comparison: the tattered brown sofa she’d bought second-hand sixteen years ago and had never been able to replace. The cheap melamine kitchen cupboards sporting wonky hinges and peeling edges, their multiple chips like battle scars. The small round table that just about accommodated three people as long as you breathed in when someone wanted to pass behind you. The mortgage payments she feared, every month, she might not be able to meet.


She tried to imagine what her sister’s life must be like: a carousel of dinner parties, drinks receptions, awards ceremonies, celebrity encounters. A diary filled months in advance with Saturday night plans, Sunday brunches, exotic holidays and, no doubt, an endless supply of friends to suit every occasion. Jess couldn’t remember the last time she’d gone out on a Friday or Saturday night, couldn’t remember the last time she’d had anyone round for dinner other than her mum. There always seemed to be more pressing things clamouring for her attention: washing and ironing, sourcing the next freelance job, preparing her accounts, helping Mia with her homework.


As Jess stared at the photograph of Lily sitting at her desk – the face so familiar yet so unknown – she was aware of her breath becoming shallow, of something lodging in her throat. She found herself thinking back to the day, almost three decades ago, when they had seen one another at their dad’s grave on the first anniversary of his death. Jess had sneaked out of school in her lunch hour only to find Lily already kneeling by his headstone, crocodile tears streaking her cheeks. Jess had screamed at Lily that day, words she had forgotten the moment they’d erupted from her lips. She had been so filled with fury and bile that it hadn’t been the words themselves that had mattered but the violence with which she’d delivered them. Now all she remembered about that grey September day was the feeling of ferocious certainty that Lily didn’t deserve to be there. After what Lily had done, she had forfeited the right to weep at their father’s grave.


‘Jess! If you’ve fixed that socket, can you come back down? I want to check on something for Monday’s shoot.’


Jess stole one last glance at her sister’s face, wondering how Lily managed to sail through life as though she had nothing to hide, nothing to feel guilty for, wondering whether her sister had managed to convince herself of her innocence or whether she was content living with the knowledge of the damage she had done.


A scene flashed into Jess’s head, flickering in her mind like an old Super-8 film: standing outside the spare bedroom, looking into Lily’s eyes and knowing what must have taken place behind that door, yet being too weak – too afraid, too overwhelmed – to raise the alarm.


‘Jess! Can you come back down?’


Jess blinked away the image of Lily with her hands clasped around the door handle, breathed against the persistent memory of all that had happened later that day and all that had come after. Swallowing against the regret and the grief catching in her throat, she switched off her phone and traipsed back down the stairs.




Chapter 3


Lily


Laughter pealed from the far end of the table and Lily wondered what joke she’d missed. She passed the prosecco bottle to Pippa without filling her glass and sipped her mineral water, glancing at her phone for the second time in as many minutes, wondering how soon she might be able to escape.


‘So, has Phoebe signed up for the China trip? Honestly, how lucky are our girls? In our day no one went further than France on a school trip. Clementine is so excited. She’s done nothing but read up on Chinese history for the past fortnight. I’ve booked her a Mandarin tutor but I don’t know how much she’ll pick up in eight months.’


Lily wracked her brains for any mention of a school trip to China. She was sure she’d remember if Phoebe had told her but had no recollection of it. ‘Yes, it sounds amazing. I don’t think Phoebe’s decided yet. When’s the deadline?’


‘Monday, so she’d better get her skates on if she wants to go. It does sound marvellous. I said to Tom that perhaps he and I ought to go to China, but he said that if he’s only got seven weeks’ annual leave, he’d rather spend them in a place he knows and likes rather than risk ending up somewhere dreadful. Honestly, he’s so unadventurous. Sometimes I think I should just pack up and head off somewhere exotic like that woman in Eat, Pray, Love.’


Lily tried to picture Pippa’s husband, but men were so rarely expected to get involved in school-related social activities that they all morphed into one nebulous mass in her head. She glanced around the table at the group of mums she’d first met six years ago when Phoebe had started secondary school and with whom she’d dutifully been attending a termly get-together ever since. She knew some of the other mums met more regularly, that they had an encyclopaedic knowledge of each other’s lives, but then, some of these women hadn’t worked for as long as Lily had known them.


‘How’s Daniel these days? Still hobnobbing with Hollywood celebrities?’


Lily turned towards Annabel and glanced briefly at her phone. ‘He’s fine, thanks. Great. Busy, as always.’


‘We should organise a supper soon. I haven’t seen Daniel for ages and he’s such good value. I’ll WhatsApp you some dates. Maybe I’ll invite Anoushka and Pippa too – what do you think?’


Before she had a chance to reply, Lily’s phone buzzed and her hand shot out towards it, knocking over Annabel’s prosecco glass, its contents trickling across the wooden table in thin, determined rivulets. ‘God, I’m sorry. That was so clumsy of me. Here let me mop it up.’ A moment later, Lily handed the sopping napkins to a passing waiter and retrieved her phone, only to discover that it wasn’t the message she’d been hoping for.


‘Everything OK, Lily?’


‘Yes, just my boss. Nothing urgent.’


‘They’re sending you work emails on a Saturday? God, they really do squeeze every last drop out of you, don’t they? But I’ve been meaning to ask, how’s your mum getting on? Is she still living at home?’


Lily studied Annabel’s face, wondering if somehow she’d found out the truth. ‘She is, yes, I wanted her to come and live with us but I can understand why she’s keen to stay in her own home. I speak to her every day, she comes for lunch every Sunday, and I’ve got carers lined up to help look after her whenever she needs them.’


Lily forced herself to stop gabbling, the lies pricking her tongue. But she’d learned over the years that the best lies were coated with a dusting of the truth. It was true that she spoke to her mum every day, true that Audrey came for lunch each Sunday. It was even true that she’d compiled a list of private nurses who could be dispatched to Jess’s house when the time came, if Jess would let them through the door. But as for the rest of it, how could Lily possibly explain that her mum was living with her sister when she’d never told any of these women that her sister even existed?


Her jaw clenched at the thought of her mum, right now, unpacking at Jess’s house. Lily still didn’t understand her decision. Because what rational explanation could there be for her choosing to live with Jess, when Jess had single-handedly ruptured their family for the past twenty-eight years?


‘Well, she’s very lucky to have you. And at least you’ve got Daniel to share the burden with. I can’t imagine having to deal with a sick parent on your own.’


Lily nodded even as her head began to spin. Her fingers grabbed the hard edge of the table, her throat tightening as if invisible hands were pressed around her neck. She slid back her chair, pushed herself to her feet, picked up her coat. ‘I’m really sorry, I feel rather unwell all of a sudden. I think I just need some fresh air. I’m so sorry. Let me know how much I owe for drinks, won’t you?’


She heard questions trailing after her as she negotiated her way through the avenue of tables until she was out on Kensington High Street, the February chill numbing her cheeks. All around her people hurried to shops, bars and restaurants as Lily stumbled forwards, willing her pulse to slow down.


Turning a corner onto a quieter street, she wished she could teleport herself home and that, when she got there, things would have changed, decisions been reversed, life restored to some semblance of normality. But as she leaned against a wall and closed her eyes, it wasn’t the hallway of the home she shared with Daniel and Phoebe that loomed into view. Instead, she was greeted by a scene she had tried so hard over the years to delete from her memory, a scene that occupied so many of her dreams in spite of her determination to erase it, as though the harder she willed it away the more fiercely it returned: following her sister down the stairs, praying that Jess would not suddenly find the courage to insist on going into the spare bedroom after all, willing Jess not to turn around and see the tears in her eyes.


Lily waited until the panic began to subside and then hailed a cab, stepped inside its warm blast of air and gave the driver her address.


All she wanted was to be at home.


Walking through the wide, glossy black front door, Lily was greeted by a sight she wasn’t expecting to see. ‘Daniel? Where are you? What’s going on?’


From Daniel’s study further down the hallway she heard the sound of a phone call ending and the squeak of his office chair. As he emerged and walked along the black-and-white tiled floor towards her, she registered the effort he was making to appear normal.


‘You’re back early. What happened to afternoon drinks with the school mums?’


‘I didn’t feel well so I didn’t stay. Why are your bags in the hallway already? You’re not leaving until tomorrow.’


Daniel’s eyes flicked from left to right before landing on the collection of suitcases gathered by the front door. ‘I had to change my flight. They’ve organised a partners’ dinner for tomorrow night and it was going to be too tight if I didn’t fly until the morning. I texted earlier to tell you, just after you left for the gym. I figured your phone must be out of battery.’


Lily’s fingers squeezed around the phone in her pocket which hadn’t run out of battery until her cab journey home. ‘I didn’t get a message from you. I’d have come straight home if I had. When are you leaving?’


A light rash stippled Daniel’s cheeks as he glanced down at his watch. ‘The cab will be here in about ten minutes.’


‘Ten minutes? You were going to leave without saying goodbye?’ Lily thought about the interminable hour of school-mum chat she’d just endured, all the time waiting to see if her phone would ring, to see if Daniel would call to tell her he’d changed his mind.


‘I’m really sorry. Of course I didn’t want to leave without saying goodbye. I did message you. But you’ve been out most of the day and I had to take this flight tonight.’


‘What about Phoebe? You can’t leave without saying goodbye to her.’


‘I already have. She’s in her room. She’s fine, Lil, honestly.’


Lily blanched at the thought of Phoebe upstairs having already said her goodbyes. ‘I’m worried about her, Daniel, you know I am. She’s become so … secretive lately. I worry about the impact you being away will have on her.’


Daniel sighed. ‘Please, Lil, let’s not do this again. We’ve been through it a hundred times. I’d be mad to turn this opportunity down. It’s only six months working out of the New York office and then I stand a really good chance of being made a managing partner. I thought that’s what you wanted – what we both wanted.’


Lily recalled all their conversations over the years about the milestones they planned to reach in their careers. She’d always supported Daniel’s ambitions, just as he had hers. She’d just never envisaged that they would have to live on separate continents to achieve them. ‘It was. It is. It’s just … A six-month secondment isn’t insignificant. You’re dismantling our lives and I’m allowed to feel ambivalent about that.’


Lily folded her arms across her chest so that Daniel couldn’t see how much her hands were shaking. In the tension between them she imagined him stepping forward, wrapping his arms around her, leaning his head against hers – his breath hot on her neck – and whispering into her ear that he didn’t have to go.


‘I’m not dismantling our lives. Let’s be honest, we barely see each other during the week as it is because one of us is always working, so me moving abroad for a few months is hardly going to be a radical change. Don’t look at me like that – you know it’s true.’


Lily glanced past Daniel, down the hallway, towards the new kitchen they’d finished installing only three months before. ‘I know we work hard and I know this is a great opportunity for you. I suppose … I just wish you found it a bit harder to leave all this – to leave us – behind.’


Daniel took a step towards her, placed his hands gently on her shoulders. ‘Of course it’s difficult to leave. But it’s not for ever. And I know our life is great in lots of ways, but that doesn’t mean …’ His voice was low and quiet before it trailed off altogether.


‘Doesn’t mean what?’


‘I just think some space might do us good.’


‘In what way?’


There was a momentary pause during which it was almost possible to hear the scales balancing in Daniel’s head, weighing up the pros and cons of saying what was on his mind. ‘You know what I’m talking about. You’ve never been able to let go of the past. I honestly don’t know whether it’s because you don’t want to or that you can’t, but it’s always there between us. It’s been like that for years. And I’m sorry, you know I am, but you’re not the only one who’s affected by it. It has an impact on all of us.’ He looked away, twisting the platinum band on his wedding finger that Lily had placed there almost eighteen years before.


‘You’re bringing that up now? Daniel, that’s so unfair.’


They stared at one another and it was as if all the things they had never dared speak of were weeping silently in the space between them.


‘For God’s sake. Can you two stop arguing for five minutes before Dad leaves?’


Lily whipped her head up to where Phoebe was standing at the top of the stairs, glowering at them both, dark kohl framing her eyes, bright red burnishing her lips.


‘You know I can hear every word you’re saying? Do you ever think I might have had enough of listening to your arguments?’


‘We’re not arguing, darling. We’re just—’


Daniel’s phone bleeped loudly and Lily watched him glance down at it, grimace, return it to the pocket of his jeans. ‘My cab’s here. I’ve got to go.’ He ran up the stairs, put his arms around Phoebe and kissed the top of her head. ‘I’ll come back for a weekend soon, OK, sweetheart? And, remember, I’m on email or Skype or WhatsApp or even the good old-fashioned telephone whenever you need me. I love you.’


He kissed her again before racing back down the stairs, then took a deep breath and turned to Lily. ‘I’ll message you when I get to the apartment, but it’ll be late so I’ll call you tomorrow. And, Lily, please let’s see the positives in this. It might do us good, honestly.’


His lips grazed her cheek, his fingers gently squeezing her arm just above the elbow. Then the front door was open and he was loading suitcases into the cab, turning to wave and smile one last time. And then he was gone.


Lily stood by the open front door, watching the cab until it reached the crossroads at the end, pulled out onto the main road and disappeared.


‘Can you close the door, Mum? It’s bloody freezing in here.’ Phoebe was still standing at the top of the stairs, eyebrows raised, the sharp contours of her sleek dark bob jutting across her cheeks.


Pushing the door shut, Lily caught sight of her own reflection in the hallway mirror and was startled by how pale she looked. Footsteps stomped across the landing overhead and she heard the decisive slam of Phoebe’s bedroom door.


She stood still in the silence, glancing down at her watch: a quarter to five. Hours until bedtime, yet she was overcome by a powerful urge to lie down and sleep. She thought about knocking on Phoebe’s door, checking she was OK, seeing if she wanted a drink or a snack. But Lily knew that when Phoebe was angry, the best thing she could give her was space.


Walking up the stairs and into her bedroom, she closed the door and lay down on the bed. Curling onto her side, she pulled one of Daniel’s pillows towards her and clutched it to her chest. And as she shut her eyes she found herself back there, in a bed she was never supposed to have slept in.


She is lying on her side, spooning her sister’s body. They are not meant to share a bed, or even a bedroom, but sometimes Lily cannot help creeping in here after the television has been switched off, after the landing light has gone dark, after the soft murmurings of her parents’ voices have fallen silent and the house is still save for the anxious beating of Lily’s heart. Her sister breathes in deeply and when she exhales, Lily feels the warmth of her breath drifting across the soft down of her arm. It has been six months since it began and still Lily cannot persuade herself to accept it. It is as though her mind has been cleaved into two distinct parts: the knowing and the not-knowing, the acceptance and the denial. She can willingly tolerate the self-delusion if it means she is not forced to imagine a future that may have already begun to arrive. Lily tightens her arm around her sister’s waist. Her body seems so small, like a baby bird alone in a nest, predators hovering overhead, with only Lily to protect her. She would, she knows, do anything to safeguard her little sister, to stop this happening to her. Her head hurts with the injustice of it and she leans in closer as though trying to divide the burden between them. She feels the warmth of her sister’s feet against hers, imagines the pale half-moon of the toenails she has so often painted. As she lies in the darkness, she feels certain that she will never love anyone with the fierceness she feels right now.


Lily forced her eyes open and sat up, thrusting the pillow back against the white wooden headboard. She rubbed her fingers in concentric circles against her temples, trying to erase the image from her mind, but the memory was there in her muscles, her skin, in the feel of her sister’s breath on her arm and the gentle vibration of her heartbeat.


She thought about how she and her sister would curl up on the sofa together, watching movies under a duvet they’d dragged down the stairs, singing along to musicals at the tops of their voices, chocolate cornflake cakes balanced on their laps, mugs of steaming hot chocolate on the coffee table. She remembered running races in the park, slowing her own pace right at the end so that they always crossed the finishing line together. She remembered her sister’s laughter: such a rich, rounded, infectious sound that made you want to dive right in and float around inside.


The sense of loss burrowed deep inside Lily’s chest. Sometimes she wasn’t sure whether it was more painful to remember or if it would be more upsetting to forget.


The front door slammed and Lily called out Phoebe’s name only to be greeted by silence.


She walked out of the bedroom, down the stairs and into the kitchen, where she poured herself a glass of water, hoping to flush herself clean of memories. But as she stood alone, looking out of the window into the darkness, Lily acquiesced to the bitter regret that she had not known all those years ago, lying in bed just the two of them, that all her efforts to protect her little sister would be in vain.




Chapter 4


Audrey


Audrey sipped her cup of tea and drew the curtains against the faded light. She looked around the room: only half a dozen boxes to go. Tearing off parcel tape from the box at her feet, she found her jewellery, perfumes and various trinkets, none of which she felt inclined to unpack. She opened the packing crate next to it, wedged between the dressing table and the wardrobe. Inside were dozens of diaries in a rainbow of colours, their hardback spines cracked and fraying.


She had always kept a diary, ever since her tenth birthday. Audrey could picture it now, the bright blue journal her mum had given her the day she’d entered double figures, all those clean white pages waiting to be filled with her hopes, fears, disappointments and dreams.


She picked one up at random.


1969. The year she’d turned sixteen.


As she flicked through the pages, nostalgia leaped out at her in sprawling blue biro. There was her unmistakable looped handwriting, plump and eager, as though the letters were yet to lose their childhood puppy fat. And then the sight of a particular date caused her to pause.


9 December 1969. Her sixteenth birthday.


She smoothed her palm over the page and then held the two corners between her fingers as if handling a prayer book, before allowing her eyes to cast down onto the writing below.
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