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Marion


It is a truth universally acknowledged that a widowed woman in possession of a large Georgian home in Bath, but with no money to buy teabags and loo rolls, needs a solution, and one quickly. This is how Marion Gaynor, widow, mother of two and on the wrong side of seventy, found herself entertaining the idea of renting out some rooms in her lovely home, Wisteria Crescent.


If you have been to Bath, you might have seen it. It’s one of the Crescent houses and is the one with wisteria at the front gate that sweeps over the front door like a glamorous updo hairstyle. Marion found it amusing that people assumed she was wealthy because of the house, but the truth was she had no actual income, which is a hard thing to admit, and an even harder thing to live on. Right now, the buds on the wisteria vines were beginning to swell, unsure whether to trust the March sunshine with freezing winds swirling about the city.


Those tourists who stood outside the house, posing while having their photos taken, pretending they were in a Jane Austen book or film, would also have conjured the inhabitants as having huge salaries. But this income was non-existent, due to circumstances out of Marion’s control.


Not that Marion begrudged those posing. She understood it was a beautiful home and it gave you the feeling of better times when you saw it in person. But it had been a year of waiting for better times to arrive and Marion knew she needed to act on what she was planning. Except for one issue, her daughter, Clair, who was currently standing in the kitchen at Temple Terrace, hands on hips, just like she used to when she was five. Now forty-five, not much had evolved, especially when Clair was not in agreement with the issue at hand, like now.


‘Rent rooms?’ Clair was aghast. ‘That’s very Bleak House. You don’t need to do that. Just sell Temple Terrace and we’ll set you up in a little bungalow at the bottom of the garden.’


Marion had tried to keep her calm. She was used to Clair’s overreactions to any decision Marion made since Geoffrey, Marion’s husband and Clair’s father, had died a year earlier. Clair had become more impatient with her, as though she blamed her mother for the position Marion found herself in. After seventy-odd years, Marion had learned that people often blame victims when terrible things happen, clinging to the belief that the world was fair and their need to have the illusion of control.


Clair believed in this world, despite everything that had happened in her life, because she needed everything to be perfect. She liked to think she would have done things differently to others who faced tough times, but her judgement was clouded by the gift of hindsight, because then she could pretend the world is fair and she could have prevented such tragedies. It’s always easier, Marion reflected, to see what could have been done after the fact, when the harsh reality no longer looms so threateningly close.


‘You want me to live out the back of your house in a kennel with a kettle, like an old dog you won’t let inside any more because it smells and spoils the rugs?’ Marion smiled as she spoke, trying to soften the message.


‘Mother.’ Clair shook her head. ‘We just want you to be happy. It’s not a punishment.’


Clair called her Mother when she wasn’t happy with her, Mum when Marion was doing as she was told. Today was a ‘Mother’ day.


Marion was the sort of woman people trusted their children with at the park or who dogs liked to sniff and wag their tails at. She wore lovely cashmere and merino knits in winter with navy or black trousers, and in summer, sensible T-shirts or collared shirts in good-quality cotton, always with a brooch of some sort on the left-hand side of the front of her clothes. Her granddaughter, Sophie, called her brooches ‘boob art’, which Marion thought hilarious. She promised Sophie her extensive ‘boob art’ collection when she died, but right now, Marion was as fit as a fiddle and not planning on letting anything get in her way. She was chic in a tailored way, not taking any fashion risks, always appropriate in how she presented herself.


Of course, Paul and Clair wanted her to sell Temple Terrace. It would serve them well, too. Financially, they could encourage Marion to put the money towards their own home, which was altogether too big and too expensive for a family of four. And it meant they would have a live-in babysitter for their twins, Sophie and Tom.


Marion loved her grandchildren, but they were fourteen and more interested in their phones than their grandmother. They were also too old to be babysat any more. Mostly, Tom grunted at Marion when he saw her, the small boy who used to want to bake cakes with her now with earbuds in and enveloped in a cloud of heavy aftershave, despite him growing only three hairs on his chin a month. And Sophie … well, Sophie was still lovely, but she seemed distant. Perhaps something was happening at school? Friendship drama, Marion wondered, remembering how apocalyptical everything felt as a teenager, even for her.


Clair tapped the kitchen worktop with a manicured fingernail, as though calling a court to order in the case of ‘Marion’s Wants versus Clair’s Expectations’.


‘I know Dad was irresponsible and left you high and dry financially speaking when he died, but with the cash you would make from selling the house, you could do whatever you wanted: travel, buy new clothes, perhaps a new car. Paul can invest the rest and you can live with us.’


Paul walked away and looked out of the kitchen window. He was thin, thinner than usual, and his fingernails were all gnawed. Marion hadn’t realised Paul was a nail-biter, or was this a new thing? She would have asked, but Clair was too far up on her high horse at that moment to think about anyone else.


‘We could go to Ikea and get some nice new things for a bungalow, so you can have a place to land between travel. Get rid of all the old stuff.’


Marion turned the mug of tea around so she could see the peacock on the china. It was a Wedgewood pattern called Fortune. It felt like a slap, since her husband had lost their fortune before he died.


‘I like my old stuff. I am old stuff,’ she joked to try to shift the mood, but Clair didn’t acknowledge it, or perhaps she wasn’t listening.


Marion remembered a quote about death revealing the truth about things but couldn’t recall who said it first. But it was true. Geoffrey’s decisions before he died could have ruined her, except the house was paid off.


‘He wasn’t irresponsible, Clair,’ she said gently, trying to defend the man who had loved both her and their daughter so much. ‘He had a brain tumour and it caused him to make some terrible decisions.’ She paused. ‘The last thing he’d want me to do is leave the house if I wasn’t ready … And I’m not ready.’


‘But we never saw where he put the money, Mother. He said he put it into an investment in Africa, but where in Africa? There was nothing in the accounts. Paul never did find out, did you, dear?’


Paul shook his head. ‘I’ve never found it. The bank and I both looked. He withdrew it, but who he gave it to is a mystery. He might have wired it to someone in Africa – older people do that more often than you would realise – but there was no record of it.’


Marion let the ageist comment go. She was an older person and she had never wired money to anyone, let alone someone in another country. She was proud of herself and how she had been managing to budget since he had died, making do as much as she could, but now, she needed a more stable solution and tenants seemed perfect.


She caught a look between Clair and Paul.


‘I do think the house is too big for you now,’ Paul said in a slightly apologetic tone, as though he knew there would be hell to pay if he outright disagreed with his wife. ‘And you don’t want renters here, smoking and having parties and doing drugs, sneaking pets in or cuckooing the place and you ending up in the garden shed.’


Clair crossed her arms and nodded. ‘Exactly. Paul knows about these things.’


Marion wasn’t sure how or why Paul knew about these things as a financial advisor, but she said nothing. She was used to saying nothing around her daughter and son-in-law. Saying nothing stopped a lot of headaches and arguments, she thought, but sometimes she wished she had the strength to say something. She had let things go for so long that now that it seemed anything was acceptable in their eyes, including uprooting her and changing her life without her having any say.


If Marion was ever asked what her greatest regret in life so far was, she expected that people would assume her answer would be around trying to stop the terrible things that had happened in the past to their family. But it wasn’t. It was Clair being so utterly self-absorbed and disloyal to her own mother. When had it changed? She couldn’t find a date to circle on the calendar, with the note next to it announcing the day. No, it was a slow drip, until one day it had overflowed and Clair was filled with … resentment and entitlement.


Every small grievance, every perceived slight, every moment Clair felt overlooked had accumulated over the years, hardening her heart and narrowing her vision of what led them to this moment. The girl who once brought her mother flowers and listened intently to bedtime stories about faraway trees and wishing chairs had transformed into a woman who saw the world only through the lens of her own desires.


Marion could trace the tiny moments: when Geoffrey missed her ballet recitals owing to work commitments. The conversations cut short by Marion’s busy schedule entertaining Geoffrey’s clients and managing two children at home when her husband was always working. The birthdays when the cake wasn’t quite right according to Clair’s perfectionism. The decisions made for Andy’s funeral, then Geoffrey’s funeral. Each worse than the next, all a drop in the bucket of Clair’s discontent.


But more than that, at what stage had Clair decided to put Paul’s opinion over her own? And when had she become so thoroughly unlikeable? Oh, Marion loved her daughter, that was never in question, but she didn’t like her and she knew Clair didn’t like her in return. Now, facing her daughter’s cold indifference, Marion realised that the overflow had washed away the warmth and connection they once shared, leaving a chasm she wasn’t sure how to bridge.


Clair wasn’t finished. ‘And the whole financial thing, well, that’s never been your strong suit, has it?’


Marion stood up, took her mug and sloshed the remains of the tea into the sink. If she spoke now, she would lose her temper at Clair and she didn’t want to carve the rift between them even deeper.


‘Daddy always took care of the money until he was ill. You aren’t familiar with the ins and outs. I mean, have you even done the figures for the lodgers to see if you will break even? Do you want Paul to look at the numbers – see if it all adds up? You have all sorts of things to consider, doesn’t she, Paul?’


‘Yes, there’s council taxes and income tax from the renters, plus the need for savings in case something goes awry with the heating or plumbing, general repairs. What if they don’t pay the rent and you have to go to a tribunal or seek legal advice?’


Marion looked out from the bay window over the double sink at the garden. It was just lawn and some pots, nothing interesting or special, mostly because Marion couldn’t afford to buy new plants or get the weeds pulled in the beds. An income from some housemates would help, but she hadn’t thought of everything Paul had just mentioned and fear rose in her throat.


Don’t let them see you scared, she told herself.


‘No, I don’t need Paul to look at the figures. I did them myself and I’m fine. I have everything covered and as far as housemates, I would enjoy the company,’ she said, turning to Clair.


It was true. She had thought about getting a dog, but she wanted a real connection, not just an animal waiting for a treat and a walk each day. She wanted to be a part of something again, and a humming household was where she had been happiest, just not at the back of Clair and Paul’s house in a bungalow.


‘That’s a dig at me, because I don’t come around much,’ Clair almost wailed.


Marion took a deep breath. ‘No, Clair, not everything is about you. I think it’s a shame this big house is empty – it deserves to have people in it again.’


How could she explain to Clair the way her days were consumed by a profound sense of loneliness that made her catch her breath when she caught herself doing something for Geoffrey out of habit. Setting a place at the table for dinner on occasion, seeing something on the street she would have pointed out to him. They used to have such a nice routine before he became ill.


Up early, they would get ready and then walk to their favourite bakery. Sit and drink coffee or tea, depending on their mood, and eat a pastry. Pass the papers between them and then head home, stopping to chat to people they knew as well as friendly strangers. Geoffrey would always pat the dogs that passed and when they were home, they would do their separate activities. Geoffrey would read, Marion would read or do a sudoku, or watch interesting things on the internet. Documentaries, dances, interviews, Marion was always curious about the world and the internet made it all so much closer and accessible.


And then Geoffrey had started doing silly things, forgetting things and asking for Andy. That’s when she had taken him to the doctor, then a specialist. Some scans and a week later, they had a diagnosis.


One of their phones pinged with a message, diffusing the situation. Clair picked hers up from the kitchen worktop.


‘The twins are ready to be picked up from rowing,’ she said to Paul.


Marion noticed he looked relieved as he grabbed the car keys.


‘Want me to bring them back here?’ he asked Clair.


Clair feigned a sad face. ‘I would, but we have to get them home and sorted. We’re off to see Coldplay in Bristol tonight and the kids are at friends for a sleepover.’


Marion started towards the front door. ‘That sounds like fun. Another time, then.’


Clair gave that nervous laugh she did when she was relieved. ‘Yes, another time.’


Marion opened the front door and admired some small buds coming on the wisteria as Clair passed through onto the street.


‘I do wish you would think about selling.’ Clair was going in for one more round. ‘A nice new wardrobe, a trip to Kenya – you love Kenya! – or you could buy a lovely handbag, a luxury one. A Kelly or a Birkin.’ She sounded delighted with her plans for her mother.


Marion sighed. ‘I don’t want a Kelly or a Birkin, and the reason I loved Kenya was because I went with your dad. I’m not about to go alone, and for the record’ – she looked at Paul – ‘if the jury can take note, I happen to like my clothes so don’t need new ones.’


‘That’s not fair. I’m trying to help.’ Clair pulled her thick camel-coloured coat around her thin frame.


‘While I’m still capable of making my own decisions, I’ll continue to do so. Unless I start wiping down the kitchen sink with a raw chicken breast, or visiting the local library asking for directions home, let’s continue as normal until further notice.’ She smiled as she spoke, hoping Clair would see it as a peace offering, but Clair’s mouth fell open and her eyes darkened.


‘Mother, please.’


Marion shook her head. ‘Please stop, Clair. I know you mean well and I love you so much for caring, but I’m fine, I promise. This is a good outcome for me and for you. This way we can still have our independence and everything will be balanced between us. Why don’t you all come over on Sunday for lunch? I’ll make your favourite chicken pie.’


Clair scowled at her mother. ‘I’m off carbs,’ was all she said in return.


Paul guided Clair to the car, knowing they had lost this round.


Marion waved goodbye to them, though they didn’t turn around, and with a shiver from the cold spring air, she turned and looked at the front of her beloved Temple Terrace, noticing the tangle of wisteria branches that climbed across its façade. For fifty years, she had watched the seasons change and the wisteria bloom every year, each year bringing with it a renewed sense of wonder and appreciation for the patience and perseverance of the plant. Perhaps it was a reminder for Marion not to give up or to give in to the situation in which she found herself.


There was no point in being angry about Geoffrey’s poor investments when he was ill, or being angry at the brain tumour. It only mattered how she moved forwards and maintained her independence.


Marion walked back inside, where she found her iPad next to her armchair. She sat down and opened the houseshare site she had been looking at over the past week. There was no chance she could live with Clair and Paul. She would rather be homeless, she thought somewhat dramatically as she typed in her login.


Three rooms to rent – Bath proper.


Older landlady who lives on site – who uses emojis, understands TikTok and likes a neat whiskey after dinner by the fire in the winter and in the garden during summer – is opening her house in The Crescent for rent.


Three double bedrooms, all with beds, chest of drawers, wardrobe, an armchair and ensuite available. No smoking, no pets, females preferred. Any age, I am not ageist. My grandkids tell me I’m cool, but they could just be saying so.


She stopped typing for a moment and then typed in the rent and paused.


Was it too much? It looked to be on par with other listings. In the end it was what she needed to pay the bills and have a little to live on, a nice life. She kept typing.


Two sitting rooms, a dining room, a sunroom/conservatory, a snug and library also available for use.


A weekly clean, change of linen and all bills (except energy – gas and electricity) are included in the rental. The monthly rent is collected every four weeks, not by the calendar month, and it is payable in advance.


She finished and looked at the wedding photo of her and Geoffrey on the mantel.


‘Needs must,’ she said, using the old phrase of Geoffrey’s to the photo, and uploaded the ad.
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Felicity


Felicity Booth was twenty-three years old and without friends, money or beauty. The last one was the opinion of her grandmother, who once described Felicity as being ‘as plain as a scone’. Felicity had never been able to eat a scone since, both the words and the baked goods stuck in her throat for ever.


Felicity’s mother insisted that Felicity was beautiful in her own way, but Felicity had not yet found her way to that beauty her mother promised. In centuries past, Felicity might have joined a convent or become a governess, but those were not options for Felicity no matter how much she wished they still were, so she threw herself into the modern version: academia.


After a bachelor’s degree in English literature and a master’s in the Roman Empire from York, Felicity still didn’t know what she wanted to do so decided to keep studying. She had finished school early, due to being prodigiously intelligent, according to her teachers, but since she didn’t have any friends, there wasn’t much else to do but study. Eventually, it felt natural she would combine the two things she knew most about and the best place she could do that was in Bath, known for Jane Austen and the Roman influence.


Sometimes when she walked the streets of Bath, she felt as though she had somehow been transported in a time machine that transitioned her from now to Roman times to the Regency era. Walking the cobbled streets, she would see the grandeur and pomp of the Roman Baths, the towering columns and intricate stonework taking her breath away. As she turned a corner, the elegance of the Georgian architecture greeted her, with its sweeping terraces and the dignified presence of men sporting the upright posture of top hats, typical of Austen’s era.


And just as she thought she had finally been taken back to the times she understood more than the one she lived in now, someone bumping into her while looking at their phone, or tourists with cameras on sticks, would jolt her out of her time travel and back into the present day.


Felicity often found herself wishing she had been born in the Regency era, convinced that her fair complexion, slender figure, petite hands and feet, long straight dark hair, slightly hooked nose and bright blue eyes might have been considered attractive then. Except that she hunched herself so far over that her eyes were always on the ground, making it hard to see her face. Perhaps she might have been considered a great beauty then, but for now, according to her grandmother and her own internal critic, she was just a plain scone with no jam or cream to fancy her up.


Felicity eschewed the frivolities of the other girls at university, preferring to knit her own jumpers and cardigans in what her grandmother aptly called ‘various shades of thunderstorm’. She paired these shapeless yet cosy creations with utilitarian cargo pants and sturdy work boots, giving her the look of a Victorian ghost visiting a building site to undertake a health and safety assessment.


After being in the quietude of the library for most of the day, Felicity headed towards the dormitory where she resided. This was the first time she had lived away from home and she hated it. She thought that leaving York would be exciting, away from her grandmother’s house that she shared with her mother. She believed that she would finally have her own place in Bath, with no more criticisms and snide comments from her grandmother. Instead, she found she was lonely. And it was loud, the other residents wanting to party all night, despite the signs saying quiet from 10 p.m.


She climbed the stairs to her floor and walked towards her apartment, where some sort of horrific techno music was emanating from the apartment to her left. The noise inside was no better, perhaps even louder. The neighbour was a young guy who said ‘cool bro’ a lot and who told Felicity to bang on the wall if his music was too loud. Felicity never had, despite it being too loud all the time.


She slipped her backpack off onto the bed and sat, staring at the kitchen cupboard. Felicity had learned the description of the room by heart before she arrived at university. She was so excited to have her own space:


Your snug studio apartment cleverly combines functionality with comfort. The galley kitchen, equipped with essential appliances, seamlessly merges with the living area, where a neatly made bed beckons for relaxation. Across from the bed, a modest seating arrangement invites lounging or studying, while shelves above provide storage for personal belongings. Despite its cosy size, the apartment offers a welcoming retreat from student life.


The truth of it was that Felicity could reach into a kitchen drawer from her bed and take out a snack without having to lift her head. This was proving to be bad for her waistline and resulting in poor sleep when she rolled over onto crumbs from the crisps she had eaten earlier.


As though to prove her point, Felicity opened a drawer and took out a mini Galaxy bar and popped it into her mouth, chewing slowly as the caramel melted in her mouth. Then moans sounded on the other side of the wall opposite from Techno Cool Bro, followed by a rhythmic banging. Felicity chewed the chocolate as she watched the water in a glass on the kitchen worktop start to move in time with the wall. She knew this water-shaking moment wouldn’t last long. The neighbour always seemed to have girls in his room but the main event was never epic, as it were.


By the time Felicity had gone to the bathroom, washed her hands and changed into her pyjamas, the water had stopped shaking in the glass and even the techno music had lulled. She climbed into bed, despite it being just after four in the afternoon. Then she pulled out her laptop from her backpack and opened it up. Maybe if she lived elsewhere then she would enjoy her studies more, she thought and she started to search for rooms to rent in Bath. She scrolled down, uninspired by the small digs and ugly houses and the large amount of cat scratch poles in living rooms. Felicity was allergic to cats, so this was non-negotiable.


The music started again and she took out her noise-cancelling headphones before alighting on a new housesharing website – and then she saw it: Temple Terrace. It was exactly like the one that Sir Walter Elliot inhabited in Persuasion. A row of thirty houses, laid out in a crescent shape, perfectly balanced and proportioned, simple but elegant.


She clicked on the first image and held her breath. She wouldn’t let it out until the end of the photos and if she could hold it for all that time, she would apply, she told herself.


The rooms were lovely, big, gracious yet unpretentious. The sitting room was painted in a soft orange, which offset the lack of light, Felicity supposed, and created a lovely rich hue, slightly sun-kissed and welcoming. This comforting palette extended to a Turkish rug, bearing the patina of time and travel, something her grandmother would have loathed. She hated anything vaguely ethnic, particularly when displayed in interiors and at mealtimes. There were two plush sofas and two large armchairs, the worn upholstery adding to its charm and proof that they had been well sat in over the decades.


The bedrooms were what Felicity was interested in most. She clicked through the images of the library and the dining room and kitchen painted in yellow until she found them. Only two on offer and each perfect, though the description had mentioned three. All Persian rugs and fireplaces with armchairs and space, so much space. The beds looked so comfortable, a four-poster in one room and a large brass one in another, both with Suzani quilts on the bed.


Oh yes, Granny would loathe this.


The little bathroom sealed the deal for Felicity. Sharing a bathroom in the university dorms was worse than the noise and the adjacency to the snacks from her bed.


Her own bathroom.


She finally let out her breath and pressed the application button. Even though Granny paid half of her rent for the dorm room, she didn’t think Granny would mind if she moved to a different place if she was happier.


Felicity started to type in the application form:


Hello,


My name is Felicity Booth and I am a master’s student at the University of Bath. My thesis explores the cultural and architectural influences from Roman times on the social dynamics of Bath in the Regency era.


While you might assume my application is because your house directly reflects one of the houses in Jane Austen’s Persuasion, it is not, although it certainly supports my decision to leave the university dorms where I live, because they are simply not like your home.


University halls of residence aren’t easy for someone like me. I’m twenty-three, so much older than the others, who just want to party. I prefer to read and write and knit. Yes, I am already practising for my dotage.


But I can feel I am losing myself here, and my work. The music is incessant, people laughing and yelling. Worse than anything, there is a shared bathroom. I can pay the rent you ask and I am willing to do anything you need around the house such as cleaning or bringing the bins in. I’m not much of a cook, I’m afraid. I hope you will consider my application and if you do, could you explain TikTok to me and why you like it? I thought it was just dancing.


With my best regards,


Felicity Booth


She paused, took another Galaxy bar from the drawer, popped a cube in her mouth and pressed Send. It was out of her hands now.
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Lana


Lana Rolls had chosen to leave her marriage for several reasons. The first was that she couldn’t stand the sight of her husband, Denny, and she hated every aspect of her life with him, although to others it looked like Lana had landed on her feet.


Denny was a bully. He was a bully to his staff, to his family and to those who disagreed with him. And Lana had noticed that this was starting to tip into their marriage. She read that men who abused others inevitably turned on those closest to them and now, it seemed she was next in line. Nothing was ever quite good enough for Denny – nothing she wore or cooked or said. It was so subtle, but it was, as she tried to explain to her sister, Evie, just enough to doubt yourself.


He had chosen the house they lived in even though Lana said she didn’t like it. But since she wasn’t earning money – Denny didn’t want her to work – she didn’t end up getting a choice. The house was a new build on an estate outside of Bath and it had every single ‘mod con’, as Denny liked to say to anyone who came to visit.


The all-white kitchen gave Lana the creeps – she felt like she was in a laboratory. The fridge had a computer installed so you could scan barcodes and when you ran out of an item, it added it to a shopping list. The oven came with a video feature that walked you through the steps so you could make anything. It even had a feature where you could watch it cook via a live stream on your phone. The night they got it, Denny watched the stream as the oven heated a frozen lasagne. It was the longest twenty minutes of Lana’s life.


Denny was tight with his money, despite the technology in their house suggesting otherwise. He owned six technology stores and was opening up more, extending his ‘retail footprint’, as he said to all and anyone who would listen. But she also knew he hid money from her, and from HMRC, and he sold things for cash to friends and associates. He was always ducking and diving and dodging and weaving in life, and Lana had witnessed it all as a passive bystander in her own life. But she hadn’t found the right time to leave yet. Security was important to Lana, but lately, she couldn’t even use that as a reason to stay.


Then came the moment he ripped up her seedlings. The house was bare – minimalist, he liked to say – but the one thing she had always wanted was a garden. It reminded her of the good year when she lived with her grandmother. Denny had instructed the landscaper to create a concrete driveway and a round gravel garden with lots of hedges that had been turned into balls on sticks. There was no colour, no movement, just a very plain, uniform space outside the front of the house.


But the back was Lana’s space. When Denny was away on one of his buying trips, she had brought in four raised garden beds and filled them with good compost before planting them with flowers and vegetable seedlings. She mulched the beds with straw and fertiliser, around which were gravel paths. It was to become her favourite place each morning. With a cup of coffee in hand, she would wander about the beds, seeing what was growing and whether or not the tomatoes were ready to stake or the carrots to be thinned.


Denny hadn’t said much when he saw it when he came home later that week, except that she didn’t need to grow vegetables because she could get them at Tesco. She ignored his comment and went outside to look at her cosmos daisies, hoping they would grow tall enough to entice bees and butterflies into their garden.


The garden was taking shape and everything had been growing well for a few weeks. Lana had even shown Denny the drawing of extra beds she was planning and perhaps some arches for growing sweet peas and runner beans. In her head, she could see an abundant, vibrant space, filled with food and flowers – everything she didn’t have while growing up. What she wouldn’t have done as child to be able to head to the garden and pick a cherry tomato off the vine, ripened and warmed from the sun, instead of scratching around the empty cupboards trying to find something to eat for her and her sister …


It was after she had been to see her sister that the betrayal happened. On her return, the first thing she saw was her raised beds, empty, on the verge, the iron sides caved in on two. Lana had pulled into the driveway, her heart in her throat as she ran around the back of the house and saw it was all gone. Everything. Just an empty plot of land, with a bobcat and Denny and some workmen standing around, one of whom was walking around with a can of spray paint, outlining something on the dirt.


‘Denny!’ she called, her voice strained, tears welling.


‘Hello, trouble and strife. I thought I’d do better than the tiddly little garden you had. I’ve brought in a gardening team and they said they can make the back the same as the front. Don’t worry – I know you love your herbs and shit, so I have had them put into some little pots around the side of the house so you can grow your mint and so on.’


‘The side of the house is always in shade,’ she said, feeling her voice crack and aware there were several pairs of eyes on her.


His eyes went dark and she felt the fight leave her. It was time to go. She just had to find the right time and the right reason. Because ruining her garden wasn’t enough – she needed more.


Just now, Denny came up from the basement in a robe with tiny goggles on his head. He was the colour of a chicken tikka and smelled like coconut.


‘Hello, trouble,’ he said.


She was standing in the kitchen, trying to decide what to do about dinner. Denny was a simple man, but he did like ‘chicken of the world’ recipes: chicken tagine, parmigiana, schnitzels, Kievs, American-style fried and even a chicken tikka masala. His palate was more well-travelled than he was, since he had never left the UK, not even to Spain for a holiday.


Lana had tried to get him to travel, tempting him with Japan for technology or New York for networking, but he always said he was too busy. He was the king of his own little empire and nothing would ever compare.


Besides not wanting to travel, or not allowing anything older than five years in their house, what annoyed Lana about him was his insistence he was a geezer. She blamed the film director Guy Ritchie for Danny’s obsession with speaking like one and learning cockney rhyming slang.


While he didn’t want to travel, he did love a tan and he had his own sunbed installed at their house, with a sauna and rain shower that was so intense, Lana wondered if she was being waterboarded the first time she used it.


‘What’s for Jim Skinner, luv?’ He moved the junk mail and envelopes that were on the kitchen worktop.


Jim Skinner meant dinner. Having an Austin Power meant shower. Going to Uncle Ned meant going to bed. Lana often wondered what cockney slang for useless git would be. Probably useless git, she thought.


‘There’s letters for you,’ he said, tapping the pile of papers.


He looked in the saucepan that Lana was stirring. It was chicken soup, which she had bought at the deli because she couldn’t be bothered cooking for him any more.


‘Oh, loop the loop?’ he said.


‘It’s chicken soup,’ she said, hoping to convince him of its worth.


‘I’ll have it with some baby’s head,’ he winked. ‘I’m off to get some clothes on, otherwise you won’t be able to resist me,’ he laughed.


Lana gave him a fake smile. It was better to go along with his rubbish than face it, because Denny could be a prick.


‘Baby’s head, give me a break,’ Lana muttered as she looked through the mail and found the letter.


She turned it over and saw a return London postal address, an office in Mayfair. Fancy, she thought as she opened it and unfolded the letter. She turned down the soup on the burner and started to read, feeling her knees weaken. She sat down on one of the stools.


A mistress.


An affair.


Proof of paternity.


A baby.


A son.


Denial from Denny.


So, the mistress thought Lana should know what sort of man Denny is, did she?


Oh, Jesus, Lana thought. She knew he was a prick, but she also knew what a terrible father he would be to this poor kid.


They had decided no children. Lana because she had looked after her younger sister since she was eighteen and Evie was ten, and Denny because he didn’t want anything to distract him from his world domination in retail. The closest they ever came to a child was a robot dog that Denny had brought back from a technology show in London. It wagged its plastic tail and gave a bark that sounded like someone was standing on its equally plastic foot. It waddled around the house and scared Lana when she was least expecting it. Eventually, it ran out of both charge and charm, and Denny relegated it to the top shelf of the linen cupboard, where it stared down at Lana whenever she changed the towels.


A child.


She fished inside the envelope once again and found a photograph of the baby. On the back was written ‘Royce, born Christmas Eve’.


Royce?


‘God help him,’ Lana said, feeling calmer than she thought possible in a situation such as this, not that she had ever imagined one.


Lana refolded the letter and slipped it back into the envelope. Then she took the photo of the baby and taped it to the stainless steel refrigerator. Other people put their children’s photos and artworks on the fridge – didn’t little Royce deserve to be there, too? God knows, Denny wouldn’t put him up there.


She stared at the child for a while. It was hard to see the similarities between a baby and a parent, since both looked like uncooked sausages with eyes. She was sure this was his child, but thankfully there was a paternity test to confirm the sausage likeness.


Lana slipped the letter into the pocket of her hoodie. She took out some bread, buttered four slices, cut them in half and put them on a plate. Then she poured the soup into a bowl before adding a large spoonful of cooking salt and stirring.


Just in time, Denny sauntered into the kitchen and looked at the soup, his nose slightly turned up.


‘You not having any?’ he asked.


‘No. I’m going to shower. I’ll eat later.’


She could hardly breathe from the anger welling inside her and her voice sounded foreign to her as she spoke, although it seemed Denny hadn’t noticed anything different.


She heard the television turn on as she pulled four suitcases down from the wardrobe. She had bought them in the hope they would travel around the world with the two of them a few years ago. They hadn’t even left the wardrobe.


Lana lined them up on the floor before picking up armfuls of clothes still on their hangers and cramming them into the cases, followed by shoes and make-up and toiletries and jewellery. She kneeled on the lids to close them tightly.


Finally she was done. She stuck her head out of the door to the bedroom. He hadn’t seen the photo yet. He would need a drink with the salt she had put into the loop the loop, she thought and laughed.


One last thing, she thought. She went to the linen closet, took down the dog and put it on her side of the bed. She knew it was petty, but she also knew that Denny couldn’t tell the difference between her and a robot dog any more.


Lana lifted the suitcases upright and wheeled two down the hallway to the front door before repeating the act for the last two without Denny looking around once.


She cleared her throat. ‘I’m going to Evie’s.’


‘Baked po-tay-tah,’ he said, and she took a deep breath.


Why couldn’t he just say ‘see you later’ like a normal person? She was sure he just made up some of these stupid rhymes.


Lana opened the door and wheeled the cases towards the car, Denny watching a Top Gear rerun all along, still oblivious. She waited a moment and then turned and picked up her bag.


Denny stood up and walked towards the kitchen.


‘That loop the loop was salty,’ he complained.


She paused and heard muttering before he returned to the living room, a can of Pepsi in one hand and the photo in the other.


‘Whose fucking ugly basin of gravy is this?’ he said, waving the photo at her. ‘You left tape marks on the fridge. That residue can leave shadows.’


‘That is Royce,’ she said, watching his face for any flicker of recognition.


‘What a stupid name for a kid. Why is he on our fridge?’


‘That child is on our fridge, Denny, because he’s yours. That ugly basin of gravy is your son, Royce Rolls. And I agree – what a stupid fucking name it is.’ She straightened her shoulders and took in the moment. ‘Goodbye, Denny Rolls. You will be hearing from my lawyers.’


As she walked out, all she could think was it was time to upgrade her life to a Lana mark 2.0.






4


Marion


The doorbell at Temple Terrace had a nice melodious ring to it, slightly alto, that hummed through the house, letting the inhabitants know that company had arrived. Marion hated those loud soprano bells that screeched like a parrot. The sound of her own doorbell made her jump and she looked at the clock. It was only nine thirty in the morning and her potential renters weren’t meant to be here until ten. She wasn’t ready yet, she thought, slightly peeved at the inconvenience of one of them arriving early.


As she opened the door, she saw it wasn’t one of the new tenants but Clair, in a fur gilet and tight leather pants, with her hair scraped back into a bun that made her wide eyes seem wider and her cheekbones even more prominent. She looked thin, like a skinned deer, thought Marion, and then corrected herself.


‘Hello, darling, everything OK?’


‘Hello, Mum,’ said Clair, leaning in for a kiss. ‘It’s been a few days since I came by. I’ve been so busy but I thought why not pop in since I’m passing.’
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