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			Prologue

			Everything could change so much in a year. Twelve months ago today, on her thirty-­fourth birthday, Leni had woken up to the sound of Adam clattering around in the kitchen of their Ealing flat, making her a surprise breakfast. Things weren’t perfect between them, sure – they were rowing on and off, both stressing about whether or not their final round of IVF would work – but he’d put in the effort with poached eggs, coffee and orange juice at least. He’d even gone out to the garden in his boxers to snip a couple of white shrub roses to slot into a glass of water, their velvety perfumed heads nodding from the tray as he re-­entered the bedroom with a cheery ‘Happy birthday!’ He was trying, in other words – they both were – and as she saw him there in the doorway, giving it his best shot in the role of loving husband, she thought, Okay, we can do this. We’re going to be all right.

			A year on, and she was starting the day in a different bedroom, in a smaller, cheaper flat all alone, unless you included her ginger rescue cat, Hamish. So far his sum contribution to festivities had been a dead mouse on the kitchen floor that morning, a gift she could have done without. ‘I appreciate the effort, Haymo,’ she said, picking up the stiff little corpse with a piece of kitchen roll, feeling a pang for its delicate pink feet. ‘But, you know, sometimes less is more, mate, do you hear me?’

			She pushed open the back door; mid-­May and it was unseasonably warm. A cabbage-white butterfly fluttered in jerky zigzags across the garden and the sight of its papery wings beating felt like an encouragement. Keep going, she reminded herself, the sunshine falling benevolent and golden against her bare legs. Keep flying. Her family were coming to celebrate with her today, and they would fill the place with laughter and chat; they would eat and drink and reminisce. The comforting weight of familiarity and belonging would settle upon her, the layers of so many other birthdays and good times from years gone by. Here you are. These are your people. They’ve got your back, remember?

			‘This is where it all turns around,’ she pep-­talked herself, heading for the shower. ‘Life begins at thirty-­five.’ And who knew, by this time next year, she could be madly in love with a handsome prince, radiant with a surprise pregnancy (‘It was meant to be!’) and looking forward to a whole new wonderful chapter. There was a happy-­ever-­after out there somewhere, Leni was certain of it.

			 

			‘Ta-­dah! Have you got any candles, Len?’

			It was a few hours later and Alice was in the kitchen holding a plate where she’d arranged the mini brownies into a chocolate rockery. They looked about as dry and hard as real rocks, Leni thought, glancing round from where she was carving the roast chicken. I’ll bring cake, obviously! Alice had said during the week, because she was the best baker in the family and prided herself on her birthday bakes. Last year, for example, she’d appeared with an incredible chocolate and hazelnut meringue creation, and the year before, the most heavenly devil’s food cake with a praline topping. The vision of her sister, apron on, whipping up some new chocolatey masterpiece for her had sparked a little match inside Leni, the small act of love a welcome light in the darkness. But then Alice had arrived with a plastic box of supermarket-­branded brownies and excuses about being just so insanely busy at work, and the bright flickering flame inside her had promptly been snuffed out. 

			It didn’t matter, she told herself. There were more important things than cake. Anyway – silver lining − at least Alice hadn’t brought Noah with her. Apparently he’d come down with another of his migraines; it was uncanny how they always struck whenever he had to do something on Alice’s behalf.

			‘Cake candles? No, sorry,’ she replied, dismembering the bronzed chicken legs. When she and Adam split up, he’d stayed on in the Ealing flat and she’d been the one to move out, which meant that all of the vaguely useless detritus you accumulated through years of marriage – spare batteries and cake candles and Sellotape – had stayed put in the bottom kitchen drawer of their old place. For Leni to have packed and taken any of it would have seemed petty, but now, as a consequence, she kept being reminded of all that she’d once had and then lost.

			‘Uh-­oh,’ came Molly’s voice from across the room. A compact through-­plan living space, the estate agent had called it, when Leni was trailing around west London looking at the scant few one-­bedroom flats affordable on a divorced teacher’s budget. Translated, this meant the kitchen had a sofa and telly at one end, which was where Will, her brother, was currently sitting with his giggling, hair-­flicking girlfriend, Molly. It was the first time Leni had met her – Will seemed to operate a revolving-­door policy with his love life – but the couple were apparently at the surgically attached stage. Molly had been perched on Will’s lap since they arrived, while he looked permanently dazed with lust. ‘Is that a chicken?’ the hair-­flicker asked now in a slightly too ­loud whisper. ‘Babe, you did tell your sister I was vegetarian, didn’t you?’

			Leni’s jaw clenched, her hand tightening on the knife because no, obviously Will hadn’t told her anything of the sort. ‘There are plenty of vegetables,’ she said brightly without turning round. It was the voice she used with her class of nine-­year-­olds – cheery but firm. We’re not going to make a silly fuss about this, are we? She tried to catch Alice’s eye – the two of them had form when it came to post-­match analyses of Will’s girlfriends, and she could already imagine her sister’s wicked, wide-­eyed ‘Is that a chicken?’ impression, complete with all the mannerisms – but Alice was preoccupied, peering into cupboards. ‘How about some icing sugar?’ she was asking. ‘Edible glitter?’

			The doorbell rang at that moment, thankfully, and Leni escaped the room, head jangling, feeling as if everything was out of kilter today, as if she couldn’t quite align herself with the happy mood of togetherness previously envisaged. It had only been a few months since her divorce and she still felt so depleted and fragile; she wasn’t sure she could remember how to behave like the person they expected her to be any more. Was she acting too uptight? Should she try harder to care about the edible glitter situation? Yesterday’s strange encounter flashed back into her head − the man who’d done a double take on hearing her name. Coincidence! he’d said, blinking and staring at her in an unnervingly intent way. I used to know a Leni McKenzie.

			Yeah, tell me about it, she thought to herself now. I wish she’d hurry up and come back.

			‘Happy birthday, darling! So sorry we’re late. Traffic was appalling and then it took us forever to find a parking space. But here we are at last!’

			Here they were indeed, nearly two hours late – Leni’s mum, Belinda, and her partner, Ray. Wearing a yellow silk shirt with lots of necklaces, Belinda had brought cellophane-­wrapped peonies that rustled against Leni’s back as she enfolded her in a perfumed hug. Despite everything, Leni sank gratefully into her mum’s warmth, already looking forward to telling her about yesterday’s unexpected twist. You’ll never guess who turned up at work! she imagined herself saying, anticipating the way her mum’s eyes would flick open a little wider, the laugh that would bubble up in her throat. Belinda loved surprises.

			That could wait though; right now her mum was disen­tangling herself, necklaces jingling, with the air of a woman who wanted to get on with the day. ‘Any word from your dad? Is he joining us?’ she asked, giving Leni a beady look.

			‘Nope, nothing.’ Leni hugged Ray, who, as usual, was wearing a long-­sleeved T-­shirt with some obscure band name on the front, plus jeans. Years ago, he’d worked in the music industry, getting himself into all kinds of trouble in the process. He’d left the business and retrained as a landscape architect, but still dressed as if he were on his way to a gig. These days he got his kicks through more acceptable hazardous activities: hang-­gliding and snowboarding – sometimes even persuading Belinda to join him, much to Leni and Alice’s hilarity. (Belinda trussed up in a bungee harness was an image that Leni still returned to if ever she needed cheering up; she would probably still be cackling about her mother’s expression of deep discomfort on her deathbed.)

			‘I invited him but I’m assuming he’s forgotten,’ she went on, deliberately airy so as to prevent any actual feelings slipping out. Her dad, honestly: there was a therapist’s case study in human form if ever you needed one. You’d think after all these years, with one new wife after another briefly appearing as bit ­parts in the Tony McKenzie show, the rest of the family would be immune to his abominable disregard for them, but the lapses still stung. Do you think you have daddy issues? Adam had once asked her and she’d laughed her head off, before pretending to frown. ‘Daddy . . . Wait, I’m sure I’ve heard that word somewhere before. Remind me what it means again?’

			‘Not even a text?’ Belinda looked exasperated as they went through to join the others. There was an immediate clatter as Hamish took one look at Ray and scuttled through the cat flap, ears back. Having been brought to the animal shelter as an underweight stray, he took against some men on sight. 

			‘No,’ she confirmed curtly, and the edge in her voice must have cut through to Alice, mid glitter-­mission, because her sister promptly darted her a quick sidelong glance and came to the rescue.

			‘Mum! Ray! We were starting to think you’d been abducted,’ she said. Crossing the room to hug them both, she touched Leni’s arm in passing to let her know she was taking this one on. ‘Shall I dish up the veg, Len?’

			‘Oh darling, you’ve already cooked!’ Belinda cried, seeing the chicken on the side, the pans of vegetables bubbling on the hob. ‘I thought I was going to do that for you?’

			‘Well, yeah, so did I, two hours ago, Mum,’ Leni said, hoping she sounded jokey rather than plain old annoyed. Belinda was the most generous person in the world with her offers but you couldn’t always guarantee them actually coming good on the day. Plan B for Belinda! she and Alice often said to one another. ‘I thought I should get on with it.’

			‘On your birthday, though – oh, now I feel awful!’ Belinda said, putting a hand up to her face.

			A year ago, Leni might have assured her that it didn’t matter, but do you know what? Today, it was starting to feel as if it did. It mattered that she’d heard Molly murmur pityingly to Will, ‘She’s thirty-­five and still single? In this poky flat? I think I’d rather kill myself,’ when they thought Leni couldn’t hear. The crap brownies mattered, as did her dad’s disinterest. Any minute now, Belinda would announce news of her latest friend to become a grandmother and Leni wouldn’t be able to stop herself from screaming. Watch out, everyone, if the carving knife was in her hand at the time. That yellow silk shirt of her mum’s would need some specialist attention at the dry-­cleaners for starters.

			Deep breaths, she ordered herself. Calm, kind thoughts. ‘Who wants a drink?’ she asked, opening the fridge to pull out a misted green bottle of Prosecco. The soft pop of the cork, the first cold mouthful could not come soon enough, she reflected darkly. She registered a momentary ache as she remembered previous birthdays where Adam had stepped up as entertainment manager, splashing out on champagne. He’d cook something flamboyant and showy that always drew admiration and compliments, mix cocktails (the more outrageous the better), and make everyone laugh, charming the room like the charisma-­bomb he was. Although being married to a charisma-­bomb had its downsides too, of course. You could quickly tire of having random women hanging on your husband’s every word, for instance. She certainly didn’t miss finding their phone numbers stuffed in his pocket, the paranoia that snaked in whenever he was unexpectedly late home. Also, while she was on the subject, show-­off cooking was all well and good, but if Adam had bothered to check in with her first, she’d have chosen good old roast chicken every time.

			But that was in the past now, she reminded herself. He had a new partner’s family to dazzle these days, didn’t he? Besides, that handsome prince who was due to appear in Leni’s life any day now would not only be an absolute ace in the kitchen, he’d be modest about it too. Charming without being an egomaniac. Imagine!

			‘Anyone for fizz?’ she said brightly.

			‘Bubbles!’ cried Molly as if she were five. ‘Yes, please!’

			‘Lovely,’ added Belinda, bustling over to tend to the abandoned chicken. ‘Let me get on with this while you pour.’

			‘Is everyone having a glass?’ Leni asked, counting out flutes. Ray didn’t drink these days, but Will, Molly and Belinda all replied yes. Alice, meanwhile, was at the sink, filling a tumbler with water.

			‘I’m fine with this, thanks,’ she said, her long chestnut hair falling in front of her face, perhaps so that she didn’t have to meet Leni’s eye.

			‘Oh.’ Leni’s hand suddenly felt clammy on the bottle, her stomach turning over as her mind leapt ahead. The moment of solidarity she’d just felt with her sister seemed to blister, vanishing in the next second. Was Alice saying . . . ? Did this mean . . . ? The air seized in Leni’s lungs as she tried to catch her breath. Alice was wearing pale blue cropped chino-­type trousers with a black silky short-­sleeved blouse, and Leni found herself peering covertly at her sister’s body, wondering if her belly looked a bit rounder than usual, if her loose top was in fact hiding something.

			Oh God. She didn’t think she could bear it if Alice was having a baby. She might actually drop dead with envy and bitterness, after everything that had happened. She would cover up, of course, put on a good show – oh wow! Exciting! – because she knew all the right things to say by now. She’d be the best aunty-­to-­be ever too – she’d buy the cute little outfits and remember to check in after Alice’s scans, conjuring up expressions of delight and wonder, clapping a hand to her heart, and then she’d go home and weep into her sofa, bilious with jealousy.

			Leni popped the cork from the bottleneck, but no longer felt so steady on her feet while such unsisterly thoughts were pushing to the forefront of her mind. Was Alice seriously going to have a baby with that idiot Noah? Back in the day, the two sisters had entertained a long-­running narrative that they’d marry a prince and a baron and live in neighbouring castles. Prince Antonio, Leni had christened her imaginary future husband at the time, although he’d also been Prince Brad, Prince Keanu and Prince Idris in later conversations, depending on who she was into. ‘And Baron . . . Darren,’ Alice had quipped, only for the name to stick throughout the years that followed. Couldn’t Alice hang out a bit longer for the dashing, castle-­owning Baron Darren of her dreams, instead of settling for good-­looking but shallow Noah?

			Belinda, sawing at the chicken breast, did not seem to notice the unspoken frisson between her daughters. Leni was surprised she hadn’t pounced upon Alice’s uncharacteristic booze ­refusal with a hopeful gleam in her eye. She had knitted a small white baby hat when Leni and Adam started IVF, and crocheted a little yellow jacket second time around. Then their last attempt had come to nothing, and her woollen production line ground to a halt, along with their optimism. Maybe Alice could give their mother what she wanted, because Leni had failed and failed again.

			Come on. Keep it together. Happy families, remember. Glad for an excuse to hide her face, she crouched at the cupboard to retrieve her nicest plates – the set that Adam had bought her for Christmas three years ago, crackle-­effect porcelain in turquoise, plum and emerald shades – but her fingers were trembling. Perhaps the glass of Prosecco she’d just thrown back in a single, despairing gulp had affected her coordination, or maybe her hands were a bit sweaty, but as she stood up, then attempted to squeeze around Ray, draining the peas at the sink, she lurched sideways and somehow lost her grip on the stack of plates, which went crashing to the floor.

			‘Oh God!’ she wailed as they smashed into pieces. ‘Oh no.’

			It was only crockery, she scolded herself later on when the six of them were finally squeezed around the small table for lunch, the food dished out on to the four plain white plates she had bought for everyday use, plus a couple of plastic camping plates she’d unearthed to make up the numbers. Worse things could and did happen. She might be able to glue the pieces back together, she thought, drinking more wine and trying valiantly to engage with the conversation. Trying to smile. But in the moment after they’d fallen from her grasp, smashing into so many bright broken shards on her kitchen floor, she had sunk to her knees beside them and burst into tears – for the plates, for her marriage, for her whole life.

			When so many things were broken, how on earth did you go about sticking them back together again?

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Years earlier, when Alice was eight years old, she’d had flute lessons at primary school for a while. Three of them from her class were taught in a group – her, Joe McPhee and Becky Braithwaite – but for some reason, the teacher, Mrs Janson, singled out Alice for a new nickname every week. ‘Shorty,’ Mrs Janson called her, probably because she was smaller than Joe and Becky; a summer baby yet to catch her peers up in height. ‘Titch.’ Alice tried to laugh along each time but couldn’t ignore the uneasy feeling at the bottom of her tummy. It was confusing. Thus far in life, grown-­ups had been mostly kind to her. In fact, until now, she’d go as far as to say that grown-­ups had been pretty firm about not calling other people names. So how come this lady was allowed to? Had Alice done something wrong?

			Her sister Leni was in the last year of primary school at this point. Year 6 pupils were given extra responsibilities – collecting class registers, running errands and delivering cups of tea or coffee to school visitors. ‘Life skills,’ the headteacher called it, but everyone knew it was free skivvying. By coincidence, Leni was on duty this particular day, and appeared in the music room, carefully balancing a cup of coffee on a tray, just as Mrs Janson was saying, ‘Oh dear, never mind, Joe,’ after he’d mangled an easy scale. ‘Let’s see if the dwarf can manage it.’

			Up until this moment, Alice had been smiling with excitement to see her sister, but when Mrs Janson’s words filtered through to her – the dwarf?! – she was immediately consumed by a massive wave of embarrassment. She swung her gaze away, but not before she saw Leni’s eyebrows shoot up in surprise. Heat flared in Alice’s cheeks as she raised the flute to her lips, unable to concentrate until she’d heard the clink of the coffee cup being set down, then the soft closing of the door as Leni left.

			‘Does she always talk to you like that?’ Leni asked that evening. The two girls were in their shared bedroom, with Leni sprawled out on her bed, admiring her non-­bitten fingernails. Their mum, Belinda, had said that if Leni could stop biting her nails for a whole month, she would buy her a pot of nail varnish as a reward. There were still ten days to go but Leni, confident of success, was already in a delicious dilemma about which shade to choose, having pretty much committed to memory the entire range of options at the big Boots in town.

			‘Who?’

			‘That horrible flute teacher, calling you a dwarf. How mean!’

			Alice, on the bed across the room with a comic, twiddled one of her bunches around her finger and said nothing for a moment. She’d managed to put the mortifying scene out of her head but now it leaped up once more: her teacher’s sharp voice and cold blue eyes, the awkward giggles from Joe and Becky, the conviction that Alice must be a bad person who deserved the name-­calling. ‘I dunno,’ she mumbled.

			‘Does Mum know she’s nasty to you?’ her sister persisted, chin pointy, eyes fierce; a face that said Don’t try and fob me off with a lie now.

			Alice shook her head. Belinda had a short fuse and, in hindsight, good reason to be irritable, when things had been chaotic at home for as long as Alice could remember: that horrible year after Will was born, for starters, when he was in and out of hospital with bronchiolitis and breathing difficulties, with Alice and Leni both having to stay with Janet-­next-­door when he was really poorly. Then their dad had moved out, initially with talk about a new job a long way away but then not reappearing for seemingly months on end. Belinda had started to say, ‘Look, I don’t know, all right?’ in answer to questions about when he’d be back, with enough exasperation that even a small person could sense there might be an issue.

			‘No,’ Alice replied, then glared at her sister with sudden suspicion. ‘Don’t you tell her,’ she said, not wanting to be at the centre of any drama. Somehow it would end up being Alice’s fault, she knew already. ‘You won’t, will you?’

			Leni was back to admiring her stubby but unbitten nails. ‘I’m thinking Mauve Shimmer,’ she announced, wiggling her fingers with anticipation. ‘Or maybe Coral Kisses. Oh, how am I going to decide?’

			A week later, and it was time for another flute lesson. The door opened as usual halfway through, for the arrival of a Year 6 pupil bearing a coffee for Mrs Janson – but to Alice’s surprise, it was Leni again. This was unexpected, as was the strange expression on her sister’s face: a sort of gleeful triumph, her mouth twitching in a way that made Alice think she was trying to suppress a laugh.

			Minutes later, with Mrs Janson midway through her coffee, Alice realised why. ‘Ugh,’ spluttered the teacher, only to choke and fish about in her mouth with a look of abject horror.

			‘What is that?’ cried Becky Braithwaite, eyes goggling at the small white crescent plucked from her teacher’s mouth. ‘Is that a fingernail, Miss?’

			Mrs Janson looked completely ashen. ‘Excuse me a minute,’ she said, grabbing the cup and fleeing the room.

			It turned out there were ten small, jagged fingernails in the coffee, bitten quickly off and added to the drink en route to the music room. ‘And a bit of spit too,’ Leni said carelessly that afternoon once they were back home. ‘Helena McKenzie, what on earth were you thinking?’ Belinda had exploded, pink in the cheeks, having been called away from work to learn of this crime. ‘Well, you can forget that nail varnish now, young lady. And you can forget about going round to Victoria’s party at the weekend too. Fingernails in a teacher’s coffee, indeed. You’re in so much trouble, I can hardly even look at you right now!’

			Leni was sanguine about the punishments – ‘Vicky’s already said she’ll rearrange the party for when I can come, I don’t care,’ she told her sister with a lofty shrug – but Alice knew that the withdrawal of nail varnish rights was an absolute stinger.

			The first chance she got, dragging around town with her mum and Will some weekends later, Alice seized the opportunity to sidle back to the make-­up shelves while Belinda dithered over nit shampoo brands then queued up to ask the pharmacist about cough medicine. Mauve Shimmer – straight up her right coat sleeve. Coral Kisses – straight up her left. Her heart thudded like a jackhammer as they eventually departed the shop. By then, she’d managed to secrete the two small bottles in the depths of her duffel coat pockets, all the while expecting the accusatory ‘Oi!’ of a security guard to boom after her. None came. She’d done it. You see off my mean flute teacher for me, I’ll shoplift nail varnish for you, she thought, picturing the look of delight that she knew would dawn across Leni’s face when Alice revealed her stolen booty. It seemed a pretty good deal, frankly.

			And totally worth it, too, for my brilliant, loyal sister, she typed now, reading back through the words of her story once more before pressing Post and sitting back with a small sigh. It was a Sunday evening in December, five and a half months after the accident, and Alice was hunched in bed with her laptop, its screen casting blue light on to her face while a belligerent wind outside rattled the window in its frame. The memorial page was her online sanctuary, a place to which she returned frequently with updates or photos, and she loved scrolling through other people’s fondly remembered stories. It was a comfort to retreat into nostalgia when real life kept tripping her up with horrible surprises. Tomorrow, for instance, she would almost certainly be called in for a little chat with her boss, following the debacle with Nicholas Pearce on Friday evening and . . .

			Don’t, she ordered herself before any bad thoughts could take root. Don’t think about that. She refreshed the screen instead, where comments were already appearing beneath her new post.

			She was the best, wasn’t she? RIP.

			Love this story, Alice. Can totally imagine her doing this. Hope you’re okay.

			Oh Leni, we all miss you so much.

			 

			‘I’m sorry, Alice,’ said Rupert the next day, after he had, as expected, requested a quick word with her in his office. The grim set to his mouth signalled that the quick word would not be about a pay rise nor her fantastic work. (It probably wouldn’t even be quick, Alice registered with an inner groan.) ‘But the phone call from Nicholas Pearce was the final straw. I’m afraid this conversation will be minuted as a verbal warning about your misconduct. This can never happen again, do you understand?’

			Leni had once confided in Alice that whenever people said fatuous things like ‘Do you understand?’ or ‘Are you listening to me?’ her instinct was to reply in the negative, if only to annoy them even more. Sitting in her boss’s office now, facetiousness didn’t seem a great option to Alice though. ‘What, so you’re saying you’re taking his side over mine?’ she asked, trying to choke back the Are you fucking kidding me? boiling within her. ‘Even though he thought it was fair game to fondle my leg in a bar, and then follow me to the bus stop? When I’d made it clear that was not appropriate?’

			Rupert was a successful, charming man, used to being adored by clients and staff alike. He liked to boast that he’d dreamed up his award-­winning marketing and communications agency on the back of a fag packet, but that was yet another example of his own-­brand spin; Alice knew for a fact he’d relied heavily on family wealth and some very well-­connected friends in the early days. Whatever – it sounded good, and she of all people understood the sheen that a slick of marketing gloss could bring. Except when it turned out that Rupert was all gloss, and slippery as hell with it. ‘And you think him behaving that way is okay, do you?’ she burst out.

			‘Of course it’s not okay,’ he replied, dark eyebrows sliding together. He tapped a silver pen on the desk for good measure and the tinny noise was so irritating, Alice felt like snatching it off him. Maybe even whacking him over the head with it for good measure. ‘But by the sound of it, you completely overreacted. Swearing at him in a bar—’

			‘His hand was halfway up my thigh!’

			‘And pushing him in the street like some kind of oik—’

			‘I was scared for my own safety!’

			‘You’re lucky he’s not pressing charges for assault, you know. Very lucky.’

			‘Lucky?’ Alice’s voice rose almost to a screech. She’d plunge that silver pen into his eyeball in a minute. ‘I didn’t assault him. Jesus! I wish I bloody had assaulted him, and he’d have had it coming to him too, the dirty old pervert, I—’

			‘Alice—’

			‘And you’re disciplining me, like this is somehow my fault? When I was just trying to do my job?’

			‘ALICE.’ He was thundering now and she broke off, clutching her hands together in the vain hope she might stop them from shaking. How she wished her fingernail assassin sister could burst into the room and come to her rescue. Even appear as a ghostly apparition just to frighten the bejeezus out of him. No such luck. ‘That’s not the only problem, though, is it?’ Rupert went on. ‘I might have been prepared to overlook this whole disgraceful business were it not for the fact that you’ve not been yourself for some months now. Many months.’

			Alice hung her head. Here we go. ‘It’s not like I haven’t had good reason,’ she muttered, face blazing. Sure, drag me into it, she imagined Leni drawling, one eyebrow raised sardonically. Get that excuse on his table, see if that shuts him up for a minute. There must be some perks to having a dead sister, right?

			‘Absolutely,’ he said, his tone softening a fraction. Not enough to change tack though. ‘We’re all aware that you’ve had a very difficult time. However.’

			Oh Christ. She did not want to listen to the ‘However’. She was still reeling from his dismissal of her defence just now, furious that he didn’t seem able to understand how awful the encounter had been. She and Nicholas Pearce were in the bar together, supposedly to go through a few final details of the contract he was poised to sign with the agency, only for her to feel sinking dismay when she realised his actual agenda. Rupert didn’t get it because he’d never had to deal with such a situation, presumably; he’d always been respected, valued for his work, taken at face value. Did he really not see that it was different for women?

			‘I have caught up on all the days I missed,’ she said haltingly, wanting to pre-­empt whatever criticism was coming next. ‘I have worked so hard on the Red Lobster campaign; Edie and I smashed it at the presentation last week. Yes, I’ve had a difficult time, but I’m turning a corner now, I’m on the way up again.’

			She crossed her fingers under the desk because saying she was on the way up was a massive exaggeration but, you know, marketing. She could gild a lily with the best of them.

			‘The thing is though, Alice,’ he went on, ‘this has come after months of poor time-­keeping, unreliability, outbursts in meetings. And we’ve all been very patient with you but there comes a point when enough is enough. I’m wondering if perhaps you should take a bit more time off. Possibly look into some anger management sessions.’

			Alice swallowed hard. The clock on the wall seemed to be ticking particularly loudly all of a sudden. Her skin felt sticky, her throat dry; her breath was shallow in her lungs as if she was on the verge of a panic attack. Alice, you’re, like, mentally unhinged, Noah had shouted the day he finished with her. He’d actually put his hands up in the air as if she were a wild animal, saying he couldn’t cope with the drama any more, he was sick of it. Now here was her boss intimating pretty much the same thing. We’ve all been very patient with you, as if the whole office had been bitching about her. They could sod off too, she thought in a new explosion of fury.

			‘Do you know what,’ she said, the words spilling out of her before she even knew what they might be, ‘I quit.’ She got to her feet, sweat prickling in the small of her back despite it being December and Rupert ever-­stingy about the office heating setting. ‘I don’t want to work here any more.’

			‘Alice—’ He was doing that weary, patronising sigh that her dad sometimes used to adopt, as if she was a silly little girl. This alone was enough to make her double down on her impulse decision.

			‘I’ve got some holiday left and it’s Christmas coming up,’ she said. ‘I’m not staying where I don’t feel valued. Shove your anger management sessions – and find someone else to do your shit job while you’re at it.’ And then she was storming out of there, only stopping to grab her bag and coat, barging past her wide-­eyed colleagues, some of whom called after her in concern – Alice, are you okay?

			Erupting into the freezing Soho street, she half expected buildings to be collapsing around her, fires to be blazing in cars, the ground shifting beneath her feet, because that was how it felt: as if the world was ending. Leni, Noah, now her job . . . all of those solid structures in her life, everything she’d treasured six months ago, had crumbled to rubble. She put her arms around herself for a brief moment, tried to banish forever the image of Rupert’s supercilious face, and stumbled blindly along the street, unsure where she was going or even what she might do next. ‘Fuck,’ she said aloud and then, for good measure, yelled at the top of her voice. ‘FUCK!’

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			‘You know, I think you might have been all right if you hadn’t said the “shit job” bit,’ Lou ventured that evening, a mixture of side-­eye and sympathy.

			‘You could probably still go back if you sent a grovelling email,’ Celeste added. The three of them were squeezed around a corner table in the Queen and Compass, Alice’s local pub, and she was starting to wish she’d suggested a different venue, seeing as the house band were in tonight and their set­ list was resolutely festive. They’d already murdered Mariah Carey’s ‘All I Want for Christmas’, and were now trying to persuade the clientele to join in with a headbanging cover of ‘Last Christmas’. ‘This is a really bad time of year to lose your job, for one thing.’

			These were Alice’s two best friends and she was grateful to them for dropping everything in order to come out with her in commiseration, but if they thought for a minute she was regretful or about to beg for her old job back, they had completely missed the point. ‘It’s not gonna happen,’ she said. ‘Me grovelling or going back. And it’s January in a few weeks anyway – I thought that was meant to be the perfect time for a new start. That’s what all the adverts say.’

			‘True,’ Lou conceded. ‘Have you got anything in mind?’

			‘Well, first up: getting absolutely hammered,’ Alice replied, raising her glass in the air with a bravado she didn’t quite feel. Lou had bought them all Christmas-­themed cocktails in an attempt to bolster spirits, and Alice’s so-­called Jingle Juice Punch had come complete with a candy-­cane-striped straw plus a liberal helping of cranberries. The lead singer of the band gave a drawn-­out, many-­syllabled flourish to the word ‘special’ just then, complete with an enthusiastic drum­ roll from the drummer to end the song, and Alice joined in with the half-­hearted applause. ‘Cheers.’

			She slugged back her drink, catching a tiny private look exchanged between her friends as she set the glass down. ‘In the meantime,’ Celeste said in a bright voice, ‘we’ve been thinking. We know you’ve had a shit time of it this year, but how about us making some plans together for the next one, to keep us all going? Only I’ve had a few ideas – like organising some nights out? Booking in a weekend away?’

			‘And I was wondering about us starting a fitness challenge together,’ Lou said, ignoring the look of horror that appeared immediately on Alice’s face. ‘Like – every month, we try a different activity. Kick-­boxing or climbing or—’

			‘There’s a women’s cycling group in Hackney I keep hearing about,’ Celeste put in.

			‘Yeah! Or go old-­school and join a netball club. It could be fun! What do you think, Alice?’

			What did Alice think? She thought the word ‘fun’ was doing a lot of heavy lifting in that sentence, for one thing. And while she knew her friends were trying to gee her up, she’d have preferred to spend longer on the ‘weekend away’ option rather than the dismal image of sporting a polyester netball bib on a rainy winter’s evening. ‘Mmm, maybe,’ she said unconvincingly, then pretended she needed the loo so that she could escape before anyone pinned her down with actual arrangements.

			Inside the safety of a toilet cubicle, she leaned against the wall, the alcohol racing hectically through her bloodstream. The situation didn’t seem quite real yet; it felt like a fever-­dream, her storming out of the ReImagine office building, the door closing behind her. What had she done? ‘You’ve lost it, Alice,’ she remembered Noah saying, the words still smarting a full two months after they’d split up. ‘You’re, like, mentally unhinged. This is doing my head in, I don’t want to be with you any more.’

			Gorgeous, sexy, utterly shallow Noah, who’d moved in with her, holidayed with her, with whom she’d idly discussed a future, babies, commitment, before the world spun off its axis and everything went dark. Had he ever meant a word of it? Because he’d been so spectacularly shit when Leni died and Alice broke into a million tiny pieces; he could hardly scramble out of the relationship quick enough. I could have told you he was no Baron Darren, she’d imagined Leni intoning, while her friends had similar comments to make. ‘Absolute wanker,’ they chorused as one, swooping in with wine and Marks and Spencer trifle, plus a side helping of venom. ‘You’re better off without him. Forget him!’

			To be fair to Noah, she had kind of lost the plot back then. If Alice had seen a woman at the side of a busy street on a dark evening, yelling incoherently, before stumbling into the road and almost getting herself killed amidst a blare of horns, the word ‘unhinged’ might have come to her own lips. What was more, if she’d been the one driving the car forced to swerve around a drunk woman falling into the path of traffic, she would definitely have called the police and reported this dangerous behaviour – for the woman’s own safety. But at the time, Alice hadn’t been thinking in rational terms. She’d been so overcome by rage, she’d felt compelled to stand at that particular spot in Shepherd’s Bush, shouting her sister’s name so that it would be heard, it would be known. So that nobody would forget her. ‘What about planting a tree instead, love, have you thought about that?’ the tired-­looking policewoman asked, as Alice was bundled into the back of the cop car. ‘That’s what most people do and it’s a lot less dramatic, on the whole.’

			I’m wondering if perhaps you should take a bit more time off. Possibly look into some anger management sessions, she heard Rupert say again, and an unwanted image came to her: of her standing in the shadowy driveway of a house, an egg in her hand – and then a man appearing out of the darkness, striding towards her. Don’t you ever come here again, he’d warned, his angular face half lit by the streetlights, his body taut like a boxer, everything about him a threat. She hadn’t cared a bit though, because yeah, she was angry. You bet she bloody was.

			There was a loud knock just then and she reoriented herself with a start: pub toilet, the faint sounds of a grungy ‘Santa Baby’ cover drifting under the door. ‘Alice? Are you all right in there?’ she heard.

			Lou, come to get her. No doubt they’d been fretting at the table following her departure. Is she okay? Should we check on her, do you think? Her friends, doing their best to haul her up from rock bottom with their plans and solidarity. Exercise is good for mental health, isn’t it? they’d have said, cooking up schemes beforehand of how they could help her.

			Then Alice remembered the way Lou and Celeste had glanced at one another when they thought she wasn’t looking, and wondered if they, like Noah, thought she was unhinged, but were too nice to say so. Oh God. She’d already lost so much this year. She couldn’t lose them on top of everything else.

			‘I’ll be right there,’ she called back, doing her best to sound cheery. Come on, Alice, she ordered herself, with a flashback to how she’d sat at the funeral, hands twisted in her lap, tears streaming down her face, vowing I’ll live for both of us from now on, Leni. I promise you I will.

			Yeah, right, she imagined Leni saying drily now, giving her a ghostly nudge. And you sitting in the pub bogs feeling sorry for yourself is your idea of living for us both, is it? Sheesh! Don’t bother on my account, will you?

			She pulled a face at the idea of her big sister bossing her around from beyond the grave, but all the same, she had a point. That’s my girl, said Leni minutes later as she got to her feet and returned to her friends. Up and at ’em, Alice!

			 

			A subdued Christmas passed, the first without Leni, and Alice hunkered down with her mum and Ray at the old family home in Oxford. Together they limped through the days, propped up by plentiful carbohydrates, back-­to-­back old films and too much alcohol, plus Ray’s insistence on dragging them out for regular walks as if they were dogs, like it or not. The year was almost over, Alice consoled herself as she returned to London with a Tupperware box of mince pies and the dazzled feeling of having been indoors for too long. Once home, she gamely put on a party dress for New Year’s Eve and knocked back cocktails with her friends, trying to ignore the empty feeling inside. Next year would be better. It had to be.

			January began and she fixed up some temporary work so as to keep the wolf from the mortgage payments, before returning once more to her mum’s house with a stressful task looming: that of helping to sort through Leni’s belongings that had been stowed up in the loft. Belinda had decided to sell up and move on, and they could put off this onerous challenge no longer.

			Alice forced herself to take a calming yogic breath as her mum hauled down the concertina loft ladder first thing. It was only stuff, after all, she thought. Tonight, once they’d got through this, they would drink a toast to Leni and no doubt both cry a bit, but there would be a new layer of relief bedding down in the background too, because the dreaded task would be behind them by then. It’s going to be a tough day but think of the closure, Celeste had texted that morning. Lou, meanwhile, had sent details of a Park Run on Saturday, which Alice was pretending not to have seen. That was for Future Alice to deal with, she decided, climbing the cold metal steps.

			‘All right?’ came her mother’s voice as Alice reached the top and crawled on to the dusty loft carpet. Unsurprisingly, Belinda was anxious about injury or worse befalling another member of the family. Between the time it had taken Alice to leave her flat that morning and reach Oxford approximately an hour and forty-­five minutes later, Belinda had sent seven texts, including travel updates, weather updates, advice about pulling over for a break if she felt tired, plus the unhelpful worry that Alice hadn’t checked her tyres lately. ‘I’d be more likely to die trying to read your flipping texts on the motorway than any weather-­related problem,’ Alice had grumbled on arrival, but hugged her nonetheless.

			Shuffling bent-­backed to the pile of boxes and bin bags in the centre of the attic space, she wished for the hundredth time that her mum hadn’t chosen now as the time to pack up and move house. Look at any bereavement leaflet or website, and the advice was stark: avoid making big decisions within the first year. Admittedly, Alice could hardly talk, seeing as she’d split up with Noah and impulsively quit her job, but Belinda had comprehensively outdone her. First, she’d taken early retirement from her social work job, and now she was overhauling the family home to put it on the market, which meant a bulk-­buy order of magnolia paint plus countless trips to the dump. The plan was for her and Ray to buy a house in the countryside to run as a bed and breakfast, but Alice couldn’t help having a few misgivings. Surely that was far too many life changes in quick succession, on top of the loss of a daughter?

			‘I just want to keep busy,’ Belinda said mutinously whenever Alice tried to persuade her to slow down. ‘Being in this house makes me sad, Alice. Every single day, I’m reminded of what I’ve lost. And I can’t keep living like that. For my own sanity, my own peace, I need a fresh start.’

			Fair enough. Leni’s death had thrown everything up in the air; it was like stepping into a new room and being unable to turn back. Their family had altered forever, the great chasm of loss rupturing their lives. Will had left the country, relinquishing himself to a non-­stop hedonistic lifestyle. Tony was feathering the nest for family number two, and Belinda was a paint-­speckled whirlwind of decluttering. They’d all pinballed away from one another, Alice thought ruefully, her breath drifting in puffs on the freezing air like small ghosts as she picked up the first box. She wondered if they’d ever find their way back.

			After Leni died, Tony had borrowed a transit van to drive down to her Ealing flat to clear out her belongings. Will had helped, the two of them returning with bin bags of clothing, and boxes of hastily packed possessions, plus Leni’s cat Hamish, hissing and spitting from inside a borrowed cat carrier. Hamish had initially stayed with Belinda and Ray, but when they began redecorating last autumn, he became stressed at this further upheaval and took to peeing everywhere. With Noah’s fur allergy ruling out Alice taking him in, and Will already far away in Thailand, everyone had hoped Tony and his partner Jackie might rehome the poor creature. Only ten years older than Alice, Jackie was something impressive in the financial world and owned a fabulous architect-­designed barn conversion with a big garden, perfect for a cat – or so you’d think. But apparently she’d refused point-­blank to take him. ‘Probably too worried about getting fur on her designer clothes,’ Belinda had snarked to Alice at the time.

			Hamish might have gone but Leni’s other belongings remained, and Alice worked steadily to pass them down to Belinda, box by box, bag by bag. She felt proprietorial about the contents – determined to sort everything as Leni would have wanted her to – as well as kind of curious too. Back on Leni’s birthday, the two sisters had fallen out and, for one reason or another – a week-­long hen do abroad for Leni during the May half-­term, the fortnight’s holiday taken by Alice and Noah in early June, general busyness – they had never seen each other again. It had haunted Alice ever since that she’d missed out on the last six weeks of her sister’s life. Might there be some clues to that time within these boxes and bags?

			‘Any secrets in here, Len?’ she murmured aloud, hauling the biggest box of all along the old carpet. ‘What am I going to find out, hey?’

			The box was heavy and she banged it clumsily against the top of the ladder, apologising under her breath in the next minute. After Leni and Adam had split up, Alice had helped Leni move into her new flat, lugging these same possessions into and then out of the van they’d hired, both of them determinedly cheerful. ‘Oi, mind the heirlooms,’ Leni had said whenever Alice took a speed bump too quickly. If Leni was watching her now, she’d be tutting and moaning about her precious ‘heirlooms’, Alice knew it. The thought made her smile, just a little bit. ‘Yeah, yeah, all right,’ she told her. ‘I’m doing my best, okay?’

			Down below, Belinda had carried everything through to Will’s old bedroom. It had once been Alice’s room, decades ago, but she’d moved in to share with Leni when their new brother came along, and she had only a few dim memories of this being her space: waking up with a nosebleed one morning, the shock of scarlet blood across the pillow; the toadstool-­shaped nightlight she’d had that shone a soft pink glow through the darkness; her dad’s weight at the end of the bed as he told her stories when he got in from work. Since then, the room had been home to model train tracks, toy dinosaurs and a glow-­in-­the-­dark solar system dangling from the ceiling, all the way through to posters of pouting pin-­up models and a strong smell of cheap spray deodorant and hair gel. These days, it housed Belinda’s overflow wardrobe, Ray’s surfboards, and a fold-­up exercise bike that still had the instructions taped to the saddle, bought presumably in a short-­lived flush of self-­improvement. Also, as of this morning, the full collection of Leni’s belongings. Alice knelt beside her mum, feeling a quickening grip of dread take hold inside her. They were doing this. Here goes.

			‘Shall we start with the clothes?’ Belinda suggested, untying the handles of a bin bag. ‘Might be more straightforward.’ Then she stopped, a nervous look flitting across her face, still clutching the top of the bag. She was wearing mascara and sparkly gold eyeshadow, as well as a traffic-­stopping pink lipstick, but all of a sudden it was as if she’d shrivelled beneath her armour. ‘Okay. We’re going to get a blast of Leni’s perfume, I bet, just as soon as I open this properly, and it’ll probably set us both off. So brace yourself, all right? This will be tough.’

			Alice nodded, steeling herself. ‘Rip off that plaster, Mum.’

			 

			Belinda was right about the unmistakable fragrance rising from the clothes. The scent of her sister’s favourite woody perfume practically cracked Alice’s heart in two. For a moment it was as if Leni was present in the room with them, about to tell a joke or funny story. Both Alice and Belinda made laugh−cry sounds as they absorbed the shock, then, after a deep breath, they settled into a routine, distributing the bag’s contents between three piles: Keep, Charity Shop, Chuck. Leni had always been tiny, two sizes slimmer than Alice at the time of her death, and so there were few clothes that Alice could fit into, which simplified what to keep. Plus, aside from all of her primary-­school-­teacher work clothes, Leni had hung on to a lot of her former art-­student wardrobe; a style all of her own. Fake-fur jackets, plasticky-­looking trousers, a healthy selection of neon items, a lot of tartan and at least seven skinny black polo-­neck jumpers. Into the charity-­shop mountain they went.

			Glancing over at her mum, she saw Belinda delve into one of the bags with a little cry, then retrieve some woollen baby clothes – a pale lemon jacket with round buttons, a tiny white hat. Alice felt a lump in her throat as Belinda pressed them wordlessly against her cheek, pain etched across her features. Clothes for a baby that wasn’t to be. ‘Are you okay?’ she asked, reaching over to put a hand on her mum’s arm. Stupid question.

			Belinda exhaled, lowering the jacket and hat from her face although she didn’t let go of them immediately. ‘I’m okay,’ she replied with a watery smile. ‘Let’s keep going.’

			Having eventually worked through the clothes, Alice took some photos of them. Then, while her mum went to make a phone call, she added them to the online memorial page she’d set up for Leni. These are bringing back some memories today . . . she typed beneath the images. I’d love to see any photos you might have of Leni wearing her wackier outfits. Please share! One of the things I miss is arranging to meet her for a drink, arriving before her (always) and looking out for her, wondering what she would turn up in! PS This particular collection will be heading to the Oxford charity shops soon, but shout if you spot something you’d like as a memento.

			What next? With her mum still out of the room, she reached for a carrier bag stuffed with papers, wondering if it contained something that would help in her quest for answers. Taking a deep breath, she tipped the contents on the floor, lightly sorting through them with her fingertips. Letters, loose photographs, birthday cards, a folder marked ‘Lesson Plans’ . . . Then her heart accelerated at the sight of a small pocket diary with a soft grey cover and the year stamped in gold foil in the top corner. Leni’s diary – jackpot. What might she find inside?

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Before Alice had a chance to open the diary, she heard her mum’s returning footsteps and instinct told her to stuff the little book into the back pocket of her jeans. Guilt pounded through her along with a shot of adrenalin as Belinda reappeared and Alice picked up a couple of old utility bills and pretended to be checking the dates. ‘These have been paid, I’ll start a recycling pile,’ she announced, fakely efficient. She wasn’t even sure why she’d hidden the diary like that; she just knew she wanted it to be her own private discovery, something of her sister’s that she could pore over in peace without her mum’s involvement. Was that bad? Was it mean of her not to share?

			‘This looks a bit more complicated than clothes,’ Belinda commented, kneeling down on the other side of the papers with an apprehensive expression. She pounced on a pencil drawing amidst the paperwork. ‘Oh, look! A drawing of the cat. She was so creative, wasn’t she?’

			Her eyes were faraway, and Alice experienced a jealous little stab inside at the adoring expression on her face. Mums weren’t supposed to have favourites, of course, but Alice had long suspected that Leni was Belinda’s number-­one daughter, the golden girl, while Alice had always struggled to keep up. Back when she’d been seven or eight, she’d kept getting nosebleeds, but the family doctor had dismissed the problem, telling Belinda, ‘It’s psychological, in my opinion. Attention- seeking’, as if Alice was so desperate to catch her mother’s eye that she could produce blood at will, like some kind of witch.

			‘Yes,’ she agreed now, wondering what it said about her when, even after her sister’s death, she still felt a twinge of envy at any praise sent in Leni’s direction. She touched her nose surreptitiously, half expecting it to start gushing blood again. Was she horrifically insecure or merely needy? And why hadn’t she grown out of feeling this way?

			Belinda put the drawing to one side and picked up a notebook, flicking through its pages uncertainly. ‘She said we shouldn’t hang on to everything,’ she commented, then pulled herself up short. ‘I mean . . .’

			She had turned a strange shade of puce, Alice noticed, but perhaps that was from the emotion. ‘I talk to her,’ Belinda blurted out in the next moment, fiddling with the binding of the notebook. ‘I talk to Leni.’

			‘So do I,’ Alice replied, with feeling. ‘All the time. Every day.’ Often quite exasperatedly, admittedly – Why didn’t you get that bloody bike sorted out? How could you have been so stupid? – but frequently she would come across something during the day – a snippet of tabloid gossip about an old soap star they’d both fancied, or a new series of a TV drama they’d been equally mad about – and she’d want to share it with her sister. ‘I nearly messaged her only this morning. It must be a muscle-memory thing.’

			‘No, but . . .’ Belinda hesitated. She seemed embarrassed for some reason. Confessional, even. ‘I mean, I really talk to her. And she replies.’

			‘Mum, it’s fine to talk to her. I think it would be weirder if you didn’t. Whatever helps, right?’ Alice picked up a sheaf of old Christmas cards and put them in a pile to be recycled. ‘I have spent entire evenings re­reading stupid text conversations I had with Leni and laughing till I cried. The therapist I spoke to said that was healthy, part of processing what happened. We’re just working through stuff, that’s all. And talking is better than . . .’ Now it was her turn to stumble gruffly over her words. ‘You know, being angry and behaving like an idiot.’

			Belinda reached over and squeezed her hand. ‘Don’t be hard on yourself. You loved her, that’s all. And she loves you.’

			The use of the present tense was jarring but Alice decided not to comment. Maybe this was a coping mechanism, a means of keeping Leni alive, she reasoned. And if it helped, where was the harm?

			She picked up a large brown envelope, oddly light, and peeped inside to find a handful of peacock feathers, still somehow sellotaped to a piece of bamboo. ‘Oh my God,’ she said, as a hundred memories tumbled dizzily into her mind. ‘Mum, look!’

			Belinda put a hand on her heart, eyes damp. ‘The Flying Beauties,’ she said, with a noise that could equally have been a sob or a laugh.

			‘Flying Beauties forever,’ Alice replied, emotions in tumult. She felt as if she’d been flung back in time as she touched the frondy edges of the feathers. ‘Oh gosh, Mum, I can’t believe it.’

			‘It was that summer Will was born, wasn’t it?’ Belinda said.

			Yes, it was the summer Will was born. Alice and Leni had been packed off to stay with their maternal grandparents in Dorset, so that their parents could have some respite during the school holidays. The two girls always shared a bunk bed there and spent ages one day playing birds and jumping off the top bunk on to a pile of duvets and pillows beneath, flapping their arms and trying to fly.

			‘I think I really did fly a bit just then. Did you see?’ eight-­year-­old Leni would say each time she collapsed into the soft squish of bedding. ‘I’m definitely getting better at it.’

			Soon, bunk beds were not their only take-­off point. They leaped from the tops of walls and from their grandparents’ stairs. They jumped from some of the big rocks down at the beach too, their bare feet curling around the hard ridges until, with a bend of the knees and a yell of ‘Lift off!’ they would take flight for a split second of exhilaration before the inevitable sandy landing.

			Then came the thrilling moment of discovering Grandma’s battered old peacock-­feather fan when poking around her bedroom one day. ‘Wings!’ cried Leni, her face lighting up. ‘This could make the prettiest wings in the world!’

			Grandma was a kind-­hearted sort who recognised a passion in a small girl, and knew to take it seriously. ‘What a good idea!’ she said when Leni went to her, brandishing the fan, and asked if they could please cut it up to make wings please please please. Grandma carefully snipped the feathers free from their bindings, then taped them to chopped-­down bamboo sticks, requisitioned from Grandad’s shed.

			‘Now, no funny business with these, my beauties,’ she warned, handing over a pair of ‘wings’ to Alice then a pair to Leni. ‘Your mum will have my guts for garters if any bones are broken, okay?’

			Alice could remember even now the updraught of air that came through the trembling, vibrant feathers with their beautiful, mysterious-­looking ‘eyes’ at the end; how convinced she had been that, if she just tried hard enough, she’d soon be soaring off the ground.
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