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			PROLOGUE
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			In sleep, the memories rise unbidden. Trees stand as black shadows marking the way through the orchard. The acid sweetness of apples rises from the long grass, while the river below slides silently by.


			In the dark, behind fluttering eyelids, she remembers the fermented fizz of cider on her tongue, light bulbs dancing like fireflies over the wooden jetty, laughter carrying across the water. The sensation of paper pressed against her face, the grip of fingers on skin, thick black mud clinging to her scratched and bloody hands, a pain like broken glass cutting skin.


			Lost in slumber, all the scents, the sounds, the colours of her past rise up, and all that she has buried – the secrets, the darkness – return to her.


			What have you done? What on earth have you done?


			It’s something she learned years ago – the hard way – and that she knows she will never forget: even the sweetest fruit will fall and rot into the earth, eventually. No matter how deep you bury the pain, the bones of it will rise up to haunt you, like the sickly scent of those apples, like the echoes of a summer’s night, like the river flowing relentlessly on its course.


		


	

		

			MONDAY
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			Not sure if you’re still on this number, but we need you at home. Lucy’s getting married. This Saturday! I know. Call me. E x


			Sent 18/09/18, 5:58pm ✓✓


			Eve says she messaged you. Please come. I need you. Luce x


			Sent 18/09/18, 8:49pm ✓✓


		


	

		

			TUESDAY
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			1


			Margot stirs at the sound of the train horn screaming through a tunnel. Her cheek is clammy where it rests against the window and a familiar scent, sweet and heavy, lingers in the air. Opening her eyes, she meets the gaze of a young girl seated across the carriage table. She wears purple headphones with pointed cat ears stuck to the headband and bites into an apple. Empty wrappers escape from a pink packed lunch box lying discarded between them.


			Margot looks from the lunch box to the apple, then back to the girl’s face. She is around seven or eight, she thinks, with blue eyes and hair the colour of corn hanging in two neat plaits. There is something reminiscent of Lucy in the girl’s appearance, though the girl’s hair is perfectly parted and the braids are tight and uniform. Her sister’s childhood plaits had never been neat, usually wrestled into unruly braids at the breakfast table by Eve or their father. Lucy had always been a wild tangle of a girl – though no longer a girl, of course, but a grown woman, soon to be married.


			The messages had arrived the previous night, Eve’s flashing first on Margot’s phone as she’d let herself into the empty flat. She’d scanned it standing in the kitchen as the kettle boiled and had to read it twice before the meaning had sunk in. Lucy was getting married, in less than a week? Their middle sister had always been impetuous – prone to spontaneous gestures or blurting whatever was on her mind, no matter the consequences – but this latest spur-of-the-moment decision surely had disaster written all over it. It was typical Eve too, her elder sister’s exasperation and judgement evident even through the economy of her text message. And perhaps, Margot thinks – turning to the window and studying her reflection in the glass, regarding her bloodshot eyes and tasting the stale vodka still caught at the back of her throat – typical of her too.


			The girl seated across from her crunches into the apple, brown pips now visible in the hollow chambers of its core. Margot watches, expecting her to discard it at any moment, or perhaps pass it to the woman – obviously her mother – bent over a book beside her, but the girl bites steadily into the shrinking apple until the innards, the pips and finally the thin brown stalk have all disappeared into her mouth. Yes, just like Lucy. She can picture her so clearly: denim cut-offs and long brown limbs, lying on a blanket amid the fallen fruit under the orchard trees, that wide smile and the tangle of her long blonde hair fanning out about her face.


			Margot sighs. She thinks of the trolley service that had rattled by half an hour ago, and of the clinking glass miniatures holding so much promise. She wishes she hadn’t held her nerve. She wishes she’d bought even one, just to lift the veil of her hangover.


			I need you.


			The girl opposite licks her fingers then glances across at Margot, her lips twitching into a smile. Margot gives her a solemn nod, before turning away and leaning her head back against the window. Three words. It was all it had taken to undo her resolve. For Margot knows what it is to need. She couldn’t ignore Lucy’s plea. Against her better judgement, here she is, travelling home to Windfalls. What on earth was she thinking?
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			Eve stands in the lower orchard, one hand pressed to her chest, the other shading her eyes from the sun as the man from the marquee hire company paces between the trees, tutting audibly. She doesn’t like his frown, nor the way he keeps bending down and shaking his head, as if to assess the angle of the hill or the quality of the ground. ‘It’s pretty boggy,’ he says, coming to join her. ‘And the slope isn’t ideal, but I think we can do it. There’s enough space between those trees to put up a thirty- by forty-foot tent, which should give you plenty of room for your guests. Around fifty you said?’


			‘It’s a little over sixty now.’


			The man sucks air through his teeth and refers to his clipboard. ‘We could do it on Thursday morning. That would give you time to decorate.’


			‘Great. You’re sure it’ll be OK down here?’ The ground feels ominously soft beneath her boots. It’s hard to imagine how the pegs to anchor the marquee will hold. As she pictures a vast white tent lifting up and flying off across the valley she tries, simultaneously, to ignore the tightening sensation in her chest. It’s as if a cold fist reaches inside her ribcage and squeezes her heart.


			‘Don’t worry,’ he says, reading her expression. ‘We’ll see you right. Lovely spot you’ve got here,’ he adds, genuine appreciation in his voice.


			Eve turns to survey the scene. The fruit trees hang heavy with ripe apples. Birds chatter through the lush green boughs while the sun, just past its pinnacle, drenches the hillside in golden, autumnal light. Below the sloping orchard, a strip of river glints like a mirror, visible through the trees as they move in the breeze. Behind her, the honey-coloured stone chimneys of Windfalls jut into a blue sky. Standing there in the soft September light, the old seventeenth-century farmhouse, with its wide, painted sash windows, grey slate roof and tangled wisteria clinging to its facade, has never looked prettier.


			But Eve can’t focus on the beauty of her childhood home; she is too caught up in thoughts of untethered marquees, and catering, and what to do if it rains between now and Saturday and the orchard turns into a vast, boggy mudslide. Though all these are mere organisational logistics – jobs to cross off a list. When she considers them alongside the more worrying thought of her family coming back together for the first time in eight years, no wonder she feels panicked.


			Hay, she thinks, wishing she had brought a pen and paper with her. A few bales from one of the local farms should do it. It could double-up as a rustic decoration … seating, even … but it would also be useful should the weather turn against them and the ground becomes too muddy. There is also the matter of a power supply to arrange. A generator of some sort, or cables connecting back to the house. They’ll need a dance floor and lights. Lanterns would be nice, but she’s not sure if they’d be allowed to light candles inside the marquee. These are all things to run past the man from the tent company.


			She glances round for him and sees he has wandered off among the trees with his tape measure, while appearing along the garden path from the house is her mother, grey-streaked hair spilling from a loose bun, a colourful silk kimono flapping behind her, afternoon sun caught in the white cotton of the long nightdress she is still wearing.


			As a teenager, Eve used to crawl with embarrassment at her mother’s alternative approach to clothes. She used to wonder if it was because Kit spent so long inside her fictional worlds that she was oblivious to fashion codes or clothing conventions. She’d pondered whether she did it to embarrass her daughters, or shock them out of what she might think their more prudish ways. But, after years of mortification, Eve has come to the conclusion that Kit just doesn’t care much about appearances. Buried in her books, she would notice what she dressed in each day no more than she would notice that the fridge was empty or the house was filthy. Fashion choices were no more considered than what lay draped over the armchair in her bedroom and came closest to hand. It is simply the way her mother is made. The man from the marquee company does a double-take at the sight of her, but Eve barely blinks.


			‘I saw the truck in the drive,’ Kit says as she draws closer.


			‘It’s all under control.’


			‘Is Lucy here with you?’


			‘No,’ says Eve. ‘I don’t know where she’s got to.’


			‘They’ll put it here in the orchard, will they?’ she asks, watching the man with his tape measure.


			‘Yes, it’s the best place.’


			Kit turns her face to the sky and closes her eyes. ‘It’s lovely out here.’


			‘I was thinking we could hang bunting and fairy lights to mark the route down from the house. It would look lovely at nightfall. But of course, all of that will take more work and more time,’ Eve adds. At this stage, she isn’t sure how they’re going to achieve even the basics of this organisational nightmare before Saturday.


			‘Whatever you think, darling. I’m sure it will look wonderful.’


			The fist clenches more tightly in her chest. It’s all very well Lucy springing this last-minute wedding on them all, saying she wants to keep the celebrations ‘low key … a private register office ceremony followed by a “bit of a party” at Windfalls … everyone back together … no big deal’, and while a part of Eve admires her sister’s desire to avoid the wedding machine and all the paraphernalia and pressure that comes with it, there is no getting around the fact that these kinds of events don’t ‘just happen’. No matter how spontaneous Lucy might want to be, no matter how laid-back their mother might seem, there’s a reason couples plan their nuptials months in advance. Say the word ‘wedding’, even at the last minute, and guests will arrive with certain expectations. Food. Wine. Music. Dancing. It’s the way it is.


			She and Andrew had done it properly. They had allowed a respectable twelve months to organise their day. The venue had been meticulously researched. Monogrammed save-the-date cards had been sent out months in advance. The catering, dress fittings, disco hire, wedding cake, flowers and photographer had all been arranged with Eve’s trademark precision, and despite one broken heel on a pair of bridesmaid’s shoes, the day had run like clockwork.


			Lucy, on the other hand, seems to expect the music, the decorations, the food and drinks to simply ‘happen’. Little wedding fairies sweeping in to take care of everything. Eve sighs. It might have been possible to wing it if the guest list was small, but Lucy, in typical Lucy fashion, had announced her bonkers wedding plan a few days ago, then glibly sent out a blanket email invitation to her friends. ‘Don’t worry,’ she’d said, ‘it’s such short notice only a few of them will be able to make it. Only the important ones.’ But what had started out a couple of days ago as a simple little party had since snowballed spectacularly. Sixty-five acceptances at the last count. Five vegetarians. Two vegans. One gluten-free. One dairy intolerant. What was wrong with these people? Didn’t they have lives, holidays, calendars hanging on their fridges full of scribbled plans and juggled appointments? It’s all so Lucy, all so ridiculously naïve and chaotic.


			It isn’t as if Eve doesn’t have enough on her plate, with her own household to run and her part-time job managing the office of a small recruitment agency, Andrew working all the hours at his IT consultancy, and the girls with their ballet classes, piano lessons, science projects and invitations to birthday parties. Throw in organising a wedding in a week and her head feels fit to burst.


			‘Eve, darling … what do you think about fireworks? Or maybe a bonfire?’ Kit’s voice breaks through her train of thought. ‘It would be rather fun, don’t you think?’


			Eve regards her mother with an even stare. Bonfires and fireworks? Add a load of actual pyrotechnics to the explosive emotional landscape they already have to navigate on Saturday? Great idea.


			‘Perhaps Andrew or your father could take charge?’ adds Kit, failing to read Eve’s mood.


			Eve doesn’t answer. She can imagine Andrew’s face when she tells him he’s been nominated to manage an impromptu firework display on Saturday night.


			‘Has anyone heard from Margot?’


			‘Lucy and I have sent messages, but we’ve heard nothing.’


			Her mother’s mouth forms a thin line. ‘Well, it’s sad, but perhaps it’s for the best.’


			‘Lucy will be disappointed. Though if Margot does show up, we’re all going to have to find a way to smooth things over.’ She throws her mother a pointed look. ‘It’s Lucy’s day, after all,’ she adds.


			Kit frowns and turns away to face the valley.


			Thinking of her volatile little sister and what she might be capable of in the pressure-cooker situation of a family wedding, Eve feels another surge of panic. It had been bad enough two years ago when Margot had come home to celebrate their father’s sixtieth, though of course on that occasion their mother hadn’t received an invite.


			Kit throws her hands up. ‘I know, I know. I wouldn’t stop Margot from coming and being a part of Lucy’s day, but until she offers some kind of apology or explanation, I can’t forgive her.’ She turns back to Eve. ‘Could you, in my shoes?’


			Eve frowns. She wonders if she’s the only one to have noticed how similar Kit and Margot are, both of them hot and unpredictable, like fire. What Margot did was inexplicable and yes, perhaps unforgiveable. ‘Probably not, no,’ she admits.


			Kit nods, seemingly satisfied. ‘I doubt she’ll come.’


			Maybe it would be for the best if Margot stayed away. Perhaps the last thing any of them need is Margot showing up and raising tensions even higher. Eve returns her hand to her chest and feels the thundering of her heart. Take a deep breath, she tells herself. Everything is going to be OK.


		


	

		

			3


			[image: ch-orn.tif]


			Margot leaves the train at Bath Spa station and catches a taxi. Leaving the city’s grand crescents and elegant stone terraces with their uniform chimney pots aligned against the sky, the car drives into a valley sliding from late summer to autumn. All is green and gold and bronze, while here and there the purple leaves of copper beech trees shift to flaming amber. They cross the river Avon and begin the slow climb through the wooded vale, following signs to the village of Mortford. Margot twists in her seat to catch another glimpse of the green water snaking through the valley, catching the light like glass. The sight of it brings a shiver.


			‘I’ve brought a few punters out this way,’ says the taxi driver, making small talk. ‘Most of them were fans hoping to find that famous writer. Whatsername? The one that wrote those books.’


			‘Kit Weaver,’ she offers, gazing out at the honey-coloured stone buildings passing outside. Margot ignores his lingering emphasis on those books.


			‘Yeah, that’s her. K. T. Weaver. My wife loves her stuff. She says a night in with one of her books is better than bingo night down our local and a slap-up meal after. You ever met her? Read her stuff?’


			‘I’ve read a couple,’ she replies, her eyes never leaving the road.


			‘She’s a bit of a recluse now, by all accounts?’


			‘So they say.’


			‘Bit strange, to just stop writing like that. Suppose she made so much money she didn’t have to bother finishing the series? All right for some, eh?’ The man must sense her mood because he doesn’t say anything else. Instead, he steers the car up the narrow lane until the slate roof of Windfalls comes into view and they are driving through a wooden gate and parking behind a white truck with the words ‘Main Event Marquees’ written in tall, red letters across its side. The vehicle’s rear doors hang open, revealing a bare interior, nothing but a few blankets and a toolbox. There is no one in sight.


			‘Someone’s planning a party.’


			‘Yes. A wedding.’


			‘Ah, who doesn’t love a good wedding?’


			Who indeed, thinks Margot.


			Whenever she has thought of her home in recent years, it has always appeared strangely colourless in her mind. She’s imagined walking into a landscape of muffled grey, blank sky merging with muted earth, everything wrapping itself around her like a suffocating blanket. But here the sky is royal blue, the breeze brisk and warm, and the valley is spread before her in a tapestry of early autumn colour, leaves turning from glossy green to amber. The sun is beginning to settle upon the tips of the horse chestnut trees where the frayed rope swing of her childhood drifts idly in the breeze. Behind the tree, the Bath stone farmhouse glows golden in the light, its windowpanes shining like mirrors. Even with her sunglasses on, the world seems too bright, too intense.


			Margot pays the driver, picks up her bag and takes the gravel path winding around the side of the house, past overgrown hedgerows and flowerbeds badly in need of a little care, before entering through the back door into the large flagstoned kitchen. She stands for a moment in the quiet of the house, taking in details so ridiculously familiar it seems impossible she had forgotten them all until now. A colourful crocheted tea cosy slumps over a teapot near the kettle. A terracotta bowl filled with fruit sits on the scrubbed oak table, a fly crawling over the browning skin of a pear. She sees a worn wooden chopping board covered in breadcrumbs, half a loaf, going stale in the afternoon sunshine; dirty lunch dishes stacked by the sink. Faded cushions sag on the window seat, above which is pinned a corn dolly she remembers Lucy buying at the village harvest festival many years ago. There is a huge stack of unopened letters – her mother’s unanswered fan mail, by the looks of it – heaped by the telephone, and a box of books, reprints from a foreign publisher, ripped open then simply left to prop open the door into the hall. She breathes it all in and closes her eyes, the slight thud of her headache picking up pace.


			A clock on the drawing-room hearth ticks to the beat in her head. On the velvet sofa an ancient black cat lies curled in a small square of sunshine. She scratches behind his ears. ‘Hello, Pinter.’ The cat opens one rheumy eye and rewards her with a purr before sinking back into sleep. She reaches for an old cushion, threadbare and embroidered with painstaking cross-stitch into the image of a rose, and watches the dust motes rise up and circle in a shaft of light. A glass vase catches the sun, revealing its thin layer of grime. Everywhere she looks there are piles of paper teetering on surfaces, dusty corners and cobwebs strung in high places, plants that need watering and books standing in perilous stacks. She can’t help admiring her mother for her dogged there-are-more-important-things-in-the-world-than-cleaning attitude. Kit has never been one to bend to social convention and it seems not even the imminent arrival of a horde of wedding guests will change that.


			A tray of mugs stands abandoned on the coffee table next to a hastily scrawled list written on the back of an envelope. Margot picks up the piece of paper and reads the words written in Eve’s careful handwriting:


			catering numbers – confirm with R
napkins
glass hire
photographer
extension leads
jam jars
flowers – check with S
batteries
fairy lights
confetti
Margot?


			She scans the list before reaching down to swipe the last biscuit from a plate on the tray. It doesn’t escape her notice that she is last – well below such frivolities as fairy lights and confetti – and marked with that wary question mark.


			The house feels like a stage, awaiting its players, curtains ready to swing open. Rather than break the stillness by calling out, she makes for the staircase.


			Upstairs, the sun falls onto the landing through gabled windows, forming slanted squares of light on the floorboards. Margot steps through them like a child playing hopscotch. She passes the door to her mother’s bedroom, glimpsing the scarlet-flocked wallpaper, the heavy velvet curtains and the huge bed, rumpled and unmade. Another pile of teetering books stands on the bedside table, a dressing gown lies in a pool of silk on the floor. There is no discernible evidence of the room ever once having been shared with their father. She ignores the curved stairwell leading up to the turret room on the second floor where Kit has now made her office and heads on instead past the door to Eve’s old room, then Lucy’s, almost certain she can catch the faint scent of joss sticks and CK One still hanging in the air.


			The house is so laced with childhood memories – pictures, scents, familiar objects – that by the time Margot reaches the far end of the corridor, she feels a little strange, almost light-headed, as though her feet don’t quite connect with the floor beneath them. It is as if she is floating a few centimetres off the ground, as if she has travelled not just the length of the country but somehow stepped back through the fabric of time, crossed an intersection as fine as gauze, returning to a past she’s tried hard to forget.


			She hesitates. A night of broken sleep followed by the long trip south makes the thought of her old bed an appealing one, but still she lingers, reluctant and perhaps even a little afraid to close the gap between past and present. What does she fear is behind that door? Her old life? An earlier incarnation of herself? The girl who dropped out of school, packed a bag and left home at sixteen?


			After the brightness of the landing, it takes Margot’s eyes a moment to adjust to the dim light inside the bedroom. The curtains are half-drawn, only a thin triangle of sunlight falling through their opening, but as she focuses, she is alarmed to find that her bed is already occupied. A figure lies on the pillows, arms outstretched, eyes closed. Blonde, not dark. Not the spectre of her old self, but her sister, Lucy, lying strangely formal – almost corpse-like – on top of the bedcovers. Beneath a familiar-looking denim jacket, her sister’s floral dress flows out across the bed and seems to blend with the tangle of flowers climbing the wallpaper. Looking at her, Margot is reminded of a painting she once wrote about at school, of a woman floating on the surface of a river. Millais’ Ophelia. She dredges the painter’s name up from the depths of her brain, surprised to remember it.


			In the half-light, Lucy is pale, her limbs angular, almost birdlike, her skin a luminous white. Her long, fair hair flows in its usual wild tangle about her. Lucy opens her eyes and stares at Margot, expressionless. For a split second, Margot is reminded of the girl from the train – her wide, curious gaze – and then she is gone, replaced by the adult Lucy lying on the bed. Her sister’s face shifts with recognition. ‘You,’ she says.


			Margot nods. ‘Me.’


			Neither of them say anything else for a long while. Margot stands by the door, a small smile breaking at the sight of her sister’s stunned face.


			Lucy seems to gather herself. ‘So are you going to stand there staring at me like a weirdo, or are you going to come and give your favourite sister a hug?’


			Margot’s smile widens. She walks around and perches on the edge of the bed. ‘Hello, stranger.’


			‘Hello, you.’ Lucy grins. She wrestles herself into a cross-legged position on the soft mattress so that she can hug Margot, pulling her close. ‘Am I the last to greet you?’


			‘You’re the first.’


			Lucy shoots a guilty glance towards the garden. ‘Eve’s going to be in such a strop. She’s had that tight-lipped look – you know the one she gets – ever since I told her Tom and I are getting married.’


			‘And when exactly was that?’


			‘Sunday.’


			‘A wedding in a week.’ Margot laughs. ‘Poor Eve. You sure know how to send her into a tailspin.’


			Lucy throws up her hands. ‘I didn’t ask her to take over. I keep telling her it’s supposed to be a low-key party, something fun and thrown together, but you know what she’s like. Bloody Martha Stewart. According to Eve, it’s not a wedding if you don’t have mountains of flowers and food, a cheesy DJ and a fancy three-tier cake.’


			‘So Eve’s your official wedding planner?’


			‘Self-appointed wedding planner.’


			‘And here you are … lazing around without a care in the world … in my bedroom,’ she narrows her eyes, ‘wearing my denim jacket, while everyone else slaves away for your big day!’


			Lucy shrugs. ‘I’m hiding. And the jacket looked lonely. It was hanging there on the back of the door. I bet you can’t even remember the last time you wore it. I mean, look!’ She reaches into the jacket pocket and pulls out a packet of Marlborough Lights and a box of matches and throws her an amused look.


			‘Give me those,’ says Margot, taking them from Lucy and moving across to the window seat set into the alcove, pushing the glass pane open.


			‘They’ll be stale,’ warns Lucy, but Margot doesn’t care. She sparks up and takes a long, slow inhale before blowing smoke though the open window, offering the cigarette to Lucy as she settles beside her. ‘No thanks.’


			‘Sorry, I forget you’re wholesome yoga woman, these days.’


			‘Anyway,’ Lucy exclaims, whacking Margot on the thigh, ‘what the fuck! You’re here!’


			Margot nods.


			‘You didn’t think to reply to our messages? Send warning? Smoke signals?’


			Margot shrugs. ‘I thought it might be best if I just came. You said you needed me.’


			Lucy smiles and squeezes her arm. ‘I’m so pleased. My evil plan worked.’


			‘Your evil plan?’


			‘Yes, it’s brilliant, don’t you think? Throw a last-minute wedding and force you home for an overdue reunion.’


			‘Brilliant,’ replies Margot drily. ‘Though some might say a little extreme.’ She narrows her eyes. ‘So what’s the big hurry?’


			Lucy waves her hands. ‘You know me. I’ve never been much of a planner. Besides, I didn’t want to give you too long to think about it, did I? I know what you’re like at finding excuses not to come back.’


			Margot, noticing how neatly her sister has dodged the question, directs another stream of smoke out of the window and adjusts herself on the seat. ‘So, tell me, how did Tom convince you to settle down to a life of wedded bliss?’


			Lucy hesitates. ‘It was me. I asked him to marry me.’


			‘Wow. That’s brave.’


			Lucy shrugs. ‘I love him, Margot.’


			Margot nods. ‘I’m no expert at relationships, admittedly, but that’s probably the best reason.’ Margot looks out the window, at the trees standing in the orchard. She sees the river glinting below in the valley. She lifts the cigarette and takes another long drag, hoping the shaking of her hand isn’t as obvious to Lucy as it is to her. ‘I saw the marquee van out on the drive. Looks like it’s going to be quite the “do”.’


			‘Mum and Eve might have gone a little overboard.’


			‘I’d always imagined you more as the eloping type. Perhaps an Elvis chapel in Vegas, to avoid all the fuss?’


			‘Me too.’ Lucy hesitates and Margot waits, sensing there is something else.


			‘But Windfalls feels like the right place,’ she continues, after a moment. ‘The only place. The wedding is a good opportunity to get everyone back here, together. When was the last time we saw you? Dad’s sixtieth?’


			Margot nods. ‘Don’t remind me.’


			‘I’m sure everyone’s forgotten by now.’


			Margot hasn’t. She can still remember the sickening sound of shattering glass as she’d fallen through the glass table at the hotel they’d celebrated at. She still has the scar on her leg as evidence of her horrible, drunken fall, when she’d disgraced herself by drinking far too much, toasting their father with an inappropriate speech, then stumbling into the glass coffee table – an expensive antique that their father had picked up the bill for.


			‘Anyway,’ Lucy continues, her face earnest and open, ‘I want all of us together. It’s important to me. And I think it’s time you and Mum sorted your rift out, don’t you?’


			Margot doesn’t answer. Your rift. Was that how it was being talked about these days? ‘Have you invited Sibella?’


			Lucy nods. ‘Of course.’


			The thought of Lucy forcing them all together and expecting Happy Families is almost laughable. ‘You’re a braver woman than me.’ Margot takes another deep drag on the cigarette. ‘I’ve been following your Instagram feed,’ she says, changing the subject. ‘Headstands and motivational memes. Quite the inspirational cocktail. You’ll be giving TED talks next.’


			Lucy laughs. ‘These days I barely have time to teach. I’m too busy managing the studio. Besides, Instagram – Instasham. Don’t trust everything you see on social media. I’m afraid all that stuff comes with the territory. If you’re in the health and wellness industry you have to promote the right image – live the dream.’


			‘So business is good?’


			‘Booming. I’ve taken on more teaching staff to keep up with the demand.’


			‘You have staff?’


			Lucy nods. ‘And a new studio in Bath, a warehouse space right on the river. I’ve had to step back a little though … to concentrate on the marketing and operations.’


			‘Operations.’ Margot gives Lucy a begrudging look.


			She shrugs. ‘It’s not all green juices, quinoa and active wear, you know.’


			‘No. I can imagine.’ Margot narrows her eyes. ‘You look tired. You’re working too hard. Or is it pre-wedding nerves?’


			‘Bit of both,’ says Lucy, gazing out at the garden. ‘But what about you? You’re still in Edinburgh?’


			Margot nods.


			‘As far as you could get from this place?’


			‘Something like that.’


			‘Last I heard you were working in books?’


			Margot bursts out laughing. ‘Is that what you heard?’


			‘Yeah. Eve made it sound important. We thought you might be following in Mum’s footsteps. What? What’s so funny?’


			‘God love Eve. I sit at a desk five days a week and scan books in and out of the local library. I’m an awesome re-shelver.’


			‘Well, someone has to put the books back in the right place.’


			‘True.’ Margot smiles, but she can’t help feeling inadequate next to Lucy’s achievements. She’s not done too badly, for a sixth-form school dropout who’d left home with no real plan and just a few hundred pounds’ savings in the bank. She’d hung around in London for a while, falling in with a bedsit crowd who had let her doss in with them and shown her how to work the benefits system, until eventually, tiring of the constant hustle and the expense of the capital, she’d packed her meagre belongings and headed north. After a few months of hitchhiking, she’d washed up in Edinburgh.


			There had been something about the Scottish city that she had fallen for. She had loved the historic architecture, the winding alleys of the Old Town and the sight of the castle presiding high over the city. She’d spent a year or two waitressing in cafes, until one afternoon, sheltering from the rain in the Central Library, she’d noticed a bulletin on the noticeboard advertising for a library assistant. She’d somehow talked her way into the job and had worked there ever since.


			After the pace and uncertainty of the previous restless years, it had proved to be something of a refuge for her, with its quietness, its easy escape to other worlds and places. She’s a favourite too with the kids at story time, acting out scenes and putting on funny voices to make them laugh. Though it hasn’t escaped her notice that barely a day goes by that one of her mother’s books isn’t loaned or requested on order. Every time she scans a K. T. Weaver volume through the system, she feels a strange stirring of pride and pain. She’s come to think of it as a form of personal torture.


			‘So you’re happy up there? Are you seeing anyone?’ Lucy asks, her curiosity obviously piqued.


			Margot shrugs. ‘No. Well … no.’


			‘You don’t sound sure.’ Lucy waits expectantly, then adds, ‘You could have brought them with you.’


			‘No. It’s better like this. Your invitation was perfectly timed.’


			Lucy waits, but Margot doesn’t want to elaborate. She stubs the cigarette on the outer edge of the peeling window frame before flicking it down into the overgrown flowerbed below.


			‘It’ll be all right, won’t it?’ Lucy asks suddenly, her fingers worrying the fabric of her dress. ‘I’m not completely mad, wanting to do this here, at Windfalls?’


			‘No.’ She says it with more conviction than she feels. ‘Not completely mad.’


			‘You see, the thing I want most of all is for everyone to get along. I want us to feel like a normal family,’


			Margot can’t help her dry laugh. ‘A normal family?’ At the sight of her sister’s crestfallen face, she softens. ‘Luce, I’m here, and I’ll support you in whatever way you need.’


			Lucy hesitates. ‘Good, because I thought we might mend a few bridges.’


			Lucy is gazing at Margot with such an earnest expression that Margot feels the weight of it like bricks on her shoulders. ‘If you’re thinking about Mum and me, you might need to let that fantasy go.’


			‘If you two just sat down and talked … if you tried to explain? We all make mistakes.’


			‘You always were the most impossible optimist.’ Margot sighs. ‘I can’t promise a heart-warming reunion, but I do promise to stay away from all sharp blades, flammable items and breakable objects. Who knows, Mum might even surprise us for your Big Day and wear proper clothes!’ Lucy can’t help smiling at that. ‘I’ll be the model sister, I promise.’


			‘Thank you.’


			‘Though, of course, it does all depend on one thing.’


			‘What?’


			‘You’d better show me the bridesmaid’s dress you’re expecting me to wear. Because I’m warning you, if there’s even a hint of pink … or ruffles … or God forbid, flouncy bows, then I won’t be held responsible for my actions.’


			Lucy laughs. ‘No bridesmaids. I already told you, it’s not going to be that kind of a wedding.’


			‘Well, thank fuck for that. I was beginning to think I didn’t know you at all.’
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			Eve is mentally running through guest numbers and menus for Saturday as she steps through the back door into the kitchen and stops in her tracks. Lucy and Margot sit at the long oak table, their heads bent together – long, blonde curls against razor-sharp dark bob.


			Margot is back.


			For the moment that Eve goes unnoticed, she watches them. Seeing her sisters together for the first time in ages, seated at the table where they once spent so many hours eating meals, plaiting hair, doing homework, squabbling over toys, clothes and household chores, it is almost as if the ghosts of the children they once were hover over them. Lucy, with her energy and her optimism, no one ever knowing what will come next, now a few days away from marrying Tom. And Margot, the youngest, once so flamboyant, so full of dramatic flair, now so hard to read, sitting there with her dark hair skimming her collarbone and a battered leather jacket hanging over her narrow shoulders. They are light and dark, chalk and cheese.


			The sight of them together fills Eve with a strong emotion, the same feeling she gets when she tiptoes up to her daughters’ rooms and watches them sleeping at the end of the day, small fists curled under chins, their pale faces slack-jawed in sleep. It’s an ache – a deep love and affection – and nostalgia too, for all they have shared, and all the days that have already slipped by.


			Lucy says something that Eve doesn’t catch and Margot’s laughter rings out across the room, the sound at once both familiar and alien, like a distant bell that hasn’t chimed for a long time. She feels a yearning to be included – to be part of their circle. ‘What’s so funny?’ she asks, announcing her arrival to the room, though the question, as it leaves her lips, sounds harsher than she’d intended, even a little accusatory.


			‘Eve!’ Margot looks up. ‘We were just talking about you.’


			Eve studies Margot carefully, looking for signs of a joke on her face, but she can’t read her brown eyes. She looks older, more angular and there’s a hardness too – an air of cool detachment – that she doesn’t remember. Standing at the open door in her striped T-shirt, shapeless jeans and wellington boots, Eve feels as she used to around them: dull, sensible, reliable, frumpy. Old before her time. So often she’s felt ‘other’ to them, somehow on the outer. She supposes it comes from being the eldest – three years older than Lucy, seven years older than Margot – always the more responsible one to their younger, more carefree ways.


			‘Lucy was telling me how great you’ve been, helping her with everything.’


			Eve smiles. ‘When did you get back?’


			‘Half an hour ago. Are the girls with you?’ Margot asks, looking to the back door.


			‘No. It’s a school day.’


			‘School. God, I still think of them both as toddlers.’


			‘Chloe’s in year four now. May has just started reception.’ Again, that accusatory tone. Eve checks herself. ‘You’ll see them at the family dinner,’ she adds, ‘if not before.’


			‘The family dinner?’ Margot narrows her eyes.


			‘Yes, this Friday night,’ says Lucy. ‘I wanted to have a pre-wedding get-together.’


			‘All of us?’


			If Lucy notices Margot’s frown she ignores it. ‘Yes, all of us,’ she says brightly. ‘So how’s it going out there?’ she asks, turning to Eve, the hint of an apology in her voice.


			‘Fine. I left Mum finalising the details with the sales guy.’


			‘Oh, the poor man,’ says Lucy.


			‘Well, when I say finalising details, I mean Mum was drifting around all daydreamy, pulling branches of hawthorn from the hedgerow and he was doing a bad job of trying not to gawp too obviously at her half-dressed state.’


			‘The see-through kaftan?’ asks Margot.


			‘And a nightdress.’


			‘It could be worse. Do you remember her naked sun-lounger episodes?’


			Lucy laughs. ‘That’s why I never invited friends back from school!’


			‘Smart decision to hold your wedding in the cooler autumn months.’


			They’re still laughing as the back door bangs open and Kit sweeps into the kitchen, holding a large, glossy green branch laden with red berries. She stops dead at the sight of the three girls in the kitchen, her gaze moving between them until it comes to rest on Margot. ‘You’re here.’


			‘Hello, Mum.’


			The hawthorn branch is dumped unceremoniously into the kitchen sink, red berries scattering like marbles across the kitchen floor. Kit dusts off her hands. ‘Why didn’t you tell us you were coming?’ she asks. ‘Someone could have fetched you from the station.’ The silver bangles on her arm jangle loudly as she seizes Margot, holding her at arm’s length to study her.


			Eve can’t help but notice Margot’s discomfort, her sister’s shoulders up around her ears and her gaze not quite meeting their mother’s. ‘I didn’t want to be a bother,’ she says.


			‘A bother! You wouldn’t have been a bother.’ Kit’s laugh is high and shrill. They embrace, stiff and perfunctory, two lines barely touching. Eve glances across at Lucy, but Lucy’s gaze is averted, her focus fixed on a loose thread hanging off the table runner, which she tugs free.


			‘Tea?’ asks Eve brightly, as Margot extricates herself from their mother’s embrace. ‘I’ll make a pot.’


			‘Yes,’ says Lucy quickly. ‘Let’s have some tea.’


			‘Well, isn’t this nice,’ says Kit, looking around at them all, her voice filled with false cheer. ‘All of you here under the same roof like this.’


			‘Yes,’ says Lucy, again.


			‘You’ll be staying here for the wedding?’ her mother asks, turning to address Margot again.


			‘If that’s all right?’


			Kit nods. ‘Of course. Your room’s still there, exactly as you left it.’


			Silence falls over the four women. Eve clears her throat, grasping for something to ease the sudden tension. ‘It will be good to have an extra pair of hands to help,’ she says, thinking that perhaps now is as good a time as any to work through the outstanding details. ‘There’s still an awful lot to get done before the reception here on Saturday afternoon. Perhaps we could share out some of the jobs.’ She looks around at them all. ‘What? What is it?’


			‘Don’t you ever switch off?’ Lucy asks.


			‘I counted the RSVPs this morning. You’re up to sixty-five.’


			‘Actually,’ say Lucy, sheepish, ‘I think it’s more like seventy. Seems some friends got wind of the party on Facebook. I couldn’t say no.’


			Eve frowns. ‘Right. So in four days you’ll have seventy plus guests descending on Windfalls to celebrate with you. They’ll need food and drinks and they will expect a certain level of entertainment.’


			‘I don’t think they’ll expect very much of any—’


			‘Lucy! Trust me, your guests will expect food. They will want drinks. They will need drinks – we all will,’ she adds under her breath. ‘They will need to use the bathroom – God, I forgot to put toilet paper on the shopping list – write that down somewhere will you, Mum,’ she adds, flapping at Kit over by the kitchen sink. ‘They will want to dance and celebrate. That’s what a wedding is. And that’s what we are laying on for you.’ Eve places mugs on the kitchen table and heads back to empty the warming pot, shovelling tea leaves from a nearby tin and pouring hot water over them.


			Lucy shrugs. ‘Honestly, Eve, I appreciate all your help, I do. But I don’t think we need to plan for every eventuality. It was a great idea of yours to ask the pub to supply the food and the booze. And the rest … well, a certain amount of … spontaneity is a good thing, right? I envisaged the day unfolding in a more free-form way. Everyone I love, here, having a good time.’


			Eve grits her teeth as she carries the teapot to the table. She tries another approach. ‘I’ve seen some sweet dresses online. If we ordered them today they should be delivered in time. Chloe and May would love them. Perhaps they could hold little baskets, ribbons, throw rose petals, you know the sort of thing?’


			‘Rose petals?’


			Eve turns to Margot to enlist her help. ‘I’ve been trying to persuade Luce that flower girls would be a nice touch.’


			Lucy sighs. ‘I’ve already told you, the ceremony will just be Tom and me, with our parents as witnesses. No fuss. The girls can wear whatever they like to the party afterwards. They can have flowers in their hair, wear sparkly shoes, hold posies, whatever.’


			‘But if they’re not doing anything then they’re not really bridesmaids, are they? Besides, they would look so sweet in the photographs. Actually,’ says Eve with a frown, ‘while we’re talking about this, we should come up with a list of the family groupings that you want photographed on the day.’ She moves to the cutlery drawer and searches for the teaspoons.


			Lucy groans. ‘Formal photographs? I don’t want to spend hours posing for pictures. I want everyone to enjoy the day. Besides, we’ll all have our phones.’


			Eve rolls her eyes. ‘A wedding represents the start of your life with Tom. Don’t you think your in-laws might like a professional portrait or two of their son marrying his beautiful bride? Something for posterity, something to show your grandkids when you’re old and grey?’


			Lucy’s shoulders sink. She closes her eyes and exhales deeply, a pained look on her face. ‘I don’t want a cheesy wedding photographer.’


			‘I think you’ll live to regret it.’


			‘Eve, please—’


			‘And about the girls?’ continues Eve, the bit between her teeth.


			Lucy throws up her hands. ‘Fine. I don’t mind what they wear.’


			‘I’ll tell them they’re bridesmaids?’


			Lucy casts about the kitchen for support.


			Eve sighs. ‘So I’ll go home and crush the dreams of two excited little girls?’


			‘I’m sorry, Eve. I never said anything—’


			‘No,’ agrees Eve. ‘You never said. You haven’t made decisions about anything. Believe it or not, I’m trying to help you, Luce.’


			Lucy’s face flushes red. ‘I didn’t ask you plan anything. You’re hijacking everything.’


			Eve stares at Lucy, open-mouthed. Hijacking? Out of the corner of her eye, she sees Margot reach for the pot and begin to pour the tea. Their mother is busy at the fridge, suddenly fascinated by the seal on a bottle of milk. It seems she’s not going to find support from anyone else in the room.


			‘Tom and I, we want to do things a bit differently,’ continues Lucy, more gently.


			Eve shrugs. ‘I guess it’s more fool me, then.’ She lays the teaspoons she has been clutching onto the kitchen table and reaches for her bag. ‘I’ll leave you to it, if you don’t need my help.’


			‘But what about that cup of tea?’ asks Kit, waving the milk bottle.


			‘Sorry, Mum, I don’t have time.’ She knows it’s childish, but she can’t help herself. She sweeps out of the kitchen, the back door catching in the breeze and shutting behind her with a slam.


			Inside the car, she winds down the window then rests her arms and forehead on the steering wheel, letting out a long sigh. Why is Lucy so annoyed with her? Can’t she see that she’s only trying to help?


			Up close, the leather of the steering wheel appears crackled and discoloured. She closes her eyes. It’s a unique peculiarity, her family’s ability to get under her skin. Why can’t she sit back for once and allow them their mistakes? Perhaps then they would learn? Instead, there she is with her constant need to help, to try to guide them through their messes and to smooth the way when it all goes wrong. She’s like one of those ‘helicopter parents’ she heard being talked about on the radio the other day. Hovering and doting, trying to do everything for their children. Of course, they never learn. They’ve never had to.


			Lifting her head, she checks the time on her watch and sees that she has nearly an hour before she has to collect the girls. The farmhouse looms large in the rear-view mirror. She wishes she could go back in. She thinks of her mother and sisters sitting around the table, drinking tea. She thinks of Margot and Kit and the difficult terrain they face. She thinks of the list of jobs lying on the coffee table in the living room and all the items that still need to be bought for Saturday, and sighs. Her phone buzzes on the seat beside her. She unlocks the screen and reads the text message, warmth spreading across her cheeks. She stares at it for a long time, her eyes scanning the words, her finger hovering, until she comes to her senses and swipes it into the trash bin. With another sigh, she turns on the car engine and pulls out of the driveway. That’s the last kind of distraction she needs right now. There is so much to sort out.
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			A heavy atmosphere lingers in the kitchen as the slam of the back door fades to silence. Kit turns to her two remaining daughters, Margot, hunched at the table, with her short dark hair and inscrutable eyes, and Lucy, looking pale and exhausted, slumped in the chair with her hands at her temples.


			‘Well, I royally fucked that up, didn’t I?’ says Lucy. ‘I don’t know what’s got into her. She’s so tense.’


			‘Eve’s just being Eve. She’ll calm down,’ says Kit, placing the milk on the table. She pulls out a chair and sits beside Lucy.


			‘Was I wrong? Am I being unfair?’


			Margot shrugs. ‘It’s your day. You should do it your way.’


			‘I do want her help.’ She sighs. ‘But she has such rigid ideas about what constitutes a wedding.’


			‘It’ll be fine,’ reassures Kit, patting Lucy’s hand. ‘Let her calm down a little and she’ll be back here tomorrow acting as if nothing’s happened. I don’t know about you,’ she says, standing up and retrieving a bottle of white wine from the fridge, ‘but I could do with something a little stronger.’ She waves the bottle at them in invitation.


			‘Not for me,’ says Lucy. ‘I’m driving.’ She checks her watch. ‘In fact,’ she adds, ‘I should probably get back.’


			Kit, realising that Lucy intends to leave her alone with Margot, feels a small surge of trepidation. ‘Stay for supper,’ she says quickly. ‘You look tired. I’ll cook. You two can catch up.’


			‘I should get back to Tom. We’ve got a lot to discuss. As I’m sure you do too,’ she adds with a meaningful glance in Margot’s direction.


			Kit sighs. So that’s why she won’t stay. She glances across at Margot and sees a similar look of apprehension on her youngest daughter’s face.


			Lucy makes a show of gathering her belongings and hugging them both. ‘Enjoy your dinner,’ she says. ‘I’ll call you tomorrow.’


			‘Don’t think I haven’t noticed you’re still wearing my jacket,’ says Margot.


			Lucy blows her a kiss from the back door and is gone.


			Kit meets Margot’s gaze. She smiles lightly. ‘Would you like some wine?’


			She sees Margot hesitate, then nod. ‘OK. A small one.’


			Kit pours two glasses. ‘Why don’t you go and freshen up? Unpack? I can handle dinner.’


			‘I’m fine.’ Margot stretches her legs out and crosses them at the ankle. ‘I haven’t brought much with me.’


			Unable to bear the ensuing silence, Kit switches on the radio, turning it to a low volume before beginning to rummage for pots and utensils. She fills a saucepan with water and retrieves a potted basil plant from the windowsill.


			‘Want me to chop?’ Margot asks, indicating the herbs.


			‘Why not,’ says Kit.


			Margot shrugs off her leather jacket, and begins to pull the leaves from the basil plant, their pungent aroma filling the room. Kit takes a bag of pasta from the cupboard. As she turns back to the hob, she startles. The whole of her daughter’s left arm from her wrist to the sleeve of her T-shirt is decorated with swirling black ink, curling vines crawling across her skin in looping patterns. Kit stares at the tattoo. The creeping black ink is shocking against the whiteness of Margot’s skin. She clears her throat. Margot lifts her head but as their eyes meet, Kit changes her mind. Leave it be, she tells herself.


			She turns back to the pan, filling it with water, placing it on the hob. She reaches for the salt and olive oil, stealing surreptitious glances at her daughter as she chops the herbs. The tattoo is oddly beautiful. She wonders if it hurt. She wonders what it means. Margot is like a distant country she once knew, familiar and yet remote, changed. No longer the soft girl of years ago but a slim, angular woman – beautiful, yes – but somehow hard and unreachable. How changed she is. Kit looks at her daughter and feels the ache of loss. She doesn’t know this woman.


			‘You don’t have to worry,’ says Margot after a long silence. ‘I’m not here to cause trouble.’


			Kit lets out a laugh that sounds false even to her ears. ‘I know that.’


			‘I’m here for Lucy.’


			Kit gives a small nod. ‘Yes. I figured as much.’


			‘What’s the forecast for Saturday?’ Margot asks after a time, the blade of the knife moving smoothly over the wooden board.


			‘Mixed,’ says Kit, throwing pasta into the pan of boiling water.


			‘A little rain on your wedding day is supposed to bring good luck, isn’t it?’


			Kit stares at the pan of steaming water. ‘So they say.’ They are talking about the weather. She would laugh again, if it wasn’t so awfully sad.


			‘I’m sure the argument between Luce and Eve will blow over,’ says Margot, after another long moment. ‘Emotions are bound to be running high this close to a wedding.’


			‘Yes,’ agrees Kit. ‘I’m not worried,’ she adds. ‘Those two never bear a grudge for long.’


			An awkward silence rises between them. Kit kicks herself for her poorly chosen words. They hover in the air, lassoing the lingering tension, holding it in place.


			‘It’s typical Lucy, though, isn’t it?’ says Margot, clearly trying to ease the mood. ‘Romantic … impulsive … doing everything at breakneck speed.’


			Kit steals another glance at Margot. She does remember. She remembers so much. She remembers how Lucy, aged four, and Eve, aged seven had doted on Margot as a newborn baby. She remembers how they had lain beside Margot’s Moses basket in the long grass in the garden, shaking rattles and fetching blankets, enamoured with the new arrival. She remembers how Margot had tottered behind Lucy and Eve, following them about the house and garden, a little shadow. How she would curl up on her father’s lap at bedtime, a thumb jammed in her mouth, as Ted read a favourite book. She remembers nights when she would sit on Margot’s bed and scratch her daughter’s back, Margot purring like a cat as she made up fantastical stories to send her to sleep. She remembers how Margot would demand their presence in the living room, force them all to sit in a neat row on the sofa as she threw back the curtains of the bay window with a theatrical flourish and performed made-up songs and plays. So too does she remember the summer Margot left, just sixteen years old when she had appeared in the kitchen with a bulging rucksack and a resigned look on her face. I can’t live here any more. Five words, spoken in a flat monotone and Kit had nodded. ‘I think that’s for the best,’ she had agreed, before turning away, not because she didn’t care, but because she didn’t want Margot to see how much she did. Eight years had passed since then and they have barely spoken since that day.
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