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PART ONE: SPRING











Chapter 1



At last. A morning without reaching the station to flecks of London sludge kicked up the back of her tights, drying into muddy pennies as she waits for her train.


After months of grimy winter, and with it the endless sensation of being encased in a grubby Tupperware container, this morning felt as if the lid had been opened. The blue sky was back – perhaps it had even been there all along. Clara’s tights were dry and her hair remained as smooth and untroubled by drizzle as it had been when she had slammed her front door. And now her train was pulling in, just on time.


The crowd parted as the train doors stopped directly opposite her, and she was able to swing straight into her favourite seat, which was empty for the first time in weeks. She rested her head on the glass and watched as the station faded from view and her train rattled towards Central London. For once, Monday morning was going her way. She checked her messages, replying to Nikita about dinner that night with a quick emoji, and put in her headphones in time to enjoy the view over the river. After months of the Thames looking like nothing more than dirty dishwater, today it sparkled. Boats glided serenely beneath the wrought ironwork of the bridge, leaving the water a wake of electric blue sequins. Clara whipped her phone up from her lap and managed to snap the view as the train dipped onto dry land.




Hiya Dad – You were right of course, spring is coming after all. The Thames is looking gorgeous this morning. Thank you so much for the chat yesterday. Hope you’re feeling better. C xxx





She pressed send and waited for the comforting ‘whoosh’ in her headphones to tell her that the image had been delivered. This morning, life was almost as she had imagined it would be when she finally moved to London.


An hour later, Clara had shrugged off what remained of the cosiness of the weekend and stiffened herself into work mode. She was returning to her desk with a cup of coffee in each hand when she saw her mobile screen light up as a message arrived. She put the second cup on her boss’s desk, then sat down at her own, took a sip of coffee, and reached for her phone. It wasn’t a text that had arrived, but a voicemail.


‘Could you give me a call back please? It’s quite urgent, so as soon as you get this if possible.’


She rolled her eyes and wondered what in her mother’s life could possibly be urgent. An emergency request for numbers at Easter lunch? A fervent reminder about SPF application? Some intel on Kate Middleton’s hairdresser of choice? Either way, she slid her phone under her in-tray when she saw her boss approaching at speed, and accepted that the return call would have to wait.


‘Good morning, Clara,’ said Julia as she swept towards her glass-doored office. ‘How are those contracts coming along?’


‘In your inbox,’ replied Clara. ‘And your coffee’s on your desk. Would you like a sparkling water?’


‘Fabulous.’


Was that a yes or a no to the water? Clara had no idea, but she figured a wander back to the kitchen couldn’t do any harm on a Monday morning. As she held a tall clean glass to the fridge door, waiting for the satisfying clunk of ice cubes emerging, then opened a fresh bottle of sparkling water, the metal seal of its lid crunching against the green glass, she daydreamed about what she might do on a day like this, if she weren’t obliged to show several well-shod French families around some of Kensington’s smartest properties in the hope that prestigious European law firms would pay for them to live there.


A meander through Brompton Cross, maybe; coffee at an outside table as the sun hit her ankles and she watched the wealthy of SW1 from behind her fake designer sunglasses. Lunch in St James’s Park watching the ducks . . . Actually, no. They always got a little too close for comfort and made the water smell fetid. Lunch in Belgravia – moules frites – after a brisk walk through the park, and then some shopping. How lovely it would be to have a day to fritter away like that, she thought.


Sparkling water fizzed at the top of the glass and Clara abruptly stopped pouring, yanked from her fantasy life. She wiped the underside with a kitchen towel and took it through to Julia, who was on the phone and barely acknowledged her. She blew on her hand where the bubbles had popped up and out, and realised as Julia hung up that she would probably never find out if the drink had been wanted or not.


‘Off to do a couple of viewings for Cornwall Gardens,’ she called back as she reached her own desk and took her coat from the back of her chair. As she picked her phone up she saw another text from her mother, but ignored it, fumbling around in her bag for the keys she needed then heading out of the office.


As she began walking to the property, her imagination returned to her fantasy day of leisure. She even let herself wonder what it might feel like to live in one of these places that she let other people into all day, before she returned home to her un-chic corner of south London.


She stood on the red-brick steps outside the Cornwall Gardens flat and turned her face towards the sun, taking a deep breath and inhaling the scent of the lavender that bordered the black-and-white-chequered pathway leading to the smart red-brick apartment block. She felt her phone buzzing again in her pocket and sighed, her Kensington daydream interrupted.


‘Hi, hi, I can’t talk, Mum . . . ’ Her mother’s persistence was not uncharacteristic. She had little patience with waiting for a digital reply, and Clara had long resigned herself to seeing texts as little more than warnings that a call was incoming.


‘Clara darling, I really do need to speak to you.’


The ‘darling’ grated. The synthetic endearment a sure sign that something was to be required of Clara.


‘Yes, but my clients are going to be here any minute, I just can’t chat. I promise I will c—’


‘Clara, it’s your father.’ Wearied by years of diplomatic conversation between her long-divorced parents, Clara became ever keener to end the call.


‘What? Is he OK? I texted him about an hour ago.’


A sleek Audi turned in to the street, its driver checking building numbers as he went.


‘No, Clara. I’m terribly sorry to have to say this, but he isn’t. It sounds daft but . . . he died in the night.’


The car door slammed and, startled, Clara dropped her phone. As she picked it up she saw that the call had not ended; she stared at the screen, unable to absorb what she thought she had just heard. A pair of navy women’s driving shoes stepped towards her and she shoved the phone into her pocket, ending the call.


‘Mam’selle Seymour?’


‘Yes!’ Clara smiled cheerily, dusting off her skirt and holding out her hand to shake. ‘That’s me!’


The face in front of her had a startling brightness, all wide smile and clear skin – while the conversation she had just had seemed to be speeding away from her, words jumbling and focus fading. Had her mother really said that? And meant it? It didn’t seem like something her father would do, simply dying on her like that. Making a drama out of a misunderstanding was her mother’s style, though – perhaps that was it? Yes, Clara’s mind seemed to have chosen a course. Go with that for now, it told her. Just a misunderstanding. We can sort it out later.


‘Madame Jarry. Pleased to meet you!’ Clara tried to match the glistening clarity of her smile, but felt like a painted clown.


There was a static buzz in the air as Clara shook her hand, then smiled at the two toddlers on the pavement beside her. Little girls, symmetrical hair slides in their side-parted hair, each holding a floppy toy rabbit. Behind them, their driver returned to his seat in the car and fiddled with something on the dashboard.


‘So, 8 Cornwall Gardens. Shall we?’


Her hand was shaking as she opened the front door; the hum seemed to be getting louder. Could they hear it? It seemed not. The door was open now, light flooding the hallway. All this space, and in Central London. She wondered if Madame Jarry knew how lucky she was to have a husband whose job meant relocating here.


Clara showed the three around the apartment, room by room. First, the vast subterranean kitchen, leading out onto a garden at the back.


‘And this is where you two can have a lot of fun . . . ’ she smiled at the girls, remembering the advice Julia had given her a year ago. Paint a picture of the client living there.


‘Oh, Maman!’ they exclaimed on seeing the children’s play area off the main kitchen, complete with a built-in wooden playhouse and matching miniature kitchen. Clara smiled at them as they scampered to sit on the wooden banquette, bunnies chattering to each other.


As they headed upstairs, Clara thought she might be floating rather than taking each step with her actual feet.


‘The skylight adds so much sunshine to the hallway,’ she heard herself say. ‘ . . . plenty of space for toys in here . . . and this is the master bedroom, en suite of course . . . ’


The babble continued to pour out of her as she demonstrated voice-activated lighting, how to disable it in the children’s rooms, and the advantages to the underfloor heating. Her mouth just kept moving, and a semblance of sense kept coming. But behind it all, that sentence, running on a loop.


It sounds daft, but he died in the night.


The girls scampered from room to room, gabbling among themselves and testing various windowsills with their toys. Each seemed to know what the other would like about each room, calling across to one another, laughter bubbling with delight at various high-end features. How lovely to feel so known by someone, Clara thought, as the older girl took the younger by the hand while they walked back downstairs ahead of her.


‘As you can see, we’ve an Easter tree here at the moment, but it’s the perfect space for a fir at Christmas,’ Clara continued, winking at the girls. One of them pinged an ornamental twig with a chubby finger, and her mother bent forward to still the small wooden eggs now bouncing on the branch.


‘And this is very special,’ Clara said as led them into the main living area, resplendent with its smooth marble edges and dipped modernist fireplace. ‘Lovely and cool in summer, but so cosy during winter.’


It sounds daft, but he died in the night.


The younger of the two girls clipped her hip on the forbidding stone edge, letting out a little yelp. Her mother winced and reached to rub it better. Clara’s gaze followed her, instinctively checking to see if it might have put her off the property, but found herself gazing at Madame Jarry’s thumb, rubbing in a circular motion while the little girl reached up to be held. The girl leaned in to her mother, soothed by the attention, the moment’s pause. Panic over, the girl tottered over to her sister and nestled into her. Clara felt a tug somewhere inside her.


‘OK?’ asked Clara. The sisters held hands.


‘Yes, thank you,’ replied Madame Jarry. ‘It really is very beautiful. What do you think, girls?’


They looked up at the adults, smiling.


It sounds daft but he died in the night.


The sentence wouldn’t go away, no matter how firmly she pushed. She swallowed hard and took a slow blink. Maybe she had misheard. Maybe this wasn’t happening. We’ll sort it out later.


‘So, any questions while we’re still here? Of course, you can get in touch with me on the number you have at any time, but is there anything else you need to know while we’re in situ?’


‘No, but thank you for your time.’


Clara locked the door behind the family as they left, turning in time to see the sisters scramble down the red steps and towards the waiting car. She shook Madame Jarry’s hand and waved at the girls, before heading back towards the office.


By the time Clara was back at her desk, the sense of being a step behind reality was starker than ever. She had rushed back to the office and hadn’t given herself the chance to steel herself as she usually did at the start of the day. Having a job at all, let alone this one, had always felt something like role play. She knew she didn’t belong there. But unsure where she did fit, she went through a sort of shapeshifting each morning, trying to slither into the skin of an urban working woman, climbing the career ladder and enjoying her time in the big city. She often wondered if her colleagues knew that when she closed her eyes, she didn’t see spreadsheets, but doodles.


Now, she was staring at her desk, not sure if she needed to take her coat off or not, an empty space where her to-do list for the day was meant to be. She blinked and gazed around.


‘What did she think?’ Julia leaned round from behind her screen.


‘She thinks he died in the night,’ muttered Clara.


‘What?’


Clara slumped into her chair. There was something she needed to be doing, she was sure of it.


‘Clara!’ Julia was standing directly in front of her. The buzzing in her head faded, and she realised everyone in the office was staring her way.


‘Clara, what did you say? Is Monsieur Jarry OK?’ ‘Yes, yes he’s fine.’


‘Then what is the problem?


‘I’m so sorry, but I think my father’s died.’


‘Clara! Wait, you think he has?’


‘Well, my mother rang me just as Mrs Jarry arrived and I dropped my phone.’


‘And what happened when you called back?’


‘I haven’t. It’s probably nothing. A misunderstanding.’


Julia dipped her head to try and catch Clara’s dazed stare. Clara tried to wave her boss away, an act of impertinence she would never have dared under normal circumstances. Julia wasn’t a bad boss, but she was an entirely self-possessed one, and that garnered respect. She had the steely confidence of someone who had grown up around money and felt completely at ease with how to acquire more of it. And this self-assuredness was intimidating to Clara, who still felt like a fraud.


‘Listen, darling, you really need to find out what’s going on. Use my office – call her back at once.’


Julia ushered her in, urging her to sit, before leaving and pulling the door closed behind her. Clara, still in her mac, was dwarfed by the ergonomic luxury of Julia’s chair. The sparkling water she had brought in an hour earlier remained on the glass desk, untouched and surrounded by a pool of condensation.


Clara opened her phone, and scrolled to the last call, making sure that it had been from her mother, and not some horrible misunderstanding. She pressed ‘return call’ and slumped into the chair.


‘Oh, thank heavens it’s you. What happened?’ Her mother’s tone was abrupt.


‘I’m so sorry, I dropped my phone just as some clients arrived.’


‘I really do think you ought to have called me back.’


Was she . . . being told off?


‘I’m sorry, I just . . . ’


‘Never mind, never mind, I just wanted you to know.’


‘Know what?’


‘About your father.’


‘So it’s true.’


‘Yes, darling, of course it’s true. I’m so sorry.’


‘Oh.’


‘Clara?’


‘Yes, I’m here.’ Clara felt unbearably heavy. It wasn’t a misunderstanding. ‘What happened?’


‘Well the silly bugger still had me down as his next of kin, so despite everything it was me the paramedics called when they found him. Honestly it’s been a hell of a morning and I was supposed to have been helping Ian with his—’


‘No, Mum, not to you. What happened to Dad?’


‘Oh, of course. He had a heart attack. Oh, Ben. Just like I always knew you would. Apparently the ambulance didn’t make it in time and it all happened rather quickly.’


‘Oh, Mum, I’m so sorry.’ Clara could see her foot, resting on the ball of her big toe, shaking furiously as she sat slumped with her back to Julia’s office door.


‘Well, yes, it wasn’t the Monday morning I had planned. Least said, soonest mended, sweetheart.’


‘Shall I come over? Do you need me?’ It seemed easier to tend to her mum than to pay any attention to that heaviness, which was now transforming into a sort of jittery panic as she realised that this really was happening to her. That it was just her and her mother now. That her father had died.


‘No no, I’ll be fine, Ian will be back soon. But there is the coroner to deal with and then obviously someone will have to make a start on a funeral but I’m afraid it simply can’t be me. I’ll pass details on to Auntie Liz and perhaps she can take up that baton – unless you want to. But it can’t be me. Not any more. Those days are long gone.’


Indeed they were. Clara’s parents had divorced a decade ago, leaving behind them a toxic trail of resentments and unspoken slights, which Clara had been delicately trying to step around ever since. Somewhere, deep in her subconscious, Clara knew that it should have been her mother consoling her in this moment, but yes, there was a certain comfort in everyone playing to type, knowing their roles. That the available cast was no longer big enough for all the required parts was something Clara was still struggling to grasp.


She was sure they made sense, but somehow her mother’s words seemed to melt into each other before they reached her ears. What did a coroner actually do? How did you organise a funeral? What was Clara supposed to do? What was Clara supposed to want to do?


‘So you don’t need me?’ she repeated.


‘No sweetheart, I’ll be in touch if I do. But you get on with things your end and I’ll call later. You make that Simon take care of you, won’t you. And I’ll see you at Easter. Much love to you, Clara.’


‘OK then, and I’m so sorr—’


Her mother had already hung up.


She ran her finger up the side of the glass of water. It was now almost entirely flat. How could pouring it have been part of today? How was this all happening on the same day? That text she had sent from the train – it was only a couple of hours ago.


He would never have seen it.










Chapter 2



Grief? Is that what this was? Clara felt little more than dazed, suspended, waiting for the feelings to come. There was a sense she had been sent home so she could get on with the business of grieving in private. Did that mean crying? Should she be weeping? Uncontrollably? She felt sure Julia had intended her to head straight to her mother’s arms, but that was clearly not going to happen. What she wanted to do was head to her dad’s flat and put the kettle on. That’s what she thought would be comforting right now. She wanted to be staring at the bird box in his garden from the kitchen window as the water boiled and she waited for him to enter the room.


But she didn’t live there any more. She hadn’t done for a while. And now he was gone.


Nevertheless, heading back over the river to sit in the small Tooting flat she shared with Simon, her college boyfriend, seemed ridiculously indulgent. It was still Monday morning. What would she even do when she got there? And what would she tell Simon?


So she walked straight past her bus stop and headed to Brompton Cross, where she turned into the French cafe she passed day after day without ever entering. A waiter in a long, crisp white apron gestured towards a prime table on the pavement under the canopy, and took her coffee order. Clara settled into her seat, ready to watch the passers-by, just as she had daydreamed she would do so many times.


White vans were parked up on the pavement, their drivers heaving boxes of vegetables or crates of milk into the nearby cafes. A woman walked by with the focus of someone who belonged here, her body encased in expensive-looking highelastane gym wear, a tiny dog trotting out ahead of her. A smattering of continental businessmen strode past, their periwinkle collars glinting against luxurious navy-blue wool jackets, each on the phone.


Clara had longed to sit back and watch these glamorous creatures gliding through their enchanted lives as she had scurried in and out of work these last few months, hoping each morning that this would be the day she felt she felt like one of them, part of the team that Julia so often referred to. That moment had never come, no matter how often she had tried to slip on the effortless confidence of the west-London career girl her mother longed for her to be. And now that she had an excuse not to try, it felt as if this life she had longed to watch at leisure was out of focus, too remote to watch properly. Everything seemed to be going on behind a wall of Perspex, and her a metre behind it. A car horn beeped and she didn’t flinch. It took a moment before she realised that the waiter was at her shoulder, coffee in hand.


‘Madame,’ he said as he leaned forward to put the cup and saucer on the small bistro table in front of her.


‘Thank you,’ she replied. But as she said it, her voice cracked at the sight of the small French biscuit on the saucer in front of her. All of a sudden she was a teenager, back in Paris with her dad, being taken for her first coffee. A treat to celebrate the end of her exams, on that magical trip to the city he loved so much.


They had arrived early, and he had whisked her fresh from the Eurostar to the Place des Vosges, a spot he had spent some time telling her about on the train. Clara was used to spending weekends away with him, and had even been on holidays with him since his marriage to her mother ended a couple of years before, but Paris had been the special one. She had nagged him about going since she found a copy of Madeline in his study as a child and immediately fallen in love with the idea of Paris.


Each time there had been talk of the two of them going away during the school holidays she hinted heavily about the city. But each time the hints were met with a no – and a vague explanation which never quite rang true.


‘Not yet . . . ’


‘It’s not the best time of year to see the city . . . ’


‘We should really save it until you’re older . . . ’


So they took other trips instead, each one always shot through with a mixture of thrill and anxiety. After her parents separated when she was twelve, Clara had longed for those extended bouts of time with her father, rather than the regular-but-somewhatrushed weekends and evenings that swiftly became the norm. She craved his relaxed company, that time once they had already been together a day or two and had stopped merely catching up and started to let conversations meander.


The first few hours of each weekend with him were always so busy, trying to fit in all the important stuff, the chats that had been taken care of effortlessly when they lived under the same roof and now seemed to mount up, gaining emotional intensity with every shared breakfast that they missed. Those were the times that she had missed the most since their separation – and now looked forward to most.


She even loved the planning for the trips. Her dad didn’t have the money to impulsively book hotels, so they would buy guidebooks, scour the travel sections of the weekend papers for B&B advertisements and pore over recommendations on nascent travel blogs.


Once away, Clara could bask in the sunshine of her dad’s attention, talking about what she was reading at school, sharing recipes she had tried out at home (and the ensuing kitchen chaos) and asking his opinion on anything from classic movies she had discovered to whether he had ever been to places she had been researching and longed to visit herself.


Only on these trips did she feel free to talk this way, taking her own time, without the pressure to get a check list of topics ‘done’ before she had to get back to her mum’s, where such conversation was treated like an indulgence rather than an insight into who she was becoming, or might have the potential to be.


It seemed hard to believe that those trips had ever happened now. Clara pictured her dad’s hands as he scooped the veg she had just chopped for him off a wooden board into the cast-iron casserole dish in a holiday villa. She saw them on the steering wheel of a continental hire car as the sun hit them through the windscreen; untangling a fishing line as she sat cross-legged next to him, excited about what they had caught that day and how he would barbecue it. He seemed to be able to focus harder while his hands were busy, his attention held by a practical task in hand, letting the conversation find its own path.


Excitement would mount before each trip, but alongside it the dread that it would all be over too quickly, leaving her mourning for their time together almost as soon as it began. She often ended up overwhelmed by how much she had to say and how much she wanted to hear.


They went to Amsterdam for her thirteenth birthday where they cycled along the canals together on candy-coloured bikes, stopping for stroopwafels and spending hours in the Anne Frank House, indulging in Clara’s recent fascination with the girl and her diary. She spent the trip home furious that she had wasted so much time in the museum when she could have just been talking to her father about the book.


They went to Berlin at Christmas that year, where they visited an advent market before concluding that it was far too touristy, and went for a posh, whipped-cream-topped hot chocolate which they declared exactly the right degree of touristy. The next year, a visit to Barcelona was tarnished by the encroaching panic she started to feel about a boy she had been flirting with not texting her back. She had sat over plates of bright meats and perfectly fried seafood, her stomach in knots, preoccupied by what she could possibly have done to make the replies dry up, before realising that she didn’t have data roaming switched on on her phone. When she finally did hear back from him, she felt the tension almost physically draining from her body.


A fug of shame crept over her as she realised how little attention she had been paying to such precious time with her dad. How could she have known how few of these trips they would have?


The next summer they had been to the north coast of France for a holiday of such emotional intensity that Clara slept for almost two days on her return. Torrential rain for most of the week meant that she and her dad were cooped up in a small gîte for the first half of the trip, while she became increasingly melancholy about everything her dad tried to chat about or distract her with. The boy who had so dominated the Barcelona trip had faded from importance months before, but stresses about both exams and the complicated dynamics of her friendship group were bearing down, leaving her stooped with anxiety, completely unable to inhabit the self she had imagined she would be on this trip – on the beach, chatting about Orange is the New Black with her dad, perhaps having a small glass of wine if they went out for dinner. On the evening of the fourth day she – entirely unexpectedly – began only her second ever period, and had to ask him to drive her to the nearby pharmacy before it closed.


His gentle patience on realising why she had been such doom-laden company had made her flush with self-consciousness – even more than the moment she had dithered in front of the display of chic French moisturisers, holding only a box of tampons. She slept for most of the next day, before reemerging a different person, just as the sun came out. Those final few days were a blissful mix of beach walks, seafood lunches on sunny terraces and the sense of closeness she had been craving for months – all of which served to make heading home more bittersweet.


It wasn’t until the summer Clara took her GCSEs that her dad had finally relented and took her on her dream trip to Paris. At last, she was going to visit the city she had spent so long dreaming about. Since finding that book in the study, she had held the city as a sort of dreamland in her imagination. Grey-roofed houses covered in vines, glass-topped boats gliding serenely down the Seine, the Eiffel Tower twinkling at dusk: these images had tantalised Clara for years in books, Instagram posts and movies. And it wasn’t just the physical beauty of the city but the characters who peopled it. Open-minded, urbane, devastatingly cool.


Madeline itself was now largely forgotten, but it had inspired a fantasy Paris that only grew more vivid as every year passed and Clara discovered more about it. Old French movies, trashy modern movies starring Selena Gomez, even images of Beyoncé visiting the Louvre. In Paris, you could be your ultimate you.


And her enthusiasm only grew stronger the more her mother dismissed talk of the city as daftness. Because, of course, the dismissal was part of the attraction. Clara knew that her father loved the place, no matter how much he tried to play that down. And she suspected that her mother knew too. And, just as she longed to escape the suburban concerns that preoccupied her mother – how much a neighbour’s new car cost, how much a friend from the gym had slimmed down since Christmas, how much a perceived rival at her book club had got in the divorce – she longed to see what she imagined was the metropolitan version of her father. She wanted to access that part of him, the academic who loved long walks not just around Bristol Harbourside but along the Seine. The man who was more than dad jokes or sad smiles on a Friday-evening pickup, but enjoyed art, and style, and long evenings sitting on pavements talking about ideas, rather than obligations. Would seeing this Ben help her to access a freer, more self-assured Clara too? Or would simply being in Paris itself be enough? Either way, her teenage years had done nothing to convince her that Paris wasn’t the answer.


When, at last, she was going to be able to visit for herself, free from squinting at Instagram’s squares or the juddering path of Google Street View, she could hardly believe it. She had spent a week listing pastry shops she wanted to visit, specific walks she wanted to take, and of course planning her wardrobe, discussing ‘looks’ online with her friends late into the night – much to her mother’s apparent disdain.


‘Why do you have to be so sour about it?’ Clara had snapped at her mother. ‘It’s not as if you have to come with us.’


‘Oh, I’ve never been invited to Paris by your father, that’s for sure,’ she had snapped back, lacing up her tennis shoes with a vigour that would surely mean restricted blood flow to her toes within a couple of sets. ‘I just don’t want you building it up too much. I know how these trips can unmoor you a little.’


But Clara scoffed at her.


‘They don’t unmoor me! They are actually very inspiring.


We go to places a hell of a lot more interesting than the bloody tennis club.’ She all but gasped at the boldness of swearing at her own mother, a woman for whom the word ‘ruddy’ could render a sentence scandalous – even if it was a sentence dripping with casual prejudice.


Jackie looked up, knees together, her hands sitting neatly in her lap, a pristine tennis skirt above her slim, tanned calves. She took a breath. Her voice was softer now. She was holding Clara’s reluctant gaze.


‘Of course you do. And of course you treasure time with your father. That is as it should be. But, well . . . ’ Another sigh. ‘I just don’t want you to build Paris up too much. It’s not . . . it’s not healthy to adore a city the way that you two do Paris.’


Clara didn’t bite back, perplexed at the idea that her father – whose arm she had had to twist to take her there – really was such a fan of the city too. He had seemed to be avoiding it for as long as she could remember, and she was flattered to have persuaded him at last. Now he adored it? It didn’t make sense, but then again so much of what Jackie said about her ex-husband merely skirted around what Clara saw as the truth. So Clara didn’t dwell on it; within moments she was back in her bedroom, lying prone across her eiderdown and scrolling through her phone once again.


But as she sat there on that Monday morning, in Kensington’s finest French cafe, she remembered that her mother’s observations had not been misguided: Ben’s delight at being back in Paris was obvious from the moment they arrived. They had hopped straight out of the cab, their bags still at their side, and taken a pavement table in one of the cloistered arcades edging Place des Vosges. The weather was warmer than England already, the air a little hazy. Her dad arranged the chairs so that they both had a view of the square, before looking up with a grin that in those days she very rarely saw.


‘Coffee?’ he asked her, as if it were the most natural thing in the world.


‘Sure,’ she said, not wanting to blow her cover. A coffee! At last!


Had he forgotten that she had never been allowed to drink coffee before, or did he leave home before she’d asked? In the few years since they split up, it had become increasingly difficult for Clara to remember how either of her parents had truly behaved back when the three of them lived together. Had her mother’s laser focus on behaviour, nutrition and even friends, who could somehow bring shame on Clara (and thereby herself), been as sharp back then? Or was it simply a recent manifestation of the status anxiety that seemed to have run riot since she was free of her marriage to Ben, in all his crumpled corduroy glory. And had he really smiled and laughed more back then, or was it just that she worried about him so much, living alone in his slightly chaotic basement flat? Yes, there was a delicious freedom in the way that he let stacks of papers, books and newspapers teeter around his desk, the kitchen table and even at the feet of his most comfortable armchair. But he did often seem to have forgotten to buy them any sensible groceries, and almost as soon as it stopped making Clara feel uncomfortable for herself, it made her feel anxious for him.


So could he really not have known that Jackie had long forbidden coffee from the house as if it were an opiate? ‘So acidic! So dehydrating for young skin!’ Or was it just that when she was younger, more exhausted by life as a nurse on a busy ward and all that she saw there, Jackie had not taken such a hard line on it? Ben, on the other hand, had never seemed to care about any of its health implications, preferring to regale Clara with tales about the birth of London’s coffee houses and how they had changed the marketplace of ideas for centuries to come.


When the waiter arrived ten minutes later with their drinks, each white cup had an identical complimentary biscuit on its saucer and a perfect crown of froth on top. The air smelled of hyacinths, fresh coffee and freshly baked pastries. Clara had never felt so free. As soon as the waiter left, her dad had lobbed his biscuit straight into his mouth with a grin, letting go of it an inch before his lips. He moved it, whole, to one of his cheeks and nodded at her cup, saying as he turned to survey the square. ‘You don’t have to finish it if you don’t like it. But isn’t today a great day to try one?’


She thought she saw a wink as he smiled back at her over his sunglasses. She hadn’t been sure at the time. But now, as she sat all alone in the Kensington sunshine, holding an identical small biscuit between finger and thumb, the damp of a first sip of coffee on her lips, she realised that of course he had known. And he’d wanted her to have a proper cup of coffee because he wanted her to be happy, to experience life, to taste it all.


A fat tear landed on top of her cup, leaving a dent in today’s milky foam. How could it possibly be true that they would never share another coffee? How could it have been yesterday morning when they had sat at the kitchen table together, hands echoing each other, clamped around mugs, chatting about how he was longing for spring? None of it made sense. Clara drew a finger along her eye to stem any further tears and took a sip. Today, there was none of the delicious warmth of a flavour shared. Today it tasted like ash.


She took a few pound coins from her wallet and left them on the table, grabbed her bag and headed down Brompton Road before any further tears came. Despite the sunshine, a shiver went down her back, and she realised that she didn’t really know where she was heading next. She might as well walk home, something she had been promising her boyfriend Simon that she would start doing for months. Make the most of an unexpected day off, she told herself, it’ll clear your head.


But the walk didn’t clear her head. Despite the sun there was a spiteful breeze, the traffic continued to roar past at an exhausting volume, and she couldn’t get a decent pace up because of the sheer number of people staring at their phones as they meandered in front of her. It was only when she reached the river that she felt any sense of relief. Cars and buses continued to rumble past her even as she paused to look over into the water; boats buzzed beneath her, a seagull pecked malevolently at some litter on the roof of a houseboat, and the steady movement of the water provided a moment’s peaceful distraction.


The sky was clouding over though, and after ten minutes of watching the river Clara felt too chilly to stay static. She tugged her bag over her shoulder and headed further south. At last her feet found something of a rhythm, her soles pushing the pavement away with every passing step, her heart rate picking up as she headed down and over Queenstown Road and into Clapham. If she could keep moving, perhaps she could stop any more upsetting memories from catching up with her. She could deal with this encroaching swarm of thoughts and feelings later.


‘Clara, you’re a doer,’ she remembered her dad telling her only yesterday as she had told him about her anxieties about work, about how she never felt part of the team, how she wasn’t sure whether to leave in search of a job that felt right for her, or to stay and save, as she seemed to have agreed with Simon to do.


‘You’ll get where you need to go,’ her dad had said. If only she knew where that was.


But yes, she was a doer. She wouldn’t mull. She wouldn’t waste today. She would go home and get something useful done.


True to her word, the minute she got home and into the tiny flat, she was a whirlwind of cleaning and tidying. Everything she had meant to do the previous evening when she had got back too late from her dad’s was going to get done today.


Shoes were dug out from under the bed; fresh linen was found in the storage box under the bed, shaken out in the afternoon sunshine and put on. She scrubbed the bath, and even the tiles surrounding it. Then she rearranged her and Simon’s toiletries so that they were symmetrical, taking up perfectly equal space on each side of the basin, and in the basket to the side of the bath. Any overspill of her own, she shoved into the mirrored cabinet, hoping that Simon wouldn’t look in there for a while yet. She vacuumed each of the small three rooms before wiping down the kitchen surfaces and drying up the crockery that she would usually leave airing to the right of the sink, but which she knew irritated Simon when left out overnight. He would come home to a sparkling palace, she told herself. Then he’d be so much more relaxed when she told him her news. And that would make it easier for him.


All the while, as she wiped, polished and folded, the flickering reel of memories continued to scroll across the back of her mind. She tried to move faster, as if she could outwit it, to find a way to move forward, think of something to do next. But it kept scrolling. Eventually, as she waited for the kettle to boil, staring out of the window on the gardens below, she felt a sort of thud of defeat. This was happening. Her father was dead. She made her tea, walked to the sofa and felt her breathing judder as the tears started to surface.


But just as she sat back, her phone pinged.




Hello Clara, I am so sorry about your dad. Silly thing, leaving us like this. Call me if you can. I have something for you. Auntie Liz xoxo













Chapter 3



Clara stared at her phone, feeling like nothing less than calling her aunt. Her dad’s older sister by five years, Liz could be a brittle woman. Clara’s finger hovered over the button to call her back, when another message disrupted her train of thought.




Hola! All ok for tonight? Coming straight from work obvs, so I’ll be 7ish unless I hear otherwise. xx





Nikita. She had forgotten. It was still Monday, the day they so often tried to spend together, despite now living at opposite ends of the city. An old friend, and someone with whose family she sometimes felt more at home with than her own, Nikita was a whirlwind of positive energy. But also scatty. Really scatty. But today was so upside down that it was Clara who had forgotten she was hosting and it was Nikita who was on the ball.




Of course. Weirdly am home already so come round whenever suits xx





The thought of company and the distraction it would provide lightened Clara’s heart a little. She had meant to buy them some dinner at the fancy deli near the office and now realised she had entirely forgotten. What could she give Nikita now? She couldn’t even remember what she had in. Her cup of tea went cold as she rifled through cupboards, trying to scrabble together a meal, that incessant flickering reel still running.


It felt as if the next thing Clara knew, the doorbell was ringing and her phone was vibrating on the sofa. She looked at the screen: Nikita. She checked the time: 7 p.m. Could she really have been tidying and daydreaming that long? Apparently so. It was only once she was halfway to the intercom that she remembered why she was at home early anyway, and had to swallow hard not to let emotions come rushing at her while she buzzed Nikita in. She threw on some clean-ish jeans and a sweatshirt from the chair in her bedroom, ran her hands through her hair and was shoving on a second sock by the time Nikita had made it up the internal stairs to her flat’s door. She took a deep breath and opened it with a smile.


‘Hello friend!’ Nikita reached her arms out to Clara. Clara collapsed into the hug and braced herself to tell Nikita her news.


‘Hello friend,’ she said quietly into the warmth of Nikita’s shoulder.


‘I was just starting to worry about you up here! Thought the buzzer was bust again or something.’


‘No, I was just—’


‘Well no worries, I’m here now. And guess what?’


‘What?’


‘We’re CELEBRATING!’ Nikita walked past Clara, giving her a squeeze on the shoulder, and headed into the flat, yanking a bottle of Prosecco out of the bag schlumped over her shoulder. She shoved it in the door of Clara’s fridge and turned to give her another hug.


‘I did it! I really did! And you’re the first person I’ve told! I know we’re not meant to drink on Mondays, BUT . . . ’


Nikita had a fledgeling career as a documentary maker, thus far funded by her temp work around the city. Now it seemed she had finally won her first grant to make a passion project she had been working on for months. Her visible joy was so cheering that for a fleeing moment Clara felt the heaviness in her chest ease up a bit.


‘Oh, that is fantastic! I can’t believe it! How did you find out?’


And as Nikita started to regale her with a story of missed phone calls and good news received over WhatsApp, Clara felt her desire to talk about her dad slip away a little. As Nikita leaned on the kitchen door frame, chatting away, Clara crouched into the cupboard of less used and more dusty kitchen kit and found two champagne flutes. An image of her and Simon clinking them on New Year’s Eve, just the two of them, just how he liked it, flashed to mind, but as she ran them under a tap she pushed the thought away, wiping them with a cloth before taking the Prosecco from the fridge and opening it. When the cork popped she gave her friend a wide, sincere smile, but found a quiet voice inside saying that she could just hang on to this life a couple of hours longer. She could be the happy, smiling friend, not the grieving lonely one. Just for tonight. Until everything inevitably changed.


Clara had long been welcomed into Nikita’s family with a warmth she had not always experienced in her own, particularly the years she had spent living with her mother alone. The two had been friends since their late teens, having met while doing temp work in a particularly austere architect’s practice near – although not as near as it clearly would have liked to have been – to the Barbican. Nikita had been a ray of sunshine in the largely silent eggshell white office and Clara had warmed to her immediately.


It had only taken a couple of days of them sharing a reception desk and plentiful typing duties before they started buying each other lunch and eventually hanging out after work. When they were no longer required at the practice, they stayed firm friends, comparing notes about their mutual temping agency and eventually meshing their respective groups of friends as they each headed to college, returning to take on more temp work during the holidays. She adored her friend’s relaxed manner and indulged her hippyish attitude in a way that she wouldn’t with anyone else because Nikita had a dry sense of humour – particularly about herself – and an open heart. Where Clara could be impulsive, and sometimes closed, Nikita had the confidence to wait things out, to see the bigger picture – and to encourage her friend to do the same. Where Clara had rushed into a job she had no real passion for, keen for the security of a salary and the perception of a career, Nikita had been content to carry on temping, ever sure that someone soon would see her artistic potential. Today, she had been proved right. In some of her lower moments, Clara thought that she might just have taken her own job in order to please her mother and her boyfriend, while Nikita seemed to face no such compromise: following her passion was what would please those around her. So Nikita had temped, squirrelling away at scripts in the evenings, and Clara had taken up the nine-to-five in earnest, quietly shelving dreams of art school and life as an illustrator.


But Nikita’s family had had a big impact on Clara too. She had an older brother, Jay, and a younger sister, Vee, as well as parents who were still together and seemed to actually enjoy each other’s company. Her dad had grown up in India while her mum had always lived in north London. Together, they had created the sort of home where ideas and emotions could be discussed and frequently were. Mealtimes were for family and chatting, rather than a fresh opportunity to ‘slip up’ on one’s diet – which was so often how Clara’s own mother approached eating – albeit under the guise of a nurse’s watchful advice. With just the two of them in the house, meals were rarely relished, but it felt very different sitting around the old wooden kitchen tables at Nikita’s: chopping herbs, discussing film or politics and bathing in the atmosphere as the family listened, laughed and teased each other. It was the sort of family experience that Clara craved, and she cherished the times she was invited to join in.


It seemed so obvious that once she mentioned Ben’s death, the dynamic between the two women would shift even further. She wouldn’t just be the one with divorced parents, longing for a big family, she would now be the one with even less family. She could deal with the shards of loneliness she felt when she said goodbye to the family on a Sunday evening or when she overheard Nikita chatting to her mum on the phone. But she wasn’t sure she was ready to deal with pity. Not just yet.


Just an hour or two more.


So Clara sat, cross-legged, on the living room floor and ate prawn curry. She sipped the celebratory Prosecco, raising a glass to her friend and relishing this break from the inside of her own head. Chat bounced around from topic to topic, pausing to focus on what seemed like frivolities in a way that only good mates with years of context can. Once they had dissected plans for the documentary, Nikita made a swift change of topic and confessed that she was trying to work out whether she was ready to go back to spinning classes.


‘I have a confession,’ she said as she put her bowl down with solemnity. ‘I miss those stupid stationary bikes. I know it’s terrible, but I do! The music, the sweat, the whole de-stress. Even though I always hated it there.’


‘But you swore less than a month ago that you’d never go back! You said that a bike that took you nowhere was offensive to you!’


‘I know. I know!’


‘What happened to “you’re literally using up energy in order to use up energy”?’ laughed Clara.


‘Look, I have enjoyed my walks. And I do want a real bike. But that after-class burrrrn. I miss it. And the music!’


‘Oh GOD, now you want a real bike too. Why don’t you just come round when Simon’s here and you can talk about it all night?’


‘Well I think we both know the answer—’


‘Anyway.’ Clara cut her short, wanting to keep the chat aloft, breezy, up in the air and far from conflict. ‘At least you are experiencing some positive thoughts about exercise. I mean, we all know how bloody rare that is.’


‘I know, right? Maybe I really will become a proper biker. After a few more spins? I wanted to hate it so much but the night they did a Prince ride was the best! Even you would have enjoyed . . . ’


‘Ha! Well I seriously doubt that!’ laughed Clara. ‘You know full well I haven’t done any exercise since school.’


It was true. Despite Nikita’s attempts to get her to various classes from Zumba to spin over the years, Clara had given them all a swerve, much to Simon’s increasing judgement.


‘You’re right. Maybe we should both just . . . I dunno, spend some time outside?’


‘Well, I walked home from work this afternoon,’ admitted Clara before realising that she had opened the door to discussing why she had left work so early.


‘I don’t even know if I know you any more.’ Nikita reached for the Prosecco to top them both up.


‘Yeah, it was a weird one. I didn’t . . . not enjoy it though.’


‘How did you have the time?’


‘Yeah, um, long story . . . ’ Clara looked into her lap, feeling the conversation sag as she failed to keep that breeze in her voice.


‘Clara, is everything OK?’


‘Yeah . . . ’


‘Is it Simon? What has he done?’


That this was Nikita’s assumption on seeing Clara downcast was mortifying. Clara knew she had been no fan of his for years, but there was genuine concern in her voice now. Her cheeks flushed and she blinked, trying to keep her breath steady.
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