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Prologue


I scrub frantically at a smear of blood on my hand. The scene I’ve just fled from flashes before me, over and over, my parents’ garden stark in the moonlight. I rub my eyes as if I can wipe away the stain of it, but it’s no good. I can still see the silver glint of the scythe, the scarlet petals scattered everywhere and . . . I shudder. I can’t bear to think of it.


I shouldn’t have run. I should have stayed and tried to clear up the mess, but I panicked, drove back to my flat and here I am, motionless with shock on the sofa, body immobilised, brain scrambling furiously to catch up with the events of the last hour.


I don’t want my parents to see it. I want to protect them at all costs, but it’s beyond that now. There is no tidying this away, no neat resolution.


Should I call the police? What would I say? How could I begin to explain what has happened over the past few months between my parents and their tenant? How can I possibly unpick the chain of events that has led to the awful scene I’ve left behind me in their garden?


My mobile rings and I jump. It’s flashing ‘M & D’. It takes me a second for the significance of this to hit me but when it does, it’s like a punch to the head. It’s their landline. Mum and Dad are home. They’re supposed to be in Norfolk visiting their friend Marie, but they’re not, they’re not. They’re home. Oh God, have they been into the garden? Please, please, no.


I pick up. At first, whichever of them it is says nothing. For a second, I think we’ve been cut off and I’m about to call them back when there’s a faint cry on the other end of the line.


‘Dad?’


‘Oh, darling . . .’ He tries to go on but the words spill into tears followed by a hysterical intake of breath. To hear my beloved father reduced to this is almost more than I can bear.


‘I know,’ I say. ‘I’m so, so sorry. I didn’t want you to see it. I wanted to clear up before you got back, but I panicked. You should have told me you were coming home.’


‘Can you come round?’ he says tremulously. ‘Can you come round now?’


‘Of course.’ My body finally gets the message that action is required and I jump up, gathering purse, coat, keys, shoving my feet into laced-up trainers. ‘Are you OK? Is Mum? Shall I . . . do you want me to . . . call the police?’


‘No!’ He almost shouts it. ‘Just come quickly. The garden . . . the . . . body. We need you, Penny.’










THREE MONTHS EARLIER










Chapter 1


Zach sighs as I root around in my bag for the front door key I’ve had for my parents’ home since I was a teenager.


‘No wonder you can never find anything in there, what is all that crap?’ he says.


‘That’s rich coming from you. You only got back from uni yesterday and your room’s already a tip.’ I know only too well that parent/child roles always reverse in the end (me and my parents being a case in point) but Zach’s only nineteen, I’m not having him telling me off.


‘Grandma and Grandpa need to get this doorknob fixed,’ he remarks.


‘Good luck telling them that,’ I say. He’s right, it’s hanging by a thread, but it’s a drop in the ocean compared to everything else that needs doing in the house. Nevertheless, I add it to my mental list.


I finally locate the key and we go into the hall. The house is Victorian, all high ceilings and cornices, and packed with that favourite of every estate agent, original features. If it wasn’t so dilapidated it would be beautiful. The familiar scent of dog assaults our nostrils, along with a delicious, savoury, garlicky smell wafting from the kitchen.


‘Hello!’ I call, hanging my coat on one of the only pegs that hasn’t come loose from its moorings and made its way hopelessly to the floor. Zach shrugs out of his enormous parka and does the same.


‘Through here!’ Mum calls. We make our way down the hall and into the kitchen, where she presides over a vast, bubbling vat of soup on the stove. Dad is doing the Guardian cryptic crossword at the battered pine table, its surface scored with scratches and burn marks. His long legs are stretched out and their elderly Westmoreland Terrier, Dottie, lies adoringly across his feet. As ever, he looks slightly too big for his surroundings, a Ken doll in a house built for miniature Sylvanian families.


‘Here’s my favourite grandson!’ Mum says, waving the wooden spoon cheerfully, silver bangles clanking together, splattering thick orange liquid across the worktop. She is tall too, with long, wild grey hair that defies any attempt to tame it, and still wiry and strong at seventy-five. She used to joke that she chose Dad because he was the only man who could make her feel dainty.


‘I mean, I’m your only grandson, but yeah hi, Grandma.’


Zach lopes over and gives her a hug and then bends to give Dad one too, plonking himself down at the table next to him. ‘What’s cooking?’


‘Everything soup!’ she says. ‘All the stuff that needed using up from the allotment. We’ve struggled to get through everything without you and your appetite. I’ve got some home-grown raspberries from last summer out of the freezer for pudding too.’


This kitchen has always been the heart of the home and, for a moment, all is as it should be, as it used to be. Even when I was fighting with my parents as a teenager, or Mum was embarrassing me with her tie-dye tops and flares when everyone else’s mum was in straight jeans and neat little cardigans, there was comfort to be found here. I find it still in the chipped, earthenware mugs hanging from the dresser, the shelf of well-thumbed cookbooks, spines broken and pages stained with the remnants of meals past, the shelf of tall glass jars each containing a different kind of pasta.


Today that shelf is looped, as always at this time of year, with strands of threadbare tinsel and a string of tattered paper chains with a red and green crayon design scribbled by a long-ago, five-year-old Zach.


‘What do you think about nine across?’ Dad holds out the paper to Zach, who studies it intently for a few seconds.


‘Album,’ he says and passes it back. Thanks to the hours he spent here when he was younger, he’s a whizz at the insanely difficult crosswords his grandparents favour. It must have skipped a generation as they make absolutely no sense to me whatsoever.


‘So, how was your first term?’ Mum says.


‘Good, thanks,’ Zach says. That’s about as much as I’ve got out of him since he got back from Winchester for the Christmas holidays yesterday. I want to press for details – in some ways I wish it was like nursery school where they’d give you a detailed rundown of your child’s day when you picked them up. Realistically, I probably wouldn’t want to know.


‘Ah, I remember those days,’ Mum says, misty-eyed. ‘I met your grandpa on the very first day at UCL, can you believe it? I’d led ever such a sheltered life, really, up until then. Hardly any of the girls from my school even went to university. Even though it was the late sixties, it wasn’t the free love kind of sixties you hear about now. The teachers were working on the assumption that we’d work as secretaries for a few years and then find nice husbands and settle down and have babies.’


‘You did do that,’ I point out unkindly. Mum and Dad were married almost as soon as they left university and I was born three years after that.


‘Well, I got married and had . . . you, yes.’ She looks hurt and I feel instantly guilty. ‘But I certainly wasn’t a secretary, and I worked on and off throughout your whole childhood. Anyway, meeting Heath when I was eighteen changed everything.’


‘I know, I know. He took you on an anti-Vietnam protest. I’ve heard the story a million times.’


‘I haven’t,’ Zach says. ‘What was it like?’


‘You must have not been listening then,’ I say. ‘She’s always banging on about how she was arrested.’


‘You were arrested?’ Zach’s eyes are like saucers. ‘Blimey, Grandma. Sounds like you were living your best life. How on earth did you end up here?’


‘There’s nothing wrong with here,’ I say. They moved from London to this quiet, residential road in a small town in Sussex because they thought it would be a good place to raise children. And they were right, it was great growing up here. I could walk to school, to friends’ houses, into the town centre which although not exactly cosmopolitan, boasts a thriving high street. It was why I was so keen for Martin and I to move back here when I was pregnant with Zach.


‘What’s going on with the scaffolding next door?’ I say, to prevent having to hear the arrest story for the million and first time.


‘What an eyesore!’ Dad says. ‘What on earth do Philip and Sue need all that scaffolding for just to get a few roof tiles fixed?’


‘I don’t suppose they’d have it if it wasn’t necessary,’ I say.


‘Nonsense!’ Mum says. ‘When we had some loose tiles, Bob’s nephew shinned up there – all done in a couple of hours and at a fraction of the cost of scaffolding.’


‘Why don’t you ask them?’ I say.


‘Ha!’ Dad says. ‘We’d never get a straight answer out of them. We’ve been trying to get them to take those hideous leylandii down for the last fifty years.’


The huge, admittedly ugly trees that form the boundary between their garden and next door have been a thorn in my parents’ side for as long as I can remember. When they bought the house, they were head height and my parents didn’t realise they would quickly come to tower over everything, blocking out much of the natural light.


‘At least it means your garden is lovely and private, especially given Sue can be a bit of a busybody,’ I say. ‘You’re not overlooked at all, with those on Philip and Sue’s side and the road on the other.’


‘We weren’t overlooked when they were only six feet tall,’ Mum says. ‘There’s absolutely no need for them to be so ridiculously high.’


In trying to get out of one oft-repeated conversation I’ve accidentally strayed into another, so I cast around for a distraction. Unfortunately it comes in the form of Dad’s spectacles, one lens cracked, the frames held together by a piece of Sellotape wrapped around the bridge.


‘What happened to your glasses?’


‘I dropped them.’


‘Dropped them? From what height? How did they get so mangled up?’


His eyes flicker nervously to Mum at the stove. She stirs the soup intently as if her life depends on it.


‘Mum?’ I say.


‘Oh well . . . somebody left a trowel lying about at the allotment and your father tripped and twisted his ankle. If you ask me, Val Peters left it there on purpose – her and Clive have always been jealous of our cauliflower harvest. We should put up a camera and catch them at it next time.’


I ignore this ludicrous accusation and focus on Dad.


‘Why didn’t you tell me you’d had a fall?’


‘Why have I “had a fall”?’ he says testily. ‘If the same thing had happened to you, you wouldn’t describe it that way – you’d say you tripped and fell. I’m fitter than you are – I ran a half marathon six months ago.’


‘You’re definitely fitter than me,’ Zach says. ‘I wouldn’t have a hope in hell of running even a quarter of a marathon.’


‘You would if you didn’t spend all your time gaming and . . .’ I was going to say smoking weed, but even though my parents are liberal lefties, I’m not sure how they’d feel about that, so I hold back. ‘Oh, Dad, look at that.’ I step closer to examine his right hand, which is bruised and swollen. ‘Have you been to the doctor?’


‘Of course not!’ he says, yanking the sleeve of his jumper down which is, as ever, too short for his mighty arms. ‘It’s just a scratch.’


‘You should get it looked at. You probably need to call them anyway to renew your prescriptions.’ I rifle through the bowl of tablets on the dresser.


‘That’s a joke,’ Dad says. ‘It’s impossible to get through to them on the phone. I called at 8am on the dot the other day and it was engaged already.’


‘You need to keep redialling, you’ll get through eventually.’


‘Can’t you do the online booking thing for us?’ he says. Since the Covid pandemic made my boss Janine realise accountants could very well work from home, and it would be a good deal cheaper for her if they did, I no longer work in an office. Unfortunately my parents have taken this to mean I no longer have to work at all and can be at their constant beck and call.


‘You can do it yourself . . . hang on, isn’t it Wednesday?’


‘Yes.’


‘You haven’t taken Monday or Tuesday of these ones – what are they for again?’ The last question is more to myself than either of them.


‘I expect he has,’ Mum says. ‘It’s just sometimes he takes them out of one of the other packs, so the days get out of sync.’


‘But that’s the whole point of having the days on them, so you don’t get confused about what you’ve taken! No wonder you had a fall, it’s probably side effects from not taking the tablets correctly.’


You’d never think he’d spent his working life running a wildly successful History department at the local secondary school. Under his leadership, the students achieved more As at A level than the posh school at the top of town that charges thousands of pounds a term. Now he’s messing up a simple medication regime.


‘I didn’t have a fall. I tripped over a trowel.’ He twitches angrily and Dottie stirs, growling in her sleep. It’s only then that I notice the walking stick leaning against the wall near him, an elegant, heavy oak cane with a silver fox head for a handle that he inherited from his own father.


‘If you’re feeling unsteady on your feet, you could always use that second-hand wheelchair I got you last time you fell. I know it’s a bit rusty, but it does the job.’


‘A wheelchair? For God’s sake, I’m not totally decrepit. I’m absolutely fine with my stick. I’ve put myself in for the Blackhawk Point 10k in September.’


‘The notoriously punishing clifftop run?’


‘Awesome,’ Zach says, looking up from his phone.


‘That’s the one,’ he says firmly, filling in a crossword clue.


‘He’s fine,’ Mum says briskly. ‘Once it’s healed, he can come to Pilates with me – it’s brilliant for building strength. Now, let’s all have some soup.’ She pulls open a cupboard door to get the bowls out and it swings perilously off its hinges.


‘You need to get someone in to fix that.’


‘I’ll get Bob to have a look at it next time he’s here,’ she says evasively.


‘No, not Bob, he’ll stick it back on with superglue.’ Bob is an ancient retired handyman who’s been repairing anything that’s gone wrong in this house since the dawn of time. ‘Get someone proper in – or I can try and find someone.’


‘Bob’s fine – and, more importantly, he’s cheap.’


‘Alright, but that’s the tip of the iceberg, Mum. Fixing it would be like flinging a small cup of water onto a burning building. What about all the other kitchen cupboards, the cracked window frames, the radiators that have to be bled every day or they don’t heat up? The downstairs loo has been blocked for six months!’


‘That’s not a huge problem, we can use the upstairs one,’ Dad protests.


‘What about your ankle, though? It’s ridiculous when you’ve got a perfectly good loo down here. I wish I could help more, but . . .’


The truth is that since the divorce I’m almost as skint as they are. Martin and I sold the house but the equity was minimal as we’d borrowed against it over the years to do home improvements that I’d thought were a long-term investment. Martin’s OK – his salary is much higher than mine plus he’s moved straight in with Elaine who earns a decent wage herself. Whereas I only just managed to get a mortgage on a two-bedroom flat by the skin of my teeth, and am killing myself to make the payments every month, as well as supporting Zach at university as much as I’m able.


‘It’s alright, love, we wouldn’t want you to anyway,’ Mum says. ‘Can you get the butter out?’


I open the fridge door and have to bite my tongue when I see a lump of cheese that hasn’t been covered, the edges cracked and crusting like the dry heels in a Dr Scholl treatment commercial. It sits alongside an open packet of ham, the slices spilling out of it, curling and crispy.


‘If you’d moved into the basement when Martin left like we suggested, we’d be able to afford to get someone in properly,’ says Dad, obviously wanting to punish me for making him feel like an old person.


‘We discussed why that wasn’t a good idea.’


The basement, converted many years ago into a teenage den for me and my friends, has fallen into disrepair much like the rest of the house. ‘There was no room for Zach, for a start.’ It’s no more than a studio flat with a kitchenette and a tiny, flat-roofed bathroom tacked onto the back. It does at least have its own entrance. The house is built on a slope, so although the basement annexe is underground at the front, at the rear it’s on ground level, with an external door and two small windows on the side of the house.


‘He’s in Winchester most of the time now, though. And he could have stayed in the house with us in the holidays – we’d have loved to have you, darling. You could help us in the garden like you used to. Remember that little set we bought you – a dinky trowel and fork with those shiny red handles?’


‘Oh yeah, I do remember that!’ Zach grins, and I realise with a little spike of worry that it’s the first time I’ve seen him look properly happy since he got back from university.


‘I’ll lay the table,’ I say, changing the subject to avoid admitting the real reasons I didn’t want to move back in with my parents – the implicit failure of my own independent life, and the fact that they’d have driven me mad in the time it took to unpack my belongings. I reach to open the drawer where they keep the placemats.


‘No, not in there,’ Mum says quickly. ‘They’re already out – look.’


So they are, neatly piled on the table. I open the drawer anyway, the air thick with something I don’t understand. Red capital letters leap out at me, screaming FINAL DEMAND. I lift the top sheet of paper and there’s another underneath threatening debt collectors, hinting at repossession.


‘What are all these?’ I pick up a fistful and wave them at my parents, but it’s a redundant question. Their red faces say it all.


‘Why didn’t you tell me things were so bad?’


‘We didn’t want to worry you, love,’ Dad says, putting down his pen. ‘You’ve had enough on your plate.’


‘I could have helped.’ The words come out automatically but although I would do anything to protect them from stress and pain, in reality there is little I could have done. I’ve don’t have anything left at the end of each month myself. ‘How have you got to this point?’


‘Dad’s pension only goes so far,’ Mum says. ‘And mine’s so negligible I may as well not bother collecting it.’ Mum worked sporadically when I was younger, often switching jobs. She’s a qualified social worker who did a lot of work with victims of domestic violence – ‘battered women’ as they were known back in the eighties. ‘The house is expensive to heat,’ she goes on. ‘We’re both fit as fiddles but we can’t be cold, not at our age.’


Funny how the moment there’s a whiff of turning the heating down, they’re no longer hale and hearty marathon runners, but poor old dears who can’t be cold. Anyway, the heating bills are only part of the story. As pensioners their income is limited, but those open packs in the fridge were from Waitrose, not Lidl. They’re not spendthrifts but they do like the finer things in life.


‘Maybe it’s time to think about downsizing.’ I’m not sure why I bother to say it. I know what the response will be. I’ve suggested it in the past and they always react as if I’d suggested one of them kills and eats the other to save on the food bill.


‘No,’ Dad says firmly. ‘This is our home.’


‘And the garden. I could never leave the garden.’ Mum’s voice trembles with emotion. ‘I know you don’t understand, not being a gardener, but that garden is our life’s work. It’s a labour of love. You might as well ask me to cut off my own head as leave that garden.’


‘Yes – and we’ve just planted some new roses. We couldn’t leave them now.’


Their rose garden is the pièce de résistance, the apple of their eye – possibly dearer to them than me or even Zach. If they spent half as much time and money maintaining the house as they do the garden, it’d be a show home. The rose garden has grown over the years with the existing bushes trailing ever further along the trellises and more varieties being added. That’s why they got their allotment a few years ago – there was no room in the garden for vegetables. The one thing they had neglected out there was the ancient patio, cracked and broken, but they’re currently in the throes of having that redone. The tiles have been removed and the area dug out ready for it to be replaced with smart new charcoal slate. I dread to think how they’re paying for that – stuck it on one of their many credit cards, I dare say.


‘What about getting a tenant in to rent the annexe?’


I’m expecting the usual push back on this as well, but it doesn’t come. They exchange a meaningful look.


‘We have discussed that,’ Dad admits. Blimey, things must be really bad.


‘Great. I can help with sorting that. You’ll need to do a few repairs first though, you can’t expect someone to live in it as it is.’


‘We don’t,’ Mum says, affronted. ‘We’ll get Bob round. Now, let’s have this soup.’


Two hours later, having taken a thorough inventory of what needs doing in the annexe before they could let it, plus submitted to the obligatory tour of the rose garden to admire their latest acquisition, Zach and I make our way back down the front steps. The sky was a deep, glowering grey when we were out in the garden and as I open my car door, the first fat drops of rain begin to fall. One splashes onto the back of my neck and trickles down between my shoulder blades. I shiver.










Chapter 2


A few weeks later, with Christmas out of the way and Zach installed back at university, I arrive early at Mum and Dad’s. I want to make sure they’ve done everything they said they would before this prospective tenant comes to look round. As I get out of the car, I catch my skirt on the door and it rides up, exposing a few inches of thigh. I hear wolf whistles from Philip and Sue’s scaffold and turn in fury to give them a piece of my mind – how DARE they make me feel uncomfortable by demonstrating their patriarchal power over me? I close my mouth when I realise they’re not whistling at me, but at a much younger woman dressed for a night out in a sequined minidress. She tugs it down and gathers her jacket more closely around her, eyes on the ground. I’m incensed on her behalf, but don’t say anything. There’s a vain, internally misogynistic part of me that is, shamefully, disappointed they weren’t whistling at me. Of course they weren’t. I’m not unattractive. I’m average-sized and I have decent skin due to never having been a sun worshipper. I’m still vain enough to dye my greying hair and shell out for a decent cut, but the fact is I am fifty years old. It doesn’t matter how much effort I put in to maintaining my appearance, I can walk through life without anyone giving me a second look. I might as well be invisible and often it feels as though I am. This ought to be a relief and sometimes it is – but not always. When I was still married the lack of attention didn’t bother me, but since I’ve been single it cuts more deeply. I don’t particularly want to meet anyone else, but I can’t deny that Martin leaving me for someone fifteen years my junior stung. And while he’s having a high old time with his new girlfriend, my life is slowly but surely becoming as invisible as me.


I let myself in the side door which goes straight into the basement annexe, to give myself a chance to check it out without my parents hovering. It definitely looks better in here. In the bathroom, Bob has worked some magic on the damp patches on the ceiling, although there’s a strong possibility he’s simply covered them up as opposed to fixing the root of the problem. The mould has been cleaned from the tiles and they’ve been regrouted. It’s plain and old fashioned, but perfectly serviceable.


The main room is clean, and there’s a fresh coat of magnolia paint on the walls. They’ve moved the old double bed from the spare room down here with what looks like the original mattress, stained but not too saggy. There’s a small two-seater sofa, also repurposed from the main house. A fringed purple throw I wore as a teenage goth covers the threadbare upholstery. It points at a bulky television squatting on an old pine sideboard. Next to the bed there’s a small wardrobe. The kitchen units, stove and fridge are clean, if worn. It’s not a luxury five-star hotel, but it’s OK for the reasonable price they’re charging. The guy the agency is bringing is around my age, so I’m guessing he’s seeking reprieve from a marriage breakdown, a temporary refuge until the family home is sold.


I hear a car drawing up outside, and then a ring on the main doorbell. There’s a flurry of voices and a rumble of footsteps as they come down the stairs and through the door that leads from the main house. Mum and Dad lead the way, twittery and on edge, followed by the estate agent, an acne-ridden young man with an excessive amount of product in his hair and a too-tight shiny suit. He looks younger than Zach. There’s a pause before the potential tenant follows them into the room as if to heighten the drama of his entrance, and then he fills the doorway. He’s not tall but he has an imposing presence, slim but muscular in a natural rather than narcissistic, gym bunny way. He’s got a full, tousled head of mid-brown hair and he’s wearing well-fitted, worn-in jeans, a checked shirt and thick-soled brown brogues. I stifle a preposterous urge to lay my cheek against the soft brushed cotton of his shirt. Instead, I reach out my hand.


‘Hi, I’m Penny, Sissy and Heath’s daughter.’


‘Cooper Brownlow.’ He shakes it with a broad smile. ‘Nice to meet you.’ He’s well-spoken with a hint of Estuary.


‘I’m Dean Rendall, from Woodford Peters,’ Shiny Suit says, thrusting a damp hand into my palm in which the warm, dry imprint of Cooper’s handshake still lingers. ‘What a great little place, madam.’


‘Yes, it’s nice. I used to use it as a teenage den back when I lived here.’


‘Whew, bet it’s seen a few things, eh?’ Cooper says.


I redden.


‘Parties and things, I meant,’ he says quickly. ‘Sorry, I wasn’t being . . . inappropriate.’


‘It’s fine.’ I laugh. ‘You’re right, there may have been a few get-togethers, but not in front of my mum and dad, OK?’


‘Right, of course.’ He taps the side of his nose.


‘Don’t worry, we knew what she was up to, didn’t we, Heath?’


‘Oh, yes. Nothing much gets past us!’


They’ve obviously taken to him already. They’re right, I never had to hide what I was doing from them – they always said they’d prefer to know and be available to help if needed, than have me sneaking around behind their backs and lying to them. My best friend from school, Caitlin, loved them and was envious of how permissive they were. Conversely, I sometimes wished Mum was a ‘proper’ mother like Caitlin’s. Her dad was a bank manager and her mum didn’t work. Their house was tidy and smelled of pine trees. It was free from chaos and didn’t have bruised and battered women turning up at all hours, wanting my mother’s help. She wasn’t supposed to give them her address of course, but she often did. Thinking of Caitlin gives me the stab of pain it always does. I wonder if I’ll ever stop missing her.


‘So, it won’t take long to show you the place.’ I wave an arm around the room. ‘This is pretty much it, and then the bathroom’s at the back there.’


‘May I?’


‘Ah, yes, let me show you,’ says Dean eagerly. I’m getting strong work experience trainee vibes from him. Cooper, however, is already on his way, swooping across the room in a few strides and poking his head into the bathroom. With the five of us in here, the annexe feels smaller than ever. I should have told Mum and Dad to stay upstairs.


‘Seems fine,’ Cooper says.


‘So . . . how long a lease are you looking for?’ I ask.


‘Six months initially,’ he says, ‘but it may end up being longer.’


‘That’s no problem,’ says Dean, trying to assert his authority. ‘We’re happy to set the lease for six months for yourself, with an option to renew.’


‘And it’s . . . just you?’ I try to keep my interest sounding entirely professional.


‘Just me,’ he says, looking right into my eyes. Something pings inside me.


‘Ha ha that’s good, wouldn’t be much room in here for anyone else,’ I witter. ‘You’d have to keep them under the bed!’ Oh God. I will myself to stop talking but I feel my mouth opening and I genuinely fear what’s going to come out next. Thankfully, at that very moment Dottie starts barking from upstairs.


‘I’ll go,’ Dad says. ‘Make a bit more room in here.’ He ducks through the internal door into the main part of the house, but there’s a kerfuffle and Dottie comes barrelling into the room, little pink tongue hanging out, white fluffy hair sticking up around her face, closely followed by Dad puffing along as fast as he can with his walking stick.


‘Sorry, Dottie made a break for it through my legs. Wanted to know what was going on down here.’


‘Hello, you!’ Cooper crouches down and runs his hand over her head. She instantly rolls onto her back, legs waving madly. He laughs and gently tickles her tummy and she growls in ecstasy.


‘Someone likes you,’ I say.


‘Hopefully not only Dottie,’ he says, looking up at the four of us, eyes crinkling appealingly. I almost simper and have to give myself a mental shake. If this is how I’m going to behave around every vaguely attractive man I encounter, I’ll have to stop leaving the house. Mind you, I can’t remember the last time I met an attractive man of my own age, let alone an apparently single one.


‘So, what do you do, Cooper?’ I ask in an attempt to calm myself down.


‘I’m in property – self-employed at the moment, but I can provide tax returns, references and all that.’ He looks at Dean for confirmation.


‘Yes, that’s all in order,’ he says, tapping his clipboard.


‘You didn’t have any properties lying empty you could have stayed in?’ I say, fishing.


‘No, I’m . . . between properties, you might say.’ For the first time since he arrived, Cooper looks uneasy. As I thought, he’s mid (or post) divorce.


‘Yes, I’ve been there,’ I say in an undignified attempt to let him know that I too am ‘just me’. His eyes sweep across the fourth finger of my left hand and back up again so quickly I don’t know if I imagined it. I haven’t thought of meeting anyone else in the year since Martin left me. If anything, I’ve assumed I’d be alone for the rest of my life. Middle-aged dating felt so . . . undignified, so foolish. I’d forgotten what it felt like, this little zing, the thrill of possibility, slight as it is, that there could be something between me and this handsome, self-assured man.


‘Do you have any questions at all yourself, Mr Brownlow?’ Dean asks.


‘You said the rent includes council tax and all utilities, that’s right?’ he asks.


‘Yes, as it’s essentially all one house there’s no other obvious way to do it,’ I say. ‘And speaking of, you would need to be mindful that whilst the annexe has its own entrance and is completely self-contained, the walls are thin and any noise will travel. We would ask that you respect that.’


‘You’ll hardly know I’m here,’ Cooper says with a wink. I try to pretend to myself that it hasn’t, but my stomach gives a little flip. Maybe Cooper can see me. Maybe I’m not as invisible as I thought.










Chapter 3


‘How are you getting on?’ I ask Cooper stiffly, cursing my dog-walking attire of wellies, old jeans and a motheaten rollneck jumper, topped off with a sensible cagoule.


He moved in two weeks ago and the first few times I came round to Mum and Dad’s, I found excuses to dress up a little and take care over my hair and makeup. Of course he was never anywhere to be seen until today, when I bumped into him on the driveway on my way back from walking Dottie.


‘Not bad, thanks. Nice walk?’ he asks.


Dottie capers around his feet and he stoops to ruffle her fur. I take the opportunity to run a surreptitious finger over my chin to check for the hairs that spring up near-daily, and pull my rollneck up a little higher.


‘It was fine. She’s pretty old, so we don’t go too far. Mum and Dad are out so they asked me to come over and take her for a quick spin.’


‘That was kind.’


‘Ah, not really, I was glad of an excuse to get out of my flat.’


‘I know what you mean,’ he says. ‘I’m off for an exciting trip to buy milk. You must have lots of friends around here though?’


‘Not really. I work from home now, so that doesn’t help. I used to have a lot of mum friends when my son was younger, but that’s tailed off a bit. And then there was . . . oh, never mind.’ I’m embarrassing myself, blathering on when he just wants to get to the corner shop.


‘No, it’s OK,’ he says, moving infinitesimally closer. ‘What were you going to say?’


‘I did have a friend, a very close one, from school. Caitlin. She died a year ago.’


‘I’m so sorry.’


‘Thanks.’ I almost call it a day there and make my excuses, but I can’t resist the feeling of her name in my mouth. I so rarely get the chance to talk about her.


‘She lived round here her whole life. Before she got ill, if I was ever at a loose end, I’d call her up and we’d hang out like we did when we were teenagers – go for clifftop walks out at Blackhawk Point, lie around watching movies, mooch around the shops.’


‘Sounds great,’ he says. ‘Must have left a big hole.’


‘It has.’


I’ve got other friends, of course, but we all have busy lives and it’s all too easy for three months to pass without any contact. But Caitlin was different. As well as being my closest friend, with whom I could talk about the big stuff, she was also an everyday friend. When you only speak to someone a few times a year, the conversation is very much big picture – you catch up on news: jobs, health, children, partners, parents, house renovations, holidays. Everyday friends know the little details – that tooth filling you’re dreading, which six of the seven tops you ordered online you’re sending back, how the rude woman who fitted you for a bra poked your boob into a too-small cup. That’s what I miss. Actually, I miss all of it. I miss her.


‘Sorry,’ I say, my voice cracking. Oh God, I need to wrap this up, I don’t want him to think I’m completely neurotic.


‘That’s OK,’ he says, although he looks a little alarmed.


I’m not sure either of us know where the conversation is going to go next, but at that moment my phone begins to ring.


‘I’d better get that,’ I say, grateful even when I see that it’s Martin calling.


Cooper nods and gives a little wave as he heads off out of the drive.


‘Hello?’ I say to Martin as I open the front door and let Dottie off the lead, the phone tucked under my chin and a question apparent in my voice.


‘Hi, Pen, how are you?’


‘I’m fine.’ Our exchanges are civil now – always have been, really, once the initial shock and resentment wore off. I slowly came to realise that Martin and I hadn’t been happy for a long time. I’d been so mired in the bog of our marriage that I hadn’t been able to see it – or didn’t want to. There are even times now when I think he did me a favour.


‘Are you at home?’


‘No, I’m at Mum and Dad’s. They asked me to walk Dottie while they’re out.’


‘Even better – I’m really close to you. Can I pop in?’


‘What for?’


‘Oh, just a chat – I’ll see you in about five minutes.’


‘What the hell does he want?’ I say out loud as I unzip my cagoule. I don’t believe in heaven. I don’t think Caitlin is looking down on me. But I can’t believe that all our conversations, all the things we went through together, all the love we had for each other, have disappeared into thin air. She’s still here in my memories, in the ways she changed me. I’ve got into the habit of talking to her at odd moments and her responses always pop into my head as if she’s here. I know she isn’t – I don’t believe in ghosts either – but I knew her so well that I know what her reaction would be in any given situation.


God knows, she says, but it’s unlikely to be anything good.


I scroll aimlessly through my phone while I wait for Martin to arrive. I hear the slam of the door downstairs as Cooper returns from the shop and allow myself to drift into a fantasy where he comes up to borrow a cup of sugar (although what he’d want sugar for I don’t know – or why it should be in a cup). We’ve found ourselves in a compromising position in the larder when I’m rudely interrupted by the doorbell. All thoughts of illicit kitchen trysts are banished by the sight of Martin, puffing at the door dressed head to toe in fluorescent Lycra.


‘Blimey, did you run here?’


‘No . . .’ He takes a gulp of air and gestures behind him at an expensive-looking, sleek racing bike. ‘Cycled.’


‘Since when were you a cyclist?’


‘Elaine thought I should do more exercise. I’ve been all the way to Blackhawk Point and back today.’


‘I hope you weren’t tempted to fling yourself off the edge.’ We’re about ten miles from the south coast here, and Blackhawk Point, as well as being a local landmark, is a notorious suicide spot.


‘Ha ha, no. Elaine wanted me to go to yoga with her, but I didn’t fancy that – and this gets me out of the house.’


I don’t ask him whose benefit that’s for.


‘Come in.’


In the kitchen, I make him a cup of coffee without asking – old habits die hard, I guess.


‘How is Elaine?’ I ask, my teeth only slightly gritted. Seeing him in this outlandish costume I feel mainly gratitude that this obvious midlife crisis is not my responsibility.


‘Oh, well . . . she’s fine, but . . .’


I take a sip of my tea and wait. I’m not going to beg for information, although I can’t deny there will be a certain satisfaction if not everything in his new life is rosy.


‘She wants us to have a baby, Pen.’


‘Oh, Martin!’ I can’t hold back a snigger.


‘Don’t laugh,’ he says, injured.


‘Sorry, but what did you expect? She’s thirty-five years old, of course she wants children. Had you not discussed this before?’


‘Yes, but she’s always said she wasn’t sure if she wanted them, said she’d never felt hugely maternal or experienced that overwhelming instinct that some women talk about.’


‘I bet she did.’


‘What d’you mean by that?’


‘She would say that while she was trying to reel you in. She might have even believed it. But now her clock’s ticking. You really should have seen this coming.’ I cannot hide my glee.


‘I can’t go through all that again, Penny. I’m fifty-five! The sleepless nights, the potty training. I’ll be retirement age before they leave school! Everyone at the school gate will think I’m the grandad!’


The desire to say You should have thought of that before you hightailed off with a woman twenty years younger than you is strong, but I resist.


‘Have you said any of this to her? Does she know you’re not keen?’


‘How can I? If I won’t give her a baby, she might leave me for someone who will.’


‘That’s the risk you’ve taken, Martin. I’m not being funny, but I’m not the best person to talk to about this.’


‘I haven’t got anyone else,’ he says. ‘You were always the one I wanted to talk to about my problems. You still are. Sometimes I think . . . Oh, never mind.’


He cannot be serious. Has he actually come here, to my parents’ house, to tell me he’s made a mistake, that he wants to come back? I’m formulating my response to this when there’s a gentle knocking sound. It takes me a second to place it before I realise it’s coming from the internal door to the basement annexe, which is down a small flight of steps in the hall.


‘What’s that?’ Martin says, frowning.


‘Mum and Dad have got a tenant in the annexe. I’d better go down and see what he wants.’


Martin regards me suspiciously as my hand reflexively moves to fluff up my hair.


I trot down the stairs and open the annexe door, noticing that although Mum and Dad got Bob to fit a bolt on this side, they haven’t bothered to lock it.


‘Hello again!’ Cooper says. ‘This sounds a bit weird, like you’re a small child who’s answered the door, but are your parents home?’


‘I’m afraid not. Do you want to come in?’


He steps towards me, close enough for me to smell him – a heady scent of woodsmoke and spice and fresh sweat. Longing swells inside me and a breath catches in my throat. I can’t recall the last time I felt anything like this. I don’t remember ever feeling it with Martin, even at the start, this heat that’s building inside me at the mere whiff of the man. I thought menopause was meant to lower your libido. That’s certainly the excuse I used with Martin when I experienced my first peri-menopausal symptoms. Maybe that’s one of the great myths of middle-aged womanhood – we haven’t gone off sex. We’ve gone off our husbands.


‘Is everything OK?’ I ask.


Martin coughs loudly behind me and Cooper and I turn to look at him standing at the top of the stairs, the curve of his Lycra-encased belly highlighted by the light spilling through the glass panels in the front door.


‘Oh sorry – this is Martin, my ex-husband. Martin, this is Cooper.’


‘Cooper? How very American,’ Martin says, walking down the stairs and holding out his hand for Cooper to shake. The space at the bottom of the steps is barely a metre square and we’re now all uncomfortably close.


‘Nice to meet you,’ Cooper says, giving Martin’s hand a brief shake and taking half a step back into the basement to give us all some breathing space. ‘I’m having a bit of trouble with the window at the back. I opened it and now I can’t get it closed again.’
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