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For my family
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Paris, 1954

A porter grabbed May’s luggage and pushed ahead of her towards the taxi station. She followed, trying to keep close, fearful of losing him in this unfamiliar chaos. The Gare du Nord teemed with people and echoed with noise as they threaded through the crowd that surged around them. May felt disorientated by the Parisian spring light, slicing down from the high glass roof into the diffusion of steam, and by the hissing engines, whistles, shouts and incomprehensible tannoy announcements. Moments later she had tipped him (too much, probably, but she was too excited to care) and was handing the taxi driver a paper with Monsieur and Madame Dubois’ address. He took the Gauloise from his mouth, said something she did not catch and they set off. Her heart was pounding.

The Paris streets were like nothing she had seen before. Bicycles and motor scooters wove between cars and vans, bells and horns blaring warnings while uniformed policemen with peaked pill-box hats stood in the centre of things, directing the traffic with batons. A green-and-white bus overtook them with the word DUBONNET running along the side of the roof. Green newspaper kiosks stood on street corners, bedecked with postcards and papers, and cafés were busy with tables set out on the pavements shaded by bright blue and green Pernod umbrellas. A green cross on the side of a building marked Pharmacie, striped awnings, unfamiliar words on buildings, in shop windows: a kaleidoscope of new impressions. Even the people looked different: women in elegant suits with nipped-in waists, hats at a jaunty angle; men in baggy dark suits or gaberdine macs. They passed monuments May had seen in pictures: the monumental Arc de Triomphe, the sycamore-lined Champs Elysées and the Louvre. They drove over a bridge that crossed the mighty Seine and passed the elaborate façade and towers of Notre Dame. This side of the river, the streets were narrower, darker, intriguing. May watched everything from the safety of the car, on the very edge of her seat.

Eventually they pulled up outside a once-elegant apartment building on the other side of the road from what looked like a huge park. The paintwork was peeling, the stonework grubby but it was beautiful. This was it. She had arrived. She stepped out of the cab and while the driver got her luggage, she counted out the right number of francs, not used to the unfamiliar coins. As he drove off, she pulled the bell by the heavy doors. What would her employers be like, she wondered with a sudden sense of misgiving.

More importantly what would their son, her charge, be like?

The door swung open to admit her to a courtyard. She stepped inside and waited, feeling very small as the apartment blocks reared up round her. A tabby cat, lying in a small patch of sunshine, stared at her and blinked. She could smell cooking and perhaps even – though she hoped not – drains. After what seemed an interminable wait, she heard footsteps on one of the interior stone stairways that led up into the building. A petite woman who looked like a ballet dancer stood in front of her, soignée, her dark hair scraped into a tight bun at the nape of her neck, her features aquiline but friendly. ‘Miss May Campbell? I am Madame Dubois. Come wiz me,’ she tried. ‘My English is not so good.’

But May couldn’t have cared less. After attending the lessons she was enrolled in, there wouldn’t be any need for English between them. She was already entranced by the language and everything she had seen. Her adventure had begun.
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Edinburgh, March 2019

As Isla opened the mirrored doors of the wardrobe, a faint drift of perfume brought her dead mother into the room. Memories rushed at her, prompted by the row of May’s neatly hung clothes: her leaving all gussied-up for a night out with their father; a favourite coat pulled on against the Edinburgh weather; the dress she wore the previous Christmas; the old jacket she always put on for gardening. How much easier to shut the door on it all, to pretend nothing had changed. But everything had.

She glanced at the wall by the wardrobe and at the familiar pencil markings where May had once measured the heights of Isla and her two sisters as they grew up.

She, herself. Always the tallest. Her mother had disliked the fact that Isla had matched her in height by the age of fifteen. Her height had also set her apart from her sisters. And her red hair, like her father’s. And her longing for independence.

Morag. Much shorter and wider, with dark hair and a fierce temper.

Lorna. As dark as Morag, but of slighter build. The baby of the family who worked out early on how to get her way.

Looking at those measurements made Isla catch her breath. All their childhood seemed encapsulated by them.

May’s death had taken them all by surprise. A doughty Scottish woman who seemed as if she would go on forever had been struck down by a sudden fatal heart attack. Goodbyes were left unsaid, alongside a multitude of lingering regrets. Standing in her mother’s bedroom that was so redolent of her, Isla longed for one last cup of tea and a final chance to unpick their differences. As it was, she would never know now why they had drifted apart over the years or be able to make up for it. The house felt diminished, but expectant too, as if their mother were about to walk through a door, be sitting in her favourite chair, or outside in the garden, swishing a stick at plants she didn’t like.

The glowering sky made the room even more gloomy than Isla remembered. Faded photos of long-dead relatives and antique Scottish etchings collected by her father hung on the walls. The furniture was dark and heavy, the chintz curtains faded. She had never liked being in here, even when the sun shone. As a child, she would stand outside, hand poised to knock because she needed her mother, half-hoping not to be answered.

A branch scratched at the window, making her jump.

Dealing with their mother’s affairs and organising the funeral was affecting all three sisters, tickling at the old tensions between them. So far emotions had been kept reined in, almost as if their mother was still with them, ready to correct anyone who stepped out of line. An unsentimental woman herself, she would not want them grieving her death. ‘Part of life,’ she’d say. ‘And you must get on with yours.’ The flowers; the hymns; the readings and speakers – all potential triggers for disagreement – had been strictly divided between them. No interference or comment allowed. In twenty-four hours, it would all be over. In the meantime, at Lorna’s suggestion, they were looking for May’s will.

Downstairs Isla could hear the sounds of Lorna going through the bureau in the sitting room while Morag searched their late father’s study. May would have put a copy of her will somewhere safe. If they couldn’t find it, Isla would call the solicitor in the morning. She sat on the edge of the bed, her mother’s tweedy perfume rising from the pillow, the flowery edge of her brushed cotton nightdress peeking out from under it. She picked up the book on the bedside table, touched to think this history of Scottish gardens had been the last book her mother would have read. She flicked through the pages, removing the half-written letter that served as a bookmark. She immediately recognised her mother’s scrawl. May would disapprove of her reading it but… well, she wasn’t here to stop her.

‘My dear girls…’ she read. Isla stopped, surprised that it should be addressed to her and her sisters. What a strange coincidence. She took a breath and began to read on. ‘Here’s a list of everyone you might need to contact when I’m gone.’ She separated a second piece of paper from the first. Their mother had always been a prodigious list maker: school uniform; holiday packing; the books she’d read; the things she needed to do; Christmas cards; party invitations. You name it. Life had been reduced to a series of tickings-off. This was just another: a list of everyone involved in her affairs from her accountant to the electricity company, from her solicitor to her bank details, almost as if she had a premonition of her impending death.

Isla returned to the letter. ‘John Donaldson, the solicitor, has my will. There’s a copy in your father’s desk. Isla, dear, I’m leaving you the painting Daddy had in his study. It may not seem much, but one day you’ll understand. After so long, I can’t begin to tell—’

That was it. Unfinished and unsigned. How extraordinary to find it at that moment, as if fate was putting it into her hands. Isla wondered what else her mother had been going to say. Had she had second thoughts about writing the letter at all? Or had she begun it the night before she died at the bridge table, never returning to finish it off. Leaving something so inconclusive was not in her mother’s nature, but she had been taken without warning. Isla picked up the biro that lay by the bedside light and twirled it in her hand, thoughtful. May must have been the last person to touch it.

‘Isla! Lorna!’ Morag’s voice carried up the stairs. ‘I’ve found it.’

Isla shut the wardrobe doors and went downstairs, taking the letter with her, to find her sisters in the study. The leathery, smoky bookish smell was the same as ever. Shelves lined the walls, books piled higgledy-piggledy on them. A battered leather sofa and chair flanked the tiled fireplace. The old-fashioned lamps cast a flattering golden glow over everything. The last time Isla had seen her father he was sitting by this fire, reading, surrounded by a fug of sweet tobacco smoke from his pipe. Nothing much had changed. Even the tam o’shanter and blue-and-green tartan scarf still hung on the back of the door. Morag had opened the lid of his desk and scattered the contents of the cubby holes over it. She had the will in her hand.

‘Let’s have a look.’ Before either of them could stop her, Lorna had snatched the envelope from her sister and was pulling out its contents. ‘We might as well confirm what we already know. Her estate’s divided between the three of us, and we’ll be the executors.’ She began to leaf through it with the focus of a bird of prey.

Her sisters couldn’t have been more different, Isla thought, watching them. Morag’s outdoors complexion was tanned and lined. She wore jeans and a fleece, indifferent to her appearance, unlike Lorna who was sleek and smart, not a hair out of place. Who knew how much she spent on looking her best?

‘What? This can’t be right.’ Lorna’s attention was on one particular page. She ran a perfectly manicured finger along one line then the next. ‘But she can’t do this to us.’

‘What’s happened?’ Morag went to look over her shoulder.

‘Look here.’ Lorna pointed. ‘There must be a mistake.’

‘Let me see.’ Morag took the will back and read it again. ‘No! She can’t do that to you, Isla.’

‘What’s happened?’ Her sisters’ shocked faces made her uneasy.

‘You’d better read it for yourself.’ Morag held the document out. ‘But you won’t like it.’

‘I won’t?’ Isla took the will to the chair by the window, conscious the other two were quite still, watching her, waiting for a reaction. She had to read the relevant lines twice to make sure she had not made a mistake and, as she did so, a knot tightened in her stomach. ‘I don’t understand.’ The hand holding the will dropped to her lap. Was that what her mother had been about to explain in the letter?

‘You’ve been cut out.’ Lorna’s shock was tempered by a visible anger. ‘Mum’s left half her estate to Aunt Aggie and the other half to Morag and me. She’s only left you that dreary picture that used to hang in here. What happened between you?’

Her sister’s voice sounded far away as if the words were tumbling down a long tunnel towards her, losing their impact on arrival. Isla was only conscious of her disbelief, her hurt, the dawning realisation that her mother’s dislike of her had not been imagined after all. All those years of treading on eggshells had obviously not been enough. But this! She blinked back tears. ‘I need a few minutes.’ She put the letter and the will on the desk and left the room, desperate to be on her own.

She ran up to her old childhood bedroom, now a pretty but impersonal guest room. She lay on the bed, numbed, unable to process what had happened. She was hardly the first person to have a difficult relationship with their mother but this was far worse. This was a total rejection. But why?

There was a knock at the door before Morag put her head round it. ‘Are you okay?’

Isla took a ragged breath and managed what felt like a feeble smile. ‘Sort of. It was just the shock. I’m fine. Really.’

But she had never felt so far from fine.
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Isla eventually went downstairs for a scratch supper of omelettes and salad that Morag and Lorna organised. They were joined by Aunt Aggie and Lorna’s husband, Andrew, whom Lorna sniped at whenever she got the chance, making it quite clear she wished he had stayed at home. They all sat together in the dining room, picking at their food, each of them too preoccupied to eat.

As soon as she could, Aggie disappeared to the kitchen ‘to clear up the debris’. Andrew took his chance and escaped to the living room a moment later with the second bottle of fine red wine he had brought with him and was now watching Match of the Day at full volume. Isla sometimes wondered how Lorna put up with him.

Lorna took a sip of her wine, brushed a crumb from her front. ‘Of course we could always challenge the will, say Mum wasn’t of sound mind.’

‘But she was.’ Morag poured herself another drink, clinking the bottle against the glass.

‘We should sell Braemore.’ Lorna ran her finger round the rim of her glass, as if she had been thinking whether or not to say so.

‘But it’s not ours to sell!’ Morag looked shocked. ‘What about Aunt Aggie?’

‘There are some wonderful sheltered housing schemes,’ said Lorna. ‘And her share of Braemore would more than cover the cost of one of them.’

Money bought Lorna out of almost any tight corner, reflected Isla. ‘You know she’d absolutely hate it. Besides, what’s wrong with her going on living here?’ She wanted to stand up for her aunt, who had reliably provided a port in a storm during Isla’s rocky teenage years.

‘Well, why don’t you ask her?’ suggested Morag. ‘She’s only in the kitchen.’

‘Not yet.’ Lorna’s face was determined. ‘We need to agree a way of persuading her first.’

Isla could imagine her chairing meetings of the local charities she was involved with. Terrifying.

‘I don’t understand why you want to get rid of the old place.’

Lorna shifted in her chair, her eyes defiant. ‘Because it makes sense.’

They had grown up in Braemore, the house that had been in her father’s family for generations. This was their family home. Isla knew every nook and cranny of the handsome Victorian farmhouse, from which boards on the upstairs landing creaked loudest to the hole behind one of the tiles in the sitting-room fireplace where she used to hide her pocket money. Most of the farmland had been sold off long ago, leaving the large grey stone building surrounded by an acre of private garden and several paddocks where Morag’s pony had once grazed that were now rented to a neighbouring farmer. The house might be too big for Aggie alone, but it was home and full of memories and reminders of lives gone by. Despite everything, Isla wasn’t ready to say goodbye to it either.

‘No it doesn’t. Isla?’

‘I’m with Morag.’ Though May had made sure it had nothing to do with her.

‘Why do you both always make a point of disagreeing with me?’ Lorna’s hands were on her hips, like the recalcitrant schoolchild she once was.

‘Only when you’re in the wrong.’ Morag looked at the posed family portrait on the heavy sideboard. They looked a perfect family – except Isla wasn’t there. May had booked the photographer when she had been at a music exam. Isla had always suspected May had done it deliberately, although her mother had always denied it.

She couldn’t wait for the evening to be over. If only May was here to answer her mounting questions. Instead she was with her sisters, their relationship twisting and turning back on itself like gnarled old tree roots. Isla had always yearned for that unquestioning familial affection, that undivided loyalty she had seen in other families. But long ago, she had recognised that was not them. She drummed her fingers on the table. ‘I thought we were going to discuss things calmly and rationally.’ Instead, she felt them heading towards the explosion they had been skirting round since they arrived.

‘Don’t be so saintly. Selling Braemore makes sense. We don’t want it and it’s far too big for Aggie.’ The bit was between Lorna’s neatly capped and whitened teeth.

‘No! It’s our family home.’ Morag’s voice was raised. ‘I’m glad we’ll be able to visit. I—’

‘Everything all right, girls?’ Andrew sauntered in, his rubicund face blurred with drink, an empty glass in hand. ‘Not fighting already, are we?’

With the door open, they could hear the radio and the sounds of Aggie washing up coming from the kitchen.

‘Go away, Andrew. This has nothing to do with you.’ Lorna waved her hand dismissively. ‘Why don’t you help Aunt Aggie?’

His joviality disintegrated. ‘I know when I’m not wanted.’ He slammed the door as he left the room.

‘That’s the trouble. You don’t.’ Lorna muttered under her breath before turning to Morag. ‘How often have you actually come here in the last five years?’ She banged her palm on the table. ‘Twice a year at most. I’m the only one who visits Mum and Aggie regularly. For my sins.’

‘Only because you live a few miles away.’ Morag zipped up her maroon fleece before wrapping her arms around herself.

‘This is pointless,’ said Isla, disliking how overtly hostile Lorna had been towards Andrew. ‘Aggie owns half the house. You two own the rest. That’s what Mum wanted.’

‘People challenge wills all the time.’

‘But we’re not going to.’ Morag was firm. ‘Are we?’ She turned to Isla for support.

‘It’s not up to me. But I don’t think you can do that to Aggie, no.’

‘Can’t do what to me?’ Aggie stood in the doorway, a spry woman of eighty-four, theatrical in a brilliant blue and pink kaftan, short grey hair gelled on end, inquisitive eyes, hand resting on a walking stick – another ancestral relic – with large rings on her fingers, a tea-towel over her shoulder. ‘Thanks for the help, girls!’

‘We were talking about the house,’ said Lorna, suddenly sheepish.

‘I’m so grateful,’ said Aggie. ‘I didn’t expect May to leave it to me.’

‘Well, technically speaking she’s only left half of it to you.’ Lorna didn’t look at her sisters.

‘She said she’d make sure I could stay here.’ Aggie came to sit beside Isla, her hands on the table so the light bounced off her rings. ‘It’s going to be so different now.’ Then she gave a mischievous smile. ‘But at least I can start playing poker again. She banned me, you know? I might even ask a friend to live here with me.’

‘Did she talk about why she wasn’t leaving me anything?’ Isla spoke quickly, aware Lorna was fuming beside her, but she had to know.

‘Och, she’ll have had her reasons, dear.’ Uneasy, Aggie shifted in her chair and eyed the sideboard where a couple of bottles of whisky stood. ‘I’ve just come in for a wee night cap.’

‘But what were they?’ Isla insisted, certain there was something Aggie wasn’t saying.

Their aunt’s eyes flicked nervously between them before she shook her head. ‘You know what May was like. She kept herself to herself.’

‘She only left me the picture that used to be in Dad’s study. Why would she do that?’ Isla heard her voice catch.

‘It meant a lot to your father.’ The shutters came down. ‘Have I ever told you about the time—’

‘Have you ever thought about moving somewhere smaller?’ Lorna barged in with all the finesse of a charging bull.

‘I’m not ready to move yet, dear.’ Aggie crossed the room, took a glass from the corner cabinet and poured herself a generous slug of the malt. ‘I’ll see you in the morning.’

‘Lorna, you shouldn’t have.’ Isla spoke as soon as the door closed behind her and before Lorna had time to push back.

‘I had to. She was about to embark on one of her never-ending stories. And the whole thing’s ridiculous. She’ll be around for years and we’ll never…’ Lorna was red with fury now, her mouth a thin angry line. A pulse ticked by her right eye. ‘You two have always sided against me. I’ve always been the baby to you.’

Isla could see the red mist descending on Morag. She closed her eyes, resigned to the inevitable.

‘I don’t think of you as the baby.’ The words squeezed out of Morag. ‘But your sense of entitlement is off the fucking scale. We’re not going to a lawyer and we’re not going to try to persuade Aggie to sell. We’ll follow Mum’s wishes to the letter. End of.’ Morag helped her and Isla to another glass of wine, her hand shaking so she spilled some on the table.

All Isla wanted was to go home to Oxford and get on with her life.

‘You’re no better than me.’ Lorna put down her glass. ‘You and your middle-child complex. Nothing’s ever fair, is it?’

‘That’s rich, coming from you.’ Morag gave a superior smirk.

Lorna was on her feet and shoved her chair hard into the table.

‘Will you two stop it. Please!’ Isla shouted, snapping at last.

‘Don’t start trying to be peace-maker.’ Morag turned on her suddenly.

Lorna was at the door. ‘I’m leaving. You’re pathetic. I just think it’s sensible to sell, that’s all. I’m not the one who turned this into something personal.’

‘You never do take responsibility. Yes! Think about that for a second.’ Morag paused to let her words sink in. ‘Lucky you found a husband who can carry you. He’s the one who’s encouraged you to be so entitled. He should have put the brakes on years ago.’

The sisters stared at each other, appalled it had come to this.

‘I’ll leave you to deal with the probate then.’ Lorna was icy. ‘Everything can be done through the post or by email. I’ll see you tomorrow at the funeral.’ She opened the door. ‘Andrew! It’s time to go.’

Isla and Morag were left staring at each other. They heard muttered words outside, the front door slamming, and a car start.

Morag spoke first. ‘Perhaps I was a bit over the top, but honestly…’

‘Yes, you were.’

‘She pushed me too far. So – now we know her position. I’m not speaking to her about it again. It’s too soon to sell. That’s it.’ She left the room and ran upstairs.

‘Why didn’t you just say that?’ Isla shouted after her.

The bathroom door slammed shut.

Isla placed her hands on the mahogany table and stared at them, neat, long-fingered with even, unpolished nails. She waited until her heartbeat had slowed, unable to believe they had let the evening before their mother’s funeral drift into this, the worst argument they’d had yet.

How would they ever come back from here?
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London, June 2019

Three months after May’s funeral, Isla was standing outside the Noel Coward theatre on St Martin’s Lane, staring at her ex-husband’s name. Ian Dansbridge. No matter how big or small it was on the poster, it was there. That was the main thing. Ian was still working (part-subsidised by his profitable sideline in antiques ‘just in case’), still on the West End stage where he had always wanted to be. That of course had been at the heart of his leaving her. Even now, seeing his name there gave her the smallest frisson of… what? Regret, resentment, but a real fondness too. Achieving his ambition of appearing in London’s West End was no mean feat. Plenty of their contemporaries had dropped by the wayside long ago and found new avenues in life-coaching, alternative healing and one had even reinvented himself as an accountant.

‘Come round after the show,’ he’d said. ‘We’ll have dinner somewhere.’

The street was pulsing with people, umbrellas being shaken and closed as their owners shuffled up the steps, past the bag check and into the theatre foyer. Isla joined them.

She had just got inside the doors when her phone rang. She looked at it, annoyed with herself for not turning it off sooner. Helen, their daughter.

Can’t talk now She texted quickly. Play starting. Will call after show

The anticipatory buzz of the audience before curtain-up always excited her. Ian had got her a good seat in the centre of the stalls. She leafed through the programme, pausing only to study the pictures of the cast in rehearsal. In one, Ian looked focused, determined, and in another he was laughing. He had aged well. Good genes. He looked so like his father – tall, craggy and debonair. Isla and he had made a handsome couple. Something snagged inside her at the thought.

A series of trilling ringtones hushed the audience. The last of the phones blinked off as the theatre was plunged into darkness. When the lights went up, the actors were in place as if by magic and the play began.

Isla soon realised that this heavy-duty political drama was not for her. Ian’s role as one of four politicians was small but crucial. She twisted her wrist stealthily until she could see the time. Only another two hours to go. She began to think what she would say to him when she went round after the show. ‘Darling, you were wonderful.’ What else? It wasn’t that he wasn’t wonderful, but he was nothing. This wasn’t a role that demanded anything extraordinary from him. When they were married, he was ambitious, versatile. Now he was merely professional, dialling in the performance expected of him…

In the interval, a single glass of champagne stood in the bar with her name by it. A typical showy gesture of Ian’s. She enjoyed the moment, taking in the atmosphere, listening to snippets of conversation, listening out for any praise for her ex.

The second half of the play picked up a bit but was still turgid, talky and old-fashioned. Watching him take the curtain call was a pleasure though. Ian eyed the house seats to check she was there. She raised her hands higher and clapped harder. How pleased he looked, confident the cast had done justice to the play. The rest of the audience applauded less enthusiastically.

Afterwards, she went outside and sheltered from the drizzle in a shop doorway while she returned Helen’s call. Ian would be happy having a post-performance drink with his fellow cast-members until she turned up.

Helen picked up immediately. ‘Mum! At last! I’ve got a bit of a problem.’

Isla knew what that meant. She waited to hear how she was going to be roped in to help.

‘You know Mike’s away on a shoot and I’m going to the States for a few days?’

A nasty sense of foreboding crept over Isla. ‘Yes, I do. It’s very exciting.’ Helen’s career as a scriptwriter was beginning to take off at last after years of working hard on countless TV soaps. That graft was about to pay dividends.

‘Tilly’s mum’s phoned. She can’t have Charlie to stay after all. I’ll explain when I see you. So… can you possibly put off your trip to Edinburgh?’

‘Can’t we talk about this later?’

‘Of course, but just say you will. Please.’

‘I really don’t think I can. Put off the trip, I mean.’ She had carefully planned this journey to answer questions and mend fences. Instead of accepting May’s ultimate rejection of her as she had hoped she’d be able to, as the months went past she had become increasingly obsessed with what lay behind it. Finding out might at least give her some sort of resolution or acceptance. They may not have been as close as some mothers and daughters, but nothing merited this slap in the face. Just as importantly, she wanted to be on speaking terms with both her sisters again, and them with each other. So she was going to stay with both of them in the hope she could bring that about. ‘We’ll talk later,’ she said. ‘Dad’s expecting me. I’ve just seen him in the most terminally tedious play. He was great, of course.’

She added the last bit just for Helen.



There was a huddle of people at the stage door, hunched against the wet, waiting for the star of the show, an actor who had recently fronted a BBC spy drama that that had revived his flagging career. On her way up the whitewashed stone staircase, she heard Ian’s voice booming from a dressing room on the second floor. She opened the door to a long narrow nondescript room with lightbulb-framed mirrors, a dressing table down one side and rails of costumes at either end. Rain pattered onto a small window high in the wall.

‘Darling, Isla,’ he roared, still in costume. ‘How wonderful to see you. It’s been too long. Tom, have you met my first ex-wife?’

Tom, the actor they were all waiting for outside in the wet, was relaxing in a moth-eaten armchair. He looked over with a languid smile, the one that set the nation’s hearts racing. ‘I don’t think so,’ he said. ‘Hello. Drink?’ He passed Ian the bottle.

Isla’s own heart fluttered faster for just a second, then she remembered who she was. A sixty-five-year-old ex-wife. Get a grip! She smiled. ‘Thanks.’

She took the hard school chair Ian had pulled out from behind the costumes. They sat opposite each other in front of the mirror, the edges stuck about with good luck cards. There were a couple of dying bunches of flowers in brown water in vases, and a furry giraffe sat, legs splayed, among his make-up. She raised an eyebrow in its direction.

‘Fan,’ he said, shutting down that line of enquiry. ‘So how did you enjoy the show?’

‘Wonderful,’ she said. ‘So thought-provoking. And you were wonderful too.’

‘Really?’ He frowned. ‘There was that bit in the second act. When I had to slip the papers to Tom. I’m not sure that works.’

‘No, no. It did,’ she said. ‘It was terrific. Absolutely.’ She had known him for long enough to know that agreeing with his doubts was the fastest route to an argument.

Twenty minutes later they were round the corner in Sheekeys where they were shown to a discreet table for two in a corner surrounded by black-and-white photographs of West End performers over the decades. Once they had ordered, they both relaxed.

‘So,’ he said. ‘How are you? May’s death must have hit hard, even though I know you weren’t close.’

‘Thank you for coming to the funeral.’ To her horror, Isla felt tears welling. Not here, she told herself, biting the inside of her lip to stop them.

Since May’s death, she had experienced similar overwhelming waves of emotion that crashed over her when least expected, making her feel utterly helpless. Thankfully, they retreated as swiftly as they came, but left her feeling like a limp rag. Once she had broken down in Sainsburys, unable to choose between two brands of frozen peas. Another time, she had been at work, talking to one of the Museum’s trustees about funding when he suddenly asked, ‘Would you like a Kleenex?’ She had missed the crucial point of the conversation altogether and tears were rolling down her cheeks. Once or twice she had been overtaken by unprompted choking emotion when she was in the middle of a staff briefing or dealing with guests or suppliers. People were sympathetic, embarrassed, or just waited until she had regained control.

She had tried to see her relationship with her parents for what it was. The warmth and affection she held towards her father was in no doubt but it was hard to think about her mother. She knew so little about either of them but especially her. Bare facts yes, stuff about her life as Mrs Adair, housewife and mother to three daughters, but nothing about her feelings, her wants and desires – or why she batted those kind of questions away if they asked. Isla remembered her father shutting himself in his study for another evening and the accompanying click of their mother’s bedroom door as she retired early for the night. Her bond with Aunt Aggie had been so much stronger.

Ian ignored her tears – if he noticed them at all.

‘She was a funny old thing, your mum, but I was actually very fond of her. Could never quite make her out though.’

‘She adored you.’ She tried to steady her voice. All her family loved Ian, his behaviour towards her long ago written off as history. May especially had always encouraged him to keep in touch, inviting him to stay, as if his divorce had nothing to do with Isla. She didn’t once stop to ask Isla what she felt about Ian’s continued attachment to the family.

‘Isla?’ He wasn’t good with emotion but he reached across the table and took her hand.

If she didn’t change the subject she would break down and embarrass them both. ‘Do you have to introduce me as your first ex-wife?’ she said.

He looked taken aback, then smiled, withdrawing his hand. He understood. ‘But you are. The first of three, and the only one who still talks to me.’

‘Because I’m the only one who had your child.’

‘Ah, sweet Helly.’ He swilled the red wine round his glass and looked over the top of it at her. ‘How is she? I spoke to her the other day but she’s always so busy.’

‘In a state about Charlie.’

‘Ah, the school suspension.’ He nodded, in the know. ‘I don’t remember Helly’s old school being so bloody draconian.’

‘Charlie’s been suspended from school?’ Warning lights started flashing in Isla’s mind. ‘Helen hasn’t said anything to me.’ She knew why not. Because Ian wouldn’t make a fuss, whereas she wouldn’t be able to help herself.

‘Didn’t she tell you?’ He looked smug at having the inside info.

She didn’t need to prompt him. He’d delight in being the one to tell her. She sipped her wine and waited.

‘She’s been suspended till the end of term because there were drugs found at some party she was at. The parents reported it to the school, who’ve come down on the girls like a ton of bricks.’

‘What?!’ Isla was shocked. ‘Why would they do that? Couldn’t they deal with it themselves? And anyway Charlie’s not like that. Is she?’ Stories of youngsters experimenting with drugs and with fatal results raced through her head.

‘Bloody stupid, I agree. Getting caught I mean.’ He sliced off the head of his plaice. ‘It’s all fine. Charlie had nothing to do with it – or so she says – but the school’s drugs policy is fierce. Get caught in the vicinity of the stuff, and you’re suspended. Supply it and you’re expelled. Four of them apparently. Probably just for a spliff or two.’ He shook his head. ‘Remember when we—’

‘—grew our own in the flat? Of course. How dumb were we, putting the pots in the kitchen window?’ The police had spotted them from the street. No arrests. Just a warning and an order to throw them away.

They laughed. Isla relaxed.

No wonder Helen had been so on edge. Perhaps Isla should stay with Charlie after all. As she deliberated, Ian’s attention was taken by an animated young woman in a red dress on the next table before he turned back. ‘Don’t make a fuss, will you? The poor child’s had enough of that.’

She hated it when he advised her how to behave. ‘Of course I’ll talk to Helen when I see her tomorrow.’

‘Just keep it low-key, that’s all.’ He lifted the skeleton from his fish, filleting it cleanly.

‘I do know how to talk to her, Ian. I’ve had years of practice.’

‘But sometimes you get it wrong.’ He raised an eyebrow to elicit her agreement.

‘Let’s not talk about it now.’ She would get the truth from Helen and make her decisions then.

‘Fine. In fact, I do have other news.’ He pulled a long face. ‘Can I talk to you?’

‘You know you can.’ She readied herself for one of Ian’s confessions that were always prefaced by those words. She had become his best listener and sometimes advisor over the years. She had never asked him to reciprocate, but she was happy for their confidences to remain a one-way street. She had her friend Mary to confide in when necessary.

He sighed. ‘Fran’s leaving me. Or to be more accurate, she’s already left.’

Goodbye, wife number four.

‘Oh, Ian. Not again.’

‘I don’t have much luck,’ he said with a sidelong glance at the next table and the red dress.

She laughed. ‘You have far too much and far more than you deserve.’

Did other ex-wives discuss what was once their greatest problem with the ex-husband who caused it? She had every sympathy with Fran. Ian had never been able to resist an attractive woman. Even at sixty-six, as they sat having dinner, his eye was wandering. He made a far better friend than a husband.

‘I should have stayed with you. We’d make the perfect elderly couple.’ His hand, flat on the table, was that of an old man. The realisation came with a shock to Isla. The years were catching up with both of them.

‘I doubt that. Anyway I might be spoken for now.’

His face was a picture of astonishment vying with an unjustified possessiveness. ‘Spoken for? By whom?’

‘A lovely man I met. Tony. It’s going well.’ It felt odd telling Ian about another man, even though they split up long ago and there had been others since.

He sipped his wine for a little longer than necessary. ‘Tony, eh? You never said.’

‘You never asked.’

He smiled. ‘I’m sorry but I’m pleased for you. Really.’

‘We’ll see. It’s early days.’ She wished she hadn’t said anything. Then an idea struck her. ‘I’m on my way to Scotland via the sisters, and he’s coming up to meet me.’ She ignored his wink. ‘It’s all fixed but Helen wants me to stay on longer to keep an eye on Charlie. I don’t suppose you’d have her, would you?’ That was the obvious solution. ‘Just keep an eye on her for a few days.’

His eyebrows rose until they were briefly hidden by the still thick flop of hair. ‘I don’t think so! I’ve got another week of the run.’

Familial duties were not something he had ever taken too seriously. When it suited him, was the way he operated.

‘But it would be such a help.’ She never gave in to him that easily.

He turned down his lip. ‘I really can’t, darling. Don’t you see? Have some of these fried courgettes.’

She saw exactly. The smooth running of his own life came before her or the journey that she had planned.

‘I’m sure Helen and Charlie have friends who’ll help out.’ She spoke with a confidence she didn’t feel.

‘Why don’t you take her with you?’ He looked at her over the rim of his glass.

‘To Scotland?!’ That would make her trip very different to the one she had planned.

‘Not necessarily. Couldn’t you put her on a train home after a few days when Helly’s back?’

Isla hesitated. How would she be able to focus on finding out more about May? What about the people she was staying with? Would they mind? But… it was a solution. And whatever happened, Charlie would have to go home before Tony travelled up for their special weekend. The thought of their being together gave her a warm glow of anticipation. He may not have been in her life long but he had been stalwart and loving in his support, especially when May died. He had put up with her going on and on about her mother’s bewildering lack of affection and how Isla blamed herself, the guilt she felt for never having addressed the issue and sorted it out. In return, she had been glad to be able to help him out financially while he got back on his feet. Not that he’d borrowed much and as soon as he found work, he’d pay her back. He’d made that part of the deal. However, the weekend in his choice of country hotel was a proper thank-you present for listening. Charlie absolutely couldn’t be there for that.

‘By the way, I thought I might go to Braemore myself for Aggie’s birthday.’ Having found the answer to Isla’s dilemma, Ian had moved on already, and was watching to see what she felt about this latest idea. ‘She asked me,’ he added, on the defensive.

‘Might you?’

‘We-ell…’ His wavering hand showed his indecision. ‘I’ve got an interview for a part.’ He waited for the congratulation that didn’t come. ‘But I’d like to see the old bird again before she pops her clogs. You wouldn’t mind if I go?’

‘Since when have you taken any notice of what I mind?’ She couldn’t help smiling.

When they parted ways, they kissed before Ian dived into Leicester Square tube with a careless wave over his shoulder at her. Isla walked to her bus stop, her mind returning to Charlie. If Helen needed her help that badly, perhaps she really ought to overcome her misgivings and invite Charlie along with her.

Four or five days.

How bad could it be?
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Helen ended her call and slammed the phone down on the kitchen counter. Isla could tell from her expression it was bad news. ‘Keisha’s mum was my last hope. Nobody’ll have Charlie to stay – they’re scared she’ll be a bad influence – and our neighbour’s going to be away so she can’t keep an eye on her either. What the hell am I going to do? I worked so hard on the Netflix pilot, I can’t not meet the producer and team behind the series. This could be a really big break for me. You know that, right?’

Isla looked around the living room. She’d taken the photo on the mantelpiece herself. It showed a happy family of three with Helen, hair blowing in the wind, looking up in adoration at Mike who was squinting into the sun, and ten-year-old Charlie smiling and happy on a sunny beach in Cornwall, her arms round a surfboard: a very different child from the surly creature who had surfaced at eleven thirty for breakfast that morning. That had been such a happy holiday of beaches, ice creams, fish and chips and laughter. All four of them together. What a difference a few years made.

‘What shall I do now?’ Helen was almost in tears.

From upstairs the pulsing bass beat of some unidentifiable music pounded through the floorboards to where Isla and Helen sat. Helen looked up and rolled her eyes but did nothing about it. Isla had made her confess that Ian had got the party episode spot on. All four girls thought to be smoking weed had indeed been suspended from school till the start of the new school year, including Charlie. ‘I didn’t tell you because I didn’t want you to worry.’ Helen gave her one of those commanding looks that said, So don’t start now.

Isla stood up and stepped over Jock, her black Labrador and travelling companion, who opened an eye and thumped his tail on the floor. She looked out at the garden for a few minutes, bracing herself to speak.

‘I could always take her with me.’ There. She’d done it, her defences finally eroded by the thought of Charlie herself. They shouldn’t be talking about her as if she was a parcel that needed to be stored somewhere for safekeeping. She was just a stroppy teenager but she was also Isla’s only grandchild.

Helen’s face lit up as she smiled with relief. ‘Really? Would you?’

Isla knew immediately this was the right thing, whatever the consequences.

Helen jumped from her seat and hugged her mother hard. ‘Thank you. I knew you’d come through.’

Of course she did.

‘One condition.’ Isla folded the newspaper and smoothed along the crease. ‘We ask her first.’

‘No need. I decide what’s best for us.’

‘If she’s coming with me,’ Isla insisted, ‘it’s only with her agreement. I’m not taking a reluctant passenger.’ She fought the impulse to cave in under the force of her daughter’s will.

But Helen’s eyes were on the prize. ‘Okay.’ She went to the door and flung it open. ‘Charlie! Turn the music down. We need you down here. Charlie!’

The music kept on thumping.

Isla looked down at her travelling companion. ‘What do you think, Jock? Will this work?’

The old dog lifted his head at the mention of his own name then laid it down with a groan.

‘That’s not the answer I want, my friend.’ She stroked the smooth velvet of his ear.

Helen was upstairs now. There was a sudden silence as the music was turned off. A shouted exchange and the slam of a door. Two pairs of footsteps on the stairs, one light and quick, the other stomping behind.

Charlie followed her mother into the room, which for the moment was obviously the last place on earth she wanted to be. The tension between mother and daughter was plain. Helen’s face was tight, unsmiling. Charlie slouched, sullen in black leggings, a crop top and black Doc Martens that looked like space boots at the end of her skinny legs. Isla was surprised by the lip gloss and eye shadow that made her look older but no less vulnerable. Her mouth was wide with full bowed lips that turned up slightly at each corner. She had inherited Isla’s pointy chin (once the bane of her life) and good cheekbones (the things that she had mistakenly thought would keep ageing at bay) but her eyes were from Mike’s side: wide-set, almond-shaped, hazel-coloured and topped by thick brows. Three tiny studs decorated her right earlobe. Her granddaughter knelt on the floor beside Jock and, as her bangles slid down her arm, stroked his head. ‘What do you want?’ She couldn’t have sounded less interested.

‘Don’t speak to me like that. We’ve got something to ask you.’

‘I’m busy.’ Charlie turned over her shiny pink phone in her hand, glancing at its face.

‘We heard. Put your phone down. Please!’ Helen visibly exercised every ounce of self-control. ‘This won’t take long, I promise. You know I’m going away on Monday?’

‘Yeah.’ Charlie put her phone face down on the coffee table.

‘Keisha’s mum’s called to say they can’t have you to stay after all.’

Charlie bent over Jock so they couldn’t see her face. ‘So what? I can stay here on my own. I’m nearly fifteen.’

‘I don’t think so. Not after the suspension and the party.’ Helen’s hands were tightly clasped in front of her.

‘The party wasn’t my fault. I told you. Lucy invited those boys from the high school.’ She kissed the top of Jock’s nose.

What party? What boys? What else hadn’t Helen told Isla?

‘That’s not what her parents say.’

Charlie’s shoulders hunched, as she closed her eyes. ‘Whatever.’

Helen glanced at Isla as if to say, See what I have to deal with. ‘So we’ve had a great idea.’

We?

Isla watched them both – the two people she loved most in the world, however hard they sometimes made it – wishing she could knock some sense into them.

‘I don’t want to go with you. You’ll be working all the time.’ Charlie looked up and Isla saw the longing in her eyes that contradicted her words swiftly extinguished.

But Helen was gazing into the mirror over the mantelpiece and missed her daughter’s need altogether. She tucked a stray piece of hair behind her ear, adjusted one of the invitation cards.

Isla spoke. ‘Perhaps…’

But Helen wasn’t going to give her the chance to backtrack. She sailed straight over her. ‘Granny’s going on a driving holiday for the next couple of weeks, and she says you can go with her. Isn’t that great?’ Couldn’t she hear how desperate she sounded?

Charlie looked up and pushed her hair back over her shoulders. ‘Me? Go with Granny? Are you serious? You’re not even going to be away for two weeks.’

‘She’ll put you on the train home before next weekend. We’ll sort it out.’

‘Yes,’ Isla heard herself say, while trying to ignore how appalled Charlie sounded. ‘Would you like to? Though you’ll have to put up with Jock. His farts can be vicious. And Betty can be temperamental at times. My car,’ she explained to their puzzled faces.

A suspicion of a smile on Charlie’s face disappeared as quickly as it came. ‘What about the end of term parties? I’ve got to be here for them.’ She turned to her mother. Each of them was as adamant as the other. Isla felt powerless, knowing any interference by her would only make things worse.

Helen shook her head. ‘No more parties.’

‘Mum! I have to be there.’ Charlie’s eyes glistened with unshed tears.

‘There’ll be plenty of other parties later,’ offered Isla only to be quelled by such a look of disdain that she suddenly wished she could retract the invitation. But it was too late.

‘After the last one?’ said Helen. ‘I don’t think so. And I’m not sure the other parents will want you there either. Not after…’

‘I told you that wasn’t me.’

‘But they think it was and that’s enough.’

‘That’s so unfair.’

‘That’s the way of the world. Sometimes people don’t believe us, and sometimes we have to do things we don’t want to.’

‘You don’t.’ Charlie ran her finger down Jock’s nose.

‘Oh, believe me, I do. And anyway, I’m nearly forty, not fourteen. I’ve suffered for the privilege of doing what I want. But the point is I can’t leave you here and Dad’s away filming till August so this really is the only way.’

‘Finished?’ Charlie stood to face them. ‘I do love you, Gran—’

‘Thanks.’ Isla floated on a tide of grandmotherly love for a moment. ‘The feeling’s mutual.’

Charlie’s hand was on the door handle. ‘But I’ve got so much to do here. Mum doesn’t get it.’

‘I understand. No hard feelings.’ A glimmer of hope surfaced. Perhaps she would be travelling alone after all.

‘Thanks.’ Charlie left the room and they heard her heavy tread on the stairs. In moments, the music had started again, every bit as loud as before.

‘See how difficult she is?’ Helen flopped into a nearby chair.

‘Honestly? I see a lonely, confused, unhappy teenager. Not so different from the way you were. Don’t you remember what it was like?’ Isla did, only too well – work and motherhood: a perpetual and exhausting round of negotiations to avoid confrontation in which neither side understood the other or had time to try.

‘Don’t go all sentimental on me. I’ll spend time with her when I’m back – I promise. But right now, I’ve got to persuade her to go with you.’ She straightened her white T-shirt, picking at a teeny stain. ‘Parties! For Christ’s sake.’

‘What else has happened that you haven’t told me?’

‘Nothing major.’ She waved a hand to dismiss the whole thing. ‘Mike and I were away for the night. Charlie invited some friends over here. More people turned up than she was expecting. That’s all.’

‘And?’

‘Oh, not much. A bit of damage and one of them got carted off to A and E because they’d drunk too much.’

‘That sounds quite a lot to me.’ But Helen was playing the whole thing down so as not to put her off the idea of taking Charlie with her. She knew her daughter well.

‘No. Trust me.’ Helen closed the subject. ‘Anyway I’ll get her to see sense.’

‘I’m not taking her hostage. That won’t work.’

‘She’ll agree. I’ll make sure she does.’

A bribe of some item of new clothing had always worked with Helen when she was that age.

‘So… What are we doing tomorrow?’ Helen asked. The subject was closed.

As they discussed the exhibitions Isla might visit while in London, the shops she might go to, what she could bring home for supper, she began to relax again. Perhaps taking Charlie wouldn’t be so bad.

She thought of her granddaughter, defiant, yet underneath so vulnerable; of Helen bent on advancing her career. She thought of herself, and how she had struggled to push herself along her chosen path as a museum curator while Helen was growing up. Her employers had been so considerate, tolerating her bringing her daughter into work, or her taking time off to look after her. The world Helen had chosen for herself was much more cut-throat.

She would wait to see what Charlie decided. But, deep down, she knew how Helen would turn the tables in the three days before Isla left. It wasn’t as if she hadn’t had practice.
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Paris, 1954

May had only been in Paris for an hour or so and was already infected by the unfamiliar and thrilling energy of the city. This was nothing like home. Dunfermline was miles away. But standing on the doorstep of her new home, her nerves returned. How would she and the Dubois family get on? Would this diminutive woman who had answered the door be a hard taskmaster? How was she going to make friends? How was she going to make herself understood? Would her schoolgirl French be enough to begin with? She followed Madame Dubois inside, clutching the handle of her suitcase.

What had seemed like a brave, bold decision to come to France now seemed the height of foolhardiness and fraught with pitfalls. Her lack of fluency in French being the first.

‘Oh, you’ll soon pick it up,’ her father had said. ‘Be speaking like a native before you know where you are. The Dubois said they’d fix you up with lessons. Then you can come home and work as a translator or something worthwhile. Aunt Jess will fix you up in London.’ She was his spinster sister who did something mysterious in the War Office.
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