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We believed he had died from an overdose. There was no reason to suspect otherwise: limbs limp on the couch; pink vomit splattered across his shirt, dribbling from the corners of his mouth; the Gucci belt, the residue needles – our own memories, in flashes and throbs and waves. We did not call an ambulance. The flesh was cold to the touch.

It had been my fingers, stroking his stony neck for a pulse. With none to be found I looked up, caught Honey’s eye, gave the nod. The others were lifting their heads. I would have to tell them, I realised, as Honey crept over their stretching arms, slipped the cell phone from his back pocket, and disappeared around the corner.

I shut my eyes, let the morning light glow through, as it had for a few moments upon waking. There were yawns and groans, and then a gasp. I steeled for the chaos.


PART ONE
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‘Elspeth,’ he said.

His eyes were tired but his teeth were whiter than before. He held open the door to the house.

‘Richard,’ I replied. ‘Happy birthday.’

We leaned toward each other for a kiss of each cheek. His stubble pricked. One hand on my inner elbow pulled me close – his other, still on the door. He pushed back to regard me once more. I told myself not to tuck the hair behind my ear again, not to smooth my skirt or run my finger beneath the gold band on my wrist; tried to calm the cells of my body. Let him look at me; let him see what I had become.

‘And what a fabulous present you are.’ He grinned. ‘I’m so glad you came.’

Laughter echoed from the belly of the house.

‘Here,’ Richard said, twitching to action with a wave down the corridor. ‘Come in. I can’t wait to introduce you to everyone.’

Entering the building, I found I had been deceived. From the driveway, its facade loomed large: two colossal cubes atop a thin rectangle, all in a smooth, pale concrete. Its angular grey assaulted the eyes, accustomed, as they had grown on the drive up, to the thick, hatching branches of the pines, the swells of the landscape. This was not our family home – sold, immediately, to pay the settlement. This was a fortress. As I had stood in its shadow, tugging my skirt before ringing the doorbell, I had tried to imagine the harsh surfaces, the darkness within.

Instead, I followed Richard into brightness.

‘Welcome,’ he said, ‘to Sedgwick.’

He watched for my reaction to the name, but he would find no trace of surprise. I had seen the sign, driving in, and I refused to acknowledge it.

‘How long have you been …?’ I asked, eyes skittering over the bare, grey walls, the cold marble and clean glass. All were flooded with natural light, but from where, I could not tell: each room we passed seemed a floor of its own, overlapping and overlaid. To draw a map of the place would be impossible.

‘Living at Sedgwick? Five years now and it does feel like home.’ He walked three feet ahead of me, spoke without turning. ‘And yet every time I welcome a new guest, when I see their expression as I open the door, I’m reminded of its beauty all over again. Classical in its modernity. Sparse, but with a flourish.’

I hummed my agreement, concentrating on the placement of my stilettos. My stomach was acid. My tongue was dry. And I was here, with Richard, a decade to the day since we had last spoken, unaccompanied, in the flesh.

As we continued through the corridors Richard asked about my trip, asked if he could put anything in the cloakroom. I declined, clutching my purse close, regretting, not for the first time, that I had been forced into arriving alone. Perhaps it could have been interesting, peering into Richard’s new life, with Lillie on my arm. Facing him by myself, I could barely muster a sentence. I let him tell me about the architect, who had lived in the home until his death, which occurred, so fortunately, a month before Richard had begun his property search. I let him recount his first visit, how it had been love at first sight. I let him talk about the origin of the materials; the trajectory of the sun; refittings, renovations.

They were nothing but boasts: a spiel he had presumably recited to his other guests. It was only when he mentioned the interior – ‘the vision isn’t mine, of course, I’m not the aesthetic genius’ – that I bristled, knowing to what, or whom, this self-deprecating comment referred.

The voices grew louder – my heartbeat, faster – as we passed into a darkening area of the corridor, illuminated cool by a wall of water. It was exquisitely blue, perfectly clear.

‘How unique,’ I said to Richard, who turned to me, shadows tracing the contours of his blue face, and smiled. I noted his lingering scent, still Eau Sauvage, of course, of course. ‘Some kind of contemporary sculpture?’

Richard laughed. I waited for him to finish, uncertain and unsmiling.

‘Yes, I can see it. A slice of the sea, a light installation,’ he said and laughed again, one staccato: Hah. ‘What a marvellous notion. But no, it’s not artwork. I had to find somewhere to show off Persephone, and this was the only suitable space.’

‘Persephone?’

The wall was empty. I would have thought the water motionless were it not for dancing rays of light.

‘You’ll meet her soon enough,’ he answered, continuing along the passage.

And then we exited to sunlight and sound. Richard threw out his arms and announced: ‘The atrium.’

It was magnificent. If the facade of the house had concealed a secret then this was its dazzling conclusion. The corridor opened onto a vast, vaulted room which, as we entered, I realised was only a mezzanine, overlooking another floor below. But these shifting perspectives were not the showstopper. For, where a wall should have faced us, at the far end of this concrete cathedral, there towered instead a window, stretching all the way across and up.

There it was, the sloping vista I had avoided until now. There, in the pit of my throat – the sudden drop, the return of those hills.

Richard called my name. I pried my fingers, knuckle-white, from the balcony wall and turned to catch him disappear down a spiral staircase.

However unexpected this architectural drama, none of it surprised me. Instead, I was surprised by the lack of faces that now tilted upward to register my arrival, examine my appearance. Seven faces: two known, the rest perhaps familiar – from the pages of a magazine, pixels, or parties, I could not say. Lillie was not among them. Lillie had not arrived. My hands trembled, my nerves thrummed, at this terrible realisation.

I neatened my skirt, my hair, my bracelet. I followed Richard down.

Picking my way, I told myself to calm. I had spotted Jerry and Tommo, two old friends. They would look after me until Lillie arrived. Which would surely be soon. Everything would be fine. The group of guests, sitting on couches at the centre of the cavernous room, was surrounded by twice as many champagne-bearers; I was simply early. Lillie would arrive, the house would fill with people, and everything would be fine.

My heels clanged the metal steps. I winced with each ringing note.

Three staff, solemn in head-to-toe black, awaited me at the bottom of the stairs: one with a tray of full flutes, one with a dish towel and frosty bottle, one to ask, ‘Champagne?’ and hand me the stem.

Richard lifted a glass from the tray for himself.

‘You’re drinking these days?’ I asked and took a mouthful. The fizz stung, the gulp was harsh. I blinked back the tears in my eyes.

He laughed, like the question had been ridiculous. ‘For a once-in-a-lifetime occasion, darling, yes.’

I pursed my lips, but he could do whatever he wanted. Richard was no longer my responsibility.

As we neared the little gathering, the room fell silent. There were smiles both warm and empty – and, I noticed, a smatter of annoyance at my presence interrupting talk.

‘So,’ I looked around the guests, at the staff lined up behind them, ‘am I early?’

Jerry winked, approaching me for a kiss, and added: ‘Yeah, Rich, where are all your friends? Interstate bumper-to-bumper?’

‘Fuck off,’ said Richard. Then, to me, gently: ‘I felt an intimate gathering would be more …’

‘Manageable?’ said Jerry.

‘Fitting.’

Conversation had bubbled back on the couches. I could now see that it was not a wall of water we had passed in the corridor upstairs, but an enormous aquarium spanning both floors. Above and beneath the blue, the shape of the tank continued in concrete, smoothed seamlessly into ceiling and floor like a load-bearing pillar. But it was so luminous, so alive with dancing sunlight and swaying plants – so antithetical to the surroundings.

The nearest waitress, a woman with sunny hair slicked into a ponytail, replenished the small sips I’d taken from my glass.

‘Thank you,’ I said.

She beamed at me, replied, ‘Of course,’ then let her face fall back to blank.

‘Let me check something with the caterers,’ said Richard, touching my back. ‘And after that I can introduce you around properly.’

‘Caterers?’ I turned to Jerry. He was dressed in characteristically hopeless clothes: a suit both over- and undersized. The shoulders were wrinkling, belly pushing at the shirt. ‘Is this a dinner party? I hadn’t – I didn’t expect any of this.’

‘Tell me about it. And when he says intimate,’ Jerry lowered his voice, ‘I don’t know. I’ve been here for an hour now and you’re the only person that’s arrived.’

‘You’ve been here an hour? He told Lillie things weren’t starting till eight, so I thought half past—’

‘Rich told me seven thirty. But I got the impression, when I came in, that some of the others might have been here for a while. They were surprised when I showed up.’

We examined the group. Only four discussions were taking place, including ours. Tommo smiled at me, nodded, over the shoulder of a short, Asian woman. To their left were two men: one older, sitting with his legs spread wide, dominating conversation; the younger, barely listening, eyes blandly roaming the room. An actor, almost certainly: he had a striking, yet forgettable face – the kind of face one could mould into any straight-toothed, thick-necked, all-American, all-white hero. I wasn’t sure whether I recognised him or not.

And there, on the other couch sat Richard’s partner, speaking with a woman whose face I could not see. I did not let my eyes linger in that direction; I couldn’t be caught staring.

‘Wonder what’s on the menu,’ said Jerry.

‘This is ridiculous,’ I said. Then, pathetically: ‘I’ve already eaten.’

Jerry chuckled. ‘I don’t know, I gotta tell you, I can’t see Rich accepting that excuse.’

‘Well maybe he should let people know what they’re getting into.’

‘Elsie,’ he said, ‘come on, you know that’s not his style.’

‘So he can accept the consequences,’ I said. ‘I’ll stay for one more drink after Lillie arrives and then I’m leaving. It’s lovely to see you, of course, but I didn’t fly across the country to spend time with’ – I whispered – ‘whoever these people are. Not for an unexpected, intimate, whatever-he-wants-to-call-it dinner party.’

Jerry clasped his chest. ‘You mean you didn’t schlep all that way for me? Because you missed this beautiful face?’

‘If I could spend all evening with your beautiful face, Jerry, I’d be thrilled, believe me. It’s the prospect of spending hours with a handful of strangers that concerns me.’

I had expected a large, bursting party – one of the sprawling carnivals Richard usually held in his own honour – and on the flight over I’d comforted myself with the thought that I could tuck into a corner, avoid uncomfortable encounters, cling to Lillie’s side. I had not prepared for this claustrophobic, unnatural scene. It was a movie set. The cast, costumed, at the centre; the staff circling the periphery, ensuring everything would unfold as planned. Constructed scenery, the carefully placed furniture, the champagne and glasses as props. And there was Richard, slipping between the two worlds, ready to direct the dialogue between guests, to task his crew, here and there.

What did that make me? I felt I belonged to neither role, but I was not like Richard – I was not in among it all. I wouldn’t perform. I was passive. Maybe the camera, or audience.

I sipped, again; the woman standing at my shoulder filled my glass, again; I thanked her, again.

‘Of course,’ she said.

It was a chirpy response, I thought, but not one that entirely made sense.

‘Glad to hear Lillie’s coming,’ said Jerry. ‘Oh,’ he added, as the woman moved to refill his champagne, ‘no, thanks. Actually, you know if there’s any Scotch?’

‘Of course,’ said the woman. ‘We’ve got a Macallan – would that be okay, sir?’

I studied the aquarium while they talked. The rocks and plants – purple, green and red – were hypnotic. Enough to distract my stare from the couch on the right, where Richard’s partner sat. The stalks were rippling, the water almost glowed. It was a splendid display, but for what? ‘Persephone’ must have been there, among the crags and fronds. Yet the luscious foliage appeared unoccupied from where I stood. The blue stretched empty, above.

‘Very nice,’ said Jerry. ‘Sure. Neat, but I can get it myself if you—’

‘No, please, allow me, sir. Macallan, neat.’

‘Thanks,’ said Jerry.

‘Of course,’ repeated the woman. The emptiness of the phrase, her enthusiasm, was grating. What did it mean? That we should, of course, be thankful?

‘Lillie, yeah – what was I saying?’ said Jerry. ‘Yeah, it’ll be good to see her. Finally emailed my pal, Bob, like she asked, and he’s fine with her getting in touch. Guess I’ll give her his details when she gets here.’

I nodded like I knew who Jerry was talking about, like my daughter let me in on the details of her life, her career. Jerry was Richard’s manager, so I imagined this Bob was a casting director, maybe an agent or manager.

‘How is she?’ Jerry said.

‘Lillie? She seems to be doing great. New house, new life. I’m staying with her. Over on Cahuenga.’

‘You must be so proud of her.’

‘I am,’ I said, ‘I am.’

The waitress returned with Jerry’s Scotch, presented on a black square napkin. He thanked her.

‘Of course.’ She took up the champagne bottle and resumed her position, just a foot behind us. Would the little group be waited upon like this all night?

Jerry held the napkin in a pinch to inspect it – then scrunched the thing into his pocket.

‘Anyhow,’ he said, ‘I gotta say it’s nice to have you in town again. Long time no see.’

‘Not since Richard’s fortieth,’ I replied.

‘Was it really ten years ago? Fuck. Ten years. But you’re looking great.’

And I did, following a weekly facial and the extra half-hour added to my daily schedule for moisturising, for smudging Touche Éclat, for taming flyaways. Had Jerry become as paranoid about ageing as I had over the last decade? Or was it simply a new item to add to my never-ending checklist: wipe the lipstick from your champagne glass, cross your legs, lift your chin to hide the budding jowl?

‘You look like shit,’ I said, touching his arm. And he did – hair thinning, withered. His hopeless suit.

Jerry laughed. The laugh was the same, as was his voice. Thick, a little throaty: peanut butter scooped straight from the jar. ‘Been keeping busy?’

It was the question I dreaded the most. There were different ways to answer. I could invoke my investment portfolio, my charity work – but this was Jerry. I opted instead for honesty.

‘No, I haven’t – but tell me, how’s Judy doing these days? Still no divorce?’

‘Oh jeez, not for lack of trying,’ Jerry said. ‘But I love her, separation threats and all. She’s great. How about you, anyone special?’

‘There have been one or two men in my life, but not currently, no.’

Richard was making his way back across the room, directing staff to fill glasses as he went.

I moved closer to Jerry, whispered: ‘So Richard’s drinking now?’

Jerry sighed. ‘I don’t know. I’ve given up on telling the guy what to do. He said it was for his birthday, but come on, I know how he is. You and I both know. I was like, fine, whatever, long as you don’t give me these bullshit excuses. I just figure … I mean, with everyone else here, it’s not my place, you know? Like when you were around. I took a back seat then. Not my place, not my problem.’

Jerry watched Richard for a moment, then added: ‘He seems to have a handle on it. Just two champagnes, I’ve counted. But it’s – I mean, he’s always in control, until suddenly he isn’t. You know?’

I did.

I let my gaze drift back to the aquarium, to the motion of the fronds, the back and forth, and then I caught it – bright and red – snaking out from the rocks at the bottom of the tank. A tentacle: the ninth guest.

Richard noted my stare, sidled back to us.

‘Persephone, Elspeth,’ he said. ‘Elspeth, Persephone.’

Only a sliver of the creature was visible – two limbs, now, and part of the head were spilling out of the crevice. Nevertheless, there was something about the fluid mass that raised the hairs at the back of my neck. It was mesmerising. It was grotesque.

Richard watched me, a smirk dancing around the edges of his mouth.

I tried to appear nonchalant as I said: ‘And we’ll be spending the night with that creature watching over us?’

Richard nudged Jerry: ‘You see, this is why we divorced – now I can buy all the pretty presents I desire.’

I laughed with the men, but it came out plastic: hard and fake.

‘That’s funny,’ I said, to Jerry. ‘I thought we had divorced so he could fuck all the things he desired.’

I hadn’t thought it would carry over the chatter.

There was silence until Richard laughed, then a couple of his friends, three seconds behind. I drank from my glass, hid my blushing cheeks.

Jerry threw up his hands and cried indignantly: ‘Am I the only one here who hasn’t slept with Rich?’

Richard stole me from Persephone and Jerry, introduced me to each cluster of guests.

‘Charlie, Miguel, this is my ex-wife, Elspeth,’ he said, as both rose to their feet to kiss my cheeks. ‘Charlie, you’ll recognise as the star of Dominus. Miguel, my dearest fat cat.’ Richard gestured toward the two men as he spoke. They had already resumed their private conversation – Charlie, vacant and gorgeous, reclining on the cushions, fiddling with his hair; Miguel emphasising each syllable with a thrust of his hand. I didn’t recognise the former from Dominus – I hadn’t seen it yet – but maybe from posters, the trailer; maybe I’d driven past his billboard-stretched face.

Richard added: ‘I don’t think I was working with Miguel’s studio back when you and I were together, but he’s the man to thank for my last few films. Perfect producer. As you know, Ellie darling,’ he flashed me a grin, ‘a good exec should be seen and not heard.’

I recognised both inhabitants of the next couch, now that I was closer: the woman who’d had her back turned to me was Sabine Selmi, Richard’s latest leading lady, and there, beside her, was a young black man named Honey, whose bleach-blond hair was shaved close to his head. His shirt was bright white, crisp. I watched him tug one sleeve an inch to the left, so the obsidian cufflink lay perfectly over his outer wrist bone.

Neither looked up until Richard said their names, choosing Sabine first – ‘my Gallic muse’ – then, without pause: ‘and Honey Carlisle, my partner.’

I knew that Richard was back with Honey – it was the only reason I had agreed to attend with Lillie; she had not wanted to face her father’s boyfriend alone – yet nothing could have prepared me for that moment.

A heat was building in my chest: the need to escape their beautiful stares, their judgement. Neither Sabine nor Honey stood to greet me; no fake kisses or greetings, just a polite pause, nods.

Then they looked away, unimpressed. Sabine continued talking; Honey ran a hand over his golden hair. I turned to find Richard already moving on to the final pair.

‘Now this scoundrel, you know all too well,’ he said.

Tommo, an old schoolfriend of Richard’s, squeezed my shoulder as he kissed my cheeks. ‘Elspeth, what a delightful surprise.’

‘And Kei,’ Richard continued, ‘you might remember, is my favourite cinematographer.’

I could recall neither the face nor the name. She was a handsome woman, small but well built. A short back and sides, a thick, silver watch.

We locked eyes, she smiled, as Richard went on: ‘You’ve been my DP for how long, Kei?’

‘One Hundred Years was our first real project together,’ she said.

‘So that must have been …’

I remembered exactly when it was released: as our divorce was finalised. The making of the movie was carved into my past: how the filming trip had lengthened the distance between us; how the wrap party had exposed our lies and our apathy; how, finally, I had left with Lillie and Richard had let me. I’d never managed to sit through the film – Richard’s third studio-backed feature; a surreal, anthological exploration of the Battle of Agincourt. But I had idly wondered whether our divorce boosting the box-office figures, with all the TMZ articles and E! segments, should have factored into the final settlement.

‘A decade?’ said Kei.

Eight years, nine months, two weeks, give or take.

‘Thereabouts,’ said Richard. ‘Anyway, I’ll leave you in these capable hands, while I check everything backstage.’

‘Where on earth does he keep dashing off to?’ asked Tommo.

He was taller than I remembered, with an Adam’s apple that bobbed as he spoke and that hearty British look. I could picture him with a newspaper rolled under his long arm, striding in his Monday morning work suit – though he was dressed, that night, in a cream shirt unbuttoned at the neck and pants too bright blue for finance.

‘I heard something about caterers,’ I said.

‘Caterers? Bloody hell. Is this a dinner party now? I did wonder about the numbers. A little unconventional for Dicky.’ Tommo looked at Kei. ‘Did you hear anything about this?’

‘I’m as clueless as you, dude,’ she said. Kei held herself awkwardly, one hand in pocket – the stem of her glass in a fist. ‘So, uh, Elspeth. Did you have far to travel? Or are you local?’

Tommo scoffed before I could answer. ‘Oh no, look at her. She’s far too pale for California. No offence intended, darling. You’re the purest porcelain.’

‘None taken,’ I said. And then to Kei: ‘New York City.’

‘Cool,’ she said. ‘Whereabouts?’

‘Manhattan. Carnegie Hill?’

Kei nodded and nodded like she was searching for something to say. I looked to the aquarium – I was curious to see what the others thought of Persephone – but she had disappeared again, and I couldn’t quite phrase the question.

Tommo stepped in. ‘And how’s Lillie?’

‘She’s great, yes, she’ll be arriving any minute now, so you can ask her yourself.’

My words had come out too cheery and my facial expression, I was certain, was verging on sarcastic. I was happy to see Tommo again, I was, and the cinematographer seemed nice enough, but I felt too aware of myself in this three-way conversation, too preoccupied with my daughter’s absence.

I tried to relax my shoulders, took a sip of champagne.

‘I didn’t know Lillie was coming.’ Kei seemed genuinely pleased. ‘Are you staying with her? When we were working on Dominus she was telling me about all of that shit with the realtors, and I was like: Welcome to the real world, my friend. From here on out everything is admin, your hangovers are gonna suck ass, and everyone will let you down. Especially LA realtors. Especially.’

‘Oh she moved, did she?’ Tommo said. ‘Where to?’

I opened my mouth to answer, but was interrupted by the silver-sounding ring of metal on glass.

‘Now that we are all, at last, gathered together,’ called Richard. ‘I’d like you to join me in the dining area. Our dinner is served. This way.’

My gaze followed the shaft of light down to the couch. I could have been a young woman in morning sun, slowly opening my eyes to the face of my lover. I might have discovered something beautiful in his lazy posture. I might have seen something fragile in his exposed neck.

But the spell of sleep could not last.

Stale cigarette smoke lingered in the air. Empty bottles, concrete floor. I was awake. My arm was cold and wet. My body ached.

And his elbow was bent. And his fingers were splayed. And his head was thrown back.

I pushed myself up from the floor, shaking, wiped the hairs caught in my saliva, smeared across my cheek. I sat down beside him. I looked. My breath caught, my heart clenched—

The wet ‘O’ of the mouth, the stare of the eyes, the stench of vomit.

I did not think; I reached forwards.

The flesh was cold to the touch.

As I rounded the aquarium to find the dining area, the bursting detail that met me felt like a reflection of the tank, with its colourful weeds and rockery: a contained chaos. The table, at first glance, was beautifully laid: pink, blue, yellow wax candles, dribbling down their sticks; lilac wisteria tumbling from bowls; blue glass plates; dishes piled heavy with food. It was busy and bright, vivid against the stark room.

At second glance, the dishes were anarchy. Sugared donuts battling lobster; strawberries and cream almost escaping to the sushi platter below; a whole roast turkey kicking tiramisu. The other guests laughed, exclaimed with delight.

I was silent – what had Richard said? We were not, surely, all gathered. Not yet.

‘Yes, yes,’ Richard called, ‘it’s eccentric, I know. Take your seats and I’ll explain.’

There were only nine places: no chair for Lillie. I circled the table, reading the little hand-painted cards on each plate, hoping I had miscounted. But I had not: my daughter’s name was absent. So Lillie would not arrive until after the meal. Could I survive another hour or so without her?

I slipped my cell from my purse to text her, but Tommo held my arm. Murmured: ‘Didn’t you get the lecture on the way in? Dicky said no phones tonight. I mean, he didn’t go so far as to confiscate them on the door, but I got the impression he’d try if we pushed it.’

Another ridiculous demand. I would message her, surreptitiously, when attention was directed elsewhere.

I found my own name last, between Charlie on one side and an empty end at the foot of the table. Why hadn’t the chairs been pulled around? Maybe the space had been saved in case Lillie arrived in time – or maybe Richard, at the head of the table, wanted all attention on him.

The waiters stood behind us. White-gloved, now. I took my seat, turned to Charlie, but he was talking with Sabine and so I picked up my place card. Stared at the name until its cursive gold letters became almost unrecognisable. It was surrounded by a burst of dark-blue lines. I turned over the card, found one word: Soul.

Charlie was inspecting his card as well. It was bordered with yellow and gold constellations.

‘Ether?’ he read from the reverse. ‘What the hell is that supposed to mean?’

‘Aren’t they gorgeous?’ said Richard. ‘It’s all Honey’s work. The flowers and the candles too. But those place cards, I absolutely adore.’

‘Did you paint them?’ Charlie asked. ‘Why does mine say Ether?’

Honey smiled to himself. ‘It’s not – I just kind of got carried away.’

‘Don’t be modest,’ said Richard. ‘It’s unbecoming.’

Honey mock scowled at him, then turned back to the table to explain. ‘I wanted a theme,’ he said, ‘so I decided that each of us would be an element. In one branch of Hindu philosophy there are nine—’

‘I’m Time,’ said Jerry. ‘Why am I Time? You think I’m getting old? Shouldn’t that be Rich?’

‘Richard is Space,’ said Honey. ‘I’m Earth.’ He pointed at each of us in turn. ‘Sabine, Water. Elspeth, Soul or Self. Kei is Fire, Tommo is Mind and Miguel is …’

‘I’m Air,’ declared Miguel.

‘Air, yeah, that’s it.’ Honey cleared his throat. ‘But it’s not like it’s significant or anything, I just – I was interested in the concepts so I thought—’

‘But, like, what does it mean?’ said Charlie. ‘I still don’t understand why I’m Ether.’

‘It’s not important,’ said Richard. ‘They’re just place cards. A pretty bit of fun. Please. The food is getting cold.’

Honey looked down at his plate, straightened his knife and fork.

‘Well I think they’re thoughtful,’ said Kei. ‘And I like mine. Fire. I’m gonna keep it.’

Richard tapped his glass again, though no one else was speaking. ‘I’m sure you’re all wondering about this eclectic feast before you. I do hope you can forgive an old man his whims. Please, start tucking in while I explain.’

The guests passed the dishes back and forth, ladling cream, drizzling sauce, dipping fries in tiramisu. Tommo waved a waiter away so he could carve the turkey himself. He draped slices on the others’ plates, over cream and sushi and coffee-soaked ladyfingers. Kei was passing out steaks with a pair of tongs. I declined. Took one small donut instead. Placed it on my plate, licked the powdered sugar from my fingertips.

‘When I was a young boy,’ Richard raised his voice over the crockery, the clatters and the scrapes, ‘I had a sweet tooth and a very old-fashioned nanny – an unfortunate combination. She’d engineer the most foul concoctions for supper. Dry mutton, glutinous kidneys, and I’d only be allowed the saving grace of custard for pudding if I finished every last mouthful.’

I watched as Jerry held the lobster’s head in one hand and tail in the other – twisted and tore them apart with a crunch. Each claw was snapped off; he split the shell of the tail, freed the meat with his bare fingers and ripped it apart. Dipped each piece into a bowl of butter, sucked each finger. Then Jerry paused, wiped his hands, picked up his cutlery, and sliced into his steak. He groaned as he removed the knife, as the flesh settled into shape. Pink and red and glistening.

‘Well,’ Richard continued, ‘I swore that when I was old enough to decide for myself, I’d start with pudding, every night. And although we don’t quite do that every night – do we, baby?’ He looked to Honey. ‘I nonetheless wanted to give it a go for this special occasion. And who can deny the delicious taste of salty with sweet? Perhaps we’ll discover a new culinary combination tonight.’

‘Turkey and tiramisu?’ said Jerry, still working his way through the pile of meat. ‘I don’t think so.’

‘But,’ Richard went on, ‘I didn’t want this to just be a treat for me. The staff have been working incredibly hard tonight to create dishes that I know you’ll all enjoy. They’ve had to suffer some quite strange requests. Now, what do we have? Nine dishes, one indulgence for each of my guests.’

If there were nine then maybe one had been created for Lillie. I could only hope. I brought my purse to my lap so I could compose my text to her while pretending to look for something.

‘Ah yes,’ said Richard. ‘Here’s the surf and turf for Jerry, which we have a long tradition of ordering when we have something to celebrate.’

I waited till I could see the message had been delivered.

‘Been getting it for years,’ said Jerry through a mouthful. ‘Decades! But somehow I’m the only one who piles on the pounds.’

‘It’s not from our usual place – a little Scottish tavern in Atwater Village – my chef has made his own version. Then what else? Tiramisu for Charlie because I know how much you love coffee.’

‘Yes sir, I do,’ said Charlie. He laughed, like it was a private joke, though I noticed he hadn’t spooned any onto his plate.

‘Miguel,’ Richard continued, ‘yours is particularly special.’

‘Rich,’ the producer grinned, ‘don’t tell me this is actually from Nozawa.’

‘It is, it is. Nozawa Bar created these sushi items just for you – jellyfish, I think, maybe eel too – they’re not even on the menu at the restaurant tonight. Let me tell you, that was no mean feat.’

‘Unbelievable. You know me too well, buddy.’

‘I won’t reveal which organ I had to sell on the black market to pay for that. What else? Donuts for Kei, who always brings a colossal batch for the cast and crew on the last day of shooting. Strawberries and cream for Tommo, his childhood favourite—’

‘Will I find vinegar in this one?’ asked Tommo. He addressed the rest of us: ‘Dicky pranked me with this dish in school. Said I was a philistine for never having tried strawberries with vinegar and after much, much provoking I finally gave in.’

‘It’s true,’ said Richard. ‘Vinegar and strawberries are a match made in heaven.’

‘Didn’t explain that strawberries work best with balsamic, though, did you, Dicky? For the record, malt vinegar and curdled cream are a terrible, terrible match.’

Richard laughed. ‘No vinegar this time. And finally we have: some pastries, some asparagus, and Thanksgiving turkey with all the trimmings. I’ll let you talk among yourselves to work out which is for whom and the reasons why – it can be a fun little ice-breaker, can’t it? Ah yes, I almost forgot the ninth dish! My own.’

So the ninth was not for Lillie. Then it was certain: she wouldn’t be arriving for a while. I checked my phone.

‘Hot cross buns,’ Richard was saying. ‘A reminder of my childhood – Elspeth?’

I looked up, tried to recompose my expression as though I’d been listening.

‘Is that a phone?’ he said.

‘I was just checking when—’

‘No excuses, Elspeth. Rules are rules.’

The others were watching. Their knives and forks hovered. For a moment, I wondered whether this was worth an argument – to show he held no sway over me. But Richard was smiling. He wanted a challenge. I couldn’t be bothered to fight him. There was no response from Lillie anyway, and how would it have looked, if Richard was the one to tell me, in front of everyone, where our daughter was? He would love that.

I put away my cell. Tore the donut in two and took a bite. It was dry. It stuck to the roof of my mouth.

‘As I was saying,’ Richard continued, ‘a reminder of my childhood. Toasted, with butter. Anyway, I’ll leave it there. Bon appétit, bon appétit. May you feast till your bellies burst. And no phones. Please. It’s for your own good.’

The guests were still eating, but had settled down – no more plates travelling across the table. In their wake, the tablecloth was a mess: dollops of cream, the grease of the meaty knives and tongs, and was that a pool of egg yolk or candle wax, crusting into the linen?

I sipped at my water. I was not hungry. Wondered, lazily, which dish was mine. None of the unclaimed plates were recognisable. Was it the Thanksgiving turkey? It hadn’t been a huge celebration in our house, but the triangular pastries were entirely alien, and I’d never cooked asparagus before.

‘Who’s left?’ said Tommo.

‘These are mine.’ Sabine pointed to the pastries. ‘Brik. My mother’s is best, but these are not so bad. Try, try. But there is raw egg inside, so you must be careful when you bite.’

‘Now you tell me,’ said Jerry. Yolk had dripped down his shirt.

‘And this turkey,’ Sabine said, holding her champagne glass out to a waiter for a refill. ‘Very American. I think I will guess: is it for Charlie?’

‘No, he’s the tiramisu,’ said Tommo.

‘Then we say … Ah, for Honey? Is it you?’

He nodded.

‘You are patriotic?’ Sabine said.

His mouth was full; he smiled, bashful. Waited until he had swallowed before saying: ‘No, it’s – I had this religious upbringing, where we didn’t celebrate any secular holidays. And when Richard found that out, right at the start of our relationship, he surprised me with a Thanksgiving meal the next day. For breakfast.’

‘The whole shebang,’ said Richard. ‘And you know what he said? I’d have been happy with turkey sandwiches.’

The group laughed. Richard reached across the table to kiss Honey’s cheek.

‘Very romantic, I’m sure,’ said Tommo. ‘But we’ve got a game to win. Who’s the asparagus?’

‘The asparagus …’ Sabine bit into a strawberry as she looked around the group. ‘But no, we have already guessed everyone.’

I had finished my glass of water and was having trouble signalling to the waiter facing me. He was enamoured with Sabine. I waited for him to break his stare for just one moment, but it was hopeless.

Sabine took another forkful, slid the fruit off the prongs with her teeth. ‘I know,’ she said. ‘It is a trick.’

Another waiter noticed me, nudged Sabine’s admirer. He jumped to refill my glass.

‘No, you’re wrong,’ said Tommo. ‘There’s one more person left.’

He waited for a moment to build the suspense, then turned his head, sharp. Almost an accusation. ‘Elspeth – are you the asparagus?’

I froze under their stare. I’d only been faintly following the conversation.

‘I don’t know,’ I stuttered. ‘I can’t think that—’

‘Come on, Ellie,’ said Richard. ‘Don’t tell me you’ve forgotten?’

He smiled strangely: with his mouth, not his eyes. The table was silent. The guests were watching.

‘Our honeymoon,’ he said. ‘Norfolk asparagus, remember? That picnic?’

That picnic.

‘You remember, don’t you, Ellie?’

I hadn’t remembered before, but I did now. I nodded. Tried to smile. Raised my glass to Tommo.

‘Congratulations,’ I said, ‘you’ve rooted me out.’

‘Well, there we are,’ said Tommo. Then to Sabine: ‘Tough luck.’

Kei was sobbing. ‘How could we—’

Tommo, eyes wide open, was shaking his head.

‘He must have taken more after we went to sleep,’ said Jerry. ‘Did anyone see? What do you remember? He must have done more while we were sleeping, right?’

‘When was he—’ Kei said. ‘How could we – how could we—’

‘Should we clean up this shit before the cops arrive?’ Miguel, lurching toward the table, seemed to be directing this at me – but I could not think, I could not talk.

‘My manager’s going to fucking kill me,’ said Charlie, shaking his head. ‘Why the fuck am I here? There’s no way this won’t get out. No way. Fuck. Fuck. I can’t be here.’

Sabine pulled Kei out to the lawn.

‘Fuck,’ cried Charlie. ‘Fuck.’

Needles and spoons clattered back onto the marble as Miguel tried to gather them.

‘Hey,’ shouted Jerry. ‘Don’t touch that, don’t fucking touch that. We leave everything as it is. Nobody leaves. Nothing covered up or we’re looking at jail. Hey. Hey!’

He slapped Miguel’s wrist, pulled him up by the collar.

‘You want the lead role in San Quentin’s Christmas cabaret?’ He spat. ‘Calm the fuck down.’

The sirens were low in the distance. Jerry dropped Miguel, who crumpled to the floor, trembling.

‘A mess, a fucking mess,’ he seemed to be saying. ‘A mess.’

Jerry looked at Charlie, at Miguel. ‘Okay,’ he said, slowly. Voice lowered. ‘Okay. We wait until the cops arrive and then we explain everything. Richard overdosed while we were asleep. Nobody needs to lie about anything, nobody needs to cover up the drugs – we can’t change that now. It’s all here. We’re here. Richard overdosed. Those are the facts. We just explain everything to the cops when they arrive. Richard overdosed while we were asleep.’

Honey returned to the room in silence, perched on the arm of the couch, inches from the body. I was horrified to see it loll, ever so slightly, with this movement. It was too much.

‘Fucking look at him,’ said Charlie, eyes on Richard.

The sun was coming clean through the window. Sabine, just beyond the glass, was stroking Kei’s hair, whispering into her ear.

We sat in silence till the sirens were upon us. Only then did I think of Lillie – that I would have to reach her before the paparazzi captured the yellow-taped mansion.

‘Richard,’ said Tommo, dropped his head into his big hands and wept.

‘I’d like to say a few words,’ said Richard.

‘Speech,’ shouted Jerry. ‘Shut the fuck up, the old man wants to speak.’

Conversation crumbled away as Richard cleared his throat.

‘First of all,’ he said, ‘I’d like to take this opportunity to thank the chefs and the wait staff for looking after us so well tonight.’

As we applauded, the chefs trailed into the room in a long line. Stood awkwardly, the four of them, with hands behind their backs – apart from one, who was wiping his palms on his apron.

‘I have to say,’ continued Richard, ‘they really have performed feats of magic tonight. Chef Brady even baked authentic hot cross buns from scratch after I discovered that the locals make them with icing sugar – sacrilege. Thank you, again. Thank you to all of you.’

The tallest chef nodded, and they filed out.

‘That was …’ Jerry, patted his belly, exhaled. ‘That was phenomenal.’

‘I don’t think I’ll need to eat again for a week,’ said Tommo.

Richard waited until the plates were gone before clearing his throat again. I checked my phone quickly. Nothing from Lillie. I would have to pull Richard aside and ask what was happening. But not now: he was engrossed in his hosting theatrics.

‘Well,’ he said, beaming, surveying the room, ‘who can believe we’re here? Half a century, gosh …’

He looked wistfully to the window, as if lost for words. I knew this was not the case, knew he would have been rewriting and rehearsing this speech for months: recitations to the bathroom mirror, tears welling as he waited for his espresso to dribble from the machine.

‘… what a thing to behold. There are many celebrations that might befit an ageing man’s birthday, and I so wanted to make this year’s festivities special. I mulled over the possibilities: another large party full of characters I can’t even name? A retreat to the other side of the world? Put on a show at Grauman’s?’

Richard stood up. The head of the table was nearest to the towering window, and so he was silhouetted as he picked up his glass, taking his time to drink – to force a pause on the room.

‘But then I considered the cast of my entire life.’ He wandered to Miguel’s chair. Rested one hand on his shoulder. ‘The people who had shaped me into the round-bellied, cynical fool that stands here before you. And I thought: the celebration for this milestone should not be a celebration of me. It should be a celebration of each and every one of you.’

A moment of silence for this perfect performance.

‘So, dearly beloved,’ Richard strolled back to stand behind his own seat, ‘we are gathered here today to honour the memories of the last fifty years …’

Titters of laughter sprinkled here and there.

‘… as tonight, I celebrate you and your lives, friends and loves, old and new. Let us begin with a little toast.’

We lifted our glasses from the stained tablecloth.

‘To Miguel,’ he said, ‘who fights for my dream, every day. The man to whom I owe the last few years of my professional life, who I’ve entrusted with my most important work. Sometimes, Miguel, I think you’re the only person who truly understands my vision.’

The producer wiped the corner of his eye with a knuckle, as Richard moved on.

‘To Tommo – my oldest, dearest friend. My brother.’

Tommo raised his glass to Richard, nodded.

‘To Jerry, without whom I’d have no career at all. And to Kei, who weaves my ideas into being.’

I braced myself as he turned to our half of the table.

‘To Ellie,’ he said, ‘who raised my wonderful Lillie into a bright young woman.’

I smiled back at Richard, but my foot was tapping under the table. I wanted this lengthy toast to end so I could ask him when our bright young woman would arrive. I must have suffered nearly two hours without her already. When we’d discussed arriving separately, Lillie had said nothing about coming this late. She needed to visit a friend beforehand, but she would get to the party at eight, and I’d been careful to arrive half an hour after that. Now the clock on my phone had crept past ten. I could feel the worry encroaching – had something happened to her on the drive? – but Richard seemed not to have noticed, seemed relaxed, which made me think he knew exactly where she was.

‘To Charlie: a talented young man at the very start of a dazzling career. To Sabine – a star, an artist, an icon. And to Honey, to Honey …’

Richard paused.

‘To Honey, my love, beside whom I know, I know, I want to spend every day of the rest of my life.’

Honey kissed two fingers, held them up to Richard, in some kind of secret gesture. Richard took the hand and squeezed it. Turned back to his audience.

‘To each and every one of you.’ His voice was booming now. ‘To each and every year. To all days of glory, joy and happiness.’

Had his eyes deliberately fallen upon me with those words?

But no, of course not: they were sweeping back across the room again, to rest on Honey, sitting by his side.

They held each other’s gaze. I knew that look of love. How Richard could kiss you with his eyes, adorn you with his words, lift you up before a crowd and say: this is special, this one is mine. I held my breath, felt the air press down upon me, averted my eyes to the aquarium in case anyone looked on.

And then the moment passed.

‘To love,’ Richard croaked.

‘To love!’ the guests cheered, each raising a glass.

We sipped, some applauded; Jerry slapped his thigh. Richard took Honey’s chin in one hand and pulled him close for a kiss.

As toasting slid back to talk, I pushed my chair from the table. Approached my ex-husband. Leaned in, discreetly: the familiar aftershave – a familiar look of guilt.

‘Earlier,’ I whispered, ‘you said we were all here. But where’s Lillie? Isn’t she supposed to have arrived by now? Has something happened?’

To my alarm, Richard grabbed my hand.

‘Apologies, Miguel,’ he said, turning from the producer. And then, to me: ‘Let’s talk in the corridor.’

As Sedgwick was taped away and the uniforms swarmed, we were each taken aside and asked some simple questions: when the body had been found, whether anybody else had been in the house, whether we would remain in the city and pass on our contact details. Tommo cancelled his flight back to London, and Sabine hers to Paris. There would be a routine inquest; the death was not being treated as suspicious.

I was only supposed to be staying with Lillie for a couple of nights, to spend some time together and attend Richard’s party. With his death, my return to New York had been postponed indefinitely. The police needed me present, yes, but my daughter needed me more. To keep her company, hold her tight, tell her it would all be okay. She hadn’t asked, we hadn’t discussed it. I had, simply, not left.

I was making Lillie a breakfast she would not have eaten when the phone call came on Monday, three days later – I was required at the station. The scrambled eggs, still half raw, were scraped straight from pan to bin. But I knocked on her door lightly, set a steaming coffee and some water on the bedside table.

‘I have to leave,’ I told Lillie, sitting down on her quilt.

She was lying on her side, facing the wall. The sun seeped through her curtains.

‘They want me at the station,’ I said. ‘I don’t know when I’ll be back. Will you be okay by yourself?’

I tucked her hair behind an ear.

Lillie blinked, glassy. ‘What did you say?’

‘The police called – I need to answer some questions for them. Are you going to be okay staying here alone?’

She nodded, just.

‘Did you get some sleep? How are you doing today?’

‘I don’t know,’ she said.

There was a humming and a tapping at the window – an insect hurtling into the pane. I could make out its shadow, every now and then, a smudge behind the curtain.

‘Do you need me to get you anything while I’m out?’

‘I don’t know,’ she said. I put a hand on her forehead: hot.

‘Have you been drinking water?’ I asked, but Lillie seemed not to hear me.

She murmured: ‘It keeps going through my mind.’

‘What does?’

‘The sentence. It’s only the words and nothing else.’

The insect paused for a moment – maybe resting, maybe crawling on the glass.

‘He’s dead,’ she said. ‘That’s the sentence: He’s dead. It’s only the words and they’re not stopping and I can’t work out what they mean so I just keep saying them to myself. He’s dead.’

The window-tapping resumed.

‘Sometimes,’ she said, staring at the wall, ‘I’ll think about something else. Like maybe I taste my breath and I think: I should brush my teeth. Then it hits me again: he’s dead. And I can’t move.’ Her voice was flat; her lips were white. She mouthed the phrase, slowly: ‘He’s dead,’ she said. ‘He’s dead.’

Lillie closed her eyes, wrinkled her forehead. ‘But it’s not – they aren’t making sense to me.’

The air con woke up. Its airy white noise, the click as the slats angled up and down, made the room quieter, emptier, somehow.

Each time I’d slipped into her room over the past few days, to check how she was doing, I had expected to find chaos: soccer gear and socks strewn, books spilling from strange corners, maybe crumb-scattered plates and at least fifteen mugs. That chaos had been the source of many arguments back home – there were months when I could barely wedge open her door, the floor was so buried in junk.

When she had shown me around her pristine house, that first afternoon, I’d smugly told myself that the polished surfaces wouldn’t last. Lillie had obviously set the stage for my arrival and I almost laughed: I knew my nineteen-year-old daughter didn’t live like this. She didn’t regularly refill the dish-soap dispenser; she didn’t have a closet of spare towels; she certainly didn’t sift utility bills from the post, slip each stack into different drawers.

No, I had been wrong. Everything had remained untouched since that evening. Of course, Lillie had barely moved from her bed, and I had been tiptoeing around, carefully returning each item to its designated home. But that wasn’t it – increasingly, as I haunted her house, I had the feeling it would have stayed pristine, regardless. Something about the way her shoes were paired up beneath the coat rack, the way the books were arranged to a rainbow on each shelf. When Lillie was little, no matter how messy everything else, her pots of nail polish would be lined up in height order. If I asked her to tidy her bedroom on a Saturday morning, that was how she whiled away the hours. Shifting her dollhouse couch an inch to the left, straightening the nail polishes – the muddy soccer gear remained.

Lillie’s new house, I realised, was not an adaptation of her bedroom back home: it was hers, each inch, even the dish soap and the cloths. The mugs here deserved as much consideration as her nine-year-old self had given those tiny glass bottles of polish, with their sparkling lilacs and blues.

And yet this realisation had done little, over the past few days, to change my expectations. The shock was still there, opening this bedroom door to find that expanse of carpet. To see my daughter in the bed in the corner, surrounded by very little at all.

‘I hate leaving you like this,’ I told her. ‘Do you want me to call a friend?’

‘No,’ she said. Her eyes were still shut. ‘Don’t.’

‘Can I open the curtains?’

She didn’t answer.

On that terrible morning, I had reached Lillie before the news broke. Drove as fast as I could. She was in the kitchen, still wearing pyjamas, cutting strawberries for her breakfast. I took the knife out of her hands, made her sit down.

‘I don’t understand,’ she kept repeating, after I had told her. ‘I don’t understand.’

She was shaking, unblinking. There was a smear of red juice on her cheek.

‘I don’t understand,’ she said. ‘Dad?’ And that was when she cried out. Not a sob: one choke – a strange, strangled sound.

It was all I could do: whisper ‘I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry,’ into her hair, hug her as she rocked back and forth.

‘I’m sorry,’ I said, and I could not rinse Richard’s image from my mind: the wet ‘O’ of his mouth, the stare of his eyes.

Perching on Lillie’s bed, thinking of that moment, I was not sure which hurt the most: the violent wrench I had felt in my chest that morning; or this drawn-out ache, watching her lying limp, only a husk of herself. I had known that first scream would end and I had known how to hold her, then. But this?

Lillie’s phone drilled violently – once, twice – somewhere on the other side of the room.

‘Do you want me to get that for you?’

‘No,’ she said.

There was nothing I could do.

‘Drink some water.’ I bent down to kiss her cheek. ‘It’s there, next to you, with some coffee. I’ll be back as fast as I can. And you can call me. Call me, if you need anything. Will you call?’

She didn’t answer, so I kissed her again. Tried to not look back at her, bundled in the covers, as I gently closed the door.

This time the police needed a detailed timeline:

When had I been invited to the party?

When had I arrived?

Who was there?

Which of the other guests had I known before that night?

Did I remember how the night proceeded?

And then, who did I talk to?

What did I eat, drink?

And then?

And did I remember how Richard was behaving? Did he seem anxious?

And at what point were drugs consumed?

Did I consume any drugs?

And then I just fell asleep?

On the floor?

But – they wanted to get this straight – I hadn’t consumed any drugs?

I had missed the two detectives’ names when first introduced: my mind was still with Lillie. As this dawned on me, I studied their faces, tried to find solid footing in the blinks and freckles of the male officer, in the frizz and fidgeting of his colleague.

She had been staring into her mug while he questioned, repositioning it on the table with an audible scrape every now and then. There was something coming, I knew.

When her colleague was done, she raised her head and said, quite slowly and deliberately: ‘Ms Bryant Bell, you were the one who found your ex-husband’s body.’

The fluorescent lighting buzzed overhead. She did not continue.

‘Sorry,’ I said, ‘is there a question?’

She took her hands from the mug, clasped them together.

‘Can you recall that discovery for us?’

‘When did Lillie say she would arrive?’
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