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			Family life sometimes had a vortex, like weather.

			– Lorrie Moore

			

		
	
		
			1

			After fifteen years of marriage, Will likes to think he has a PhD in Maggie. He knows how her mind works. The way she worries. Which is why he gives her hand a squeeze as the car climbs the hill towards the house, aware of how she’ll be feeling: relieved they’ve arrived in one piece; glad to be on holiday; planning the meals she’ll cook to repay Lydia and Roland for hosting; anxious about how the children will cope in the heat. She feels things deeply, always. In here, she told him when they were lying in bed together one morning, early on, poking at her stomach with the pad of one finger. It used to be the thing he loved best about her. Recently, it’s been stealing sleep from him.

			Will tries to take their friends at face value when they say that having them to stay every summer is no trouble. That those last two weeks of August in the Lot wouldn’t be the same without them. That, if anything, they should be paying them! That last line he’s less keen on, even though Maggie assures him there’s no charitable subtext and reminds him (as if he needs reminding) that not having a holiday home in France wouldn’t make them a good cause anyway.

			‘Is this really the twentieth year we’ve done this?’ he asks, easing his foot off the accelerator as they reach the crest of the hill, the wrought-iron gates coming into view. He thinks back to their first visit, at the end of their first year, and groans as he adds, ‘Are we really that old?’

			A beat goes by before Maggie responds, and as he indicates the beat multiplies, pelting his poor choice of words. His wife’s fortieth birthday is just a few days away, and no, no, no. He still hasn’t got her a present.

			When she does respond: ‘Think how Roland feels.’

			He smiles, parts his lips to congratulate her on the deflection before changing his mind and pressing them back together. It was just the one year that he, Lydia and Maggie came without Roland – when they still thought of him as their professor.

			As he steers the car off the country road and on to the driveway, gravel crunching beneath the tyres, he tries to picture the shops in town. But all he can see is that gourmet grocery store, and he can hardly give her fancy fruit and veg.

			‘Here we go,’ says Maggie, sitting up tall.

			He defers his decision, again, and takes a breath before rolling down his window and ushering in a swell of warm air.

			They trundle through the avenue of mighty trees with peeling bark. Birdsong filters down from overhanging branches that interlink like outstretched fingers, either recently reunited or on the point of parting. The lawn is parched, more yellow than green. The sun low in the sky. He glimpses the house up ahead, grand but decaying, with unruly creepers clambering across pale stone walls offset by chipped russet roof tiles and faint blue shutters.

			Will exhales. ‘I wonder how she’s doing.’

			‘Mary, you mean?’

			He flashes her a look. ‘Who else?’

			‘Well, Lydia for one. This whole thing hasn’t been easy on her, you know? She told me he’s been spending more of the week with his ex-wife in Scotland than with her in London.’

			‘Because his ex-wife is dying, Mags.’

			She winces, and he can almost hear the papery edges of a small parcel of guilt unfold inside her, the kind that accompanies the misfortune of others.

			‘What type of cancer is it?’ she asks, hesitantly, mortified no doubt that she could forget. ‘I think … lung?’

			He shrugs, says he can’t remember either. He’s sure Lydia has spoken about Mary being a heavy smoker, though. That, and a manic-depressive. The way she tells it, Roland’s life was washed out before Lydia came along.

			The house looms large as they emerge from the tree tunnel. Well, they call it a house, but really it’s more of a château. He racks his brain for the word Lydia uses – a gentilhommière, apparently the name for a place in between. On the far side is what could only be described as a turret. In front, the pond that gave Maggie nightmares when the children were small and that could just about be classified as a moat. The nightmares began the year Sammy went missing. (Hardly missing! His response whenever she tells this story.) It’s true that she found their water baby out of bed and contemplating a dip, having made his way down the stairs, out of the front door and across the lawn. He was three. Will looks in the rear-view mirror at him now, facing the window, forehead pressed against the glass. Sleeping? Maggie may be a worrier, but he finds himself reliving every torturous moment of his own teen years through his son, who also seems to be struggling to get his bearings.

			With the window shutters clamped shut, it looks deserted. Even so, Will bops his hand against the wheel, slick beneath his palms, and a toot of the horn announces their arrival. He pulls up in the long shadow of the great magnolia tree, just a couple of creamy-white flowers visible against the green, and grimaces when he catches sight of the shiny soft-top Lydia and Roland have rented for the fortnight. Their friends prefer to fly into Rodez and pick up a car there, which is the quickest and easiest option, and what the three of them did all those years ago. Will and Lydia up front. Maggie in the back. These days his family’s decision to drive rather than fly from England to France carries moral clout, but really it’s about saving money rather than the planet.

			‘Right,’ says Maggie, unbuckling her belt and twisting in her seat, ‘how’s everybody doing back there? Excited?’

			‘Who’s dying of lung cancer?’

			Will’s eyes skip to his ten-year-old daughter, who when he last checked was conked out on the back seat. People used to say Alice looked like him, but now she’s all Maggie, which is probably a good thing. They share the same rosy skin. Green eyes with hazel flecks. Best of all she’s inherited her mum’s nose, button-small and yet impressively mobile. It took him a while to learn its language, but now he’s fluent, which is more than he can say for his French. Twitching when confused. Flaring for angry (a rarity). Wrinkling at the bridge whenever she’s unconvinced. The wrinkling is Will’s favourite, when not directed at him.

			‘Someone? Anyone?’

			Not for the first time he reminds himself that the children are always listening.
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			Maggie has heard of close friends whose children can’t get along, but ever since Alice first set eyes on Bea, Lydia and Roland’s daughter, she’s been besotted. Besides their annual summer sojourn, they see each other maybe once a month, which is enough for Maggie to notice Bea’s influence. Most recently around the subject of shaving, something dear Bea will surely never have to worry about, with fine hair the shade of spun sugar. Alice returned home ready to razor her legs, and Maggie managed to talk her down by rolling up her trousers to reveal her own bristly limbs and saying she would be better off waxing … when she turns twelve.

			Her daughter is watching and waiting for them to answer the question, which has mushroomed from who is dying into why, when and worst of all how, when Bea appears at an upstairs window, its freed shutter clattering against the stone, and gives her a yell.

			‘Oh, Al, you better go,’ says Maggie, seizing on the opportunity, while mentally pinching herself for encouraging their follow-the-leader friendship.

			Alice shoves open her door and hobbles across the gravel towards the house in her stripy socks, while Maggie reaches back between the two front seats and gives Sammy a gentle nudge. When he peels his forehead away from the window, there’s a pink patch on his temple that a stranger might mistake for a birthmark. If you didn’t know him, you might also misinterpret his being quiet for sullen. His recent preference for spending time alone as antisocial. When he climbs out of the car without a word, she resists the urge to ask him if he’s okay, familiar with what has become the stock answer.

			Instead, she turns to Will. ‘Let’s leave the bags for now.’

			He nods but doesn’t budge, hands on the wheel.

			She says his name followed by a question mark. ‘Everything all right over there?’

			‘Sorry, yes.’ His eyebrows inch towards his hairline. ‘Just wiped out.’

			‘A twelve-hour journey will do that to you.’

			The early-evening air is warm, and Maggie can feel her top clinging to her back as they walk towards the house, foliage drawn across the entrance like a theatre’s velvet curtain. She pinches the thin cotton fabric between her fingers and shakes it loose, and is glad to feel the temperature drop when she steps inside. She calls out a hello, the word echoing around the empty hallway and up the sweeping wooden staircase that curves around the walls. With the windows and shutters closed, and no lights on, it feels later than it is. She checks her watch, which confirms they’re in time for dinner.

			Simple is how Lydia describes the set-up of her family’s holiday home, and, although it isn’t the adjective Maggie would use, she can see what she means. It hasn’t changed, inside or out, since Lydia’s father bought it back in the seventies, and as they pass through the hallway Maggie finds herself cataloguing. Mahogany side table. Convex mirror. Brassy but not brash chandelier. With its upholstered furniture and frilly curtains, the decor errs on old-fashioned, but since they’re in the French countryside the effect is less stuffy, more charming.

			‘They’re probably by the pool,’ she says, glancing at her reflection in the mirror and instantly wishing she hadn’t. She licks at her fingers and tries to smooth out the frizz framing her forehead, then draws them under and over her eyelids.

			She leads the way through the formal living room, butter yellow with floor-to-ceiling shelves crammed with old books. Smells the blowsy hydrangeas loosely arranged in the glass vase on the mantelpiece before she sees them, and the newly hoovered scent of the patterned carpet. They rarely see Elise, the fifty-something Frenchwoman who lives nearby, but she always spruces things up in time for their arrival. Onwards to the kitchen, Maggie’s favourite room in the house, with terracotta walls and a tiled floor, and an extraordinary arrangement of hanging pots and pans that makes her think of a Calder mobile.

			The back door is open, and across the courtyard the water glistens a pale blue, the sun’s rays shimmering on its surface. The surrounding garden is wild and overgrown with trees and bushes tinged reddish orange, overlooking a valley of scorched grass fields. Before she can help it, her mind flickers to the online articles she trawled through during the drive, about how the country continues to sizzle and a forest fire is blazing in the south-east. To sunburn and heatstroke … and didn’t she also read somewhere that heatstroke could trigger seizures?

			And yet! Someone has dragged the beige loungers out of the old stable block and lined them up like dominoes alongside the pool’s far end. Her eyes work their way along from one end to the other. Empty. Empty. Empty. Who is that?

			‘Hello.’ Will sounds strange, his voice catching in his throat mid-greeting.

			Maggie can see why. The girl before them has long, slender limbs, shiny with sun cream, and a face that’s smooth and fresh. A bikini top with spaghetti straps, two flimsy triangles of crimson fabric covering her upper half. A pair of boxer shorts, blue-and-white stripes, the waistband rolled over to reveal another flash of red. She’s comfortably slouched, one arm lazily held up above her head, the other down by her side.

			She doesn’t move, but she does say hi back, which means she must be able to hear them over whatever music is playing through the plastic buds plugged into her ears. Round gold-framed sunglasses shade her eyes. There’s something unnerving about her mouth, which doesn’t smile but is marginally open, as if she’s about to say something else, meaning everyone has to keep quiet and wait.

			She’s too young to be a friend of Roland and Lydia, and too old to be a friend of Bea. Briefly, Maggie wonders whether she could be an au pair, and if so how on earth Roland convinced Lydia to give her a go – the thought almost makes her laugh out loud. Or could it be … surely not. Maggie is trying to remember how long it’s been since she saw Roland’s daughter from his first marriage when her friend appears by her side.

			‘Thank god.’

			Lydia has never been a hugger, so when she reaches out and wraps her arms around her, Maggie isn’t prepared and staggers backwards. She’s wearing something stringy, too, by the look of the little navy-blue bow tied up at the nape of her neck, a stiff white shirt on top. She’s rolled up the sleeves, and Maggie breathes in the familiar herby scent spritzed on to the undersides of her wrists. When she doesn’t let go, Maggie glances sideways at Will, hoping to catch his eye, but he’s staring down at the ground, evidently still in shock.

			‘How was the drive?’ Lydia asks, eventually breaking away and giving Will a hug that doesn’t last as long but is no less enthusiastic. Her honeyed hair, cut short in a puckish way that wouldn’t suit Maggie’s gently rounded face but looks uncomplicatedly chic on her friend, slips out from behind her ears. ‘Sammy, look at you,’ she says, trying a tad too hard to sound upbeat, ‘almost as tall as your dad!’

			Sammy emits something monosyllabic that just about passes for a laugh and takes a step back before she hugs him, too. Maggie and Will tried to talk to him about girls when he turned fifteen last autumn – it was her idea, and she insisted they also mention boys because he hasn’t given them any indication of having a preference. Girls, boys, sex and obviously consent. But when he started chewing his lip, hard, and didn’t stop, they gave up. Can I go now? Without hesitation: Yes! It was an all-round flop. She was distressed that she could make her son feel so deeply uncomfortable, and Will worried what it said about him as a dad, that the conversation made him feel deeply uncomfortable, too.

			Before they have time to answer Lydia’s questions about the journey, she turns to the young woman lying on the lounger, gestures towards her with an open palm and adds, with a smile that doesn’t reach her cheeks, ‘You remember Issy?’

			Maggie baulks, then blinks as she tries to recover herself. ‘Oh my goodness, Issy, of course, how are you, sweetie?’ She’s overcompensating, she can hear it in her voice and her choice of words, making up for the assumptions and judgements that were previously running through her mind, mercifully silently.

			When Issy doesn’t respond, just stares, or at least that’s the impression she’s giving from behind those glasses, Maggie feels her cheeks and chest flare with heat. It happens occasionally at school, making her feel not only embarrassed but also ridiculous, that a crowd of pupils could disarm her like that, physically. Now she’s in her new role she really has to get a handle on it.

			‘Issy, wow.’

			Maggie cocks her head at Will, asking, without asking, what that’s supposed to mean. Though the answer is as clear as the pool water stretching out in front of them.

			‘You haven’t seen her since she was, what, ten?’ asks Lydia, looking at him as she adds, ‘Alice’s age.’

			‘Something like that,’ he replies, shifting his weight between his feet, absorbed in the ground again.

			Maggie is trying to do the maths while also working out what her being here might mean. Issy was just five months old when Lydia and Roland got together in their second year – Lydia preferred not to label their beginnings an affair, and the others endeavoured to do the same – and when he left the university and moved to London with the graduates two years later, Issy and Mary stayed in Edinburgh. He’s been taking care of his daughter, too, she supposes, lately, but mainly the mum.

			Lydia turns her back on Issy and quickly and quietly fills in the gaps. ‘Mary died last week.’

			‘Oh!’ exclaims Maggie, before covering her mouth with her hand and glancing at Issy, apparently out of earshot.

			‘I meant to tell you, but it’s all been a bit crazy.’

			‘Of course, I’m so –’

			‘No need.’

			‘How’s Ro–’

			‘Roland’s fine,’ Lydia continues, closing her eyes.

			Maggie shuts her mouth and glances at Will, whose own mouth is wide. Over Lydia’s shoulder, she notices Issy pull the plastic buds out of her ears and her boxer shorts down, stand and stretch her arms up and over her head, then stroll towards the deep end of the pool, facing the house.

			‘The point is,’ says Lydia, ‘Issy’s going to be living with us now.’ After she says it, she exhales, one long, continuous breath, the kind that comes from being underwater for some time.

			They all turn and look when they hear a splash.
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			Lydia twists the latch and pulls the window open wide, then reaches forward and gives the outside shutters a shove. Keeping the house cool in the heatwave has become a military operation run by Roland. He begins each day closing it up to the elements to keep the interior cool during waking hours. At night he opens the shutters to let in the breeze while being mindful that a gaping window plus light plus noise equals an invitation for bugs and bats. Her husband’s is a life of little rituals, which in France also include doing the morning croissant run and, since he tends to be the first to swim, sifting the leaves and insects that overnight have congregated on the surface of the pool.

			She sits on the end of their bed, the cool stone floor soothing the tired soles of her feet. Her skin feels prickly, though the day’s heat has mostly subsided. Slowly, as if she’s in a yoga class, she leans back until she’s lying flat on top of the lightweight duvet, made up with the usual flowery cover. Stretches her legs forward, twirls her pedicured toes through the tatty fringe of a rug. When her lower back groans, she curses her body for not being as supple as it used to be and scoots further up the bed until she’s fully on it. Closes her eyes, just for a few minutes. Then she really will decide what she should have decided earlier: what the hell they’re all going to eat.

			She knew Maggie would want to shower after that hellish drive, which takes from dawn until dusk, and sure enough she soon hears the sound of running water from the bathroom along the corridor. Considering how large the house is, it’s always struck Lydia as strange, and somewhat inconvenient, that you can hear every footstep, every murmur. She lies still and listens to creaking floorboards, oil-thirsty doors swinging on their hinges, a suitcase being unzipped. The birdlike chitter-chatter of Bea and Alice drifts in and out of her consciousness, together with the scrape of wooden posts as they turn their twin beds into a double that her daughter will no doubt commandeer in her sleep. She can even hear Roland typing up in the turret, fingers tattooing the keys of his laptop. Or is she imagining it?

			People say that patience is a virtue. Not to Lydia. To her, it’s a sign of indifference. Obviously she wouldn’t have preferred for Issy’s mother to have died sooner. Perish the thought – or the woman. But she has been eagerly awaiting the time when things return to normal, and her husband is all hers again. Not in a possessive way – Lydia isn’t like that; if anything, she enjoys watching Roland flirt, the smiles and blushes he elicits, what they say about him and by extension her – but because she’s missed him. If anyone had asked, she would have denied it, told them she was relishing the independence.

			She kept quiet when Roland told her that Mary needed him. That she didn’t have any family members nearby, few friends. He told her that Issy needed him, too. She was having a hard time, with her mother’s decline and the final show of her art foundation course. To begin with, he caught the train up to Edinburgh for two nights at a time, hesitantly, half-heartedly. The sleeper, to avoid being away an extra day. Leaving as late as possible; once, too late, which Lydia chalked up as a small but significant victory. But, as the weeks turned to months, she noticed him pre-emptively packing his things, clock-watching. Deciding to catch an earlier train on a whim, claiming the sleeper was no good for his back. Towards the end, he was spending more of the week with his ex-wife and first child in his former home than with Lydia and Bea in Hampstead, and he didn’t seem entirely unhappy about it.

			It’s not that she feels – felt – threatened by Mary. She’d never captivated Roland like Lydia. (His words, not hers, whispered to her once during foreplay; after, she told him that mentioning his ex-wife would never, ever, be a turn-on, and requested that he refrain from doing so again.) Mary had the kind of face that you could tell was once beautiful, oval shaped with a softly pointed chin, straight nose, dark eyes hooded by heavy lids. A regular Modigliani. It was also the kind of face that needed tending to. And instead, like a houseplant high on a shelf without access to direct sunlight, she neglected it.

			Of course, that’s just surface stuff. The real problem, Roland said, was what lay beneath: a dark and tingly undercurrent. When Lydia and the others first started taking his class ‘Marriage and Its Discontents in Literature’ – ha! – Mary was, she later learned, in the depths of what she called one of her blue periods. Oh, yes, she was an artist, with a flair for melodrama. And a depressive. According to Roland, she would be fine for weeks on end and then bam! She couldn’t communicate, bring herself to bathe, eat, so much as get out of bed. It started soon after Issy was born, he said. They saw a doctor, who assured them it would pass. The doctor was wrong. Like a watercolour that wouldn’t dry, Mary’s shades of blue stained their days until her death.

			Which is what Lydia has been trying to remind herself since Issy moved in and the mood in the Hampstead house became syrup-thick. It was only a few days, but already she could feel it when sipping her morning coffee, making lunch, applying her night serum. In her mind, it was gloomy and viscous like molasses. When she was working from home, holed up in her office on the first floor, the door firmly closed, she could feel it, oozing through the keyhole and the fine gaps around the doorframe. She contemplated more than once co-opting Roland’s writing shed, tucked away among the London plane trees in the back garden. She hopes the heavy atmosphere hasn’t accompanied them to France, and that, if it has, the presence of Will, Maggie and the children will be enough to alleviate it.

			‘Knock, knock.’

			Lydia flicks open her eyes. She could have sworn she’d been lying down for only a couple of minutes. But now Maggie is showered and dressed and standing in the doorway in a pair of linen trousers and a plain top with too-long sleeves that she’s rolled over once, twice.

			‘I’m sorry,’ says Lydia, wincing. ‘You know I had every intention of doing a food shop.’

			Maggie throws her hands up in mock exasperation, then she smiles. ‘I chucked some bits in the boot of the car just in case.’

			‘You did?’

			She shrugs and comes and flops on to the bed beside her. Wet hair fans out around her, a halo that’s soggy and citrusy fresh.

			‘Thank you,’ says Lydia, smiling and shaking her head at her endlessly reliable friend. ‘You know me too well.’

			Together, they gaze up at the ceiling, wood-panelled and painted. The house is filled with murals, in here a heavenly sky with fluffy clouds and bare-bottomed cherubs. Lydia has always liked the Rococo, with its frivolity and excess. The colours have faded, but the scene remains sickly sweet, all blue and pink pastels, sherbet lemons. She’s busy wondering whether it might need restoring someday when she senses Maggie staring, most likely wondering the same thing about her face.

			‘Come on, then,’ Lydia asks, ‘what’s the damage?’ She’s all too aware of the marks the past year has made. Like the roots of a tree, the fine little lines around her eyes have sprouted. Without concealer, dusky bags are visible beneath her lower lids. No greys, though she does dye her hair, so surely Maggie knows they’re lying in wait.

			‘You look beautiful, as always.’

			Lydia drags a palm across her forehead. ‘It’s just been a lot.’

			‘I can imagine.’ Maggie rolls on to her side and asks, ‘How are things with Roland? Where even is Roland?’

			Lydia rolls over, too, the pair face to face, tips of noses almost touching. ‘Writing.’

			She notices the opening credits of an eye-roll before Maggie has a chance to stop it, and she smiles to let her know that she doesn’t blame her. Her husband, who published widely in his early career, has been working on the same book for the past decade, an extension of the course he taught at Edinburgh. He describes it as musings on marital discord. A nimble mix of biography and literary criticism – and, ominously, memoir. He got a decent advance for it, secured by an agent friend. But what began as a three-year project has stretched on and on to the point that Lydia, and it seems those around her, is dubious as to the outcome. She’s offered to read it more than once, check for typos, provide notes. Each time he’s thanked her, told her that’s generous, but he’s not ready to show it to the world yet. She’s unsure whether she ought to take his response as a compliment – i.e., she’s his world – or be offended by his grouping her with the general public.

			‘We’re fine,’ says Lydia. The way her bottom lip wavers takes her by surprise. ‘It’s just a big adjustment, having Issy around, and he’s been away such a lot, so …’ The sentence trails off like a loose piece of thread, and before Maggie has a chance to unravel it further she snips it with a forceful sigh. ‘Bea’s barely stopped smiling since she arrived.’

			‘I bet.’

			 ‘And Roland’s glad, I think, to have a second chance to be a good and present father. Time to properly get to know her.’

			‘And you?’

			‘In a way, I’m relieved,’ she says. ‘Near the end he was … different. Slow to get to his desk in the morning. Not leaving the house unless for a lecture. Padding about all day in his slippers. Now Issy’s here he’s more alert, back into the habit of cooking, making drinks, eager to please.’ She doesn’t say that, personally, she thinks his doting is less about love and more about guilt. ‘Anyway, how about you?’

			‘Me?’

			Lydia nods. ‘How are you feeling?’

			‘You mean about the fact that I’m turning forty next week?’

			‘Weird, isn’t it?’ Lydia asks, with the authority of someone who made the leap herself earlier in the year.

			‘I feel like I should be leaving Will and the kids to wander around for a bit.’

			Lydia laughs before rolling away again and gazing back up at the painted sky. ‘Everything all right with you and Will?’

			‘I mean, yes, we’re fine, too,’ says Maggie, slowly, carefully.

			‘That sounds convincing.’

			‘No, really, we are, mostly.’

			‘But?’

			‘But I am kind of concerned about him. He’s been under a lot of pressure at work, something to do with “sustainable growth” …’

			Lydia’s eye snags on a wayward cherub tumbling from a cloud.

			‘… and obviously his dad died, which as you know was unexpected. Not that it compares.’

			‘Hey, there’s no hierarchy when it comes to death.’

			‘He’s just preoccupied, always on his phone or laptop, working or taking care of his dad’s affairs, his mum – who by the way keeps referring to herself in the third person as the widow.’

			Lydia laughs.

			‘Also, drinking more than usual, not necessarily in a bad way, and mainly in the evening.’ She pauses. ‘He hasn’t said anything to you, has he?’

			‘Me?’

			Maggie nods.

			‘Not really. I’m sorry.’

			She waves away the apology. ‘This will help, I’m sure. A break from motor insurance. And parenting his remaining parent. Being here with you two.’ Then she pushes herself up to sitting. ‘So?’

			Lydia sits up, too, and says with conviction, ‘Cooking.’
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			The smells inform Roland that it’s time for dinner before Bea does, calling up to him at the top of her voice from the bottom of the stairs. Sweet fried onions and garlic. Something tomato based. Still, he remains at his desk, really more of a table and a makeshift table at that, an old door, the cream paint peeling in places, laid over wooden trestles. In lieu of the hulking ergonomic thing Lydia had delivered for him in London – which does help his back but is extremely inelegant – here he makes do with an upright little armchair, the black leather soft and polished with age. Besides these two pieces of furniture, the small, circular room at the top of the turret is empty, which you might suppose is uninspiring but is just how Roland likes it. He also likes that it’s reached by a separate spiral staircase.

			With a flourish, he hits save on the document open on his laptop, on the off-chance that he’s typed something since he last did so, and lowers the lid. Scratches at the bit of beard he has on the go. Heaves himself up and ambles over to the window, too high to provide a proper view of the courtyard below, though if he cranes his neck he can glimpse tea lights flickering golden yellow against the sky, a dark denim blue. Lydia or maybe Maggie – his eyesight isn’t bad, but it also isn’t good – is ushering the girls to the table. The others are already sitting down. He makes a feeble effort to straighten out his linen shirt and rerolls the ankles of his chinos.

			Down the stairs and through the kitchen, dipping a finger into a pot of leftover sauce on the stove. By the time he steps out into the courtyard they’re halfway through dinner and a debate about mobile phones. From what he can gather, Alice is grumbling that she’s two months older and still doesn’t have one, while Bea is cradling hers protectively in her palms as if it were a baby animal. A much-longed-for birthday present that he’s beginning to regret, not least because his until-now reasonably articulate ten-year-old has begun to think and talk in emojis. When she likes the look of something: heart eyes! When she doesn’t: sad face.

			‘He lives!’ exclaims Will, audibly and visibly relieved for the diversion and, judging by the wonky pitch of his voice, a decent amount of wine down.

			Roland assumes the two things are related, and as he embraces his friend and pats him on the back he tells him reinforcements have arrived.

			Maggie is pushing her chair away from the table and smiling at Roland while trying to placate her daughter. ‘I know it feels frustrating, and I promise you’ll get one eventually,’ she says, on her feet now, extending her arms towards him.

			‘Why not now?’ asks Alice.

			‘Well,’ she replies, ‘because phones are addictive.’

			‘Everything’s addictive these days,’ says Bea, deadpan.

			Roland raises his hands, relenting, and greets Maggie with a kiss on each cheek.

			Bea smacks her forehead with her palm when he turns to Sammy and asks, ‘How’s it hanging?’

			‘What?’ asks Roland, laughing. ‘What did I say?’ He walks around the table and stands behind Lydia, resting his hands on her shoulders, bare beneath thin straps. He can’t tell if his hands are warm or if the heat is emanating off her. Either way, it’s a pleasant sensation, and he curls his fingers towards her collarbones as he says, ‘Smells delicious, darling.’

			‘Oh, this was all Maggie; we just supplied the saucisson,’ she says, reaching up and taking hold of one hand as she adds, ‘The one you bought at the market this morning.’

			‘Glad to have contributed.’

			‘Here, Roland, I saved you a seat,’ calls Issy, pulling out the empty chair beside her.

			Lydia lets go, and at the same time he feels her shoulders rise half an inch. Before moving he gives them a squeeze.

			When she asked whether his daughter had always called him by his first name, he paused and then, as with most things about Issy, to his shame, said he couldn’t remember. He likes it, though; it’s a mark of maturity, he thinks. Plus, it makes him feel like they’re friends as well as relations. When he said as much to Lydia, she told him that being a parent and a friend are very different, and he ought not to get them muddled. It was the kind of comment that made him wonder when his second wife, once so spontaneous, had become so … sensible. But then she never had been a total free spirit, not like his first wife, not that that was any better.

			He settles in and asks what everybody is drinking.

			Will offers him the open bottle, and he peers through his glasses at the label. He’s about to say that he might grab another from the cellar when Lydia tells him Will and Maggie stopped off for it on their way. He catches her eye across the table and pours himself a glass, topping up Issy’s when she angles her own towards him. ‘Thank you both, that’s kind.’

			A ding.

			‘Bea,’ he says, ‘if you want to keep your phone, don’t play with it at the table.’

			She scoots it on to her lap and then, when he lowers his chin and observes her over the top of his glasses, slips it into the front pocket of her daisy dungarees.

			‘Well done.’

			‘Yes, well done, Bea.’

			Roland half sighs, half smiles at Issy’s sarcasm, one of her many attributes that remind him of her mother, though she would hate to hear him say such a thing. Suffice to say the relationship was complicated, which it probably always is when a family member struggles with depression. When Mary was good, she was really very good. Intelligent, spirited. But when she was bad … well, his biggest regret is what Issy had to deal with, what she must have heard and seen. When he told Mary he was leaving her, all those years ago, she came right out and asked if that was the reason. He told her it wasn’t, though truthfully it was a factor. How could it not be? The bigger and more surprising factor, of course, was Lydia.

			‘So, Maggie, how goes it as deputy head?’ he asks.

			‘Ahh, yes, the big promotion!’ exclaims Will, reaching for the bottle.

			‘This was your first full year in the role, right?’

			‘Yes,’ she replies. ‘Honestly, I’m loving it. It’s just the challenge I was hoping for.’

			‘Is it a lot more responsibility?’ asks Lydia.

			‘It is, but in a good way,’ she says. ‘Managing the staff, I like. I’m less keen on managing pupil behaviour.’

			Roland is surprised to hear that, given Maggie’s preoccupation with keeping Lydia on the straight and narrow when she was a student. ‘What do you reckon, Sammy?’ he asks. ‘Is your mother doing a good job of laying down the law?’

			The boy attempts a smile and spears a single piece of penne with his fork.

			‘We don’t see each other all that much at school, do we, Sammy?’ says Maggie, searching her son’s eyes.

			‘We’re all very proud,’ Will chimes in, raising his glass and in the process sloshing some wine over the rim.

			‘Anyway,’ says Maggie, blushing now and swivelling her gaze around the table, presumably in search of a diversion, ‘what about you, Issy? Are you going to follow in your dad’s footsteps, become a writer?’

			‘God, no,’ says his daughter, pushing her chair back from the table and bringing one foot up on to her seat, reaching around her knee with her fork.

			Her mother used to sit like that, too, thinks Roland, even when they went out to restaurants, even when it was wet outside and there was leafy mulch on the soles of her shoes.

			‘No offence, Roland.’

			‘None taken.’

			He looks across at Lydia, who by contrast is sitting very upright, using both her knife and her fork, even though there isn’t anything on their plates that requires cutting. Putting them down between mouthfuls, picking them up again. Like her father taught her.

			‘I’ve just done my art foundation.’

			‘Oh, so, more like your mum?’

			‘She was a painter. I paint. Though I’m also interested in performance.’

			The scrape of a single set of chair legs against stone as Lydia stands and reaches for the almost-empty bowl of pasta. Roland glances at her cutlery, neatly lined up together across the centre of her plate, even in her haste. ‘I’ll go and get some more.’

			Maggie, who’s as closely attuned to his wife’s emotions as he is, comments on how well everything has come together and suggests they make the first night in France Italian night every year.

			Will pipes up: ‘A new tradition!’

			Lydia smiles tightly and heads for the kitchen.

			Roland doesn’t need to ask how she feels about new traditions. There’s been enough change over the past eighteen months – and how remarkably supportive she’s been. When Mary first received her diagnosis. When the contact picked back up again, a little to begin with, then a lot. When he began visiting. And now, with Issy.

			Will asks what sort of performance.

			‘To do with the female body.’

			Roland watches as she pokes at a piece of salami, then adds it to a growing pile on the edge of her plate.

			‘Flesh, blood, fluids.’

			He glances around the table to gauge the audience’s reaction: Will turns away, ostensibly to let out a cough, while Bea pinches her pretty little nose.

			If Issy is fazed, she doesn’t show it.

			It’s not just the way his daughter eats that makes Roland think of his first wife, but also the way she speaks, directly, bluntly. Her mannerisms: how she maintains eye contact when she’s talking, disarming even the most robust conversationalists. Her temperament, which is unpredictable and, he admits, taking a bit of getting used to. Most of all, her appearance: strawberry-blonde hair, thick and fair brows, hazel eyes that swing between fresh and fierce, a high forehead that looks razor sharp when she scrapes her hair back, like she’s doing now.

			‘Sounds fascinating,’ says Maggie.

			‘Mmm, fascinating,’ agrees Will, clamping his curling lips together.

			Roland knows she did her best with her mother, though with her studies she could only do so much. Mary wouldn’t have a carer in the house until she had no choice, and, with both parents deceased and no siblings, her only option was to enlist friends, who by this point had mostly bowed out. Which meant it was down to Issy. By the end of that first year, she was calling Roland two or three times a day, telling him she didn’t know what to do, that things were getting worse. That she – they – needed him.

			He isn’t proud of it, but part of him resented the interruption in his life – in London with Lydia and Bea. Another part of him couldn’t help but think of it as penance, and he isn’t proud of that either. Above all, he looked upon it as a chance to make amends with the woman he used to love and the daughter he would like to know.

			So began Roland’s biweekly trips to Edinburgh. Thankfully he was able to frontload his lectures, catch a train up on a Wednesday evening and another back late on a Friday night. At least it’s good writing time, he told Lydia, who never complained, not once. He would help Mary up and down the stairs of the small maisonette they’d bought together before they were married; a professor and an artist, they’d just about managed to gather the funds because the place was in total disrepair. She did a decent job inside, stripping the woodchip walls and the paisley-carpeted floors, painting an idyllic vista in the dining room. The first time Roland visited his second wife’s family home in France, he didn’t mention that it was like stepping into a picture by his first.

			He would cook for her, too, comforting soups and other plain food that was gentle on her stomach. Drive her to hospital, make sure she took her daily dose of tablets. In time he helped her bathe, which he never told Lydia, not because it meant something – in truth, it was extraordinary, extraordinarily sad, how quickly he came to think of Mary as a patient. She loved it, giggling like a girl as he rinsed her long, thinning hair and drew the sponge across her shoulders. She’d always had a wicked sense of humour, and it took these trips for Roland to realize he’d missed it.

			‘Ro?’

			‘Hmm?’

			Lydia is back, with enough pasta to feed them all over again. ‘I was just saying that now everyone’s here, it might be a good time to share the news.’

			‘What news?’ asks Maggie. ‘Is everything all right?’

			‘Sounds ominous,’ says Will.

			‘Everything’s fine,’ Lydia assures them, smiling, though Roland suspects in an effort to comfort herself as much as the others. ‘Nothing bad has happened, nobody’s dying.’

			If it weren’t for Will scraping at his plate, there would be no sound.

			Lydia bites down on her lower lip. ‘I’m sorry,’ she says, ‘I don’t know why I said that.’

			Roland smiles and nods, silently letting her know that she doesn’t have to explain. It’s not the first time one of them has slipped up. It’s easily done. ‘Just one of those expressions,’ he says, as genially as he can, glancing at his daughter, his elder daughter, who’s staring so fixedly at her plate it’s as if she’s trying to burn a hole in it. ‘You were saying?’

			Lydia has taken her napkin and is smoothing it out on the table, folding it in half, then quarters, parting and pressing together her lips. When there’s no more folding to be done, the napkin small and tight: ‘We’re selling.’

			‘Selling what?’ asks Will.

			‘The house. We’re selling the house.’

			‘In Hampstead?’

			‘No, not Hampstead. Here, this house.’

			Roland hopes he’s the only one who hears Issy laugh and ask, under her breath, ‘That’s it? The big reveal?’

			‘Why?’

			Without anything to occupy her hands now, Lydia is gathering other people’s napkins, even though she’s just brought out more food and they haven’t had dessert. Roland watches as she gives each a shake, folds it as she did hers, puts it on the pile. ‘My father has decided it’s time,’ she says, adding that there will be a few prospective buyers looking around over the next couple of weeks, starting from tomorrow.

			Their friends respond at the same time, and Roland notices Lydia ignore Will’s comment that surely her father doesn’t need the money and instead answer Maggie’s question about whether there’s anything they can do to help.

			‘Tidying, that sort of thing?’

			‘No, not at all. Elise has taken care of it.’

			‘Are we okay to be here while they look around?’

			‘Of course we are,’ says Lydia, decisively now, her stack of napkins complete. She explains that she’s been very clear with the estate agent: they’re not to disturb us. ‘We’re going to enjoy our summer holiday as usual. No disruptions. Nothing has to change.’

		
	
		
			5

			Maggie wasn’t nervous about telling her parents when she first got pregnant, but she was nervous about telling Lydia. Lydia, who had little to no interest in children, and who’d said more than once that she didn’t want them because she disliked the idea of her life not being about her. Lydia, who had big career plans; though she’d never had a particularly good work ethic at university, she was charismatic and confident and already making her mark in the commercial art world. Lydia, who didn’t like change and, more than anything, hated being caught off guard.

			After deliberating about the best way to share the news, Maggie messaged suggesting a catch-up, and Lydia invited her over for coffee. She and Roland were renting a flat in Hampstead, and on the train Maggie turned over in her mind what she was planning to say. They’d barely spoken about the prospect of motherhood because it had always seemed so abstract. Even if it were to happen, it wouldn’t be until they were in their thirties – they weren’t their mothers. But she would still be Maggie. They would still see each other, wouldn’t they? When she reached the station but had yet to find the words, she phoned Will, who apparently was in the middle of something and couldn’t help.

			Maggie arrived at the flat and there was an emergency. That morning Roland had seen the tail of a mouse by the kitchen bin, and the rat man had been round. It turned out there was a nest hidden within a narrow void behind one wall. Baby mice, Maggie! Who grow up into adult mice! Imagine! Thankfully snap-traps had been laid with little cubes of rubbery cheese, the entry points identified and sealed up with wire mesh. The living nightmare – that’s what Lydia called it, deadly serious – would soon be a distant memory.

			As she listened, Maggie held a palm protectively over her belly, picturing the bean-sized being inside her. A part of her felt sad for the baby mice, but another, bigger part of her couldn’t help but laugh.

			When Lydia asked what was so funny, without skipping a beat she said it.

			You’re what?

			She said it again.

			How?

			At this point, she put a hand on her friend’s knee and asked, How do you think?

			Now Lydia was laughing, too, and they were hugging. It was … congratulatory. Lydia couldn’t believe it and neither could she. Then, without warning, the tone of the conversation shifted. Lydia asked if she was sure it was what she wanted. Maggie told her she was, that she and Will had weighed up their options; she’d even written a pros and cons list. At this Lydia smiled and said, Naturally.

			The cons: they were only in their mid-twenties, not long graduated, subletting a room a smidge bigger than their double bed in Crouch End; ideally they would continue as
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