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To Ola, ‘for being you’




The greatest happiness of life is the conviction that we are loved ─ loved for ourselves, or rather, loved in spite of ourselves.

Victor Hugo
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PROLOGUE

1981

‘Can you believe we’ve finally made it, Elsa?’ says Nancy, drawing me into a huddle, my best friend’s fingers streaked with dry paint, as usual. Nancy wraps her arms around Tom on the other side, and I squeeze Bill’s hand tightly, the reality of what we are all about to embark on suddenly here.

‘Your mum would be so proud of you, darling,’ Tom says to Nancy, leaning down to kiss his wife’s head, as her grey-blue eyes brim with tears.

‘She absolutely would,’ I say, pulling Nancy closer.

‘We should all be proud,’ says Bill, and he looks up, his warm, twinkling brown eyes turning around the gallery. The scent of the fresh white paint still lingers, Nancy’s vibrant paintings light up the walls, and Bill’s elegant ceramics sit on plinths and tables throughout the front and back spaces.

‘London feels like a distant memory now,’ I say, thrilled with how Nancy’s parents’ bookshop has converted into a gallery, delighted with the space Tom and I have created for our artistic spouses to showcase their work, optimistic that the gamble of the four of us leaving our past lives behind to move to Edinburgh will pay off.

‘I much prefer it here, Mama,’ says Fran. We all turn to watch her as she lifts her head from her book, Ballet Shoes, and twirls her way round the gallery, adorable in her tutu for opening night.

‘Even more reason to make a success of the place,’ laughs Nancy, ruffling her daughter’s hair, her eyes filling again.

‘Then I guess we should open the door, let the masses in!’ says Tom.

‘Let me take a picture, Papa! Please, please!’ Fran runs to get her dad’s camera from the bookshelf.

‘OK, sweetheart, hold on. First, a toast,’ says Tom, reaching for a tray of champagne flutes and passing them round.

‘To us,’ says Nancy, lifting her glass and smiling her best infectious smile, her eyes lit up.

‘To us,’ we chorus, clinking glasses as the camera flashes, toasting the beginning of our for ever.
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1.

CARLY

PRESENT DAY

‘Carly?’

I look up from where I’m reading in the garden of the crescent. In the brightness of the Edinburgh sunshine, it takes a moment to see who’s there, and when I do, my heart sinks.

‘Paul!’ I say brightly, getting up, my mind in overdrive: When did I last see you? Why now when I haven’t showered or done my hair? Who is the beautiful woman and kid in the buggy beside you?

‘How are you?’ he asks, coming in for what I think is a hug, but which turns out to be an air kiss, leaving me to style out an awkward embrace. The scent of his familiar Hugo Boss fragrance takes me straight back to three years ago.

‘Good, you know,’ I nod over-eagerly, realising that very little has changed since he left. ‘Living my best life!’

Internally I cringe. The woman in the pretty dress beside him actually does cringe though she’s quick to hide it.

‘Carly, this is Liv,’ says Paul, filling the embarrassing pause.

Liv reaches out an elegant, soft hand.

‘Nice to see you again,’ she smiles, her flawless teeth almost as perfect as her butter-blond hair.

I fixate on the word ‘again’.

Paul shifts where he stands, his brown brogues as polished as his wife’s teeth. Even on a Saturday he looks as if he’s about to head into the law firm.

And then it hits me where we’ve seen each other before. That night, three years ago, when I’d been late to arrive to one of Paul’s Saturday post-rugby drinking sessions. I’d entered the busy bar unable to find him, and I remember, as if in slow motion, one of his mates pointing to where he was. Before I’d taken another step, I saw him, and Liv, making out in the corner. I stood there for a moment, just staring, until Paul looked up. Then I ran.

What I remember most about that night is that he didn’t run after me, call or message. Just radio silence. After two years together, not even a half-hearted ‘Come back’. And even though I know he did us both a favour (rugby-playing lawyers weren’t my usual type then and definitely aren’t now – a classic example of opposites attract), there’s still the scar of rejection.

‘And who is this?’ I coo at the baby in the buggy, not wanting them to know that my mind is racing through the past.

‘This is Blair, he’s nine months old,’ says Paul, tickling the kid under his chin, who smiles, displaying four brilliant white teeth. Paul reaches out to squeeze Liv’s hand and it’s only then that it hits me.

‘He’s yours?’ I say, unable to hide the astonishment in my voice, the last three years having felt like three months.

‘Yes!’ laughs Paul, looking at me with his ice-blue eyes as if I’m from a distant planet. ‘Liv and I married a couple of years ago, and Liv fell pregnant not long after.’

‘Right,’ I nod, trying to keep up, trying not to show that I’m reeling from the punch of another person’s life effortlessly shaping up the way society wants it to, the way Paul always wanted his to, but which never felt right for me. ‘Good to see your life’s on track,’ I add, recalling how his plan was always a wife, three kids, and to be a partner by thirty-two. I assume from the size of the ring on Liv’s finger that he’s made that happen also.

‘How about you, Carly?’ asks Liv. ‘Have you found your happy ever after?’

I shake my head and scrunch my eyes, as if to imply it’s the furthest thing from my mind, when in reality it isn’t. Because even when you don’t quite fit the mould, who doesn’t want to be happy?

‘More of a career girl?’ she encourages.

Before I can answer, Paul guffaws. ‘Yeah, right! Carly, a career?’

Liv, to her credit, slaps his forearm with the back of her hand.

‘What?’ he protests, gesturing to my loose yoga gear and hair scraped up under a bamboo headband, the book on the bench. ‘Come on. Carly, am I right? Books and yoga hardly scream career-oriented. You were always one of life’s coasters. What was it you were doing? Something with books . . .’

‘Children’s literacy events,’ I remind him, recalling how ‘cute’ he used to think that was, something he thought I could easily drop should he ever convince me that marriage, kids and living for the weekend were a good idea.

‘That’s right,’ he nods, his eyes blank, evidently having no recollection of what ‘Carefree Carly’ used to do.

‘How that’s going?’ Liv asks.

I grimace.

‘Not for you?’ asks Paul.

‘The funding was pulled,’ I explain. ‘The charity folded and with it my job.’

Both of them look as if I’ve just told them I have less than a month to live. I don’t tell them that while I enjoyed the job it never really felt like the dream job, and that still, with my thirtieth birthday on the horizon, I’ve yet to find my passion in life.

‘But you’ve something to fall back on? Something new lined up?’ asks Liv.

‘Just a bit of temp work.’

‘Lovely,’ she says, though her eyes are pooled with pity. ‘And you’ve a partner to shore you up for a bit?’

I shake my head.

‘But you’ve still got a place to live,’ Paul says rather than asks, as if he couldn’t possibly imagine a world where an ex would be homeless – far too much reality for their cosy Saturday morning in Stockbridge.

I want to give them the full whammy: that my best friend and flatmate Jude, the person who introduced us, is about to move to America, and I can’t afford to take on the rent alone. That I’m surviving, not living. But I spare them the further awkwardness, allow them to keep their middle-class bubble intact.

‘I’ve got my flat in my parents’ house,’ I say, pointing to the top of Mum and Dad’s five-storey Georgian townhouse across the garden, where I’ve only recently moved back in.

‘Wow,’ says Liv, who clearly fantasises about Paul’s salary stretching to something similar.

‘Lucky me,’ I smile tersely, not mentioning that Mum and Dad have had to get rid of their lodger for me to return home just months shy of my thirtieth birthday.

‘Lucky you,’ says Liv, and she reaches out to rub my arm in a way that I’m sure is meant to be supportive but that comes across more as condolence. Her unspoken words being: who are you without a good job, a home of your own and a husband?

‘Well, we’d better get along. Good to see you,’ says Paul briskly when Blair begins to fuss, glad no doubt to have an excuse to get out of here.

‘Good to see you too,’ I call after them.

As they disappear out of sight, I muse on the fact that I don’t want Paul or what he has: his cookie-cutter relationship, his conventional career, his first child of the three he always wanted. It’s more that I’d like to have something other than nothing – just one small passion, or someone – to call my own.

After they’ve gone, I sit for a while, drinking in the warmth of the morning, the April daffodils, and the townhouses of the crescent that surround the garden.

Almost nothing has changed since I was born here – neighbours have come and gone, law and finance firms having replaced the printers and publishers of days gone by, but the rhythm of the neighbourhood remains: during the week schoolchildren weave through office workers; at the weekend shoppers pass through on their way to the city centre or out to Stockbridge for the market, and always, regardless of the day, tourists stand on street corners, their eyes on maps or phones, trying to figure out how to find the Dean Village. Inevitably they’ve lost their way from Princes Street or from Edinburgh Castle perched high on the hill overlooking the city I love most in the world.

And then there’s my home, where I grew up, a townhouse that’s been part of our family for ever. As I leave the garden and cross the street, I see Elsa and Bill, both like grandparents to me, at their table in the basement window. In the upstairs living room, Mum is folding sheets, and on the ground floor, books are piled high against the arched windows of the family bookshop, which my family has owned in various incarnations for almost two hundred years, and where I’ve worked on and off for as long as I can remember.

‘Morning,’ I say, opening the door to the shop from the black-and-white tiled vestibule.

‘Dad?’ I call, when I fail to find him in the front section of the bookshop, piled with donations for the second-hand section. He isn’t in the back section either with its huge, partly obscured French windows overlooking the long, untidy garden below and the tall trees of the Dean Village beyond. Since returning home, I’ve been more aware than ever that Dad is struggling to keep on top of the place.

‘Office,’ he mumbles.

I find him at his desk in the narrow back room, almost hidden behind books and paperwork and old coffee mugs.

‘What’s up?’ I place my book on top of the filing cabinet, its drawers bulging open, and start clearing the cups.

‘Accounts,’ he mutters wearily.

From the look of his scruffy black hair, dark eye bags and five o’clock shadow, I wonder if he’s been up all night.

‘Any improvement on last month?’

He shakes his head, rubs a hand over his brow.

‘What’s this?’ I ask, picking up a sheet of paper that’s fallen to the floor.

‘It’s nothing!’ he snaps uncharacteristically. The two of us are usually as thick as thieves, me having spent more time in the shop with Dad over the years than with Mum tucked away in her study and her head. He reaches out to take it from me, but I hold it just out of reach, reading the red-letter demand.

‘I had no other choice,’ he confesses, when it becomes clear he’s taken out a significant loan.

‘Does Mum know?’ I ask, shocked.

He shakes his head and wipes his eyes. ‘She doesn’t need to know. Phil’s rent was helping with repayments but, well, you know . . .’ He indicates towards me. I reason he doesn’t mean to make me feel bad, or regret his decision to let the lodger go, but still a part of me can’t help thinking, Mum and Dad are in deeper trouble because of me, their almost thirty-year-old daughter who needed to come home because she can’t afford to rent a place of her own.

‘I can find somewhere else to live, I can take on any old job,’ I say, prepared to give up the temp work, and put passion-searching on hold, if it keeps the wolves from Mum and Dad’s door.

‘No! This is for me to fix, not you.’

I stand for a moment, not sure what to say or feel other than sadness for Dad and a great desire to help, but how, I don’t know.

‘Maybe you should tell Mum; she might know how to help.’

‘I don’t want your mother knowing; she’s enough on her plate as it is. Understood?’

I’m not entirely sure I agree, pretty certain Mum would want to know and help, but Dad’s stare, one I haven’t seen before, tells me not to mess with his decision.

‘Fine,’ I say, holding up my hands, figuring it’s his business not mine. ‘But at least let me help you write a newsletter this month.’ Ideally he needs to be doing them weekly, but given he hasn’t been receptive to the idea since I started suggesting them ten years ago, I figure baby steps is the way forward for now.

‘Maybe later, Carly,’ he says, and I bite my tongue, ever hopeful that one day he’ll take advice about what might transform the place back into the burgeoning neighbourhood bookshop it once was, and which I know he can make it again.

Through the door next to the office, I head into the entrance hall which is lined with jackets of every fabric and size, shoes for all weathers and hats in every colour of the rainbow, anything to keep the cold Edinburgh winds at bay. I ascend the stairs I used to slide down as a child. There’s a staircase leading down to Elsa and Bill in the basement, another heading up to Mum and Dad’s apartment on the first and second floors, and a final set of stairs goes to my flat right at the top. There are no doors between the apartments; only the artwork helps differentiate between the spaces: pottery and wall-hangings in the basement; my mum and grandmother’s paintings in the middle floors, and framed photographs on my walls.

‘Hiya, love,’ Mum calls as I head up to my space.

‘Morning,’ I call back, catching sight of her cleaning the bathroom, a sure sign that she’s still suffering from writer’s block. It dawns on me that Dad is probably right not to tell her about his debt – the worry would only further hinder her creative flow.

‘Did you enjoy your reading time?’

She appears on the landing when I’m halfway up the last flight of stairs, a cloth and cleaning fluid in hand.

‘It was OK,’ I say, deciding not to tell her about how it felt to run into Paul; Mum and I have never really been ones for sharing our emotions, she having always been more concerned with the practical aspects of life.

From the stairs above, I look down at her slight figure in a cable sweater and jeans, her brown hair pulled back messily in a ponytail. As a child she was a dancer, which still shows in her sinewy body. At her turned-out feet are books and baskets filled with notebooks, magazines and pencils, items that have been moved from one room to another but haven’t completed the journey back. Like Dad, she looks tired.

‘Just grabbing a shower then I’ll help Dad sort some donations.’

‘It’s a wonder to me where all those books come from,’ she says quietly.

‘Mostly local, some from further afield,’ I say, thinking her comment an odd thing to say; Mum knows better than I do that the bulk of our donations come from local house clear-outs.

‘I mean the content of the books, the actual words,’ she says absently, looking at the cloth and bottle in her hand as if she’s only just noticed them.

‘Mum, quit worrying. You’ll find your next idea; you’ve written twenty-five books already, remember?’

‘Yes,’ she sighs, shaking herself back with it. ‘You’re right; ideas are everywhere.’

‘When you stop looking . . .’ I offer, continuing up the stairs.

Figuring it’s time I look for a job, I scrunch-dry my long dark hair and apply a skim of make-up at my vintage dressing table, then select some wide jeans, a T-shirt and slouchy cardi before heading to the kitchen.

Juice in hand, I park myself on my mustard sofa and plonk my feet on the tapestry footstool, then take out my phone. Through the trees of the crescent’s garden, the castle looms large in the distance with the top of the Scot Monument just visible. Both remind me of late summer evenings spent roaming the city centre as teenagers, Jude always with me, in search of fun.

Above the fireplace, a photograph I took at university of Fringe street performers reminds me of summers handing out flyers in return for free tickets to shows. And on the shelves, photos of yoga weekends and mini-breaks with Jude sit amongst crystals and books, and plants I try desperately to keep alive. But it’s one photo in particular that catches my eye, of me with Jude and her husband Adam on their wedding day. Jude and Adam are lit up with love, and I am too, on the outside, but on closer inspection, my smile is slightly forced, and my eyes aren’t sparkling. I remember thinking as the shutter clicked that here was a moment that Jude was experiencing that I might never experience or, if I did, might not be capable of sustaining for ever.

Casual friends would never recognise that anxiety in me. They’d call me footloose, ‘Carefree Carly’, as Paul called me, just as my mother hoped I’d be.

‘It’ll take someone really special to get Carly to settle down, to tick all the boxes on her list,’ one friend said after Paul and I broke up.

Only Jude knows that my lack of commitment and desire for perfection in a partner is rooted in something deeper, ‘in fear’, as she once said, and I never forgot.

‘Carly?’ Jude’s voice calling up the stairs pulls me out of the thought-spiral I’d fallen into.

‘Hi,’ I say when Jude arrives in the living room. She sits on the couch next to me, her blond, neck-length curls as bouncy as she is. I push away a memory of Ben: confident, creative, emotionally intelligent and loyal. Ben was the full package, but even he didn’t make the grade. ‘Too laid-back,’ I’d told Jude, the day after I’d broken up with him. She’d looked at me in despair, and though I wasn’t going to admit it, I knew I’d made a mistake but had no idea how to fix it.

‘What’s up? You look a bit glum,’ Jude says, taking the remains of the juice she knows I won’t drink and finishing it for me.

I shrug. ‘I bumped into Paul,’ I say, not sure whether my gloom is because of Paul, job-hunting, or being more of a hindrance than a help to Dad, or all three.

Jude pulls a face of ‘eugh’ and I laugh. ‘Let me guess: still at the law firm, married, one kid.’

‘How did you know that?’ I ask, expecting her to say that she’s heard through the grapevine.

‘Mr Conventional doesn’t deviate from his life plan.’

I laugh at how well Jude knows me, the strict ban I now have on conventional men, and how we always gently mock people with life plans. ‘Trouble is, at the moment I can’t help wishing I had a plan of my own.’

‘What’s so great about knowing every step of your life in advance?’ she asks, perplexed at my sudden desire to be like everyone else.

‘I’d be happy just knowing one of them,’ I say, opening the jobs page on my phone.

Jude takes the phone from me and shoves it down the side of the sofa.

‘We should figure out what to do for your birthday instead,’ she says. My thirtieth birthday party is the last thing on my mind. ‘What do you fancy?’

Having run through the usual options of dinner party at Jude’s, cinema and drinks, or pyjama party, I reply wryly, ‘How about a “Carly Finds Herself” party?’

I stare out of the window, wishing Jude and Adam weren’t about to leave for America to start their new jobs at some big political thinktank. It still blows my mind that the girl I’ve known since nursery school, whom I used to protect from underbed monsters, demon ballet teachers, and a bogey-flicking boy named Fergus, is now married and heading to America to influence global politics.

‘You just need to be a bit braver, try some new things, that’s how you’ll find your passion. Maybe try something beyond Edinburgh,’ says Jude, and I wish, not for the first time, that I was more like her – someone who jumps in and sees what sticks rather than watching life from the sidelines. ‘Once you’ve found it, the rest will slot into place, I promise.’

I know ‘the rest’ she’s referring to is a soulmate and home, but how will I ever find anyone when I’m stuck in my fear, and how will I ever find anywhere I love as much as my family home?

‘You sound just like Dad,’ I sigh, recalling how, when I was a student, he’d warn me off getting too comfortable in Edinburgh and the shop. You need to go into the world, travel, pursue your dreams, he’d said. The bookshop is a stopgap for you, nothing more. Be free, Carly. Don’t allow yourself to be tied. ‘But what if I never find it? What if I never find the thing that I love and can monetise?’

‘You will.’

I shrug, unconvinced. ‘Book jobs are scarce, and every English Lit student in the land applies for them when they come up. Photography doesn’t pay. I don’t want to teach yoga. What else is there?’

‘Perhaps now is the time to search elsewhere, like your dad said, stretch your wings a bit.’

‘But how do I do that when I have to work to help pay my share towards rent and bills? I can’t afford to take time off, or spend time away, even if I wanted to.’

‘I’m sure your folks won’t mind if you don’t contribute for a while.’

I sink into the sofa, wanting – but unable – to tell Jude about Dad’s finances.

‘That’s not the point. I’m almost thirty, I should be paying my way,’ I say, wishing I could be more like Jude and Adam, Paul and Liv – who live perfectly happily climbing their career ladders during the week and enjoying life at the weekend – but knowing deep inside that I can’t, that I need a creative vocation. ‘Maybe I should ask for a crystal ball for my birthday!’

‘You need a sign,’ she says, all wide-eyed and excited.

‘A sign?’

‘From the universe!’ She gestures theatrically outside.

‘Sure, Jude, a sign,’ I laugh, feeling as if we’re teenagers again on a Saturday night, chatting about whether boys fancy us and if they’d ever make a move.

For all I like Jude’s idea, sadly life has taught me that there’s more chance of Dad turning the bookshop into a multinational corporation than there is of me receiving a sign.
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2.

FRAN

The sound of Carly and Jude running down the stairs takes me back to the days when I’d work in my study while the two of them cavorted about the house: building dens in the living room, playing dress-up in Carly’s room, or using the staircase from top to bottom as their very own helter-skelter. It catches me by surprise when the two of them appear in the kitchen as fully-fledged adults and not primary-aged children.

‘Morning, Mrs H,’ says Jude, looking almost as cherubic as she did when she was three. Their contrasting beauty has never been lost on me – Carly dark and angular, Jude effortlessly blond and soft. I laugh at her greeting, still after all these years unable to call me Fran. Jude surveys the kitchen, every oak cabinet open, the contents spread all over the granite work surface. ‘What happened in here?’

‘Mum’s got writer’s block,’ explains Carly, words that seem unconnected to me, since I’ve never experienced this in over twenty-five years of writing contemporary romance. My literary agent keeps telling me that something will come when I least expect it, but so far I’ve only had a few scrappy ideas, nothing that will help pay the bills.

When Carly was little, my advances were enough to keep the whole family for a year, and the royalties covered holidays, birthdays and Christmas. The bookshop ticked along nicely, easily enough to cover unexpected costs. But over the last decade my sales have gone down, having become lost in the myriad of books online, and so too have my advances. Consequently, Robin’s income has become more critical at a time when independent bookshops are struggling to keep their doors open. Any savings we had were used up long ago.

‘Are you hoping you might find an idea at the back of a cupboard?’ Jude jokes.

Jude’s gentle humour casts a different light on my frantic cleaning and I laugh, some of the tension loosening in my back.

‘You need to relax, Mrs H – go for a swim, read a magazine, get out of the house.’

‘She’s right, Mum. You told me once that ideas come from the everyday: a magazine article, a current interest, a place you’d like to visit. Take some me-time, see what comes.’

Carly isn’t wrong, I did give her that advice when she was doing a creative writing module at university. The difference is, she was a student who had to write a short story over the space of a term, whereas I was a best-selling author. Now I’m just a writer without a book deal and no significant earnings due any time soon.

‘I need to come up with something fast. I haven’t time for sitting around hoping the next idea will just land in my lap.’

‘But you have got time for gutting the kitchen,’ Carly rebuts.

‘Carly,’ I start, about to let off a tirade about the state of our finances, and the cost of upkeep on an ancient five-storey house that’s never really had the attention it needs. I stop myself, if I’m honest, only because Jude is present. Too often, Carly is the butt of my temper. ‘Shouldn’t you be looking for a job, or helping Dad in the shop?’ I breathe, the tension returning to my back.

‘You’re right, I should be helping Dad,’ she says, casting Jude a ‘let’s get out of here’ look.

‘Good luck with it all,’ Jude says kindly, causing a wave of guilt to pass through me.

‘Kitchen looks clean,’ says Robin when he appears for his mid-morning coffee break.

Same can’t be said for you, I think, giving him the once-over. He looks as if he hasn’t showered in days. His wavy salt-and-pepper hair is lank and in need of a cut, and he’s sporting several days of growth.

‘What have you been up to this morning?’ I ask.

‘Accounts,’ he mutters.

‘You should let Carly make some changes,’ I say as he reaches past me at the sink to fill the kettle. ‘You know she likes to help, and now that she’s temping, she has more time.’

‘Haven’t got the money for changes.’

‘It doesn’t cost anything to send a weekly email.’

‘There’s no point. Anyone who’s buying in person is going to the chains,’ he says, pushing the kettle switch with more force than necessary.

‘It doesn’t hurt to remind people that we’re here,’ I say as we both reach into the mug cupboard at the same time. I step back, gesturing for him to go ahead. ‘Or I could do an author talk; it might help sell a few copies of the last book.’

Robin doesn’t reply, something increasingly common between us these days. He spoke more to our lodger than he did to me. Now that the lodger has gone, he seems more withdrawn than ever, despite Carly being home.

‘It would give us an incentive to do a tidy-up,’ I continue, aware that I sound like a cheerleader, hopeful that I might hit on something that will reignite the passion he once had for the bookshop and turn things around. ‘Carly’s down there now putting things in order.’

Again he ignores me, reaching for the biscuit barrel, something he could do without. I can’t remember the last time he went for a walk or a bike ride, with or without me, nor when his trousers fitted properly. For months he’s been roaming around the place in sweatpants and an old shirt, a far cry from the well-turned-out Robin of old, who could command the attention of any room he stepped into.

‘How’s the hunt for your next book idea going?’ he asks.

‘Still nothing,’ I reply, and we sit down opposite each other at the kitchen table.

He nods almost imperceptibly; a silent touché, neither one of us capable of providing.

I sit for a moment trying to find a neutral topic of conversation, something that isn’t about work or finances or the state of the house, something that won’t give rise to vexation.

‘Jude’s looking well,’ I offer.

He nods.

‘Marriage seems to suit her,’ I continue.

‘Time will tell.’

‘What does that mean?’ I ask, wishing immediately that I hadn’t, seeing Robin’s hackles rising.

He shrugs and I, not wanting a fight, stand to empty my cup at the sink, my back turned to him.

‘You used to look at me the way Jude looks at Adam,’ he says quietly.

I turn to him, drying the cup. ‘They’re young, and in love.’

‘Aren’t we?’

My brow furrows, confused by his question. ‘We’re middle-aged and in the thick of life. “In love” is what happens at the start,’ I say, hoping to sound breezy, to stop him burrowing deeper.

He stares into the bottom of his cup. ‘Love. Life. It’s all one big trap.’

I stand for a moment, frozen by his remark, stunned that he could ever consider our family and life together a trap.

‘What does that mean?’ I ask, aware that he’s struggling with work, but hoping, perhaps against my better judgement, that we, I, am not part of the problem.

‘It means I have nothing beyond this basic existence. Whatever happened to travelling, to seeing something of the world?’

‘It’ll happen. Finances just aren’t in our favour at the moment,’ I console, as keen as he is to strap on a backpack and leave our ties behind.

‘Because of this house!’ he snaps.

I stop, take a breath, guilt rising inside me that the house and business I inherited is a weight round our necks, far too big and old and tired for two impoverished creatives.

‘We’ve gone over this countless times. We can’t let go of the house; it has too much history, too many memories, and we’ve always agreed we want to keep it for Carly. You know how much she loves this place, far more than I ever have. We just have to ride it out; money will come in again.’ I hope I sound more convincing than I feel. I’m not sure if I’ll ever get over this block, or if Robin will find his vigour.

He shakes his head. ‘Life could have been so much better if I hadn’t given up my career for yours.’

It takes me a moment to compute what he’s just said, a momentary calm before the storm, and then it hits me, full force, the thing I’ve feared most – that Robin would one day grow to resent his decision to give up his life in London for mine in Edinburgh.

‘I’m sorry you feel that way,’ I whisper, the hairs on my arms standing on end, my


































ops/images/9781035434459_FC.jpg
//\',H L

?‘,Q(k, to
e = )





ops/images/postcard.jpg
WV WA W WM W WM W WM W WM W W W W

---------------------’

CARTE POSTALE

April 1995
Dear Mum,

Greetings from Shakespeare and Company,
the most charming bookshop in Paris. Notre-
Dame Cathedral is just across the Seine, so
I’'ve picked up a copy of The Hunchback.

The shop is so full of history and stories that
it’s left me with a feeling that anything is
possible, that something extraordinary could
happen at any moment in this beautiful city
of love. ..

Missing you, and wish you were here!

Love, Fran

Nancy Henderson

8 Ainslie Place,

Edinburgh,
EH3 6AS
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