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      Edwina hauls herself out of the bath by holding on to both taps, the bath creaking as if it might escape its moorings. Roll-topped and cracked white enamel, the tub is heavily stained with tea-coloured limescale. Everything is falling to pieces, thinks Edwina, wiping the steam from the mirror and laughing at her reflection.

      Who on earth is this tiny silver-haired woman with the squirrel-brown eyes? Where is the twenty-two-year-old brunette beauty with her laughing crimson lips and baby-swollen belly?

      She is still inside me, Edwina decides, thinking of the Russian dolls she once owned. All the Edwinas are still in there, from lonely boarding-school girl to excitable art student, young wife, mother, widow – all her former selves are stacked one inside the other, right down to the tiniest baby-doll Edwina buried deep within her, the size of a monkey nut, she supposes.

      I’m still me, she decides, sitting down to dry herself. The towel is frayed and the mirror age-spotted.

      Before her cataract operation she was blissfully oblivious to all these signs of decay, but last year, when she came home from Moorfields Eye Hospital with her new plastic lenses, she suddenly noticed the filigree of cobwebs drooping from the ceilings, the mouse droppings in the kitchen drawers and the woodworm rampaging everywhere.

      The house has started to turn against her. It sprouts new problems daily, worse than a sickly child. Hairline cracks run the length of the skirting boards; musty whiffs catch in the back of her throat; a fraying pull cord in the downstairs lavatory she’s already had to re-knot twice.

      The garden threatens to invade; the windows of the basement are bottle green, thick with ivy that makes the kitchen jungle-dark even in June.

      The house is telling her to go: her allotted time is up, it’s someone else’s turn. This place needs a firmer hand than the freckled mitt that clings to the banister rail. Mine, she realises, my little old hand.

      Georgian houses are the enemy of the elderly, concludes Edwina, and she pads back into her bedroom, where the carpet is freckled with mildew, and it takes all her strength to open the underwear drawer of her mahogany chest of drawers.

      A present from Oliver’s parents, all the good furniture came from them. The grandfather clock, its genial sun and moon smiling face at odds with the downturn of its hands for ever stuck at twenty past eight.

      Morning or night?

      Sometimes Edwina gets confused. She does her best to keep her mind and body active: a few yoga stretches before she gets dressed in the morning, some neck rotations to ease the grinding in her shoulders. As for her brain, she is well-read and cultured, her shelves groan not only with dry rot but with every type of book imaginable, from chick lit to Ladybird books on flowers of the hedgerow to heavy Booker-nominated tomes. In her purse she has membership cards for the National Portrait Gallery and the Tate, expired, but even so…

      Edwina talks quite crossly to herself: ‘You are an articulate and intelligent woman. You still beat the Eggheads occasionally on BBC 2, and if you could be bothered you could rustle up dinner for twelve.’ Not that she needs to; the days of the candlelit dining room glinting with silver are long gone. These days she mostly eats down in the basement kitchen – after all, trays and stairs are a lethal combination.

      More and more of the house is unused; it has been months since she ventured into some of the rooms. Maybe she should take herself on a guided tour, see her home as others would see it, or maybe the time has come to sell the thing.

      She has had this thought before, and dismissed the idea as ridiculous almost immediately. But not this time: suddenly it all makes sense. She no longer wants to be a prisoner in her own past.

      Of course I will have to have a big tidy, she thinks, bothering for the first time in weeks to actually make her bed. Most days there seems little point, considering she gets up late, has a lengthy afternoon nap and goes to bed early. The sheets are grimy. She used to have a home help who sorted out the laundry and the ironing, but Alicia retired a decade ago and the stress of employing someone new is more than Edwina can bear.

      Everything nowadays has to be done on the internet. Fifty-odd years ago she found Alicia by accident on a park bench, and within two hours of meeting her she’d offered her a job. Ah, but that was sometime in the last century.

      Dear Alicia, she still sends Edwina letters from St Lucia: envelopes thick with photographs of her great-grandchildren, Edwin, Lucinda, Cuthbert, Dibble, Grub.

      Occasionally Edwina will reply with a hastily scribbled postcard. She bought a big selection of David Hockney cards when he had that show at the Royal Academy. When was that? Last year, or the year before?

      She hasn’t been to many exhibitions lately; silly really, when the bus into town goes right past her door, but sometimes it’s easier to stay indoors and watch Flog It!

      Edwina pulls on a pair of olive green cords. She weighs the same as she did when she was a bride the first time around, never mind the second.

      She momentarily recalls her two weddings, both registry office affairs, both without honeymoons, the first in optimistic knee-length white, the second in a cautious grey.

      Obviously her weight has fluctuated, but she has never been bigger than a size ten. Apart from when she had her children, of course.

      These cords were bought some time back in the eighties, and were expensive at the time – she has always liked nice clothes. She is stylish even now, so it’s such a shame that her woollens drawer has moth. The sweater she is pulling over her head is lacy with holes around the cuff and armpit. Oh well, it’s warm. Some of the radiators aren’t working, they probably need bleeding.

      Edwina sits on the wicker chair that has always stood to the side of the chest of drawers. It has a faded pink velvet seat and she cannot for the life of her remember if she has ever sat on it before. It doesn’t matter, nothing really matters, it’s time to let it all go, the un-bled radiators, the limescale and moth. She has clung to this house for too long. Like the ivy at the back of the house, it’s time she was cut free. She needs to close the door on number 137. She will take some memories with her, pack a small case of the good ones, but she doesn’t need a lot of baggage. There’s a lot she can leave behind.

      How strange that she should be the last to go, and for a split-second she can hear them, running up and down the stairs, the tumble and laughter, followed by this silence.

      Don’t cry, she reminds herself.
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      The job has been done, and Edwina is surprised at how calm she feels. She has done the sensible thing: phoned the estate agent’s down the road and arranged to have someone come and value the house.

      Before she does anything else, she needs to write down the appointment both in her desk diary and on the wall calendar. Her friend Joyce sends her a calendar every year, only Joyce died six weeks ago – brain embolism in the dry cleaner’s – so there won’t be any more pussy-cat calendars.

      The estate agent is coming on Friday, which gives her two days to make the house presentable, hoover and bleach the lavatory, but breakfast first. It’s very important to eat sensibly when you are in your late seventies: porridge oats and oily fish (not at the same time, obviously), plenty of green veg, lots of calcium for her bones and a cube of jelly a day for her nails. Sometimes she gets greedy over the jelly and swallows half a packet before she remembers that if she wants any more she’ll have to go to the shops.

      She should start at the top of the house and work her way down. Alternatively, she could start down here in the kitchen and work her way up; most of the mess is down here. This is where she spends the majority of her time: it’s warm, she has a sofa and a television, the kitchen and washing machine are all down here and there’s a lavatory on the half landing by the back door. She has retreated down here like a flightless bird, the basement of her house has become her nest and there have been nights when she’s slept on the sofa, waking up in the morning fully dressed and whisky-breathed.

      Edwina sits and thinks about what moving will really mean. She knows that under the kitchen sink there are cupboards full of pans, some of which have not been used for thirty years. There is a Kenwood mixer, an ice-cream maker and a foot spa, all shoved to the back, thick with dust, out of view. ‘Unwanted, unnecessary,’ she mutters. ‘A fish kettle? What for?’

      It’s not just the kitchen that overflows with chattels collected over the last half a century. Upstairs in the dining room there is an entire green and gold Royal Doulton dinner service in a glass-fronted cabinet, and the cabinet’s drawers are stuffed with linen napkins and canteens of silver cutlery, unpolished now for decades.

      Of course she should start filling black plastic bags and line them up in the hallway to take to the charity shop. She could manage a bag at a time, but just for now, while she gathers her thoughts, she will boil an egg, sit down and listen to Woman’s Hour.

      Thirty minutes later, egg consumed, toast eaten and halfway through a rather distressing item on FGM, Edwina realises with a start that it’s all very well selling the house, but where is she going to go? The problem with being widowed (twice, no less) and the surviving family being both estranged and far-flung, is that one ends up having to make choices alone, and if things go wrong there is no one else to blame.

      Edwina grabs a biro and starts to jot down the pros and cons of selling number 137 on the back of an envelope:

      
         

        It’s too big. It will trip me up and kill me.

        I rattle around, some nights I don’t feel safe and I’m scared. On other nights, if someone broke in and murdered me in my bed I couldn’t care less.

        I could have fifteen years more life left in me. I don’t have to stay in London.

        I could go and live in Cornwall. I can afford to do what I want, I am sound of mind and independent of means.

      

      Under these notes she writes, ‘Eggs, Flash, cleaning sponges, biscuits.’

      She will go out later. She tries to get out every day – it’s when you stop moving that everything seizes up – but right now she will tackle the drawers in the pine dresser. She will sit on a chair, bin liner at her feet, and go through the drawers being absolutely merciless. Wherever she goes next she doesn’t want clutter; she is annoyed by how far she has let this go. The trouble with having a big house is that there is always somewhere to shove stuff, there are so many hiding places, as she and her children found out many years ago.

      Sometimes, if she turns her head too quickly, she fancies she can see one of them. A little dark head with a fistful of stolen biscuits. Occasionally she hears giggling from behind the sofa.

      When people ask her how many children she has she never knows whether to reply one, two, three, or almost four?

      The left-hand drawer is stuck but Edwina persists; she can’t fall at the first hurdle. She slides a ruler into the inch-wide gap and pokes around until something is dislodged and the drawer is free.

      String, and stamps from so long ago they are no longer valid, nail scissors and parking-permit applications, jars of multivitamins and rolls of Sellotape. Alicia’s last letter from St Lucia, her youngest grandson has a degree now – a snap of a boy in cap and gown, self-consciously holding a scroll.

      She will have to tell Alicia, in fact she might do that now: dig out some notelets and a biro that actually works, tell her old friend and housekeeper that after all these years she is moving to Cornwall.

      A plan is forming in Edwina’s head. She visualises herself perched high above St Ives, looking out to the sea. She is living in a wooden house with a veranda; she sits outside and drinks coffee in the cold and wine in the sun, she cooks sardines on a portable barbecue. She will paint again; she will paint the sea in oils using all the blues from cobalt to Prussian.

      All this plotting is exhausting, so Edwina wraps herself up in an ancient blanket, and as she lies on the sofa, cocooned in multi-coloured knitted squares, she wonders what it would be like if the men in her life hadn’t died.

      Only Lucas is still alive, but then Lucas doesn’t really count: they share nothing, not a shred of DNA. For many years she was a dutiful stepmother to him, remembering his birthday, wrapping his Christmas gifts, making him breakfast and washing his clothes, but she always felt like a woman in a play, pretending to care.

      Lucas wasn’t her child, he was Barbara’s boy, and they tolerated each other on sufferance. Truthfully, if they were all to take a trip on a lake and the boat capsized, he would be the last one she would save. In fact, she has often wondered if, given the chance, she would hold his head under the water.

      The trouble with being a wife and mother, Edwina decides, is you feel it is your duty to keep your family safe, but you can’t. Fate has a very fickle finger, shit happens, and just because it happens once doesn’t mean it won’t happen again.

       

      Of course, it all started when she met Ollie.

      Ollie Treadaway, golden boy of Goldsmiths’ art college, a wiry nineteen-year-old with a fashionably curly forelock, a boy for ever destined to hover on the brink of manhood.

      She remembers first seeing him in the college canteen, almost sixty years ago. It is 1957, she is wearing a grey polo-neck jersey and black and white houndstooth-checked pedal pushers; he is parcelled up in a navy Guernsey.

      ‘My mother knits them,’ he explained in his buttery Kerry brogue. ‘And Jaysus, they are boiling hot.’ Standing in the queue, waiting for his egg and chips, he pulled the jumper over his head and instantly she fell in love with the pale slice of his oyster-coloured flesh.

      Ollie Treadaway, all the way from Ireland. Like the very best leaping salmon, he was a bit of a catch.

      Ollie came from a landowning dynasty, good stock with a wild streak. There was something glamorous about him, vague tales of a rapidly declining estate, of drink and fallen women.

      ‘There’s a curse,’ he told her once, laughing, ‘the terrible, terrible Treadaway curse,’ but he was laughing so she didn’t take him seriously.

      Curse or no curse, when Ollie’s ne’er-do-well uncle and aunt were killed in a car accident (fog, whisky and a cliff were said to be involved), his eminently sensible father managed to pull the estate back from the brink of disaster and put the fortunes of the family back on an even keel. They would never be stinking rich again, but the Treadaways nonetheless owned acres of lush Irish pasture complete with many hundreds of fat-uddered cows, yielding milk that was churned into delicious cheese.

      Portraits of Ollie’s dead uncle and aunt painted in oils some time back in the thirties hang in Edwina’s hallway. They are possibly the two things she would attempt to save should the house catch fire.

      Edwina falls asleep. She has a complicated dream in which they are all on a boat: herself, her two husbands and all three children, and one by one they draw straws to see who will be next to drown.
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      The doorbell wakes her up, and yet according to her watch it’s only eleven o’clock in the morning. Far too early to be napping, but sometimes it’s easier to sleep than face up to reality. The future is so hard to organise when you’re not sure what’s going to happen. At least the past is sorted: it’s already over, there’s nothing you can do to change events and time does heal. As long as you don’t keep picking at the scabs, she reminds herself.

      A boy is at the door, a caramel-coloured boy. She has no idea who he might be, Mormon or thief, and, heeding the warning she received from the Neighbourhood Watch, she demands ID.

      ‘I’m Lee,’ the boy says, offering his hand. ‘Lee Clarke from Gateman and Pierce.’ Of course, he’s from the estate agent’s. She’d written the appointment down, hadn’t she? Is it Thursday already?

      She hopes he doesn’t think she’s racist, and she wishes Alicia were here to prove otherwise.

      He doesn’t look old enough to be working, a child in a suit. Whatever happened to young men? There was a time when young men were a different species altogether, unburdened by adulthood but strong and tall, capable of picking up young brides, hoisting masts on sailing boats and taking apart motorbikes. This one looks barely capable of carrying his mother’s shopping, never mind flying a Spitfire or playing a decent game of tennis.

      Blushing, she opens the door wide and lets him into the hallway. She cannot imagine her house through other people’s eyes, though she sees it herself through different lenses. There are days when she walks up the front steps and is once again a young woman faced with the impossibility of a huge pram and all those steps, always having to remember to put the brakes on at the top so that the enormous Silver Cross and its contents didn’t roll into the road while her back was turned.

      Fifty-five years ago she first walked through this door; or rather she was carried, carried in the arms of her darling new husband, handsome Ollie Treadaway, struggling slightly as he heaved her five-months-pregnant bulk over the threshold.

      ‘Are you sure?’ she’d asked. ‘Is all of it ours?’ She was used to renting rooms; they were impoverished artists. She wore slacks and little red dancing pumps, they went to cafés in Soho and danced to records played on jukeboxes. Only now they were married and she was pregnant and they had a house. She was only twenty-two.

      A house with holes in the roof and fungus blooming through the cracks in the wall. ‘Don’t eat the mushrooms,’ Ollie laughed, leading her by the hand from floor to floor, room to room, pointing out the broken cornicing that he was going to replace, caressing the curve of the banister while she tried not to smell the damp and the dust and the wet and the rot, and all the time inside her belly tiny fists drummed for attention.

      He worked slavishly, always up a ladder while she sat and looked at paint charts. Her pregnancy made the colours smell strange; she inhaled deep purples and forest greens, but felt nauseous at the scent of pale blues and lavender. He encouraged her to be bold: the Georgians were colour-mad, he said, and she chose peacock green for the hall and a dark plum for the dining room.

      After all, they’d been to art school, they didn’t have to obey any rules. It was only many years later that 137 went through a rather beige transformation, and for a time she thought that she’d accidentally walked into the wrong house, the wrong life, but for the moment it is 1959, she is as round as a beach ball and she and her husband – Mr and Mrs Treadaway, the pretend grown-ups – are colouring in their house.

      It’s a race against time, after all. Edwina’s due date is in March; they have just one Christmas alone together before becoming a family.

      The one and only Christmas they ever spent alone together.

      She recalls setting a card table up in the freshly painted blood-red kitchen where she burnt a chicken and he made enough bread sauce to feed a battalion. ‘I’ve never had bread sauce before,’ she admitted and he said, ‘We usually have goose,’ and they laughed at how little they knew about each other and how little it mattered because they had all the time in the world, decades to find out whether either of them had had chicken pox – Edwina yes, Ollie no – and what sort of dog they should get. Ollie instantly chose a lurcher, while Edwina opted for a rabbit because, she explained, she was scared of dogs, and for the first time since they’d clapped eyes on each other she fancied he looked a little disappointed.

      No to dogs but yes to babies, that was a given: she was pregnant when they got married in the registry office in Camberwell. He was making an honest woman of her. It was the least he could do, and anyway, they were madly in love.

      They sent letters, nice apologetic letters, to both sets of parents and promised to invite them all to a big party soon. His mother wrote back, tight-lipped but resigned, enclosing a cheque for five hundred pounds. She came from one of those old-fashioned Irish families, Ollie explained, absolutely loaded a couple of hundred years ago but most of it gone due to feckless sons squandering their inheritance while their sensible sisters crossed their fingers and hoped to marry well or die young.

      His mother had been luckier than most: Ollie’s father was an easy-going, hard-working man. Really Edwina needn’t worry: neither of them was big on weddings, his mother was shy and his father too busy.

      As for Edwina, her parents lived even further afield, distant and colonial. She was an only child who’d mostly lived with an aunt in Winchester. Aunt Ida was rather lovely about the whole secret wedding affair and promised to treat them to a night at the Ritz every year on their anniversary (a promise destined never to be fulfilled, not even once).

      ‘Good luck darling,’ wrote Aunt Ida, ‘he seems a sweetie,’ and he was.

       

      Her blotchy reflection in the oxidised hall mirror brings her abruptly back to the present. How did a twenty-two-year-old bride turn into this?

      The boy is staring at her, waiting for instruction. ‘This way,’ she gestures. The staircase tilts so far to the left that she had to remove the stair-rods, and then the carpet came up. She was going to have the floor sanded but she never got round to it; anyway she likes the wide scarred boards. It’s like being on a boat, but the boat is capsizing.

      ‘I suppose we should start at the top.’

      She motions for him to go ahead of her and he bounds up the stairs, barely touching the banister. By contrast, she hauls and clings, her ankles feeling as if they are carved from wood, reluctant to bend. If she stays here any longer she’ll have to have a stair-lift. What on earth would Ollie have thought of that?

      He wouldn’t recognise her if she bumped into him now, say on the bus or the Tube. He would stand up for her; imagine that, being so old that your young dead husband feels compelled to stand. But then Ollie was very chivalrous, despite it being the sixties. He always walked on the outside of the pavement, held a brolly over her head when it rained, opened doors for her, took care of her, held her hand, made her safe.

      Only in the end she wasn’t safe, because he left without saying goodbye and for the first time in her adult life she was left wondering what on earth to do.

      The boy has reached the top of the stairs; Edwina is quite breathless. There are two doors on this attic landing; once upon a time maids would have slept here, and as the boy opens the door straight in front of him Edwina really wouldn’t have been at all surprised to have seen a little scullery mite in a mob cap and white nightie. After all, there are enough ghosts here; what’s another one?
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      Of course, by the time they bought the house the days of maids were long gone. ‘It used to be the nursery,’ she explains, shocked by the appearance of the room. When did so much stuff end up here?

      ‘Good proportions,’ the boy replies, but Edwina can see him struggling to make sense of the space.

      It looks like an auction is about to take place. A massive mahogany wardrobe squats in the middle of the room surrounded by various pieces of redundant furniture. A set of seventies bunk beds smothered in stickers. Edwina thinks she can just about make out a gummed-down football card with Kevin Keegan’s face on it, all perm and wolfish grin. An upended, broken Lloyd Loom chair leans against a nasty modern bookcase, which in turn teeters on a Formica-topped table. Surely that used to be in the kitchen? A chaise longue stands on its hind legs against the far wall, its faded tapestry upholstery torn across the middle, and, buried deep beneath a pile of old curtains, she can see the corner of a school trunk. She doesn’t need to read the label to know who it belongs to. My son, my only son.

      Edwina feels slightly dizzy. Everything that she has not been able to deal with has been brought up here. She knows that there are companies who will clear houses for a price, but the idea of strangers touching some of these things makes her blood run cold. The boy seems to be Tasering the room. ‘It’s a laser,’ he explains. ‘It measures the area, feet and inches or metres.’

      Ollie had a tape measure, a metal one that you pulled out until it buckled and made snapping noises, and then you pressed a button and it reeled back in again. He chased her round the house with it once and they laughed until they could barely breathe.

       

      Her babies were born in this house, all of them, the ones that lived and the one that didn’t, and when they were old enough they came up here to sleep and play. The toys are still here somewhere, wooden building bricks, a doll’s house, a million pieces of Lego.

      Of course, when they were really tiny she kept them by her own bed, two babies, one at each breast.

      No one had mentioned twins at her antenatal check-ups, so no one was expecting an extra guest that moonless March night when she went into labour.

      A home birth by request. She was young, she was healthy and anyway, Edwina had always hated hospitals. They put down plenty of newspaper and old sheets for safety. ‘Good job I was bought up on a farm,’ laughed Ollie, but his eyes were terrified.

      The midwife arrived on a bicycle just before lunch. She brought her own sandwiches, fish paste in tin foil, and a hard-boiled egg. ‘We all have to keep our strength up,’ she informed Edwina, breathing over her like a big smelly cat.

      The pain had been shocking, of course it was, and there had been a moment when she thought how easy it would be to die in childbirth, to push so hard your heart burst, but she was stronger than she thought, and at five to midnight a daughter was born, scarlet-faced and grimacing, as if the experience had been as much of an ordeal for her as her mother. The midwife smacked her soundly and the baby wailed on cue. A healthy little girl was the verdict, and Edwina lay back expecting the pain to stop. ‘It’ll ease once the placenta comes,’ assured the midwife, only it didn’t, and for the first time since she arrived the midwife looked concerned.

      ‘To be honest, I thought I’d be at home eating toast by now,’ she confided. ‘Let’s give you a wee while longer and then we might have to think of other arrangements.’

      At this point she’d looked at Ollie and mouthed the word ‘complications’, which he repeated out loud as if they were playing some gynaecological parlour game.

      Back on the bed, in a sea of agony and bloodied sheets, Edwina thrashed and moaned until she suddenly rolled on to all fours and with one long bellow delivered another tiny human. A little boy this time, smaller, scraggier, bluer.

      ‘Someone’s not been getting their share of nutrition,’ the midwife remarked, holding this baby like a conjuror with an upside-down skinned rabbit, and she gave the pinker, fatter baby a look as if to say, ‘Who’s a greedy girl?’

      The afterbirth followed soon afterwards, liverish and hideous, and eventually at two o’clock in the morning the midwife cycled off, leaving a couple of dazed amateur parents, each holding a baby.

      ‘Rowena,’ said Ollie rather firmly. ‘Charlie,’ countered Edwina, and that was it: the babies were named. Even though, secretly, Edwina had always wanted Elizabeth for a girl and once, after a terrible row, Ollie admitted he’d rather Charlie had been Sebastian. ‘Sounds like “spastic”,’ she’d snapped back. It really had been an awful row.

      He was never Charles, always Charlie.

      Officially, he was born a day later than his sister, so they decided to alternate the date on which they celebrated the births. ‘They can take it in turns to have a party, either on the fourteenth or fifteenth of March,’ she’d decreed like a queen in a fairy tale, not knowing anything of what was to come, thinking only of a future of celebration and cake.

      Spring babies, crocus children that she grew in her belly, dark and warm as the earth.

      Once Ollie got over the raw and bloody shock of it he was thrilled. His grandmother had given birth to twins but only one of them had survived. ‘Apparently this sort of thing runs in families,’ he kept saying, and his recently delivered wife shivered at the mere thought of losing one. Which one, eeny-meeny-miney-mo?

      Even though she hadn’t been expecting two, now she had them she couldn’t imagine an only baby. They will always have each other, she decided, they never need to be lonely. They will always have a friend. Charlie and Rowena, dark heads like apple pips.

      The cot is in a corner somewhere, dismantled. How silly to keep it; more than half a century has gone by.

      They lay side by side, two swaddled bags of sugar, and then as they got fatter she laid them head to toe. It was only when their legs grew sturdy and Charlie kept waking Rowena by kicking her in the face that she separated them. Another cot was bought, only Charlie didn’t like it. He wanted to be back in the old cot with his sister; he wanted to play the kicking game. In the end, she put them back in together and Rowena learnt to roll away from her brother.

      She was a clever girl, her mother knew that from the start. She knew very early on how to distance herself from trouble.

      ‘Bathroom through here?’ asks the boy, treading gingerly around a splintered cabinet. He doesn’t want to catch his trousers, Edwina realises. The cabinet looks like someone had taken an axe to it.

      ‘Yes, a sort of en suite.’

      ‘Could be a wet room,’ the boy calls over his shoulder. ‘Needs a bit of work.’

      I haven’t any energy left, Edwina feels like telling him. I can’t even be bothered to follow you to explain and apologise. It is what it is.

      Once upon a time, this little bathroom had a jungle makeover. She’d painted it herself, lions and tigers peering through lush tropical foliage, monkeys swinging from knotted vines, but of course the children had grown out of it and its next incarnation had been a slightly nautical navy and white stripe. The boys were up here by then and Rowena had moved downstairs.

      ‘That was a disaster.’ The words come out before she can stop them.

      ‘Not a disaster,’ the boy responds. ‘Just a lick of paint, to be honest. And yeah, well, people like big fat shower heads these days.’

      ‘For their big fat heads,’ she ripostes.

      ‘Mrs… er…’ He has forgotten her name, because she is old and therefore as forgettable as she is forgetful. Two can play at this game.

      For a second she cannot decide whether to tell him Treadaway or Spinner. ‘Just call me Edwina,’ she replies, ‘it’s easier. And you are?’

      ‘Lee,’ he reminds her. ‘Some people really fancy a project. This is a great opportunity for the buyers to put their stamp on the place.’

      ‘It’s mine,’ she is tempted to tell him. ‘They can fuck off.’

      But of course the decision has been made. She is selling; it’s over.

      The boy puts his electronic gizmo back in his pocket.

      ‘What’s next door?’ he asks, and she very deliberately says ‘spare room’, biting her lip before the words ‘Lucas’s old bedroom’ follow. She has not spoken his name for so long, she is unsure if her tongue can physically form the word.

      She doesn’t want to think of Lucas now; she doesn’t want to think of her stepson ever again. Not after what he did.
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      In the beginning, this room was where the nannies slept, then it became where Lucas stayed, and now it’s just another spare room in a house that already has too many spare rooms.

      The young estate agent looks around at the neatly furnished room and nods his head approvingly. It’s a good size, smaller than the vast three-windowed space next door, but just about a double and comparatively empty too, which is a bonus.

      In fact, there is something slightly Spartan about the place, the way the single bed is so neatly made reminds him of… a monk’s cell, a soldier’s bunk, a prisoner’s cell… what’s the word? ‘Functional,’ he decides.

      The walls are covered with framed maps, a junk-shop scoop back in the days when South London was full of bargains. The maps are faded and pastel-coloured, whispering tales of voyages made long ago. They belong to another time, when a young man could go out and make something of himself, sail the high seas and conquer new lands, leave his mistakes behind and start afresh.

      Lee went to Amsterdam on a school trip once. They tried to escape the teachers to eat hash cakes in a café, but got stuck in Anne Frank’s house.

      ‘All very straightforward, very nice,’ he says for want of anything better to say, only it isn’t nice, it’s too empty. He doesn’t want to pry, but Lee gets the distinct feeling that the wardrobe and chest of drawers are resolutely empty. Why should this feel so crushingly sad?

      The old lady looks dazed. Possibly she’s losing it, confused: they go like that sometimes, the old girls. Once he went to measure a little two up two down cottage down the back of the Walworth Road and the woman selling the place was completely bald. ‘Chemo,’ she told him, pouring him a cup of tea from a pot kept warm by a curly grey NHS wig. ‘Only thing the fucker’s good for,’ she added.

      He gets out his measuring tool again and Edwina remembers when this room was decorated for the nannies. They painted it a deep rose and encouraged the girls to personalise it. ‘It’s your home, make yourself comfortable. You can smoke if you like.’ They put ashtrays up here, and piles of magazines, Petticoat and Honey, to make it look more welcoming. It wasn’t a cold and lonely space like now; there were brightly coloured crocheted cushions lined up along the bed and she has vague memories of an orange candlewick bedspread.

      Heather, she was the first, from Scotland in thick grey woollen tights and a knee-length kilt. Ollie bought her a tin of shortbread petticoat tails to make her feel less homesick, but she ran away two months after she arrived, back to Dumfries, before she’d had time to take her tights off.

      The only thing she left behind was a little plastic Scottie-dog brooch; it’s still in the house. Edwina might not know what day it is, but she knows as sure as eggs is eggs that the brooch is in a tobacco tin in her sewing box, mixed in with buttons fallen from summer dresses worn decades ago.

      After Heather they had a girl from the Midlands, who sounded like she had a permanent cold, all adenoids and sleeves full of damp hankies. Ollie hadn’t thought she was strong enough and he was right: she kept retiring to bed with her ‘neuralgia’, and by the time the twins were six months old they were on to their third nanny. Edwina sits on the bed; her feet are throbbing.

      Lee has stepped out onto the landing to take a call. Edwina jumped when his mobile phone went off: she’d been miles away, trying to remember the third nanny’s name. Rachel, that was it. These rooms are like onions, she thinks, they have layer after layer of memories. Peel away one layer and – hey presto – beneath it is another and another and another.

      Oddly enough, this is probably the corner of the house she has spent least time in. It has always been earmarked for the cuckoos in her nest, the nannies and then of course Lucas.

      She might not want to think about her stepson, but she can’t help it, he is part of this house too, from the dandruff he shed to his fingernail clippings. In fact, the current incarnation of this room was done for his benefit. ‘He might want to come back,’ his father had ventured. ‘Even if it’s just for a night.’

      She couldn’t say ‘no’, she couldn’t say, ‘I don’t want him here under any circumstances.’ She was just very glad that when he did return to Britain he went and stayed with his mother.

      Edwina shudders at the memory of Barbara, the first and original Mrs Spinner, a woman who must be approaching ninety but whose hatred of her still makes her stomach churn. Barbara, mother of Lucas. They were very close, entwined like rope. She shouldn’t have tried so hard: they shared everything, from pronounced widow’s peaks to their mutual loathing of Edwina.

      She should have known how it would end, the very first time she set eyes on Lucas. He was covered in blood, blood on his hands, like a nightmare.

      Later, when that incident had been brushed under the carpet, Lucas became a regular guest, an official, if part-time, member of the family, and like any decent stepmother-to-be, she wanted him to feel welcome. So she did her research, found out that he was very keen on the Apollo space mission, and created a mural just for him. A hand-painted tile on the door pronounced this room his.

      He arrived with a small leather suitcase, a plump boy in grey flannel shorts, and barely seemed to notice the effort she’d made, blinking at the twins as they ran in and out squealing with excitement: ‘Isn’t it super? Isn’t our mummy the cleverest mummy?’

      Silently, Lucas turned his back and pushed the door shut on them all.

      She mustn’t take herself back there. Edwina pulls herself into the present: the walls are a pale dove grey now. The deep rose paint and Heather’s Cliff Richard posters are long gone; the lumpy lunar landscape complete with an Apollo 11 rocket, astronauts and a teeny cricket-ball-sized earth in the background only exist deep in the fabric of these plaster walls, and even deeper in her own memory.

      Other people will live here. They will never know what went on in this house, they won’t know that an angry child scribbled all over her work, they won’t know that this bed was often wet and no one was allowed to mention it. It was always his night-time glass of water that got spilt, or a hot water bottle that leaked. ‘A hot water bottle?’ Rowena queried. ‘But it’s July.’

      Who’d have thought a little boy she’d tried so hard to love would have turned against them like he did.

      ‘He was paying you back,’ she mutters to herself, for stealing his father away from his mother, for smashing up his family and ruining his perfectly happy only-child status. He was ten when it happened, old enough to know what was going on and yet too young to understand.

      Poor Lucas, it must have been hard on him, coming into a home where he was always going to be an interloper, where the twins already knew every nook, cranny and trick in the house, from which tin in the pantry contained the best biscuits to where to sit in the kitchen so that clothes drying on the ceiling pulley didn’t drip on your head.

      Lee returns from his phone call. ‘Lovely leafy aspect,’ he says. ‘Good views.’ Edwina can’t be bothered to contradict him. The views from this room aren’t particularly great: all that is visible from the window are trees and roofs, all those grey slate lids sitting on top of other people’s lives, road after road of memory boxes. If walls could talk, eh?

      ‘Let’s have a look at what’s down here, shall we?’

      She follows him down the stairs. She has learnt never to go first: you don’t want to fall and you don’t want to get pushed.
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      They are standing in her bedroom now; the boy is talking and Edwina isn’t listening. He is using his measuring gizmo again and Edwina is suddenly aware that her nightie is visible on her pillow. It’s not the sort of thing a young man needs to see.

      She should have stripped the bed and put clean sheets on. The mattress droops visibly, like a car with a dodgy suspension; there is such a dip in the bed that she rolls into the middle every night. Not that it matters: she sleeps alone these days, there is no ‘your’ side and ‘my’ side any more.

      That was the strangest thing about her second marriage. Not the unfamiliar surname or the shiny new gold ring (when she already had a completely serviceable wedding band), but that Dickie expected to sleep on the left side of the bed, the side she was used to occupying when she slept with Ollie.

      I have fucked two husbands in this room, she silently reminds herself, and three ‘gentlemen friends’ – not partners, or even boyfriends. There were some times in my life that I now regard as permissive moments, she further informs herself: twice after Ollie and before Dickie, and once after Dickie when it really seemed that I had nothing to lose.

      A black man, an old college friend and that man who had the wrong address and knocked on the door expecting to buy a canoe – that was the last time she did it, when she was sixty-three and had just been made a widow for the second time.

      She was a virgin when she first met Ollie. It wasn’t unusual back then, even at art school, for girls to remain intact at least until halfway through the second year. A lot of them were deflowered by a tutor; it seemed to be a teacher’s perk back then. A sackable offence now, of course, and rightly so, thinks Edwina. Innocence is so easily abused.

      She and Ollie just muddled through. She remembers a lot of poking each other in the eye and a great deal of panicking about being late with her periods (Ollie looking stricken) until the inevitable happened and she was three months pregnant before they even looked at rings.

      Canoe man had been the best lover. She hadn’t asked his name and he hadn’t bothered with hers, it had been a purely animal experience and all the better for it.

      Her husbands, now she comes to think about it, had very different styles of love-making. Ollie was all energy and enthusiasm, while Dickie was a great deal more deliberate, almost ritualistic. Basically, his technique was very good – as if he’d read a manual – but she had never enjoyed kissing him. She’d have kissed Ollie until his face was just mush against the pillow.

      I loved Ollie, she reminds herself, and I was grateful to Dickie.

      She often had sex with her second husband out of guilt. She had seduced him away from his first wife with her body and her brown eyes and her slow smile and little white teeth, so it wasn’t really fair, once he had deserted Barbara, that she, the marriage-wrecker, should withdraw the sex. After all, it was a big part of why he’d chosen her. She was so sensual, so willing, the total opposite to Barbara. Dickie once told her that his first wife was a cold fish, all Pond’s night cream and expensive nightgowns that said ‘look but don’t dare touch’.

      Edwina mostly slept naked, slim-hipped with dark pert nipples. Dickie liked the fact that she enjoyed cunnilingus, which was still quite a novelty in the seventies. Once they’d got married it was a hard act to keep up, the enthusiastic sex thing, but she’d tried her best. Sex, she realised, was a lot like exercise: you might not really fancy it, but once you got going you quite enjoyed it.

      She’s not fussed about the idea of never doing it again, though, and she no longer sleeps naked. She has become prudish in old age, possibly because the sight of her body distresses her. She used to be so comfortable in her own bare skin.

      That was another thing about being a step-parent: your own children seeing you in the nude was one thing, but letting another woman’s child see you in the all together was something else entirely. She knew Lucas reported back to Barbara about her behaviour, what she wore, what they ate. She didn’t want to give the woman any more ammunition. Wasn’t it bad enough that Barbara knew she occasionally fed her family fish fingers for Sunday lunch? She didn’t need accusations of sexual perversion on top of domestic slovenliness.

      Barbara was a terrible one for firing off pithy little handwritten notes. ‘I noticed when Lucas came home from Kennington last week, one of his socks was missing?!!’

      These missives were written in purple ink on Barbara’s personalised writing paper and never directly addressed to Edwina. Never mind speak her name, Barbara couldn’t even bring herself to write it.

      Of course their paths inevitably crossed. They have physically come face to face with each other four times in the past forty-five years: once at a matinée of Jesus Christ Superstar (Edwina was too unnerved to go back in after the interval), once in Russell & Bromley, once in court and once at Dickie’s funeral.

      Fortunately Southwark Cathedral is quite a big place, and the two women were kept as far away from each other as possible.

      The day his father was laid to rest, Lucas sat with his mother. Edwina didn’t speak to him and he made no effort to seek her out. She slipped away from the wake early; it had all the elements of a works do and she’d never felt particularly involved.

      Dickie was a political speechwriter for the Liberal Party, which seemed reasonable enough. Edwina wasn’t by nature a political animal, but she liked the way the Liberals seemed to sit quietly on the fence just gently ticking over, not really getting anywhere but not being entirely written off either.

      Of course there had been that terrible business with Jeremy Thorpe, but Dickie had survived that peculiar chapter unscathed and been kept on by David Steel, a man Edwina found rather charming, not that she socialised with these people, God forbid. This reluctance to get involved in Dickie’s career was in complete contrast to his first wife. Barbara loved the trappings of political life and a great deal of her fury with Dickie wasn’t just about the dereliction of his duty as a husband and father, but at his lack of political drive. Barbara was a great believer in the power behind the throne, and she would very much have enjoyed being an MP’s wife like her old bridesmaid Minty Landreth.

      Edwina couldn’t have cared less; she was politically disinterested, and she found any talk about Dickie’s work very boring. But then (fortunately), by the end of the day so did he.

      She remembers brooding over whether Dickie had sacrificed too much in leaving Barbara. After all, she wasn’t interested in his career and she was a rubbish cook, so apart from the (mostly faked) enthusiastic sex, she made for a rather lousy second wife.

      After it all happened she often wondered if he wished he hadn’t bothered. So much of all this could have been avoided if he’d stayed with Barbara, if only Ollie hadn’t…

      ‘I said, “Possibly a bit of damp along this wall.”’ The boy shouts as if she were deaf, which of course she is, a little, she is almost seventy-eight. She is deaf and ever so slightly incontinent. ‘It’s not just the wall that’s damp,’ she would like to joke, just to see his expression.

      ‘Possibly,’ she shouts back.

      She is surprised to find herself sitting down on the pink chair she first sat in just the other day. It’s good to get a different perspective.

      This room has mostly been about sleep and sex, dressing and undressing, lying down, getting up, alarm clocks ringing, days starting and finishing. As a young mother she lay in this bed and waited for her babies’ cries to pull her from her sleep. Then, later on when she couldn’t sleep, when anxiety, loneliness and fear kept her awake, her own heart beating against the clock, her brain in overdrive. What am I to do? What should I do? What can I do? Oh God, oh dear, oh help.

      The boy has seen enough of this room. It is not full of memories for him, it’s simply a nice big double bedroom with heavy furniture and grubby sheets. It smells slightly of piss.
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      Edwina follows the boy out of her bedroom and into the bathroom next door. ‘Fuck me,’ he mutters, not quite under his breath.

      Edwina nods; the bathroom is large and the Victorian suite enormous. Ollie came across it in a junkyard down by the river; she can’t imagine how they carried it into the house and up the stairs.

      The tub was big enough for all of them, Ollie, Edwina, Rowena and Charlie, the twins with shampoo foam crowns on their heads, a bright yellow rubber duck bobbing between them. ‘Room for plenty more,’ Ollie joked. ‘You could have triplets next time.’

      She had laughed too, sort of. But she hadn’t ruled it out, she always suspected she might fall pregnant again. She never dreamt that a year or so later she’d be lying in this bath with her head under the water, ignoring her screaming children and wondering how long it would take to die should she run a razor across her wrists.

      They’d painted the bathroom the blue of a cloudless sky, the blue of a glorious day, of forget-me-nots, the blue of the sky on a day she will never forget.

      Sennen Cove, Cornwall.

      Easter time, too cold to swim, but they dangled the babies’ toes in the water and Charlie screamed until his face went the colour of a cherry.

      A picnic hamper on a red tartan rug with friends from art school, fruit cake and cheese and pickle sandwiches. All of them young. She and Ollie were the first to have babies; Rowena and Charlie were a novelty, not just because they were twins but because they were starting to become small people. Toddlers, chubby of fist, quick to laugh and even quicker to cry, clumsy in their terry-towelling nappies and rubber pants, suddenly sitting heavily in the sand, Charlie trying to eat it. ‘Waaagh!’

      Life changed with the throw of a ball, a hard red round cricket ball flying through a cobalt sky. Thwack! She heard the bat make contact, that most traditional sound of leather against willow, and then a pause. The drone of a bee, a dog barking, a boy yelling further along the sands, flying a yellow kite, the kite nose-diving into the sand dunes as the wind changed direction, a sudden chill and Ollie lying down. Face down and not moving.

      The ambulance drove across the sand and everyone stared except the boy with the yellow kite, who kept flying the thing. Up and down it swooped as the ambulance men worked on Ollie’s heart, thumping and pushing at it until they shook their heads and carried him away with a red blanket pulled over his beautiful head.

      She cannot recall how she got home from that holiday. She can’t have driven, not by herself with the two babies in Ollie’s rusty green Humber Hawk. Come to think of it, she hadn’t passed her test. After Ollie died she had to learn; widows must learn to do everything.

      Her mother came over from Malta, which sort of made things worse as they barely knew each other and Glenda had never met Ollie. She kept saying Edwina needed to be brave and how, just a generation ago, millions of women had lost their menfolk on the beaches. ‘Yes, but not playing French cricket,’ Edwina had screamed, at which point her mother had slapped her because she was ‘obviously hysterical’.

      Ollie’s parents weren’t much better, but at least they had an excuse. Yes, they were reeling with grief, their son was dead, but the farm still needed running. They came for the funeral, wept and quickly departed. In the years that followed they sent cards and gifts on the twins’ birthday, but the messages in the cards grew increasingly brief and the invitations to visit gradually petered out.

      It seemed unbelievable that life should carry on after Ollie’s death. For weeks she was semi-catatonic, and it was only when her mother left to rejoin her father in Malta that reality hit her.

      She was alone in a big old house that needed money and time spending on it, yet she had two small children and no income. There were days, too many to count, when she felt like dropping herself and the babies over Waterloo Bridge.

       

      Years later, when life was going through a smooth phase, the bathroom underwent a transformation. She had the walls panelled to hip height in tongue-and-groove wood and painted cream, a pale pink chinoiserie wallpaper was pasted over the blue and eventually there were times when she came into the room and didn’t immediately think of that Cornish sky or how the sun that day was the same colour as the twins’ rubber duck. Yellow and blue, the most cheerful of colour combinations, and yet for so long reminding her of death. Irises in the church on the day of his funeral, yellow and blue.

      I would have gone under, she acknowledges, if it hadn’t been for Alicia. Dear Alicia, a woman with whom she had nothing in common and yet who, in the years that followed, turned out to be her closest ally.

      They met in the grounds of the Imperial War Museum. Edwina was sitting on a bench with the pram some way off: she was bored with its crying contents and in two minds whether to walk home without it, bloody massive thing. She shouldn’t have to bother with it any more, but she couldn’t trust the twins to manage the entire walk home. One of them needing a carry was bad enough, both impossible – she wasn’t a pack horse. At times she hated them. Charlie was lazy and inclined to hysterics, while Rowena was a sulker.

      The woman sat down heavily to tie her shoelace and the bench see-sawed slightly in her direction. She wore black slacks and cream wing-tipped glasses, and was sporting a precarious beehive. The beehive made her nervous of the weather. Gathering her bags, she looked at the gloomy clouds above and held out her hand to test for droplets of rain. Patting the elaborated lacquered edifice, she informed Edwina, ‘I hope I get home before it tips it down.’

      Her accent was as deeply exotic as her looks. Edwina guessed she was from the Caribbean, Jamaican probably, and her mind filled with silver beaches and warm sunlight. Oh for a holiday, a holiday on her own.

      At that moment Charlie threw his shoe out of the pram, and the woman went and retrieved it. Her face split into an impossibly wide grin when she realised there were two of them stuffed into the Silver Cross, and she immediately went into a routine of face pulling and animal noises. Some people are just better at this than me, thought Edwina, who longed for the children to be able to hold a proper conversation. Whatever the woman was doing, it was working. The pram rocked with happily gurgling babies and for a few precious moments Edwina was able to sit on the bench and breathe out.

      Only, once she breathed out she found she couldn’t breathe back in, not without sobbing, great gulping sobs that coincided with the sky turning a toxic yellow and large wet raindrops falling with increasing speed.

      Alicia helped wheel the pram back to Kennington Road. While Edwina opened the front door the stranger bundled a baby under each arm, charged up the flight of steps and deposited them indoors before charging back for the pram, which she managed to single-handedly manoeuvre up the steps and into the house.

      My mother referred to her as the negress, muses Edwina, over half a century later. ‘That negress with the impossibly large behind.’

      Apart from possessing an unquestionably big bottom, when Edwina met Alicia she was a part-time cleaner with two sons, who were back in Kingston being looked after by her own mother. It was the custom, she explained. She lived somewhere off the Old Kent Road with her husband and some of his cousins.

      Edwina never met any of them, she never went to her house, but Alicia came to this house. Every day until the twins were too old to need a nanny, and then she stayed on to do the ironing and the cleaning.

      Dear, cake-eating, hip-gyrating, mood-swinging Alicia. By the time they got indoors on that very first day they were both soaked to the skin and Alicia’s beehive had fallen into a matted heap.

      Down in the kitchen it was warm. The Aga was working – it was one of the things Ollie had insisted on: ‘I’m a farm boy, you’ll love it,’ – but she didn’t, she couldn’t cook on it. Once he’d gone she relied on the Aga for warmth but a Baby Belling for heating up the babies’ food. She didn’t know how to cook so she bought tinned goods, Heinz soups and jars of baby food. She knew they weren’t eating properly. Rowena had a gummy eye and Charlie coughed and coughed.

      Alicia stripped the babies down, dried them off and changed them as if they were small machines: arms up, vests off, turn child, repeat process from the waist down. Once all their soggy clothes were in a pile Alicia stood on the kitchen table dragging dry clothes off the pulley. ‘Could do with an iron,’ she muttered, ‘but them babies don’t care.’

      And they didn’t. Dry, warm and filled to the gills with hot toast and honey, the twins were placed in the playpen where, for once, they sat and played contentedly with their toys, Rowena only lifting her head from her alphabet blocks to give her mother a look as if to say, ‘There, that’s how it’s done.’

      I couldn’t wait to hand them over, Edwina admits to herself. Alicia had a lap that was big enough for two, Alicia never judged, she wasn’t their mother. She might have worried about their physical wellbeing and keeping them regular was a priority bordering on an obsession (Alicia was a big fan of prunes), but she never questioned their characters. She loved the twins with a steady, unconditional love and Edwina was sometimes slightly jealous of that.

      The boy is talking to her, his voice sounds distant. Edwina tunes back in to his conversation as they troop down
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