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Maggie

Paris, 22 May 2019

Any danger has surely passed. Cycling into the unfolding Paris morning, Maggie can breathe easily again. She’d been dreading yesterday’s anniversary. But here she is on the other side. Weirdly fine. Maggie knows, as people who have survived things do, that fine is everything. A quiet triumph. She takes nothing for granted. Not the sun glitter on the Seine. The rhythmic brush of a horse-chestnut leaf, stuck in her front bicycle wheel. The waft of coffee. Paris. Life.

Rising from the saddle, Maggie stands on the pedals and cycles faster, her blouse sleeves swelling with air, the river’s truffle tang. Her oversize sunglasses – Le Bon Marché sale, a rare present to herself – slip down her nose and she thumbs them up. The bicycle wobbles.

Although capricious, with iffy brakes, Maggie’s second-hand vélo is the perfect red of a Parisian’s lipstick so she loves it. Bouncing inside its front basket is an unravelling straw tote, flopping open to reveal a baguette, a honking Camembert, and a stuffed bag of peaches, perilously perched and seeping in the early-summer heat. Reaching to nudge them back in, Maggie’s fingertips touch their downy skin, and she starts.

Peaches. Something inside Maggie snags, like a chain unexpectedly shifting from one gear to the next. She’d buy her mother peaches at the market. Carry them home in a brown paper bag that would disintegrate in the London drizzle. For a vivid moment, she sees her mother holding a peach in her long, elegant fingers. Her small smile of anticipation.

Thrown by this – how can the past arrive in a bag of peaches? – Maggie swerves to the left, just missing an overtaking cyclist. Over his rattle of fast-fire French, her phone rings. Voicemail nips the call. A second later, it goes again. Since Maggie is incapable of leaving a phone unanswered – a neurosis baked into her two decades earlier – she brakes abruptly by the bank, where the young and beautiful smoke and loll, and fishes inside her bag. No caller ID. ‘Hello?’

‘It’s me.’

You. That voice – husky, London – reaches deep inside, steals the air from her lungs. ‘Hey,’ she manages, after a beat, as if they’d last spoken a week ago, not years before.

He’s changed his number since: she’s tried it, more than once, just to see. Maggie is glad she’s never changed hers. So many questions. Is he married? Kids? Would he still fit the lumberjack shirt she keeps hidden at the back of her drawer? All she’s got. No photos: they didn’t back then. She wonders if he dreams like her, bucking out of sleep, that dark bloom of fear and longing.

‘How’s things?’ he asks, guarded, soft. She can hear a city – oh, God, which city? – churning in the background, another life, impossibly running in parallel to her own.

Midway through nervously rushing an answer – a book deal, a divorce, a move to Paris! – Maggie stops, shocked by the sun-damage freckles on the thirty-eight-year-old hand clasping the bike’s handlebar. How on earth did she get to this age without him?

‘Some news, Maggie.’ It never was going to be a social call. His voice lowers, hesitates. ‘About your mother’s old house in Notting Hill.’

A bolt of heat rolls over Maggie. Legs jellied, she clambers off the bike, which crashes down, much like the woman she’d been moments before. The peaches leap from the basket.

‘Some new owner is renovating.’

‘Right.’ Maggie must fight to stay in her hard-won grown-up life. Stop it rupturing.

‘In January a basement planning application went in. Maggie, I didn’t contact you because I honestly didn’t think they’d get permission. But …’ he swallows hard ‘… they got it.’

She could hang up now, un-hear this. Focus on the boats frilling the silver-green water. The lovers embracing on Pont Neuf.

‘There will be digging,’ he adds, in case she hasn’t grasped the implications.

Maggie feels light-headed. Slightly unreal, slightly sick. Despite knowing this day could come, as the years have passed, she’s allowed herself to believe it wouldn’t.

‘Still there?’

Maggie whispers, ‘Yes, yes.’ But parts of her are already sheering, flying over the Seine and the kitten-grey rooftops, drawn back to London, as if trying to recover something. The group of young Parisians glance over with amused curiosity – what’s with that woman, surrounded by peaches? – and, for the first time in weeks, she feels inescapably, lumpingly English.

‘Soon as I find out more, I can let you know.’ A moment passes. ‘If you’d like me to?’

Yes, she’d like that very much. They hover on the line, connected by their silence, their quickening breath, their appalling secret, neither wanting to be the first to hang up. Then, with a click, he’s gone again.
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Maggie

Notting Hill, London 
21 May 1998

That Thursday evening began like any other. The London sky was turning a pretty polluted orange. Still warm. The bedroom window was wide open, and I perched on the sill, fiddling with one of Mum’s lipsticks, rolling it up and down in its shiny gold case, as she expertly swished blush across her cheekbones, barely needing to glance in the mirror. I knew what came next. The crunch of an eyelash curler. Flicks of whiskery mascara. Lip gloss, lightly pat-pat-patted with a fingertip. After decades’ modelling, my mother applied make-up fast and efficiently, like a chef sliced an onion. Grabbing a pashmina from the drawer, she held it against her face. ‘Yea or nay, Maggie, my darling?’

I shook my head. My mother’s smile faltered, and she tossed the cashmere shawl onto the chair. I felt a little bit of power, a little bit of shame. Of course the beige pashmina (she described the colour as ‘camel’: in her world, everything was called something else) looked beautiful on my mother, catching the sunlit bronze of her eyes. But I didn’t want her to look beautiful. Or be gawped at by strangers. I wanted her to stay in, wearing her old dressing-gown that smelt of buttered toast.

Known simply as Dee Dee – big in the eighties – Mum was forty-one, so nearly extinct modelling-wise. But she’d been forging an unlikely comeback, her approachable glamour proving a hit on daytime TV sofas, sharing confessional tips on fashion and, fist-gnawingly, motherhood. There were talks about a high-street childrenswear line and a parenting column in a newspaper magazine. A feeling she was on the edge of something exciting. Adored by the camera and the TV viewers, she was drawing back the curtain on our life. Except none of it felt true.

Her fame rekindled, she’d started to wear bigger, darker sunglasses. Even on the greyest days. Sometimes a baseball cap pulled low. A lot of black. That evening, a satiny black slip dress with spaghetti straps. Mouthing along to Fleetwood Mac’s ‘Gold Dust Woman’ – she’d been playing that song all day, like some sort of anthem – she flashed me a loving, distracted smile, tipped her head to one side, and shook her fingers through her blonde hair, now tumbling down her back. Dad had been gone for at least six cuts.

Leaning against the flaking window frame, I tipped back slightly, so Mum would look up and say, ‘Oh, be careful, Maggie.’ She didn’t, her mind elsewhere, turned inwards.

Smells wafted up from the street – car exhaust, cigarettes, crab-apple blossom, weed – and mixed with Mum’s perfume, in a fancy glass bottle on her dressing table labelled Comme des Garçons (didn’t smell like any boy I’d ever met). Spilling from the terrace of tall white stucco houses, a roar of laughter, arguing, singing, a dog barking, the fading douff-douff of music thumping out of an open car window. In the distance, traffic rumbling on the Westway. It was never silent. In a few hours, stalls would clank together, and the street market start to rage down nearby Portobello Road like a high fever.

Nine months after moving, London didn’t sound like home. It didn’t feel like home. More like I’d gone on a school trip to the capital and the coach had driven off, accidentally leaving me behind.

‘Don’t stay stuck in Surrey, sweetheart,’ Mum would plead. But my heart was stuck. I missed the dull Home Counties, desperately, uncoolly. I missed my dad. And I didn’t want to start again when, at seventeen, I’d barely begun.

As the sunset washed over the bedroom walls, Mum turned side on to the gilt-framed mirror and eyed her figure combatively, smoothing the dress over her hips. She’d lost weight again. I tried not to mind but I was three dress sizes bigger than my mother. With a thatch of ungovernable hair and glasses, my provincial plainness made me feel both invisible and exposed in Notting Hill. ‘You are gorgeous,’ Mum insisted. But I’d started to wonder if she introduced me as ‘Maggie, my daughter’ to clear up any doubt.

‘I’m all fingers and thumbs. Could you, sweetie?’ Mum lowered, so her necklace clasp was accessible, her skin surprisingly hot against my fingertips, as if something was burning inside. She took one last glance in the mirror, a longer, private look, a reminder that she wasn’t just my mother: she pre-existed me and flowed beyond my edges.

‘To infinity …’ My brother threw back the door and pinballed into the room wearing a muscle-padded Buzz Lightyear top and dragging a metal Slinky toy, chased by Nico on her stumpy French bulldog legs. Noisy, irrational, stop-in-the-street pretty, Kit had a sparky energy, always in motion. Blond curls coiled so tight you could stick in your fingers and wear them, like Hula Hoops. At six years old he could already read a dress like a room, so he stopped abruptly, and his eyebrows drew together. ‘Why are you going out, Mummy?’

Kit’s question – in hindsight, a good one – momentarily threw my mother. ‘Your big sister is in charge tonight,’ she answered. ‘Don’t look like that.’ She crowned his forehead with a kiss. ‘You’ll have fun.’

Kit’s olive-green eyes rolled up to meet mine. Neither of us was convinced by this.

Mum silenced Stevie Nicks and pulled down the window, leaving it ajar. ‘Be a good boy for Maggie, Kit.’

‘Yeah, don’t be a moron,’ I translated for my little brother, who could be what most people called ‘a bit of a handful’ and Mum’s Notting Hill friends called ‘a free spirit’.

‘Maggie,’ warned Mum, head on one side, fiddling with the butterfly back of her earring. ‘Pop to Blockbusters and get a video? But watch it together. Don’t just stick it on and vanish back into that black hole of your bedroom. Please. And make sure he does his teeth. He’s got a wobbler.’

I was still bristling that she’d lined up Kit as my date for the night and presumed, correctly, that I had no social plans for the evening. Or ever. By that May, my world had shrunk to my bedroom. Folding myself up smaller and smaller, I knew every inch of it – each loose floorboard, each heating pipe, foil-wrapped, warm as baked potatoes under my bare feet – but not the streets beyond my window.

‘Night night, sweetpea.’ Mum tried to hug Kit, but he pulled away. Little boys are a bit like dogs. They hate it when you leave. They sense things.

Kit ran off, chased by Nico, and Mum’s face fell. Hand over her mouth, she stared at the space where he’d just been standing.

‘Just go, Mum.’ I stood up, untangled myself from the gauzy curtains, and tossed the lipstick onto her dressing table. ‘Seriously. It’ll be easier.’ Words that would later haunt me.

‘You’re right, Maggie.’ Mum grabbed a tailored jacket and a slouchy handbag then slid on her ballet pumps, quilted black with a white toe, like a half-moon, the flats she wore to walk locally, not heels, which required a taxi. She glanced at her watch. ‘Argh, running late.’ For what, it never occurred to me to ask. Mum was going out and she’d be back. Usually before midnight. I didn’t overthink it.

‘I love you, Maggie.’ Mum held my face in her soft cream-scented hands. Worry passed over her features. ‘You do know that, don’t you?’

I nodded but started to feel a bit jangly. Like when you smell smoke but can’t see a fire. But only for a second or two. Then it was gone.

After selecting a steamy bonkbuster from my bedroom – easy to read on the sofa while Kit watched a video – I drifted downstairs. To my surprise, the front door was still open, Mum stood in the porch, leaning back on one of the white columns, very still, her fingertips on her forehead, like an actor who’d forgotten her lines. My spirits lifted. Another of her headaches was coming on! She’d turn back inside, pop a painkiller, and we’d snuggle, my head on her lap, and watch a movie. Bang. The front door slammed shut. From the living room’s tall windows, I watched as Mum walked – head back, hipbones first, that ingrained out-of-my-way model strut – in the direction of Portobello Road, the sunset ribboned in her hair. And she didn’t look back. Not once.
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Maggie

Paris, May 2019

Maggie paces the parquet, bracing for a gendarme’s stubby finger to press the apartment building’s intercom: ‘Just a few questions, Madame …’ Her lovely life to detonate. Obsessive fans to rewrite Dee Dee’s Wikipedia page feverishly and bow-wrap it in a scandalously dark finale. It could happen next week. Next month. Never.

Craving fresh air, Maggie folds back the green shutters and steps onto the narrow, wrought-iron balcony that looks as though it might loosen from the old stonework and crash to the Saint-Germain street below. Six floors up, the noise of the city – and her anxiety – quietens, and Maggie starts to feel less like a pistol is pressed against the side of her skull. She must hold her nerve. Quit the hysteria. And finish her sodding book.

Back at her desk, Maggie takes a punishing gulp of cold black coffee – she hasn’t earned a fresh one – and valiantly tries, once again, to write chapter thirty-four. To slip from the brute shock of the morning – that phone call, the terrorizing image of a digger – to her corset-laced romance, set in the gas-lit streets and grand villas of eighteenth-century Paris. But her work-in-progress has turned on her, refusing to behave. She scrubs sentences, starting again, making them worse. Her vocabulary has shrunk, words streaking past, then vanishing. She cannot concentrate, let alone plot. Every few seconds, Maggie’s eyes are sucked to her mobile phone, her thoughts orbiting its last caller, a house in Notting Hill – and the one story she’ll never write. Or tell.

Call back, call back.

A bad idea. Terrible! Even if he’s using a burner phone, as Maggie suspects, he’s always insisted any contact could be incriminating down the line. But she hungers to hear his voice again. Leaning back in her chair, she presses the heels of her hands hard into her eyes so the inside of the lids pulses purple. Overriding the smell of frying garlic from the next-door apartment, an olfactory memory twitches: WD-40, beeswax polish, the trace of boxing-glove leather. Then she hears that voice, close to her ear, ‘Maggie Parker.’

With a small groan, she drops her forehead to the keyboard, and dozens of Ts fly across her manuscript. She is Margaret Foale, historical romantic novelist, not Maggie Parker any more, and she must hold on to that.

A second later, ignoring her own advice, she flips to the Eurostar website and scans the timetable, fighting the dark tidal suck back to London, the city holding all her secrets. And her brother’s big soft heart. If something is discovered in the grounds of that Notting Hill house, Kit’s world will turn upside down. How can she be here in Paris, three hundred miles away?

Caging her fingers over her mouth, her heart battering in her chest, Maggie tries to think strategically. Call Kit now? Warn him of what might happen, and admit everything? She bucks away from this, as she has always done. Jesus, how to begin? What to say? She doesn’t even know what happened, not exactly, just a grim set of possibilities.

Maggie always vowed that one day she would find out. When she was ready. But life has come at a zillion miles an hour: the most she’s been able to do is cling on. One moment she’s seventeen, her bespectacled nose in a book, the next she’s thirty-eight, struggling to write one. She’s never felt ready. And now there’s no time.

The past is another country, she tries to reassure herself. She’s found peace in Paris. Freedom. Feeling a bit like Julie Delpy in Before Sunset, she’s cut loose from the leaden English skies, her day job as a secondary-school English teacher, the humiliation of a failed nine-month marriage, and the undignified tussle over the marital Tufnell Park flat. There’s been liberation in admitting, finally, that non, that life was not meant for her and accepting that romantic endings will only ever belong in her novels. And why not? That’s okay. She’ll take it. Books have been her longest affair, her favourite lovers arranged alphabetically on her shelves, writing a deep solace, this little Saint-Germain apartment a revelation.

Here, Maggie answers to no one. She can hang her bras on the chunky iron radiators, leave coffee cups in the sink, write late into the night, the city a jewel box outside the window. She can wake late to the sweet chatter of the children next door, or the reassuring territorial clunk of Madame Nord’s walking stick with its ivory handle, carved into a cat’s head, on the communal landing. Rather than feeling lonely, Maggie’s felt giddy with her aloneness, glorying in it, and a heroic amount of cheese. Far more cheese than sex, in fact. But in Paris there’s always another day, another date. Possibility. Well, there was.

She snatches her mother’s moth-nibbled pashmina off the back of her chair and presses it to her nose. But its musty smell brings no comfort today. Only a jolt of loss so intense it’s muscular. She glances at the phone again, willing it to ring. Writing is out of the question.

If she stays still, she’ll lose it. What to do? Something. Anything. A walk. Se promener! That’ll sort out her head. Maggie can always walk in Paris, her favourite route taking in the city’s grandest public clocks, the Conciergerie, the Musée d’Orsay. She’ll think about the long-dead writers who once walked the same streets, wrestling with language and love and the tricky nature of existence, and, far more importantly, what to eat for supper and with whom. Perhaps she’ll arrange to meet Halima, or Manon, her Parisian friends who know little of her life before. Wash down oysters with a spicy Margarita. Relish every hard-won joy. The relief of making this small decision releases a knot in her neck with an audible click. She downs a glass of water. Searches for her keys. Pulls on her trainers.

As Maggie steps into the metal birdcage lift, her mobile rings. Her stomach swoops, already free-falling. She knows it’s him.
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Maggie

Notting Hill, May 1998

It always took a second or two to hit. Then, no longer protected by sleep, I’d remember: Dad was dead, fifteen months dead. And my heart was crushed anew. I’d lie in bed seething that Mum had moved us away from the Surrey house he’d loved: growing up poor in an edgy bit of urban north London, he’d worked hard to bring up his family somewhere ‘safe and green’. And I worried that if Dad, in whatever form, came back to find us, he’d not know where we’d gone.

‘Oh, it got me at the pink door, Maggie!’ Mum declared last August, barely six months after he’d died: the bad stuff moved at a whip in our family. I’d stared in bewilderment at the photo: a scruffy end-of-terrace townhouse – white stucco, three-storeys tall, six steps to a flaking columned porch – that a friend of Mum’s friend Clemence wanted to hastily rent, cheap, with a possible view to selling later. Had my mother lost her mind? ‘No, no,’ she said. ‘It’s the solution, sweetheart.’ To a problem I hadn’t known existed. ‘We can’t stay here. Not with this monster mortgage.’ I hadn’t known that either. ‘I can’t afford it, Maggie. Not on my own. I’m so sorry. We’ll sell up, rent for a bit. Until we’re back on our feet. You’ll love London. You will, Maggie! And it’ll be so much easier for me to get work.’ I’d later realize it was far more than that. Some places get under your skin, leave identifying isotopes in your bones. Since Mum had lived in Notting Hill as a young model starting out, it was already in hers. I refused to let it into mine.

So, little point in getting out of bed. Only I was hungry. I was always hungry. I could eat and still be hungry: a gap I couldn’t fill. Grabbing the closest knickers off the floor and a washed-out Nirvana T-shirt, stained from a hair-dyeing misadventure, I ventured forth in search of carbs.

Across the scratchy seagrass landing, Kit’s bedroom door was open, a crash site of Lego. Mum’s was shut. The house was promisingly quiet, raising hopes Mum had taken out Kit for breakfast, and I might have the place to myself, free to graze and roam without being watched, or judged, Mum’s anxiety about my social isolation humming in every well-meaning word. ‘Tiff on Ladbroke Grove has a daughter about your age, Maggie. Shall I get you guys together?’ Words to strike horror into a teenage heart. She couldn’t understand that I didn’t want an ‘in’ to the fashionable neighbourhood. I wanted a way out, which I found in books, the places I could truly live, and the local library, hoovering my way through its shelves.

As I walked downstairs, yawning, the rag-rolled cobalt walls shook me fully awake. Unlike our Surrey house, which was all country creams, Dad not a fan of colour, the Notting Hill place was a party in a paint factory you couldn’t leave.

The kitchen on the lower ground floor was the colour of dry earwax – ‘Ochre, Maggie!’ Mum would squeal – and ran the depth of the house, filled with our landlord’s furniture: unravelling rattan seventies chairs and a leather sofa, cracked like a saddle, a set of dusty bongos and DJ decks. (Although the sale of our old house wasn’t yet complete, and had been rumbling on for months, it included the furniture: ‘I need to start afresh, Maggie.’) Under a framed poster for the movie Blow Up – some photographer guy squatting over a prostrate model, I wanted to tell him to back right off – there was a big table, where Mum’s London friends would congregate, hooting with laughter, gossiping, and picking at a bowl of salad leaves with their fingers, smoking and drinking bottles of white wine late into the night.

That morning it was just Kit, thankfully. Kit wearing Superman Y-fronts and eating cereal direct from the packet. He’d been busy: a neat line of cornflakes circled the stack of coffee-ringed fashion magazines and trooped to the fruit bowl, reigned over by a withered giant Bramley apple we’d nicknamed Ma’am because it resembled the face of the Queen. ‘Is Mum up?’

‘I’m playing cornflakes, Maggie,’ Kit said, which I took as a no. He stuck another cornflake to the line.

Drinking water straight from the tap, I noticed Mum’s coffee pot lying in two unscrewed bits on the draining board. After a lemon slice in hot water, she’d always drink black coffee, taking it back to bed. I wiped my mouth, glanced up at the big station clock on the wall, which had a minute arm that trembled whenever it moved, as if it found punctuality stressful, as my mother had in recent weeks. Almost ten. A lie-in, then.

Unlocking the patio doors, I stepped outside and lifted my face to the sharp May sunshine. Our little stamp of terrace – ‘garden’ was pushing it – ran adjacent to the street, enclosed by tall brick walls, catwalked by foxes at night. Over the neighbour’s boundary, honeysuckle tumbled in a tangled thicket, colliding with a rose, its budding flowers still tight as fists. Closer to the house, a mildewed white parasol, always open due to a jammed mechanism. Yellow metal chairs and a mosaic tile table with a citronella candle and a ceramic Moroccan ashtray, filled with soggy cigarette stubs.

And then there was what Mum called, That Godawful Hole. Three-foot wide, almost Kit’s height deep, the crater in the patio was the unfinished work of a local builder known as Bucket – obviously Kit and I thought this hilarious – who’d dug down to fix a pipe problem and, rather than filling it in afterwards, had left for another job down the road. (Less funny. But normal for London, apparently.) Three weeks old, the rubbly pile of soil was already sprouting weeds. A builder’s spade dozed against the wall.

Since our landlord was travelling abroad, any house issues fell to Clemence’s friend Pippa, a warm, scatty local woman who seemed more preoccupied by finding homes for her cat’s freakishly large litter of kittens. She hadn’t yet pinned down Bucket, but she could offer us a free ginger kitten instead. A fair exchange, I thought. Mum disagreed. ‘It’s because I’m a woman on my own,’ she said crossly. ‘If your father was still around, it’d all be different.’ Like I didn’t know this. We were always moving around Dad’s absence, a dense airless thing too big to be seen.

I turned back to Kit. ‘You want some milk with that cereal?’

Kit shook his head solemnly. ‘It smells like football socks.’

I bit into a bagel unearthed from the depths of the breadbin. Stale. I’d eat it anyway.

‘Can I have sugar?’

‘Ha. You’ll be lucky.’ Earlier in the week Mum had flushed the last packet of Tate & Lyle down the loo, like a baggie of drugs, saying it was making Kit hyper, but Kit was just Kit. He wasn’t the one who’d changed. ‘Let me have a look. Okay, what have we got?’ The cupboard frowned back. ‘Lentils, vitamins, SlimFast powder, tinned tuna, and dried figs. Mum is spoiling us.’

The house we’d left – home, as I still thought of it – had had a walk-in larder, everything organized in heavy glass jars with cork tops. Spices and chutneys and flour and sugar. Fairy-cake decorations for school bake sales. Mum, despite her preference for leafy salads, often roasted rosemary-speared hunks of glistening lamb because Dad was a meat man, who liked beef stew and shepherd’s pie, homely dishes that reminded him of his late Irish nana. The story of our life was the story of our kitchen cupboards.

With no warning, Kit swept the line of cornflakes to the floor, watching in delight as Nico scoffed frenziedly. ‘You’ve missed one!’ Kit shouted. ‘Over there, Nico, left, left! Maggie, she’s so happy she just farted!’

Nico had a wind problem, and I had a brother problem. Kit was a baffling little human, who’d appeared six years before, already a few weeks old, with a full head of white-blond hair and a huge pair of lungs, less new kitten than asteroid.

Mum had miscarried many times – once leaving a drop of red jelly gunk on the bathroom floor that I could never unsee – before making peace with having only one child. But Dad hit forty and became fixated on adopting a son. I’d overhear my parents talking, Mum saying no way, the age gap, it was her time now, Dad pleading, buying her jewellery, promising to do all the night feeds himself, which, of course, he didn’t. Other fathers had mid-life crises and bought sports cars or, in my school friend Amy’s dad’s case, climbed Everest and lost a big toe to frostbite. A little boy was a bigger mountain. And there was more to lose. I’m not sure my parents’ marriage was ever quite the same.

‘Whoa. Oh no you don’t.’ Before Kit could shake out the rest of the cereal packet, I carried him, upside down, giggling, to the ‘play area’ under the stairs. Baskets of crayons. Educational toys he ignored. Mum’s childhood doll’s house, with rubber dinosaurs peering out of its windows. Also living inside it, the story of how my aunt Cora, as a girl, had hurled the resident doll’s-house family, my mother’s pride and joy, into the river. Possibly still the doll-hurling type, my aunt lived in Paris. Mum didn’t like to discuss her.

‘Don’t move, Kit. I’m getting Mum. No, don’t even … No more mess.’ I quickly made a mug of hot water with a shrivelled lemon slice, and sloshed it up the stairs, hoping it’d grease my case for cash to buy pastries at the market. Peaches too. Mum loved those. Said they tasted of childhood holidays in Antibes. They made her smile.

‘Mum?’ No answer. I knocked again. Nothing. A breeze ruffled under the gap in the door and over my bare feet. Cautiously, I stepped in, ready to bolt out again if she was wandering around naked; no inhibitions after years of stripping in studios full of strangers and, ironically, given how much Mum loved clothes, she loved being naked best.

The window was still ajar. The chandelier on, head-butted by a mustard-brown moth. It was like a set on a show, the show being Mum, after she’d walked off it. An electric bolt of fear passed through me, then quickly dissipated.

‘Tune in for Dee Dee’s stylish motherhood tips after the break,’ I muttered darkly, sitting down on Mum’s bed, waiting for her whereabouts to present themselves. I couldn’t call. The Nokia her agent had finally persuaded her to carry lay lifeless on her bedside table, having slipped into one of her oceanic bubble baths. Mum wasn’t bothered. It took up too much room in her handbag and was a fad – ‘I’ve been around the block enough times to know.’ Anyway, who wanted to be contactable all the time?

I scanned the room for clues. A pair of black heels with scarlet soles, one on its side, as if it’d been shot. A lanyard – ‘Dee Dee Parker, Guest’ – looped on the back of a chair. A vase stuffed with pink peonies, an end-of-day freebie from the flat-capped bloke at a florist market stall – ‘Dee Dee, your favourites! On the house.’ That sort of thing happened to her all the time. Painkillers. Sunglasses. Water glass with a lip-gloss smudge on its rim. A silent conspiracy of things.

On the walls, mostly framed photographs. A terrible picture of me – even my mother agreed I was ‘tricky’ to photograph – and an arty, beautiful one of Kit, who’d sometimes gamely model children’s clothes on breakfast TV, appearing alongside Mum.

Above the fireplace, a hazy 1970s photo of the Old Rectory in the countryside, where Mum and Aunt Cora had grown up and a stroke had felled Granny in April. Above it, a wedding portrait: Mum in filmy Chanel with a garland of flowers in her hair, like a fairy queen, Dad alive. Leaning on the mantelpiece, Mum and Dad, photographed ten years later, an unframed print that had been badly ripped. Mum blamed Nico. But there were no bite marks, and Nico was quite fussy about what she chewed. I’d carefully Sellotaped it back together.

On the far wall, favourite fashion photos. Wearing a flesh-pink ballgown, Mum riding an elephant. Windswept in tartan and pirate boots in the Highlands. Very young and very nude, sun-crusted and tanned, draped over a boulder. That one hadn’t been up in our last house. Dad had been funny and old-fashioned about the nudes: Mum would tell him it was daft to be jealous of a camera lens. Those images weren’t really her, though. As a little girl, I’d gone on shoots, plonked on some assistant’s knee, and seen how in the shutter-snap of a lens, Mum became someone else.

Where was she? I checked every room. When I got back downstairs, Kit was curled up on the sofa with Nico. ‘Where’s Mummy?’

‘At work,’ I replied, after a pause, not wanting him to worry, reasoning that Mum was unlikely to have gone far. Her car sulked, flat-battery-dead, further down the street. ‘Looks like you’re stuck with me this morning.’

He warily assessed my pants and T-shirt ensemble. ‘Are you taking me to school?’

‘What? Oh, no! It’s Friday not Saturday?’ I winced. My days mashed into each other. ‘Sorry.’

Kit brightened. ‘I can stay at home.’

‘Er, no.’

‘But you don’t go to school.’

‘That’s different.’ Moving in a rush last September, Mum couldn’t get us into the good local state schools so enrolled Kit in an arty prep and me into a sixth-form college, where everyone had made-up problems and I felt like the loneliest teenager in the world. Having been a grade-A student at my old grammar, in London I’d fallen behind so far, so fast – reaching a semi-glorious terminal velocity in my plummet to the bottom – that six weeks ago it’d been politely agreed I’d do the year again starting afresh in September. At a different college.

‘Mason can look after me?’ Kit suggested hopefully.

‘Mason doesn’t work for us any more.’ A twenty-something, six-foot, long-haired Kiwi who could walk on his hands, Mum had hired him to help with childcare last autumn. But things had become odd between them and there’d been some sort of argument. I didn’t like to think of it.

‘I’ll be so, so good, Maggie,’ he pleaded.

I hesitated. Kit was seriously late. One day off school wouldn’t affect his life chances, would it? And if it did it was Mum’s fault. ‘Fine.’

I was about to suggest a trip to the library when Kit sprang off the sofa. ‘Skatepark!’

‘No way.’ The skatepark under the Westway flyover involved people in chunky trainers moving very fast, very noisily. But Kit looked so crushed, I heard myself say, ‘Skateboarding on the street instead?’

Sunshine sprayed over the pavement. No sign of the movie crew, with the big boom mics and cameras on wheels, that had been filming on the street earlier that week, watched by bemused neighbours concerned about the residents’ parking. Just a steady crowd of people filtering down our terrace towards Friday’s Portobello Market. I saw Mum everywhere – tall, blonde-ish women with leggy strides – and I’d stop and stare, forgetting not to step on the pavement cracks. But it was never her.

On the emptier backstreets, Kit skated faster, curls flattened, shimmering, made of light. I struggled to keep up, running, panting, the fastest I’d moved for months. Past the dolly-mixture-coloured houses and, finally, turning into Powis Square where Nico’s lead got looped on her leg. I bent down to free her: only one distracted second, but Fate wriggled inside it. When I looked up, Kit was airborne, the skateboard flying off the kerb. A parked white van starting to reverse. ‘Kit!’ I screamed. ‘No!’ A flash of red, a body roughly shouldering past, an arm reaching for Kit, and everything hurtling forward, already unstoppable, with its own ball-bearing spin.
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Maggie

The Old Rectory, The Chilterns, May 2019

Oh, God, Cora’s been rescuing again. Five dogs – no, six – rush out of the Old Rectory’s porch, yapping, springing up in a frenzy of tails, paws and gravel dust as Maggie drags her wonky wheelie suitcase up the drive, a geriatric milk-eyed collie nudging the back of her knees. The canine excitement is at stark odds with the Old Rectory itself, a biscuit tin of a house, symmetrical, crumbly red-brick, with a sweep of uneven roof – home to protected bats, the occasional barn owl – meeting a sky the colour of cornflowers. Swept clean of clouds, the rural air is gauzy. A bee clumsily whirls past. It’s been a while. Last time Maggie visited in February, her aunt had been shovelling a path through a bank of snow.

‘Inside!’ Cora bursts out of the porch, holding a fat brown chicken with one hand, and in the other, a gnarled wooden spoon that she points at the marauding dogs, which turn sheepishly and trot back into the house. ‘Salut! Apologies for the ambush. Two new dogs … I know, I know. I can’t help myself. This is an unexpected pleasure, Maggie.’

Pulled into a tight, hard hug, Maggie gets a mouthful of Cora’s hair, rock-grey and bristly, as if cut with a pair of rusty secateurs. ‘You smell of Paris. Delicious. I must honk of eau de chien.’

‘Undernote of horse,’ Maggie says, and Cora grins, taking this as a compliment.

After yesterday’s reeling dread, Maggie feels a relieving inner clunk, a landing sensation. Easy to forget how much she misses Cora until she’s in her company again. There’s a capability about her aunt, a refusal to conform, that she finds reassuring.

Today Cora’s wearing her uniform of vest top and torn dungarees – her wardrobe restricted to what she doesn’t mind being ‘shat on or eaten’ – that exposes the faded green-black mass of tattoos on her upper arms. Slightly incongruous now, they’re a reminder of Cora’s wilder, heavy-drinking years. Her complexion is tanned, wind-scrubbed, with broken spider veins mapping high cheekbones, as if she’s been foraging berries for her supper. Entirely possible. In her early sixties, every hard life lesson etched on her skin, Cora looks years older, and couldn’t give a damn.

‘You all right?’ Cora narrows her pale grey eyes. Even the chicken stares intently. ‘You look shattered, Maggie. Pale. Are you ill?’

‘I’m fine.’ Maggie tries to brazen out the appearance of fine-ness. Alone in Paris, she’s come scarily close to unspooling. Since the second phone call confirmed the basement dig was well under way, she’s been unable to work or sleep or eat, her plan to wait it out proving hopeless. Her concentration shot, all she could think about was how quickly anything discovered in that Notting Hill house might be connected to their tenancy in the late nineties. The accuracy of radiocarbon dating and other forensics she daren’t google for fear of the damning digital footprint. And, worst of all, the fallout for Kit.

Maggie realized she needed to do something, anything, to stay sane. To feel some control over the situation, however illusory. The goalkeeper’s urge to leap in one direction or the other, when they’d be better off standing still. The British police could easily find her in Paris anyway, she rationalized. In England at least she’s on the ground.

‘You’ve been working too hard, then.’ Cora taps Maggie’s arm with the spoon.

‘Not exactly. I’ve hit a wall with my writing.’ Not a lie at least. ‘The dreaded writer’s block.’

‘Really? That isn’t like you,’ says Cora, unsatisfied by this explanation, knowing Maggie’s always been sceptical about such a thing.

‘But I have my laptop. I thought I’d write here for a bit? Might dislodge something.’ Maggie tries to force a smile. ‘And I can spend some time with Kit.’

‘Well, selfishly, I’d love that. Stay as long as you like.’ Cora frowns, suspecting something else is amiss. ‘Hang on. Is anything up with Kit? That’s not why you’re back?’

‘Oh, no. Kit’s good.’

‘You would tell me?’

‘Of course.’

Cora’s face softens again. ‘Now, it is rather handy you’re here because …’

Maggie can guess what’s coming. Her aunt is always looking for a spare pair of hands.

‘Monday morning I’ve got an absurdly early breakfast meeting in London about a bit of translation work, much needed to pay for the roof repairs. If you could dog-sit?’

Maggie nods, although she can barely see that far ahead.

‘Well, that solves that problem!’ Cora puts down the chicken, which flutters off to the safety of the hen-house, then turns her attention to Maggie’s suitcase. ‘No point even trying to wheel that thing on gravel. Give it to me.’ Grabbing the overpacked suitcase, she swings it easily in one hand. Maggie has seen her carry armchairs, large dogs and, once, a butler’s sink across a field.

They edge between the pair of old planters frothing with cow parsley at either side of the porch, and in the hall, muddy wellies, trowels, dog-chewed balls, an acoustic guitar in a battered case, and a saggy floral cushion, where an aged bold chicken likes to sit. When Maggie’s late grandparents lived in the house, she wouldn’t dare rest a glass of squash on a table without a coaster. Her meticulous military-moustached grandfather – much older than his wife, he’d looked like a Victorian – would use a ruler to gauge the height of the lawn.

‘Right, you must be gasping for a cup of tea. Don’t know about you, but I rarely drink a drop after the Gare du Nord. I’ve never been able to pee, wobbling about in a train.’ Cora shoves the suitcase against the wall with her booted foot. ‘Also, you’re in luck. Yesterday I made a cheesecake to end all cheesecakes.’

Cora is A Feeder. Few visitors emerge from the Old Rectory without a couple of extra pounds. Whoever said that nothing tastes as good as skinny feels had not tried her aunt’s wild bramble Pavlova. But it’ll all be wasted on Maggie, who has lost her appetite, her stomach a knot.

‘A coronary on a plate. I’m thinking of throwing a murderous garden party and hand-feeding some to my new neighbour. A monster. Moved into the Montgomerys’ old place.’

Maggie’s shaky hand ruffles the ear of Harold, the golden retriever, who has lumbered over for love, shedding bales of hair.

‘Five cars. I hold him personally responsible for climate change.’ Her eyes flash with that slightly feral, mischievous Cora quality. ‘Red trousers.’

‘Ah.’ Maggie tries to smile. She’d normally laugh at this. Instead, unexpectedly, her eyes moisten with tears and she blinks very fast, trying to hide them from Cora.

‘Now tell me why you’re really back,’ Cora says waspishly, filling a kettle entombed in limescale. Sunlight stipples through the ivy brushing the kitchen windows. ‘Are you homesick?’

‘No, no. Paris feels like home.’ She stares at the age-pocked farmhouse table, feeling the searching heat of Cora’s gaze. Her aunt misses nothing. ‘But I’ve been thinking a lot about …’ Maggie steels, anticipating resistance ‘… Mum.’

‘O-kay,’ says Cora, after a beat. The atmosphere in the beamed, low-ceilinged kitchen starts to spark slightly, like the crackle
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