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For Sally 
my mother 
and my 
sweetest friend



‘What you seek is seeking you.’

—Rumi
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The sun is changing. When I set out it was white, that glare spot no one can quite look at. Sheer star. Now, as I dig, my fingers in damp earth, its warmth is gone. I twist round and it’s curving into cloud. Dark orange. The colour of Spanish honey.

I glance at the grainy black and white image next to my foot. Through the grey I can make out an arm, two toes, the curve of a skull. Beautiful and misshapen.

Careful what you look for.

I pull out more earth. Birds hide in the trees, moving between branches. I keep digging. The birds call to each other, in their unknown language. Screeching behind me. A glimpse of black feathers. An eye, watching.

I turn back to the ground. They can keep their secrets.

I expose an earthworm – it squirms in the coppery light. If I put her here, she won’t be so alone. Neither of them will.

The sun is almost gone, its afterglow in the sky. I stand up. My fingernails are dark with dirt. And she’s in the soil next to a worm.
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There’s a shoe in the branches above. Laceless. One of those ambiguous hybrids – half heel, half trainer, with a gold sheen. It’s glinting through the leaves, reflecting the dim city light.

A stray thing. Probably thrown up there. By a snickering friend? A teenage bully? The shoe could be a girl’s. It’s small enough.

Rosie said my thoughts were like corkscrews, coiling off in all directions. Something she liked to repeat, often with an eye-roll.

Movement draws my eye. A figure coming through the dark.

I can tell it’s a man, even from a distance. The flat-pack frame is unmistakable. The heavy tread. He’s under the muddy lamplight, walking through the shadows of trees lining the path. Aha, here we go. My heels click on the tarmac as I stride out towards him. A firm forward strut.

He’s getting closer, his details clearer. One hand in his jacket pocket. Close-cropped hair. Pressure floats into my stomach. There’s no one else around, no one to witness – I’ve already done a scan of the park. Just me and him. I can feel my hair on my shoulders, flowing in the warm night air. His eyes are shaded but I know he’s looking at me.

Less than ten steps away. The pressure swells into my throat, a clench of nerves. He’s staring.

I dare you.

His boots scuff louder.

Go on. Grab me. Almost alongside. Strong aftershave on him – amaretto, over-sprayed and bitter. I fix my eyes on his. His black irises are gleaming in the tawny glow. Then, just like that, they drop away. And he’s past.

I feel the pressure pop and deflate, let out as I exhale. I glance over my shoulder but his back is receding through the shadows. Come on, look round. I’m all alone. Asking for it.

My left heel catches on a lump and I stumble forwards, landing on my palms.

‘Shit,’ I breathe.

I look back at what tripped me up. A root, bulging out of the path. When I hold up my hand I can see the graze, blood-dark, stuck with grit. I rub my fingers over it, the raw flesh stinging.

I flop onto the tarmac. Its hard surface presses into my bones. This is where I belong, on the ground in London late at night. Once, I sat in a park until four in the morning. People walked by, men glanced, one guy even shouted at me.

But nothing happened. Why her? Why not me?

Apparently tempting fate isn’t easy.

I kick off my heels and stand up. The man has disappeared. His aftershave seems to linger – I can almost taste it. That bite into a bad almond.

It’s quiet. Only the stir of leaves overhead. I look back along the string of trees. Which one was I standing under? I wanted to climb and have a look. Hold it, feel it in my hands. That lost little shoe.

Sighing, I step off the path into the grass. Hardly the lush green lawns people associate with England. More like straw and dried dirt. I can feel the cracks in the earth, the dust on my soles. Tooting Common stretches wide and flat before me. Deserted. No one in the dark – not a shape or shadow.

I saunter away from the lamps. Above, the stars are stained out by the glow of pollution, but here the air is black. I feel myself vanishing into it, swallowing up my body.

Ahead, I notice a pale shape on the ground.

It’s small. A rag? A napkin? It looks pinkish but I can’t distinguish it clearly. Unidentified object. Taking out my phone, I tap on the torch. The details glare in my eyes, spotlit.

It’s crumpled and sodden, one corner soiled brown. The label sticking out, the words Fine Egyptian cotton clear on white. A nice expensive towel here in a heap on Tooting Common. My mind corkscrews: Whose was it? What did they use it for?

Rose-coloured – it would be, wouldn’t it. There are traces of her everywhere. I avoid mirrors now, and windows as I walk down the street. Even in there, my face dimly reflected by the sun, features dark and unclear, I see her.

I blink hard, the torchlight flashing in my vision. I realise that my phone is acting as a beacon. Here I am, come and get me. The perfect drawing power. But I bet if I held it up high until the sun rose nothing would happen. It would be another dud.

I turn and walk back towards my rejected heels, heading for the night bus. Maybe there’ll be a stranger riding the same way home.
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The eggs are sizzling in butter when my guest comes into the kitchen. She smiles at me.

‘Hi,’ she says.

‘Hi, Kamlai. All good?’

She’s hovering. ‘Yes, thank you. I’m going up the Shard today.’

‘Enjoy it.’

She scurries out.

I prod the eggs and rub my upper lip. Sweaty already.

‘Tess?’

I look up. Her face has reappeared round the corner of the fridge. ‘Yes?’

‘It’s OK if I check out at eight a.m. tomorrow?’

‘Sure,’ I say, waving the spatula. ‘You can go whenever you like before eleven. Just leave the keys in the room.’

‘OK. See you.’

Her head zips back. The front door snaps shut and the flat drops to silence.

People are strange. I’ve been bnbing the spare room for three months and some guests I barely see, they’re so stealthy in their avoidance tactics. Others want to hang out and chat. If I had to choose, I’d go for stealth. Ghost guests: come on in.

I cut off a corner of the egg white and pop it in my mouth, the greasy texture burning my tongue. The sear of heat feels good. A sharp stimulant against the numbness that blunts my body every morning. I can’t remember the last time I had a dream. For the past few months my sleep has been stagnant, hollow, and sometimes when I open my eyes it feels like my mind’s been wiped blank.

I take another bit of egg from the pan, accidentally puncturing the yolk. Amber liquid dribbles out and fries solid.

Rosie loved eggs. Her favourite was scrambled on buttery crumpets. I remember making it for her one morning last autumn. But when I put the plate on the table, she shook her head, saying she wasn’t hungry. Her face was a cardboard colour, the skin under her eyes white. Minutes later, she grabbed a crumpet with her fingers and bit off a chunk, a violence to her chewing. But then she stopped, ran to the sink and spat it out.

The yolk in the frying pan is going brown. I turn away from the stove, leaving the gas burning.

Today I woke up thinking about that little towel. The image was there, vivid, still spotlit. I imagined picking the towel up, taking it home, washing it and folding it up. Clean and cared for. But I left it there, just like its owner. Discarded, forgotten.

* * *

Sunlight streaks through the corner of glass, my hand in the triangular beam on the desk. My bedroom window’s open, letting in the dank air. I aim the electric fan down my back. My vest won’t stop sticking to my skin.

It’s been like this for weeks. The hottest May anyone can remember. Parks sun-baked, people sleeping outside in their gardens, melting tarmac. The lime-flash of parakeets might fool you, but London isn’t equipped for Andalucían temperatures. I glance at my phone – 5th of June and 35 degrees, which is not normal.

I stare at the screen of my laptop, forcing myself to read the Spanish words lining the page. I never thought language could seem so dull. But working as a translator will do that. Words without sound, inflection or exchange.

My eyes lift from the medical report – en el cerebro puede haber vías neurológicas más oscuras – and look through the window. Across the street, the girl on the second floor is changing again, her lacy lilac bra on view. The flat below hers always has its curtains closed, limp netting behind flaky frames. On the ground floor, window-centre, there’s a garden gnome. A potbellied old man stretched out in boxer shorts and a red pointy hat. Leering at me.

Who does that? Has such a tacky figurine as a showpiece?

I’m curious about objects like this – possessions. Their implications. What they reveal about people.

I check my phone for missed calls, even though I keep it at max volume. No notifications. I scroll down my contacts to Detective Sergeant Pettiford. My thumb hovers over his name. Our last conversation about Rosie was eight days ago, when I called him. His words just before he hung up like paste in my ears.

‘You can trust us, Tess. We’re making every effort.’

‘But there are no new leads,’ I said.

Background silence.

‘Are there?’

When he spoke, his tone seemed damp, a drizzly sound. ‘We’re doing all we can. We’ll find them.’

You can trust us. We’ll find them.

But they haven’t found them. The person who hurt my sister. The man. Who probably grabbed her from behind, snuck up on her in the dark.

I rub my forehead hard.

Four months on and the police still don’t have a clear picture of the scene, of what happened. Only that there was a crack in her skull. Blood in her brain – a ruptured aneurysm. The news headline flashes up: 33-year-old woman found dead in a London park.

My palms are wet. The sweat won’t stop.

In the kitchen, standing over the open freezer, I twist the ice cube tray. The cubes crack off the plastic. I suck one slowly, until it’s bean-sized, then put another on my tongue.

I’m still sucking, the cold burning my mouth, when I pause outside the guest room. A bar of light under the closed door. I shouldn’t go in. I should respect Kamlai’s privacy. Though it’s my flat; I can do whatever I want.

I push down the handle.

It’s larger than my room, wider, but has the same big window. Double bed in the centre, desk opposite, chair tucked under. All of the wood pale. The walls and bedding clean white. It’s a toneless space, except for the faded blue rug. A fern on the windowsill in a chipped yellow pot.

I look at the door in the corner. The one to a small storage space. Locked.

There’s a strain near the back of my ribcage. Whenever I’m in here, I feel it, round my lungs.

This was Rosie’s room.

For two weeks after I moved in, I couldn’t step inside it. I kept the door shut; the edge of her space sealed. Her energy coming from it each time I passed. Knowing that her stuff was everywhere, all over the floor – her paints, clothes, notebooks, cookie wrappers and empty packets of sultanas. I’d pulled it all out.

The police had searched the place in the first few days, looking for clues. When they didn’t seem to find anything useful, I was allowed in. I stood in the living area, the air cold with silence. The radiators starting to click, heating still set to come on.

I combed my sister’s things. I didn’t stop until I’d been through every room. In desperation, scraping my hands around inside the fireplace. Nowhere else to look. Night outside. I stared at the black windows, condensation dripping down the glass.

Not long after, the bank called. Rosie had a mortgage. It needed paying off. Our grandmother’s inheritance and Rosie’s growing success as an artist only covered a small portion. There was debt. A fair chunk of it. My sister could be thoughtless – not in a selfish or uncaring way. More that her brain didn’t seem to fire off thoughts most of us have. Rash in her excitement. Not considering things beyond a particular moment or action.

I’m not sure how she was paying the bank loan, now left for me to deal with – parents in Spain, my dad a shell, my mum broken, saying she couldn’t talk to me.

The bank pushed me to sell, but that was impossible. This was Rosie’s home. Her life existed in these walls. And there could still be something here relevant to the police investigation.

So I moved in, forced to rent out one of the bedrooms to help with repayments. I hated the idea of anyone else being here, especially in my sister’s room, her most intimate space, among all of her possessions. I told myself I should take it – especially as it’s bigger, nicer, and it looks out onto the back gardens instead of the road. In every way it made sense.

But sense was something my body wouldn’t follow. I couldn’t sleep and breathe where my sister had.

Nor could I leave it as it was, her stuff all over the room. I made myself walk through the door and shoved her belongings into boxes as fast as I could. Suddenly I didn’t want to look at any of it. I grabbed traces of her from the bathroom, the kitchen, the living room. Packed them inside cardboard, hidden and sealed. Keeping just a few items, salient parts of her – a palette with dried oil paint, clothes, a wooden hair stick. Her painting, which I hung above the fireplace.

I considered asking friends if they needed a room. Except I didn’t want a face I knew. I didn’t want someone taking root, becoming too fixed.

I decided to open it up to strangers. More neutral that way, as a guest room.

At first it was hard, letting them in. Every noise and movement, every time they were in the kitchen, the bathroom, turning around to find them smiling at me – grating.

But now it doesn’t seem so bad.

I wander towards the bed. There are a few bits on top of the duvet – a shirt, a book, a plastic bottle. Kamlai’s suitcase is next to my feet. Unpadlocked and unzipped. Free for a rummage. My fingers tingle at the thought of having a dip.

Possessions. The word alone teases. Possess. What do you keep close? What are you hiding?

Some guests have humdrum basics. Clothes, underwear, toothbrush, jewellery, shoes. But others have unique items, like the American guy a couple of weeks ago who kept a tiny glass bottle of vinegar by the bed, or the Chinese girl last month with a broken cassette player from the nineties. Peggy, my third guest, left a shopping bag stuffed with empty cheese and onion crisp packets in the wardrobe. One man had a mallet. I found it wrapped in a pair of tights. Made of dark wood, small, almost toy-sized, but a weight in my hand.

I’ve already been through Kamlai’s belongings and she seems to have a thing for seeds. First, I found a pot of tiny black bits. I couldn’t work out what they were, thinking they could be dead insects. But then I smelt them. A herb or spice. Now, there’s a small pile of apple seeds on the bedside table.

People have weird habits and attachments. Seeds aren’t that kooky, I suppose, compared to what some of us hold onto.

It’s not just possessions, though. It’s the thrill of being in here, somewhere off limits the minute I welcome a guest. The risk Kamlai could come back at any moment. Catch me. And what would happen if she did? How would I explain it? I’ve never needed to because I’ve never been caught.

Tempting fate fails again.



 

The Spanish girl is chewing. I can’t see what exactly, but I think it’s a chicken drumstick. It looks sticky and dark, all over her fingers. Some kind of syrupy marinade. She licks it off her thumb and chews the meat, biting at the bone.

It was a few weeks ago when I felt myself being sucked in. I saw her face and my heart seized. As if a hand had reached into my chest with cold fingers, and pulled. My impulse was to run at her, then run away, then touch her shoulder and smile, feel the soft of her skin, the warm beneath.

I did none of these things.

Gradually the feeling has sunk into something else. Now it’s in my stomach, this oily curd that rolls around. And when I see her, she stirs it up, creating a strange mix of emotions. Gnawing at me like that chicken leg.
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A flurry of stale air blows over my face. Hot wind is funnelling through the open slits of windows as the train hurtles through the tunnel. That dry fume in my nose: diesel and dirt. I cough into my elbow.

The carriage is crowded for this time of day, before rush hour has got going. People are clustering about me. Two instincts pull on my muscles: elbow them out of my space or sit on the floor. Neither of which is socially acceptable.

I shift the box leaning against my leg. It’s heavy and awkward, feeling like it might topple. Inside is a vacuum cleaner I found on a second-hand website. The old one’s been broken for weeks, and after Kamlai left this morning I realised the flat’s dust had reached slob levels.

The train jolts, swerving round a corner. My hand shoots out for the rail as the box pushes me off balance, but I miss and fall backwards into a tourist couple. The guy pushes on my shoulder to rebalance me, then slides his arm round his girlfriend.

‘Sorry,’ I mutter.

Two girls beside the door are looking at me. Both in loafers, handbags on their arms. They exchange a smile: knowing, smug.

Stupid vacuum cleaner. It’s not even for me. It’s for the new guest arriving today.

Arran Cole.

The little disc photo beside his name isn’t much to go on. He’s far off, face in shadow. The only thing I can distinguish is that he’s blond and smiling. It’s the same picture on his Facebook, with all other images and information private. But there are reviews on the bnb website and they’re all positive, praising his respect, charm and friendliness.

He’s booked the room for four weeks straight. In his original message, he said he’d been subletting his friend’s room for two months while looking for a permanent place to rent. He hadn’t found anywhere yet, so he needed another short-term room to be able to keep searching.

When I saw the request, I was hesitant – I’ve never had someone stay that long before. It goes against the principle that every guest is temporary. And what if he’s weird or a nuisance? What if I don’t like him?

In the end I decided to give it a go. It’ll make my life easier for a month without the constant bnb admin tasks. But I should probably make an effort before he arrives, which is why I’m lugging a vacuum halfway across London. Good-as-new, a bargain, but collection only.

I look up from the mottled floor and meet someone’s eye. A man across the carriage. He glances away, back to his phone, thumbs tapping. He’s at least twice my age, wearing paint-spattered trousers.

I often used to sense men’s gazes on me. Women’s sometimes, too. Recently something’s changed. I’m less appealing, there’s something off about me. When they meet my eye, I notice them shift, as if they’ve seen something uncomfortable.

Last week I held a pocket mirror up to my face, to check for milky pupils or bloodshot whites. It was only three seconds but I felt something curl round my throat. Rosie’s eyes staring back at me. I chucked the mirror in the canal.

People always commented on how we had the same eyes, that warm Spanish henna. Mis gitanas, our grandfather nicknamed us. Gypsy girls. Two years apart, yet when we were little he would pretend to get us mixed up. She hated it when he called her Teresa. More than once I remember her sulking because obviously she was older, obviously she was Rosa. Taller and more beautiful.

The train lurches to a stop and the automatic voice chimes: This is Angel. As I shuffle towards the door with my vacuum, I notice the man getting off behind me. He can look all he wants. He can follow me home.

* * *

It’s seven o’clock and I’ve just snapped the cap off an Estrella Galicia when there’s a knock at the door. I jump, the beer fizzing up over the lip of the bottle. The white foam runs onto my fingers.

I’m expecting Arran but the building buzzer hasn’t gone off yet. I press my eye to the peephole and see a warped version of a man. Not a stranger. My neighbour. I yank open the door.

‘Luke.’

‘Evening, Tess.’ He grins at me. He’s in a skimpy vest and running shorts. A small tattoo clear on the hard curve of his bicep: optical illusion triangle. ‘What’s going on?’

‘Nothing much. I would invite you in, but I’m just waiting for my bnb guest.’

‘Another one, eh? Business good then?’

‘Pretty good, yep.’

He hasn’t broken eye contact, a grin still traced over his features. I may get ogled less by strangers but I’m not exempt from unwanted attention. Luke moved into the flat below six weeks ago. One morning, there was a huge box blocking the street door – only legs and curly hair visible behind it.

‘So, are you heading out this evening?’ he asks in a casual tone.

‘Nah.’

‘Aw, come on. You never go out.’

If only he knew. ‘It’s Thursday. Who goes out on a Thursday?’

‘Everyone,’ he says, opening his hands. ‘It’s the new Friday.’

I smile wryly. Luke’s a nice guy, for a city boy. And not your typical management consultant. A gym-goer and climber, sure, but he also writes poetry. So he claims.

‘How about dinner then? I can whip up something of my mum’s.’

Within the first week, Luke had shown me his mum’s book. She’s from Malaysia and released a recipe book last year that hit big in Australia, now finding its way to the UK.

‘I thought you were going out?’ I say.

‘I am, but my plans are flexible.’ He shifts his weight, tilting towards me. ‘You’ve never tasted anything like this before. I can guarantee that.’

To be fair, the book looks amazing. Celebrating the unique cuisine with all its cultural subtleties. I’m just not much of a cook. Something tells me Luke isn’t either, despite his mum’s talent.

‘I just ate, I’m afraid,’ I lie.

His expression slips, confidence not so smooth. ‘One of these days, Tess—’

‘What?’

‘You’re going to realise how much fun you could have with me.’

I highly doubt that. ‘You enjoy the new Friday, Luke.’

He laughs in the back of his throat. ‘Fine, I will.’

I start to swing the door shut.

‘If you change your mind, you know where I am,’ he says.

‘Sure do.’

I go back into the kitchen and swallow a good glug of beer. It’s cold in my throat.

Leaning over the plants on the windowsill, I look onto the street below. A little boy microscoots by, a woman’s boots clomping after him. A teenage girl in school uniform ambles past.

No blond men.

My hand’s in my hair, rubbing strands. I let it drop and there’s a dark clump in my fingers. It started falling out two months ago, as if my scalp is coming undone. I find dusty wads on the floor. The worst is in the shower, the water drawing it out.

I drop the clump in the bin. I don’t want to look at it.

Sitting on the sofa, I glance around the living area. At the Victorian fireplace, the worn spines of old Spanish books on the bookcase, the Moroccan mosaic lamp. On the coffee table is a congealed disc of wax, marking a dead candle.

It’s peculiar, the concept of bnbing. Letting a stranger into your home, not knowing what they’re going to be like. The door closes behind you and you’re at the mercy of someone you know nothing about. They could do anything.

I sip some more beer just as another knock sounds. Two slow knuckle-beats. I’m already opening the door when I realise that wasn’t Luke’s usual thump-thump-thump.

‘Oh . . .’

A tall guy with a duffel bag looks at me with dark blue eyes. They’re fixed on my face for two seconds before they drop.

‘Hello,’ I finish.

‘Hello. Sorry I’m late.’ A northern accent.

I almost hold out my hand, but it stays put at my side. I smile instead. ‘That’s OK. Nice to meet you. I’m Tess.’

‘Arran.’

It’s silent, and I realise I’m blocking the doorway. ‘Come on in,’ I say, moving out of the way.

He hesitates. ‘Should I take off my shoes?’

I glance at his desert boots. ‘Nah, don’t worry about that.’

He’s still hesitant, as if wanting to do it anyway. But he steps inside and I push the door shut.

When I turn around, he’s right behind me. I nearly bump into his backpack, expecting him to have moved further into the flat. But he’s looking through the doorway to the living area. I wait, about to say something when he walks in, footsteps quiet.

He halts next to the sofa, duffel dangling from his fingers. It’s navy with brown handles. A contrast to his vintage-worn jeans and dark teal cord jacket. Nineties revival. How is he not overheating in that?

He swivels round. Those eyes again. Something about them reminds me of a river – flow so soft it’s almost imperceptible.

‘You have a nice place,’ he says.

‘Thanks.’

‘Quite lovely.’

I feel my brows twitch as I glance round. Lovely isn’t how I think of this flat. Scruffy round the edges more like, with fossil floorboards and neat clutter. Though it does have that north-east London charm.

He blends in well. His wavy blond hair flops onto his temples, messy yet styled. His hands are big but with elegant fingers. There’s something two-toned about him, as if he’s hovering between edges. Confident-shy, intense-calm, muscular-slim. I’m not sure which.

I look up and he’s watching me, a soft smile in his stubble. OK then: confident, not shy. And undoubtedly handsome.

I clear my throat. ‘This is the living area, which you’re free to use whenever you like. Same with the kitchen. There’s an empty shelf for you in the fridge.’

He nods once. ‘What’s with the reptile?’

‘The what?’

‘The lizard.’ He motions towards the floor.

I look down at the iron sculpture by the door. ‘Oh, it’s a gecko.’

‘Hm.’

‘I think it’s supposed to be a boot scraper. Something my parents left behind.’ I shrug. ‘I needed something to keep the door open.’

‘I see.’ He leans down to get a closer look. ‘Are you sure it’s a gecko?’

‘Yes.’ Sixty per cent sure.

‘Shouldn’t it have pointier toes?’

‘I don’t think so.’

I’ve never looked at it that closely. Now that I am, it’s actually quite ugly.

He straightens. ‘All right. I trust you.’

A pause stretches between us.

He runs his fingers through the hair above his ear, then grips his backpack strap. ‘I’m not going to ask about the T-Rex clock.’

I glance at the teethy dinosaur on the wall. No other guest has commented on either of these things before, and within two minutes he’s pointed both out. I’m not sure if I like it or not. Most people aren’t that observant, which generally works in my favour.

‘I wouldn’t,’ I say.

‘Funny story?’

‘No. It’s just my old clock from when I was a kid.’

‘Which you still use.’

Not a question. Is he laughing at me? I search the humour in his eyes, but it’s warm, not belittling.

‘Don’t worry,’ he says, lifting the duffel bag onto his shoulder. ‘I’ve still got my purple owl night-light.’

‘Really?’

‘Yeah, still glows and everything.’

I look at him, the casually balanced bag making him seem lopsided. There’s something open and direct about him. Too open. I suddenly sense how close we are, standing over the gecko. I inhale and turn away. ‘Come on, I’ll show you the room.’

I twist my head to make sure he’s following. He’s there, behind me, steps silent. I push the spare bedroom door and go in.

‘This is it,’ I say.

Arran halts on the rug. He’s side-on now, his face in profile. From this angle I notice the ski-jump tip of his nose and cleft chin. He makes me think of the beach – smooth white dunes, the sand warm between your toes.

The duffel bag drops from his fingers with a thump. ‘Where have your parents gone?’ he says.

‘Sorry?’

‘You said your parents left the gecko behind.’

‘Oh . . .’ Did I let that slip? ‘They moved to Spain a few years ago.’

He takes his backpack off and gently places it down. ‘How come?’

‘My mum’s Spanish. All her family are there so she wanted to go back.’ 

I look at the bags, wondering what’s inside, waiting to be found.

He goes over to the window and feels the curtain. Then he glides it across, as far as the cloth will go. The room dims, losing its amber evening light.

He sits on the bed, bouncing the mattress with his weight. ‘So you’re all alone here?’

‘What?’ That’s an odd question.

‘In the UK – if your parents live in Spain?’

Rosie. The reminder a needle to my chest. She’s supposed to be there, where he is, sitting on the bed. Smiling. Talking to me about a folk gig she’d just been to, or the nature of love, how many different ways there are to love and yet we have such a limited way of expressing it in language.

When I don’t respond to Arran, he kneels down by his bags. My ears catch the sound: that squeaky-buzz of a zip. He’s opened his duffel bag. His hand goes in and lifts out a T-shirt, then grips something else inside.

He pauses. Looks up at me. ‘If it’s OK, Tess, I’d like to get settled.’

‘Sure,’ I say, tugging my brain back. Bnb business. ‘The Wi-Fi code and the keys are there on the desk. And the bathroom’s just next door.’ I point my thumb towards the wall. ‘You can use the cupboard in there if you want.’

‘Great, thanks. What about that?’

‘What?’

He tips his head towards the other door, in the corner.

I glance at it. ‘That’s storage space. A cupboard where I keep some things.’

‘Not for guest use?’

I shake my head.

‘Good to know.’ He goes back to his bag.

‘Well, if you need anything, just ask.’

His lips are pressed together, widening his mouth. I turn and walk out, leaving the door ajar.

In the living area I pick up my beer. That was strange. The conversation so easy, about lizards and night-lights. Recently, talking to strangers has felt forced, an effort to listen and respond. Not with him.

I ruffle my T-shirt and take a swig of beer. It’s airless in here.

A minute later there’s a click: his bedroom door shutting.

* * *

When I get into bed that night, I haven’t heard a single peep. He hasn’t come out to use the kitchen or the bathroom. Any movements have been soundless. I’m drifting to sleep when I think I hear something, a scratch or a scuff. In the hallway? The wall? Our bedrooms share one, and it’s thin.

I wait, listening, but there’s nothing. Probably just wood expanding, or a pipe. Sometimes I wonder if there are sounds inside my head.
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The gallery is hushed and cool. Temperature-controlled. The sweat from my short commute dried an hour ago but I can still feel it, cold on my skin. My body’s out of balance. I rub my bare arms hard.

I’m sitting on a stool in my cubbyhole, staring at the photograph opposite. It’s half a woman’s face, eyelashes just visible, fingers in her hair. Black and white like all the others. Zoomed-in fragments. An exhibition called Women’s Edges.

A chemical-cleaner smell hangs. There’s a couple in the far corner. The only people in here. They start whispering, voices amplified by the lofty space.

The intercom in my hand goes off: a fuzzy female voice. I report no incidents. As if there ever would be – peak drama in this place is a gasp.

Two days a week I work as a gallery invigilator at the Barbican Centre. It was a mechanical thing. A reflex. One morning, without clear thought, I applied for a job. When I came for the interview, the manager stared at me, his pale eyebrows knitting.

‘Haven’t you worked here before?’

I shook my head. ‘My sister.’

‘Oh . . . yes, I remember now. Rosie?’

I needed to grip any rope I could reach – any thread of her. Make a seam between us and stitch over it.

The Barbican isn’t one of the big-name galleries in London, but Rosie considered it a cut above what she deemed to be square, out-of-touch institutions. She loved how multicultural and progressive it is, crossing art forms and pushing boundaries, with a focus on interdisciplinary learning. More reflective of the real world developing around it, not stuck inside historical walls and canvases.

For me, it’s the fact she spent hours in these rooms, her footsteps on the floors, rubbing her finger along her right cheekbone, just near the hint of blue eyeliner. She wore it almost every day, a subtle line on her lower lids. Until those last few months when she wore no make-up at all. Some days, I wanted to beg her to put that eyeliner on again.

I’m gazing at the wall, eyes focused on the sharp corner of a frame. Black point against white. Nothing’s that clear-cut. I keep going over it, everything with Rosie, every look she gave me, everything she said – carving at memories, looking for clues.

There was one evening last year when we went to a Spanish bar on a cobbled street in Notting Hill run by a guy from Cádiz. I thought cold cerveza and an authentic Andalucían atmosphere might lighten her, refresh memories of summer holidays in Sevilla and Nerja.

It was a good day. Her mood was warmer as we sipped Alhambra beer and ate pipas – sunflower seeds in salted shells.

‘You’ve started a life drawing class?’ she said, as if she didn’t believe me.

‘Yeah.’

She slipped a pipa between her front teeth and cracked the shell open.

‘What?’ I frowned. ‘You’re the one who’s always encouraging me.’

Her face smoothed. ‘Really? You’ve been to a class?’

I nodded.

‘Tess, that’s great.’

Relief edged in. ‘Is it?’

‘Of course.’ Her hand dropped onto my arm and squeezed. ‘You know I want you to explore your talent. Biggest mistake of your life, giving up art at sixteen.’

There was a jokey note to her voice. My heart lifted at the touch of my sister’s fingers. I could let my words flow a little looser.

‘You could be right. Though I’m not sure bodies are my forte.’

She smiled, cracking another pipa in her teeth. ‘Oh no?’

‘No.’

‘Knees, noses and toes – the hardest.’

‘What about chins? Nobody warns you about chins.’

A ripple of happiness in my chest: she was laughing.

‘I can see now why you stick to palm trees,’ I said.

She elbowed me in the side. ‘I’m very sophisticated.’

‘I know. Sophisticated with a finger in her beer.’

She was trying to fish out a bit of sunflower shell that had flown into her glass. Her finger kept pushing it round. ‘I can’t get it out.’

The barman had noticed – he was smiling at her. He put glasses of tinto de verano in front of two girls and leaned on the bar to chat to them.

Rosie gave up, flicking the beer off her finger. She slouched against her chair and tilted her head backwards. Her face glowed in the lamplight from above.

‘You just need practice,’ she said. ‘It’ll come.’

‘Sure, soon I’ll be just like you with your paintbrush.’ I mimed the action.

She’d lifted her hair into a handheld ponytail, arms up round her head. No reaction. I watched her, feeling the air between us sag. She let her hair drop down her back and started pushing her thumb into the pipa shells on the bar. A flat tone over her face.

‘What did I say, Rosie?’

She didn’t look at me. Just kept pressing at the shells, making them crackle. Then she got up from her chair. ‘I’m going to the toilet.’

She walked off down the bar, disappearing into the low light round the corner.

I leaned forward and put my elbows on the counter. I couldn’t understand. The frustration of it in my fists, knuckles digging into my cheek. What had I done? What was going on with my sister?

The cold white of the gallery makes me blink. The barman, I think. What if it was the barman? He was looking at Rosie a lot, he smiled at her. And – I remember now – his eyes had followed her as she walked past him.

I get my phone out of my pocket. I need to call Pettiford. The impulse is so strong my thumb is swiping the screen when I realise I can’t. I’m not supposed to have my phone on me at work, and my voice would echo too loud.

I notice a text from my friend Nalika: See you later. Really looking forward to it xx. We’re meeting for a drink this evening. I’m not in the mood, but I’ve already cancelled on her once. I’d much rather get home and unzip Arran’s duffel bag. I didn’t have a chance this morning; I slept through my alarm and had to run to work. 

About to put the phone away, the screen lights up with another notification. I swipe and something inside my ribcage clenches. New message from Oliver Barlow.

I’ve been waiting days for that name to appear. My fingers feel weak gripping the phone. But I don’t hesitate to open the message.

Please stop texting me.

Four words. I stare at them. Above, the message boxes are all the same colour – seven texts of mine in a row. Before I can stop myself, I’m typing a reply. I hit send and push the phone back into my pocket.

I gaze at the wall, rubbing the skin on my arms. The black and white portrait opposite blurs into grey. The woman’s eyelashes merging while the words of my text stay bold.

I just want to talk.
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I scrape my foot over the burgundy bricks of the Barbican’s Lakeside Terrace. I don’t know why they call it a lake – concrete pond is more accurate. A duck starts honking and flapping. I can feel sweat patches under my arms.

I look at my phone again. When I rang Pettiford, he said he was in the middle of something and would call right back. That was six minutes ago.

I scratch my left eye. I check my phone. That message from Oliver. Please stop texting me.

My phone rings. I jerk at the tremor and look at the screen: Detective Sergeant Pettiford.

‘Hello?’

‘Tess.’ His deep chalky voice. ‘Good evening.’

‘Thank you for calling back.’

‘That’s OK. What was it you wanted to tell me?’

‘I’ve remembered something. A night last year when Rosie and I were in a bar – the barman was looking at her.’

There’s no background noise. Normally there are voices, other police officers talking, or subtle clinks of coffee mugs.

‘Looking how?’ he asks. ‘Staring at her?’

‘No . . . I wouldn’t say staring.’

Specifics are important. That’s what he said to me in the first few weeks, repeating it each time we talked, sinking it into me.

‘It was more like glancing,’ I say. ‘He noticed her and smiled. Then a few minutes later he looked at her as she walked past, and again when we left.’

‘Right, I see.’

Pettiford’s tone is composed. His patient air filtering through radio signals. I can see him at his desk right now, papers in neat piles, mug always on a coaster. Wearing a white shirt and purple tie, brown hair receding.

‘And who was he?’ he says. ‘This man – another customer?’

‘No, the barman.’ As I already said.

‘Do you know his name?’

‘No.’

‘What did he look like?’

‘He was Spanish. Black hair, brown eyes. With a beard.’

A scratching sound, pencil on notepad. ‘Age?’

‘About twenty-five.’

I hear him inhale, a wheezy breath. Then he sneezes. ‘Excuse me, hay fever.’ A rustly noise. He’s probably using a tissue from the box on his desk. The one he keeps for people like me.

‘And this was when?’ he asks. ‘Which month?’

‘September, I think.’

Pencil scratching. ‘Hm.’

Hm what? I want to say. But it was only a faint sound deep in his throat. I’ve heard it before. When he’s thinking, when there are furrows in his brow.

‘What was the name of the bar?’

‘La Joya Roja, in Notting Hill.’

The pencil scratch goes quiet. ‘OK, Tess. I can look into it.’

‘Great.’ I feel my arm muscles slacken.

Silence for a few beats.

‘I’ll be honest, though, I’m not sure it will lead anywhere.’

‘How do you know? You haven’t investigated it yet.’

‘No.’

I wait. A tick, tick, tick inside my skull.

‘From the details you’ve given, its relevance isn’t apparent. It’s worth pursuing at this stage, but I wouldn’t like to give you false hope.’

Daniel Pettiford has a fireside voice. At first it seemed soothing, but now when I hear it – as he explains, retraces, consoles – it feels like my hand is too close to the flames.

‘What about Oliver Barlow?’ I ask.

‘Rosie’s ex-boyfriend?’

Who else?

‘Tess, he has an alibi. There are no grounds to treat him as a suspect. As I’ve said before.’

‘Surely he knows something.’

Other than me, he was the closest person to her. She broke up with him a few months before but he wouldn’t let it go. He kept contacting her, bothering her.

Pettiford is quiet before he clears his throat. ‘Let’s keep things moving forward.’

I don’t answer, staring at the rippled lake water.

‘I’ll keep you updated of course.’

A breeze swirls round the Barbican quad, hissing through the reeds.

‘OK, Tess?’ Pettiford says. ‘I have another call I need to make. I’ll be in touch.’

As I disconnect our call, I feel the familiar creep of cold disappointment. Low in my spine, following me around like back pain. It fades, duller at times. But then it flares, always from the same weak spot.

I stand there, doubt and frustration pulsing. It’s a long shot but it could be him. The barman. He could have been there that night on Hampstead Heath. And Oliver – he’s hiding something, I know it.

I arch my neck and look up at the sheet of early-evening sky. Woollen clouds drift over the buildings. Their white shapes are reflected in high-rise glass.

Nalika’s late; it’s almost six-thirty. I want to yank off my black shirt, this blow-dryer heat is too much. I’m thinking of dipping my feet into the lake when I hear her voice.

‘Teresa Rivero Hartley!’

Nalika is striding towards me through the white benches, one hand gripping her handbag strap, other arm swinging. Her accordion skirt is lipstick red. Confidence blaring with each swish of material. I’ve always admired her bold colours, her indifference to fashion or trends. Her greatest pow-factor is her hair: straight down her back like a sword.

She opens her arms and encases me in a hug. ‘Sorry I’m late.’

I breathe in her hairdresser smell. She only goes to the salon for the odd trim, yet somehow manages to waft that shampoo-scent around.

‘Holy magnum, it’s hot,’ she says, holding my shoulders. ‘You all right? You look a bit like roast turkey.’

‘I need a drink.’

‘Me too. Let’s go.’

Five minutes later we’re sitting in the shade of an umbrella with cucumber-infused gin and tonics. The green peelings coil through our glasses, offsetting the bitter tang.

The taste lights a lantern of memory – sitting on a wooden deck in Colombia with Rosie, looking out over the jungle. Sipping G&Ts and laughing about a monkey that had leapt onto the canopy walkway, making the man in front squeal.

‘So, tale of the day,’ Nalika says, shedding a layer to reveal skin and a skimpy vest. ‘We were shooting this pancake stack and I’d just arranged the fruit and put a dollop of yoghurt on top. And when I reached for the maple syrup – the final flourish, you know – this little kid was drinking it. Literally pouring it down his gullet.’

I can’t help but smile. She must have seen my expression as I stared at my G&T. The best thing about Nalika is she knows how to be normal. To not shuffle her feet around me or clear her throat in search of something to say.

‘What was a kid doing on set?’

‘Apparently he just got kicked out of nursery, so his mum had to drag him to work with her.’ She shakes her head, sweeping her hair over the back of her chair. ‘Maple syrup. You know how much a bottle of that costs?’

Nalika is a food stylist. She spends her days arranging food and taking photos of it. Whenever anybody tries to make light of it, she spouts a fierce defence, arguing how much skill is involved. Most don’t realise that she cooks it all herself.

She’s an amazing chef, completely self-taught. The kind that glides round the kitchen in dresses and has no need for an apron. Sides always clean, onions chopped into mathematically perfect cubes. When I cook, there are spilt grains of rice from ripping the packet, pans boiling over.

In late January and February, in those first few weeks after Rosie’s death, Nalika cooked for me. She knew I wasn’t eating, so she’d make big batches of stew, curry and lasagne for the freezer. Often, she’d stand over me, force me to put the fork in my mouth. ‘You have to eat, Tess. You’re getting too thin.’

Her words a parrot-echo of mine as I sat with Rosie just a couple of months before, watching her until she’d swallowed something.

I pushed Nalika’s food down my throat. But I couldn’t taste any of it. Her restaurant-worthy meals were like card.

‘Hey, what did you do to your hand?’ Nalika asks, interrupting my thoughts.

I glance at my palm. The skin is crusted, scabby, still red with blood. ‘Oh, I fell over running to catch a bus.’

Nalika looks at me from behind seventies-disc sunglasses, the lenses mirrored. I can’t tell her the truth – that I grazed it on Tooting Common at two in the morning.

‘Looks a bit grim.’

‘Thanks,’ I say.

‘I mean it looks painful. Have you heard of first aid?’

‘Yes, obviously.’

She purses her lips before sipping her drink. ‘What about your job here at the Barbican – any children drinking syrup? Trying to chew on a painting?’

‘No, thank God. Just respectful exhibition-goers and sweat-free rooms.’

‘So you’re enjoying it then?’

I shrug.

‘And translation work – how’s that going?’

‘It’s fine.’

I hate it a lot of the time, in truth. But I know I’m lucky to have it as a source of income, to have had that freelance work the last few months. If I wasn’t bilingual, I’m not sure what I would have done, how I would have managed.

‘Have you thought at all about going back to work at the Holcomb Group?’ she asks.

I shake my head. ‘I can’t go back there.’

Until earlier this year I worked in financial PR. I thrived off the challenge, at my desk by seven-thirty, leaving after nine, nailing projects and getting promoted sooner than my colleagues. But after what happened to Rosie, smog settled around me. I’d blink and realise I’d been staring at a blank document for thirty minutes. I’d drift from the coffee machine to the printer and sit at the wrong desk. It was like strings slipped down from above and hooked themselves into me. Someone else steering.

Nalika spins the bracelet on her wrist. ‘You were so good at it, though. Such a jammy PR dodger.’

She’s nudging, an unwelcome pressure. But I can’t do the things I did before.

‘You know,’ she says loudly. ‘Viv, our intern, bloody loves Jammie Dodgers.’

‘Oh yeah?’

‘Yeah, buys them all the time. A grown woman obsessed with chewy childhood biscuits.’

I smile at my friend. Noticing the uncomfortable shift of my body, she switches to Viv the intern and biscuits.

‘I can’t remember the last time I had one,’ I say. ‘They were so good though.’

‘Not anymore – not as much jam as there used to be. And they’re about half the size. Another thing that’s getting shitter.’

She plonks her handbag on the table and starts rifling inside the black leather. A small box with a picture of a camel drops beside her glass, followed by a lighter.

‘I thought you’d given up.’

She slides a cigarette between her lips. ‘You sound like my mother. Pretending to my parents is enough of a bore.’

Nalika’s parents are committed Hindus, and her brazen personality has always clashed with their expectations and values. They’re two of the sweetest, caring people I’ve met though – not at all the tyrannical picture she often draws.

She flicks at the lighter, noticing my expression. ‘I’m allowed one a day, OK?’

I give in as she inhales her first drag.

‘Besides, if anyone has a bone to pick, it’s me.’

‘Why?’

‘For flaking on me last time. And then not replying to my messages.’

Her tone is light, only half-serious, but this is her hitting back. No point arguing – because she always wins.

‘I know. Sorry.’

‘Silence for almost two weeks. You had me worried, Hartley.’

Her sunglasses are like fly eyes. I wish she’d take them off.

‘I was thinking of ringing your mum. But then I realised she’d have even less idea where you were or what you were up to.’

Nalika doesn’t know about my night wanderings. Nobody does. And it has to stay that way – no one can find out. Not Pettiford, and definitely not Nalika. If she did, she’d shout at me, tell me I was fucking crazy and probably insist on sleeping over at my flat. She’d try to stop me.

‘You were right,’ I say. ‘Would have been a wasted phone call.’

A plane drawls through the sky.

Nalika blows smoke slowly from her lips. ‘When was the last time you spoke to your parents?’

‘Dunno. A few weeks ago.’

I spin my glass, making the light-pattern on the table swirl, the sun refracting through crystal.

‘Do you know when they’re next coming back to the UK?’

‘No.’

I can feel her concern saturating the air between us.

‘They’re dealing with their grief in their own way,’ I say. ‘I understand.’

‘I don’t. Who stops talking to their daughter? Asks her not to call. Not to come to Spain.’ She thumps back against her chair. ‘It grates my goat.’

She’s always said that phrase wrong. A Nalika-ism I’ve given up trying to correct.

‘You know why it is, Nalika.’

‘Yeah, yeah,’ she says, waving her cigarette hand. ‘It’s too painful. They can’t be near you or London because it reminds them too much of Rosie.’ Her tone compresses, reciting my own words. ‘Doesn’t change the fact they’re being selfish.’

‘My mum’s having therapy, apparently. That’s what she told me in her last text. Her doctor is treating this as personal trauma.’

‘What about your trauma?’

I fix my gaze on the table, willing her not to suggest I try therapy. I can’t have that conversation again. Another plane flies overhead. Nalika’s silence is noisier than the unseen metallic drone.

‘It’s not cool,’ she mutters. ‘I’ve a good mind to fly over there and give them both a smack.’

It bothers me less than it ought to, my parents being in Spain. And what they said to me before they got on the plane after the funeral. What my mum said. Because my dad wasn’t talking, he just stared at the floor. He couldn’t look at me. He couldn’t wait to go back to a country she’d had to drag him to seven years ago. I could sense it as I hugged him goodbye. And my mum – desperate, face rubbed raw by tissues – gripped my hand and whispered those words, her voice like cracked clay.

We’d disagreed about where the funeral should be. My mum wanted it to be in Spain, she wanted Rosie near our family, buried near our home. But I said this was Rosie’s home. She was born in England, she’d lived here most of her life. My dad quietly supported my mum, even though I had the sense he agreed with me. My mum was angry. But I wouldn’t budge. I was closest to Rosie, and I was sure she would have wanted to be here.

Since then, in cold night moments, awake in the dark, I’ve questioned whether that’s true. If Rosie would have preferred to be in Spain. If I was as close to my sister as I thought.

‘It’s fine,’ I say to Nalika. ‘They’ve been gone so long the distance feels normal.’

Smoke curls up past her face. 

‘And I want to be here, in London. I need to be.’

‘I don’t like to think of you being so alone, that’s all.’ Nalika’s voice is quieter.

‘I’m not alone. I have you. And my bnb guests.’

‘Oh yes, I forgot. Your house squatters.’

I sip my drink. The gin is tart on my tongue. Another flicker of memory surfaces, our feet side-by-side on the rail, Rosie’s toes longer than mine but our nails painted the same colour.

‘I don’t know how you do it,’ Nalika sighs. ‘Having strangers in your place, making your kitchen dirty, blocking the shower drain with their hairs.’ She’s mentioned this before.

‘It’s quite easy. They pay me a big whack of money.’

‘There is that.’ She taps ash into the tray with one sharp finger.

‘I’ve just got a new guest.’

‘Where from?’

‘He’s English, though he looks
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