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			‘And my death is not my death,

			but a pillow beneath my head, a rock.’

			from ‘Spoken For’, by Li-Young Lee
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			Sylvia’s Manual

			It’s definitive now, you heard him. ‘Nothing more we can do,’ he said, before using words like ‘comfortable’, ‘time’ and ‘family.’ Soothing sentences, carefully chosen.

			He didn’t find it easy, I’ll admit that. Dr Z: young, earnest frown, getting it right. But it was a job to him. And I resented that. Never mind his sweet professionalism, his unblemished skin. It turns out dying hasn’t made me a saint after all, you see. I so wish it had. 

			Anyway, now we know for sure, I’m doing this. Since it turns out that all the treatment and trials, the cannulae and caffeine were for nothing, it seems right. 

			I’m not going to tell you that I’m writing this. Not yet, anyway. I don’t think you’ve accepted things, even after what Dr Z said. You seem to be operating on your own flight path, denial holding you in mid-air. I know that’s what is making it possible to get out of bed, get the children to school, hold my hand. But I miss feeling like we’re heading to the same destination. 

			You don’t want to talk about it. What we’ve lost. And all I want to do is chat. About what happened to us, the good and bad. Our everyday tale of love and mutilation. That ordinary, precious happiness we stumbled upon. The times you surprised me out of surliness with a dropped kiss on the back of my neck as I made packed lunches. The unsolicited cups of tea, sofa suppers, hugs where soaking up the other’s radiant warmth felt like sunbathing. 

			And when I try to turn to what happens next, you shush me like a child. Make me feel morbid. That focus on the present, always your way. An accidental Buddhism. I’ve always envied you for it, but now it leaves me dissatisfied. 

			So, I’m writing this. A manual for when I’m gone. The how-to guide nobody ever wants to write. It’s all the rage nowadays, don’t you know? There seem to be so many of us going through the same thing. Clustering on chatrooms, like masses glowing on MRI scans. Swapping tips about the best hiking socks to keep our feet warm and which disgusting tea really has the most antioxidants. 

			And lots of us are writing guides for our families. In order that they remember when to de-flea the dog and where the window keys are and, in turn, to remember us. It’s a vain attempt to weave ourselves into your future, just like we did the present. 

			Yet, I’ve debated endlessly about whether to write one. Knowing the exact brand of plastic cheese that Jude favours isn’t going to change my absence. But that’s not all. There’s the other stuff too, the things I should have told you before it was too late. Like a furball lodged at the back of my throat.

			Now, ironically, I’ve got time on my hands. So many hours to fill. I’m bored of box sets. At last. Tired of novels. And I can’t do social media any longer. Those sunsets, salads and smiling children have lost their allure. Frankly, it’s a bit of a relief. I’m starting to draw in. 

			I did wonder briefly if I should do this in the form of a vlog instead, so you and the children have me talking to you, properly. A hologram from the other side. But I’m so reduced now. I side-eye mirrors and shun fierce daylight. I don’t want this to be how you remember me, as fragile. You helped me find a strength and purpose I didn’t realise I was capable of. That’s the woman I’d like you to fix in your mind, forever.

			There’s a pathetic corollary to that, one it embarrasses me to admit. I assumed that after all of this I wouldn’t care about how I look, but vanity still lingers. I miss my hair. My breasts. You do too, don’t deny it. That look on your face, when I unveiled the reconstruction, like a child biting into a chocolate bar with an unexpected filling.

			So, look at old pictures to remember my face. Those thousands of snapshots stored in a digital cloud, like unshed raindrops. Photographs pre-diagnosis, pre-treatment – maybe even pre-kids, when I was soft-faced and still thought life was easy and circumscribable. And then read this, to remember the rest of me. Who I am now. 

			I’m just so sorry to leave you in this position. I wouldn’t want to be you, trying to be me, facing those tantrums and parents’ evenings on your own. The food on the floor. The detritus on the stairs. The flotsam of family life that washes in every night, like a tide. 

			But I’m angry, too. I can’t bear the unfairness. I’m not done. After what happened to Rosa, I thought our bad luck was done. It is unjust that you can’t euthanise me like your animals. All those cancerous cats, submitting to your gentle touch and murmured words, oblivious to their sheer good luck.

			I know I’m supposed to say that I hope you move on. I have said that. And I do mean it. Or at least part of me does. My best side. But there’s another bit of me too and, in the spirit of full disclosure, I’m going to lay it down here. I struggle to bear the thought of you with someone else. If she’s nice, it will be even worse. The children will forget more quickly, I’ll be bottom-drawered. 

			Sometimes, in the small hours, I imagine this faceless woman holding them, when I can’t. Sitting in our kitchen, where we shared so many happy times. I’m worried she might be a better mother than I was, perhaps the one they deserved all along. Calmer and more organised, adept at reward charts and batch cooking. But I know she won’t love them as much as I do. For all my shortcomings, my many faults, of this one thing I am sure. 

			And, I expect – encourage – you to find her anyway. I’m just offering up my honesty as a final love token, like a lock of the red hair that I should have harvested for you before it was gone forever. All I have now are grey chemo curls. The new me. So, my candour is my gift. Please take it as such.

		

	
		
			

			

			

			2

			Then

			The pug had been chomped into like an apple, leaving a livid wound in the black plush of his flank. 

			‘Did you see who did this?’ said Paul, glancing up at the dog’s owner, then back to her pet’s squashed, pleading face. 

			‘It was a Staffie,’ the woman replied, gesturing towards the door, her breath frayed. ‘At the park round the corner. Some boys. I thought they would call it off but …’ Her shoulders rose as she ingested a sob.

			Paul nodded, gently probing the animals abdomen, fingertips grazing tiny, useless nipples. It was the third such injury he had seen in practice that week. High summer was coaxing the city towards crescendo, a scream of satisfaction or anger – or something between the two. But he usually treated the fighting dogs themselves, brought in by slender, quietly furious youths, rather than those caught in the crossfire.

			‘Can you fix him?’ she said. ‘Will he be ok?’ Paul noticed her then, his focus momentarily diverted from the animal. A wide mouth and patrician nose, Lucozade hair, a constellation of freckles on thin arms. Twin stains of high colour on her cheeks. He felt freshly aware of the smell of urine in the small room. The hairs from his last patient littering the table between them.

			‘I’ll do my best,’ he said, wanting to reassure her, but far from certain of the outcome. It was clear the dog had lost a lot of blood. It was a deep injury, the aggressor casually intending to kill.

			‘He’s called Ted,’ said the girl. ‘I’m Sylvia. It was my little joke. Our passion knows no bounds.’ She stroked the dog tenderly on its nose, in the centre of its smashed face. 

			Paul normally despised owners with breeds like these. Style over substance. Bulldogs with sclerotic arteries, cats with dreadlocks, obese house rabbits with pressure sores. But her love for her pet was obvious, this animal no mere fashion accessory. 

			‘Leave him with me,’ said Paul. ‘Ring the surgery in a couple of hours.’

			‘Please save him. I couldn’t bear it if something happened …’ She trailed off, looked at him, a frown fissuring her forehead. ‘He’s my best friend.’

			Paul didn’t answer but watched her go as he squirted antiseptic spray onto the examination table. The room freshly bleak in her absence.

			* * *

			‘So, he’s going to be all right?’ Sylvia banged through the swing door, heading for the bed where Ted sat recovering, still dazed. ‘My darling.’ As she kneeled down, bangles crashed together, tiny cymbals.

			‘He should be,’ said Paul, cautious. The surgery had gone surprisingly well and Ted had woken from the anaesthetic and eaten. Good signs. When Sylvia had rung the previous evening, he had told her that she could collect him the next morning. ‘He’ll need a course of antibiotics, of course. And lots of rest.’

			‘Thank you … so much,’ said Sylvia. She stood, jangling again, the corners of her too-large mouth turned downwards, like a child trying to be brave.

			‘I’m just relieved it looks like he’ll …’ Paul paused. ‘Survive. Those dogs are lethal. Why the police don’t do more is beyond me.’ 

			‘I don’t know what I would have done,’ said Sylvia. ‘If …’ She made no attempt to brush away the plump tear tracking down each cheek. 

			‘Let me sort out that prescription for you,’ said Paul, turning to his computer, abashed. ‘The next few days are still critical. Here.’ He signed the slip and handed it to her. ‘Three times a day. With food.’ 

			‘Thank you,’ said Sylvia, extending a hand for it, her face mottled. Then, before he had quite realised what was happening, she drew him into an embrace, pressing her damp face against his shoulder surprisingly forcefully, imprinting her features through his shirt. 

			‘It’s all right,’ said Paul, awkwardly. He hesitated, before bringing his hands loosely around her back, into what he hoped was a reassuring, platonic pat. He could feel her rib cage, fragile as kindling. 

			‘I know,’ said Sylvia, drawing her damp face back from him, unembarrassed. ‘Can I buy you a coffee or a drink or something? To say thank you properly.’ She stood back from him, assessing. There was something plausible, familiar even, about this man. 

			‘Um,’ said Paul, thinking of Alice, the girlfriend he had only just broken up with. She would be neatly tapping away at her computer, hair pulled off her face. It had been her plan – theirs, really – to return to Melbourne in a year, via Thailand, then try for a baby. But he had woken one morning with the inconvenient conviction that he wanted something else. 

			‘Sorry, is it inappropriate to ask?’ said Sylvia. Occasionally she overstepped, she was told. Danced over invisible boundaries. But she was going to be thirty on her next birthday. Thirty! Then, what? This man, safe and sensible, but not unattractive, looked like someone a thirty-year-old would have a relationship with.

			‘I’d love to,’ he finally said, reluctantly smiling. The girl with the paintbox-hair presenting him, irresistibly, with another version of himself to try on. 

			* * *

			The truth is, nobody thought for a second it would last. Sylvia had many boyfriends. And as a couple they were too dissimilar. Sylvia’s friends, a feckless and charismatic bunch, etiolated from lack of sunlight, were perplexed by Paul’s solidity.

			‘Does he give you money?’ her friend Ariadne, with the heavy fringe, wondered aloud, as the girls sat on their decaying sofa in their flatshare, smoking. 

			‘No,’ Sylvia replied, sweeping her face down to kiss the top of Ted’s head, where he sat in her lap, his scar still knitting together. ‘I just … like him. He’s nice to me and he’s … he’s good. You can just tell.’ She flushed, internally wincing.

			‘He just seems a bit boring,’ said Ariadne. ‘Sorry.’ She shrugged. 

			‘Don’t be,’ said Sylvia, recovering. ‘Just don’t worry about it.’ She inhaled the smoke from her cigarette and considered Paul. She still couldn’t articulate what she liked about him precisely, aside from his goodness, the fact he had saved Ted. Then she thought of his astonished smile when she had asked him out. The warm, clean comfort of his shoulder. Even Barbara, her mother, who valued exoticism, thought Paul was dull, not that she said as much. Rather: ‘He’s not exactly what I pictured, darling. He seems … quite ordinary.’ Then, pushed: ‘He is what I would have hoped for you in some regards, but not in all.’ 

			Ted made his disdain for Paul evident at every possibility, although that was straightforward jealousy.

			In turn, Paul’s friends, many of them Antipodean exiles in London, thought of Sylvia as an exotic fruit, like a custard apple or a lychee. Attractive, certainly, but at the end of the day you’d rather just eat a banana in the morning, surely?

			And Alice. Poor Alice! When she found she had been replaced so quickly and by such a shimmer of a thing, she rang his parents in Melbourne and told them he was throwing his life away.

			‘Alice is a good girl,’ said Paul’s mother, Miriam, that night, her voice needling on the phone. ‘You have a great history together. I thought she was the one.’

			Only Paul’s father, who he spoke to afterwards, proffered any support. ‘You like this girl?’ he said.

			‘I really do,’ said Paul. 

			‘Then it’s the right decision,’ said Mick, who was to die of his pancreatic cancer, hidden deep in his core, a mere six months later. 

			The thing was, it wasn’t a matter of choice, for either of them. Sometimes it isn’t. The universe conspires, the planets align, those things we read about are true. That’s how it was for Sylvia and Paul. Stitched together from the start, different as they were. 

			* * *

			The street was a gelato counter of pastel colours, hushed with wealth. 

			‘Where is it? It’s definitely on this road somewhere. Oh yes, that’s the one.’ Sylvia was triumphant. ‘My dream home.’ A pistachio townhouse, wreathed in a creeper, with a port-hole window on the third floor. ‘It’s so pretty. Completely ridiculous. Just imagine living in such a place. You couldn’t worry about anything in a house like that.’

			‘It is sort of … sweet,’ said Paul, slowly, reaching for the correct response. He wasn’t sure why he so badly wanted to impress her. She was clearly what his mother Miriam would describe, in scathing italics, as emotional. He avoided people like that, usually, as he’d been taught. His parents’ relationship had always been contentedly undemonstrative. He remembered as a child once seeing a couple arguing in the street on a Saturday afternoon. He had been riveted by their abandon. Visible veins in the man’s throat, the woman shrieking like a car alarm. Angry, but thrillingly free. As Miriam had tugged him away, he had looked back over his shoulder to see the man kneeling on the pavement, imploring the woman. To hit him or kiss him, perhaps, by that point Paul was too far away to tell. He often thought of what he had seen, but in the face of his own family’s placidity, it took on the air of a cautionary tale. 

			Yet here he was, at Sylvia’s suggestion, lingering in a postcode smarter than either of them could afford, courting excitement as if he didn’t know better.

			‘I love it,’ said Sylvia. ‘Maybe one day.’ She moved her arms out in an inclusive gesture, as if she was trying to hug the air. Ted’s lead was pulled taut and he looked up, long-suffering but adoring, at his mistress. ‘Of course, my sister – Tess – thinks all property is theft. She’s a total hippy, lives in a shed in Cornwall. But you know she would come and stay like a shot all the same.’ Sylvia rolled her eyes. ‘She’s always tried to save the world. When we were kids she used to spend hours roping me into making posters about the ozone layer, or organising litter-picks on the beach. She’s so different from me, but … she knows me better than anyone.’

			Paul smiled, indulgent. He had scant interest in the house. Or the off-grid sister. His main point of focus, at that moment, were the bands of flesh Sylvia had exposed for their sojourn. Her arms, calves and, unexpectedly but delightfully, her stomach, flat and white as a sheet of A4.

			‘You don’t like it?’ said Sylvia. ‘Sorry, is this a stupid idea?’ She glanced at the ground. ‘We don’t have to hang around.’

			‘Not at all,’ said Paul. ‘It’s great. And it’s good to see you again.’ He had been unsuccessful in his attempts not to think about her. 

			‘Thanks,’ said Sylvia, nodding and holding his gaze.

			‘So, how’s the patient?’ said Paul, suddenly awkward, leaning over Ted, looking for where the neat stitches he had made extended around the dog’s trunk. Ted glowered at him, ungrateful as a beloved child.

			‘He’s fine,’ said Sylvia. ‘Thanks to you. I still can’t believe what you did. So clever.’ 

			‘What do you do then?’ said Paul, straightening up, trying to avoid looking too obviously at Sylvia’s mouth, her hair, that stomach. Focusing directly on her eyes, where he couldn’t go wrong.

			‘I make babies,’ she said. ‘Kind of. Well, I work in a lab. A fertility clinic on Harley Street. I’m an embryologist.’ 

			Paul was silent. It wasn’t what he was expecting from this girl. He imagined her as an artist, an actress, a waitress. As flaky as filo. He re-calibrated his view of her, twisting the kaleidoscope to see her in a different pattern.

			‘That’s not what I was expecting,’ he admitted. 

			‘It doesn’t pay to have too many expectations,’ said Sylvia, smiling, evidently pleased to surprise him. 

			‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘I didn’t mean …’

			‘Don’t worry. You aren’t the first to be shocked that I’m a woman of science,’ she said. ‘I’m a mass of contradictions. Shall we walk up the hill? There’s an amazing view.’

			A short climb and the city was spread in front of them. The faux-pastoral of their immediate locale contrasting with the greedy glitter of spires on the horizon.

			‘Gorgeous, isn’t it?’ said Sylvia, sighing slightly. Paul didn’t respond but watched her contemplate the skyline for a moment, before reaching for her hand.
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			Now

			He had found the document in the boot of the car. Next to his spare kit, the wellies, a tartan blanket and a huge golfing umbrella, with a spiked finial, like a weapon. A place he was certain to come to, eventually. 

			Laminated, bound, neatly formatted. Sylvia had clearly meant business. How she had found the time, or the strength, he couldn’t imagine. He thought of her towards the end. How she had slept for hours, propped up in that high bed. Sleeping Beauty felled by an enchanted spindle. Intermittently he had stood to kiss her forehead, half hoping it would wake her, but she didn’t stir, seeming already to be somewhere else.

			‘She’s not in pain,’ the nurse had said. The nice one with the big cow-eyes and the tattoo of a star on her inner wrist. ‘I promise.’ 

			Megan had nodded solemnly, then looked at the ceiling, as if trying to tip back tears.

			Jude was impassive, for once, sitting in a chair next to Sylvia’s bed, silent. Outside the city night, sirens keening, lives changing.

			‘Shall we play some of those stories again?’ Paul had suggested, keen to regain the calm that had mostly presided in the last few weeks. Instead of music, Sylvia had asked for audiobooks as she grew weaker. Classics from her childhood, mostly. Peter Pan. Anne of Green Gables. Little House on the Prairie. Stories she had both read to herself and been read to, in the house by the sea a lifetime ago, when everything was still to play for. 

			But Megan had shaken her head. And Jude was starting to circle the room, like a shark. So, he had taken the children home, put them to bed. Or rather, they put themselves. Even Jude. 

			And that’s when it had happened. The hospice rang him at 10 p.m.

			‘She slipped away … just now,’ said the hospice manager, Khadija, a kind woman whose eyes, beneath her headscarf, sparkled constantly, as if with unshed tears.

			‘But we were just with you,’ Paul had said, stupidly. ‘I just came home to drop off the kids and take a shower.’

			‘It’s often the way,’ said Khadija, apologetic. ‘They wait until the family aren’t there to … let go. I’m so sorry for your loss.’

			‘I … I understand,’ said Paul. But he didn’t. The idea of any volition was laughable. And the thought of Sylvia leaving quietly, by the back door, was incomprehensible. She was someone you heard coming, usually from halfway down the street – heels, her percussive jewellery, that brittle laugh. She had presence, the kind you couldn’t ignore. An emotional weather system that could alter a room’s atmosphere in seconds. Animated, even sitting down, constantly jiggling her knees, stretching her arms above her head with every yawn, tucking tendrils of escaping hair behind her ears. 

			Afterwards, he had sat on the stairs, where he had taken the call. His mind oddly blank, pain deferred. His eyes ached but remained dry. 

			‘What’s the matter, Daddy?’ Megan appeared, then curled around him like a cat. He looked at her and a sound, not a word, came out of his mouth. 

			Knowledge formed in Megan’s eyes. She climbed onto his lap and sat there, curled up tight, head tucked into his chest. He had held her then. Comforting her, comforting himself. He was not sure for how long.

			* * *

			The hours since had blurred. Full of people. Sylvia’s mother, Barbara. Friends, acquaintances, neighbours. The house busier than it had been for months. The children alternating between sullen, hidden behind their screens, and animated, talking to the visitors as though nothing had happened.

			Sitting in the front of his car, outside the funeral home, Paul looked at the pages. From just reading the first sentences, her voice struck him with force. It made him realise how long it had been since he had heard her speak like that, so frankly and like herself. For almost a year, it was as if she had been behind a pane of glass, visible but unreachable. The easy intimacy they had once shared creepingly incomprehensible. The times they had fallen asleep holding hands, exhausted but content after another day in the parenting trenches, or stood together, Sylvia’s head resting on his chest, watching the children play in the garden. For after that conversation six months ago, when Dr Z had gently said there wasn’t any more they could do, she had started to retreat, inexorable as a tide. It had almost been the most painful thing. Losing her before she actually died.

			There had been different Sylvias through the course of their marriage. The glamorous, unlikely wraith he first met. The surprised newlywed. The accidental mother-to-be. The devoted mother. The depressed housewife. The invalid. It had been hard to keep up. Throughout, he felt he had remained the same. 

			He hated admitting to himself that the Sylvia he liked best was the one that came first. The caustic girl who drank flaming sambuca and carried a book of poetry in her handbag. It wasn’t her body he missed – or not only – but the sense of optimism, before it was knocked out of her.

			But here she was, another Sylvia, in his hands. A legacy he wasn’t expecting to find, tucked under his spare syringes. So unmistakably her. Loving, but tart, like those sour sweets that make you wince and then reach for another.

			She saw things that he hadn’t even admitted to himself. Both of them looking for the other but unable to find them when it mattered most.

			Maybe she would tell him how to cope. He honestly had no idea. Their family had pivoted around her for so long.
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			Sylvia’s Manual

			Just a reminder. This manual is for you alone. Not for Barbara. Or Nush. And definitely not for the children. Don’t leave it lying around.

			To help you navigate our family life, I necessarily have to be honest. And I know you can cope with such frankness, that you’ll take it as it’s intended: an act of love. But I fear that anyone else would find it too brutal. I don’t want Jude and Megan to think that this can adequately convey my feelings for them. It couldn’t begin to. The glorious, dizzying, humbling wonder of being their mother is as unfathomable as outer space. 

			Does it make sense for me to provide advice for each child separately? I think so. After all, they have always been so distinct. Two different species, from their respective first nights in hospital. 

			I’ll start where we began. Megan. Always so calm and self-contained. She slept for hours after the birth, as I lay looking at her. I couldn’t believe she was mine. As the years went by, that slight sense of disbelief at my luck, in getting such a girl, never faded. I’d watch her drawing, a perfect pincer grip, the tip of tongue slightly protruding as she concentrated, and feel an overwhelming rush of love. She was so easy is so many ways, but always just slightly unreachable somehow. Her father’s daughter. 

			First of all, don’t assume that she is as grown up as she seems to think. She’s always been what they call an old soul, but that doesn’t mean she can’t make present-day mistakes. I know she’s only eight and we haven’t had to deal with teenage stuff yet. But it’s coming, it’s just around the corner. I can see it now, in the way she moves, the arch of her eyebrows. As I’ve got plainer, first in the everyday way we’re supposed to accept and then drastically, almost overnight, she has started to unfurl, a premonition of womanhood, like a warning. 

			I can admit that, even before this, I’ve been nervous about the future. How I’d take her growing up in the face of my decrepitude. It’s that vanity again, running through me like the name of a seedy seaside town in a stick of rock. I wasn’t relishing the prospect, but now the idea that I won’t see it happen at all is agonising.

			Her effortless social dominance at school has surprised us both, but don’t assume everything is always fine. Watch out for Eliza Jenkins. That girl is trouble. I knew it at Megan’s fourth birthday party. If parenthood has taught me anything, it’s that people don’t change. They can’t. And Eliza is not who we want Megan to drink her first alcohol with. Eliza won’t hold back her hair.

			I know I’ve bored you with this kind of thing enough already at bedtime, in the ‘pre’ days, when I still bothered to smear my face with oil each night, while you flicked through your phone. I would conjure countless future scenarios, gently catastrophising as I sat at my dressing table. Really, I was waiting for what you always did next, when you would finally stand up, cross the room and laughingly kiss my hair, telling me that everything (imagine it, everything!) was going to be ok. That rush of relief I reliably felt. For, deep down, behind my show of anxiety, I trusted you were right. You were supposed to be my happy ending, you see. My lucky full stop.

			Make sure she eats enough vegetables. Try not to let her get away with picking at tuna pasta. I know it’s not a body-issue thing at the moment, just an innate distrust of food that was there from the first sweet potato I pureed, but try not to let it become one. I don’t think she ever realised what my own unbothered attitude to food concealed.

			Encourage her to try different things. Sashimi, watercress, blood oranges. Take her to the seafront in St Malo and encourage her towards a seafood platter, with prawns, oysters and razor clams sitting on a bed of ice. Try to promote a healthy appetite, such an essential thing for a teenage girl. 

			Foster her reading. I love to imagine her devouring the same classics that I did, following my breadcrumb path through yellowing pages. She’s made a good start, but there are so many I haven’t had a chance to introduce her to yet. Lots are in the bookcase in the spare room. What Katy Did. The Hobbit. Jane Eyre. My collection of Diana Wynne Jones. Then Flaubert, please. When she hits fourteen. There’s a lot a young woman can learn from Emma Bovary. I know she still sees herself chiefly in Hermione Granger, but that needs to change. She’s a perfect role model for a little girl, but Megan is going to need fleshier, more fallible literary mentors.

			Give her my jewellery when she’s old enough to look after it. I left it all in the left-hand drawer of my dressing table. Tell her the stories behind my rings. The amethyst engagement ring, of course. That beautiful diamond from your gung-ho Melbourne grandmother. But also the one with the nugget of Mexican turquoise, which you gave me in the early days, when we were tentatively dipping our big toes into the hot water of commitment. 

			There’s another one in there too. A black opal. I don’t know if you’ve seen it – I never wore it – but it’s worth quite a bit and you should sell it. Stunning as they may be, opals are for tears. I can’t say that ring ever brought me any happiness. 

			Teach her to treat my mother with a healthy degree of caution. You’re all going to need her, but don’t let Megan rely on her too much. She will only end up getting hurt. If this wasn’t happening, I would have taught her to build a shell around herself with regards to Barbara. To keep the tenderest, most vulnerable part of herself safe. To manage expectations. 

			But Barbara will be good for career and cosmetics advice, certainly. She can teach her how to paint her nails, to apply lipstick so it doesn’t bleed, to dust powder onto grease. To ask for pay rises with aplomb and stab colleagues in the back so stealthily they soundlessly crumple to the floor.

			I couldn’t have coped with my mother without Tess. Our closeness was like a shield, it saw me through so much when we were growing up. We quarrelled, yes, but I took her presence for granted. So reliable and sweet. Tess seems enigmatic if you’ve only just met her, but I could always read her expressions and gestures as well as any book. Her trying-to-be-brave face and bored eyebrow raise. The glottal giggle that preceded a cheeky plan. The contraband thumbsuck that meant she was especially tired. Maybe it’s naïve to think, but I hope that taking me out of the equation might make it easier for Megan to form a close relationship with her aunt. An unexpected silver lining. Summers in a yurt in the valley, perhaps? I can see it already. Maybe wait to send her until she’s sixteen, just to be on the safe side. At that point, my sister’s perspective on the world might be just the thing for Megan, our little corporate lawyer in training. 

			Try to make sure she doesn’t shut off from Jude. I can see it happening already, as she spreads outwards, upwards. Her intellect sucking her towards her future. Sometimes she treats him with something almost like contempt. I can’t bear that, don’t let it happen. I know how different they are, but they are going to have to rely on each other.

			Show her that picture of them in the garden, when they’re arm in arm laughing. You know the one. They were playing some mad game of spies, but it was the closest I ever saw them. One of those afternoons when motherhood feels like a benediction.

			No phone please, until she’s at least eleven. I know Eliza Jenkins will get one sooner. I also know that Megan will probably be sensible enough to handle it. But I can’t bear it. That radiation beeping into her little brain. That portal into the entire universe, in the palm of her hand. Fend it off for as long as you can.

			You need to speak to the genetic counsellor at the hospital. I know you were there when they said my illness had implications for Megan, but just in case it didn’t stick. I never know what you are taking in these days, how much you’ve heard. That smile you do, that easy tilt of your head, while your thoughts are light years away.

			Megan will need to decide for herself about being tested when she’s older. She needs to be aware of her options. And by that point, they’ll know more. After all, I don’t have the most common genetic markers for breast cancer, but by then maybe they will have deciphered the genes that doomed me, that combination of DNA that sealed my fate. Maybe not. Tess should be tested too, but she won’t, I’ll bet money on it. She’s been with Danny so long that his distrust of modern medicine has become entrenched. Barbara won’t either, but then she’s invincible. Good luck to the cancer that tries to take up residence in her chest.

			Take her to my dad’s bench as often as you can. He would have loved her. They share so much. Her innate dignity isn’t just from you, you know. Even cleaning away fish guts with his knife, my father had it in spades. Why do you think I liked you in the first place? Daddy’s girl. I’d been looking for him in all the wrong places until I found you. 

			So yes, take her there. Wait until September, when most of the crowds have gone, so you don’t have to share it with lovers, picnickers and twitchers. Clear off any bird shit, please. Persuade Tess to come too, if you can, to talk about our father. And me, of course. 
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			Then

			The thing between them grew, despite the whispering naysayers and their own reservations.

			Paul found that all he truly missed of Alice was the roast chicken she cooked and their shared commitment to picking things off the floor, while Sylvia tentatively identified the soft feeling in her chest as contentment. 

			They started to meet all the time, staying over in each other’s rooms, spending Saturdays playing at adulthood. Brewing cafetières of coffee and reading the newspapers, getting drunk in the evenings with one of their respective groups of friends, never commingling the two.

			Sylvia was delighted to find that she desired Paul, despite the fact he was nice to her. She traced the scar that extended across his back with her fingers, ghostly filigree branded by a jellyfish. While he was simply dazzled, as if he was trying to sneak a look at the sun, eyes half-shut.

			By the autumn, a relief to Paul who still enjoyed the novelty of changing seasons, they never spent an evening apart. Ariadne rolled her eyes at Paul in the kitchen in his boxer shorts. Sylvia gawped at the monastic tidiness of his studio flat. 

			But after six months, Sylvia’s sister Tess and her boyfriend Danny came up from Cornwall for the weekend. 

			‘You’d better sleep at yours or it could get a bit crowded,’ Sylvia said.

			‘Sure,’ said Paul, compliant but disappointed nonetheless. Separation, even for a single night, hard to bear.

			He arrived on the Saturday morning armed with a greasy paper bag of cornershop croissants and a newspaper across his chest, like a shield. From outside Sylvia’s flatshare he could hear raised voices. Two of them. Startlingly similar, as if Sylvia was having an argument with herself. As he stood there, bag in hand, wondering whether to knock or to ring Sylvia’s phone, a man opened the door from the inside. He looked like so many boys back home – triangular torso tapering to skinny legs, sun-bleached hair stiff with salt, a pendant on a leather loop. 

			‘All right mate,’ he said, extending his hand. ‘You Sylvia’s new bloke?’

			‘Yes,’ said Paul. ‘You must be … ?’

			‘Danny,’ said the blond man. ‘Tess’s … well, I’ve known them both for a long time. Since we were all kids.’ He pulled his rubbery face into something between a grimace and a grin. ‘They’re saying hello to each other by having a huge argument.’

			‘You always expect me to do that!’ shouted Sylvia, from upstairs, and Danny stepped out into the street nimbly, like a cat, shutting the door behind him.

			‘They usually do this,’ he said. ‘We may as well go and get a coffee. It’ll be a while.’

			Paul considered. He was thrumming with anticipation about seeing Sylvia, after the eternity of a night away, but she probably wouldn’t want him to meet Tess in the middle of a fight.

			‘Ok,’ he said, reluctantly turning away. ‘Are they really always like this?’

			‘Well … not always,’ said Danny. ‘But often enough.’ He squinted at the busy road in front of them. ‘Can’t handle the city, don’t know how you stand it, mate. What do you do on a sunny day? At least where we come from, we’ve always got the beach.’

			‘You get used to it,’ said Paul, thinking of the life he had once lived, which revolved around the sea. He had known plenty of boys like Danny, back then. Had been one of them, even, in the days when he and his brother Ed used to surf every day after school. But he didn’t miss the ocean, or the high, blue skies that trapped you like a spider under a glass. There was something soothing about London’s muggy grit.

			‘Where’s good for coffee?’ said Danny.

			* * *

			By the time the men returned, the flat was quiet. Upstairs, Sylvia’s face was flushed and Tess was nowhere to be seen.

			‘She’s gone out for a walk,’ said Sylvia. ‘To Highbury Fields, I think.’ She looked at Danny and he nodded, as if she had communicated an order: heading back out to look for Tess.

			‘Did you hear us arguing?’ said Sylvia. She was painting her toenails, angry but precise, Ted curled up alongside her. The pug opened an eye to glare viciously at Paul before resuming his pretence of sleep. Relations between them were still frosty, but Paul worked hard to conceal his antipathy towards the dog. He had met few animals in his life he didn’t warm to, let alone actively disliked. It was a sadness that the first should be Sylvia’s pet. He hesitated but then nodded. There was little point in hiding it.

			‘Do you think I’m awful?’ said Sylvia. ‘She does. She thinks I’m a selfish nightmare.’

			‘No,’ said Paul. And he didn’t. Sibling relationships could be difficult for some people, he knew that. He was grateful he and Ed had seldom argued, although the flip side was a certain detachment. And as the weeks passed, he had started to sense the insecurity that lay behind Sylvia’s confidence. Sometimes it troubled him; she was like a quagmire of neediness. But it was also true that he ached for her, would say anything to soothe her.

			‘We always argue,’ said Sylvia. ‘It clears the air and then it’s fine. We’ll be ok later.’

			‘What was it about?’ said Paul. He longed to touch her. But she was agitated, shaking the bottle of black-red polish angrily.

			‘She thinks I need to go and see Dad more often,’ said Sylvia. ‘She says he’s getting vague, keeps locking himself out of the house. I don’t know.’ She shrugged. ‘It’s such a long way. It’s all right for her, she doesn’t really have a proper job, she’s much more flexible. I don’t think it’s right that she tells me what to do. And I don’t find it easy down there. It’s beautiful, of course, lovely fresh air. But half an hour off the train and I start to get The Fear.’ 

			Paul smiled. He was discovering that all sorts of things gave Sylvia The Fear. Utility bills, leafy vegetables, flat shoes, early mornings. Now the place she had been raised was added to the mental list he had started to compile.

			‘We can go together if you want?’ he said. ‘I’d love to see where you’re from and meet your dad. It sounds like you should see him.’ Sylvia was such an urban creature in his mind, he couldn’t imagine her growing up in the countryside, by the sea no less. Like he had. But a different, colder sea. He had seen a photograph of the childhood home where her father still lived. A granite farmhouse on a cliff, orange lichen spreading across the slate tiles like a skin condition.

			She frowned, surveyed her toenails and lit a cigarette. ‘Maybe,’ she said. ‘I’m not sure you’re ready for it. I’m not sure I’m ready to take you.’

			‘You could try me,’ said Paul. ‘Do you want a hug?’

			Sylvia shook her head. ‘Not right now. I need to calm down. Sorry. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it to be like this.’

			‘It’s ok, Sylv,’ said Paul. ‘I actually went for a coffee with Danny.’

			‘Oh yes?’ she said, bristling
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