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			Dedication

			To Juliet

		

	
		
			The rising fog mingles with the dark night, turning everything opaque. I can barely see, yet I know someone else is on the suspension bridge with me.

			I can hear them breathing.

			How foolish I’ve been.

			Nobody will come to my rescue. It’s too late at night – even vehicles have stopped driving across due to the weather. I clutch the railings tightly with gloved hands to anchor myself.

			Someone calls my name. I turn, but I’m disoriented and I can’t tell which direction the voice is coming from. I just know I’ve been lured here. I need to find a way off this bridge. I let go of the railings, stumbling in panic, my breath quickening.

			Don’t lose it. I must stay calm. I need to get out of this situation alive.

			Suicide. That’s what they’ll say it was. Just like the other girls.

			I hear a laugh. It sounds manic. Taunting.

			And then a figure steps out of the fog, clamping a hand across my mouth before I’ve had the chance to scream.
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			It’s even more stunning, more perfect than I remember. I stand and stare for a while at the place I will soon call home.

			The scene before me is like a photograph in a glossy magazine, or the opening shot of a romantic film. I can almost hear the swell of background music as I take in the row of Georgian townhouses painted in different pastel shades, with their mint-humbug-striped canopies, delicate wrought-iron balconies and rooftops that reach up towards a cloudless blue sky. Trees, their leaves turning red, brown and orange, line the pavement, and a stretch of grass divides the street from the suspension bridge. A handful of people sit chatting and laughing, basking in this rare mid-October sunshine. Beside me, an older couple are huddled on a wooden bench overlooking the bridge and the Avon Gorge, sharing a drink from a Thermos flask. Beyond them, a young father helps his son with an oversized kite.

			There is an electric charge in the air that makes me think anything is possible. I smile to myself as I bend over to pick up my small suitcase with its broken wheel. Ignoring the fluttering of nerves in my stomach, my fingers find the torn-off newspaper advert still in the pocket of my denim jacket. I can’t bring myself to get rid of it. It’s my talisman.

			This is it. My new job. My new life.

			I’ve waited a long time for this.

			I twiddle the ring on my little finger, like I always do when I’m nervous or apprehensive: this is so different from anything I’ve ever done before. I’m going to be living with strangers for the first time in my life. I’ll be out of my comfort zone.

			I take a deep breath, swallowing my anxieties, as I stride towards the McKenzie house. This job is going to solve all of my problems. What could go wrong?

		

	
		
			Part One

		

	
		
			1

			Three months later, January 2019, Una

			Ice crunches underfoot and I have to tread carefully in my boots, made for fashion and not for Arctic conditions. Even so, I slip and save myself from falling on my arse by grabbing on to the iron railings for dear life, my legs splaying as I try to regain my footing. Two teenage lads stroll past and one lets out a bark of laughter. I resist flicking the finger at them just in case my would-be employer witnesses me and decides I’m too uncouth for the job. Instead I try to get my legs under control and gingerly continue down the pavement, stooped like an old lady, until I reach the McKenzie house. I stop, my hands still clutching the railings, ice seeping through my woollen gloves, and stare up at it in awe.

			It’s the colour of strawberry milkshake, curve-fronted, with four floors and Georgian sash windows that overlook the suspension bridge. There is a balcony on the first floor and a black-and-white-striped canopy that has been pulled back. For a brief moment I consider turning and running – which would actually be impossible in this snow and ice. Why did I ever think I’d get a job like this? I’ll be working at the care home with Randy Roger and Surly Cynthia until my dying days.

			I dust snowflakes from the front of my best – my only – coat. It’s maroon with a black velvet collar. It makes me look younger than my twenty-two years, but it was my mum’s favourite. She bought it for my eighteenth birthday from a vintage shop in Camden Town. We used to love our trips to the market there. We made it an annual event, travelling back late at night in Mum’s beat-up Alfa because it was cheaper than getting the train. This coat had cost her nearly a whole week’s wages. I still remember how her silver eyes lit up as she watched me unwrap it.

			I swallow the lump in my throat. I can’t be sentimental today. Where will that get me? Mum would want this for me. I have to do my best. I’ve only ever had one interview before and that was just after I finished college.

			The gate sticks against the snow, and I have to shove it hard to open it. Salt has been scattered on the pathway leading up to the house but I still tread carefully, scarred by my earlier slip. I notice a movement at the huge sash window and swallow again, my throat dry.

			There is a slate sign on the house, partly covered by snow. I swipe it away with my gloved hand to read ‘The Cuckoo’s Nest’. A strange name for a house like this. It’s kind of creepy. I knock loudly on the front door (which is four times the size of my own) and feel like I’ve wandered out of Lilliput and into Gulliver’s world. It has stained-glass panels and glossy black paint. I stand back expectantly.

			To my surprise, a woman in her late forties answers. I was imagining someone much older. She’s what my mum would call frumpy, in an unflattering shapeless skirt, high-necked blouse and oversized cardigan. But then my mum was still pretty cool in her late forties, with her bleached-blonde crop and leather biker jacket. I’m doing it again. I shake thoughts of her from my head and try to concentrate on the woman standing in front of me.

			‘Hi. Mrs McKenzie? I’m here for the interview.’ I take off my gloves and thrust out my hand enthusiastically. ‘My name is Una Richardson.’

			The woman stares at my proffered hand as though there’s dog shit in the palm. ‘I’m not Mrs McKenzie. I’m her daughter, Kathryn.’

			I blush at my mistake and retract my hand. She must think I’m stupid as well as rude. Not a great first impression. She purses her thin lips as she surveys me, her face radiating disapproval as she takes in my not-warm-enough coat and my cheap New Look skirt. Then, without speaking, she stands aside to allow me in.

			I step over the threshold, trying to prevent my mouth from falling open. I’ve never been in a home so . . . well, so grand. I feel like I’ve stumbled into a giant doll’s house. There are ornate brown and blue Victorian tiles on the floor, an arched wall with pillars on either side, and beyond that, a sweeping staircase with a blue-and-cream-striped runner. A grandfather clock stands proudly against one wall. Everything is painted in tasteful neutrals. The hallway is bigger than my whole flat.

			‘I’m glad to see the recent snowfall didn’t hinder your journey,’ she says stiffly, almost regretfully, as though she’d hoped I wouldn’t make the interview.

			I have to stop myself apologizing for showing up. ‘The main roads are clear. And luckily my bus was running.’

			‘Yes. What luck.’ She turns on her sensible low-heeled shoes towards a closed door on the left. I shove my soggy gloves into my coat pocket, then follow her. My nerves crank up a notch at the thought of meeting Mrs McKenzie, especially if she’s anything like her daughter.

			‘You can go in.’ Kathryn doesn’t try to hide her irritation, which shows in her voice. Up close, I can tell she’s attractive. Her eyes are hazel behind her large glasses and she has the type of skin that looks as though it tans easily. Her hair is thick and a rich chestnut. But she’s wearing such a pinched expression that I don’t warm to her.

			She tuts under her breath when I don’t move, and leans across me, engulfing me in a wave of musky perfume, to open the door.

			Come on, get a grip. This is my chance to start over and get away from that awful care home, although I will miss the residents.

			Tentatively I move into the room. It has high ceilings, with mismatched high-backed chairs and an inky blue velvet button-backed sofa. There’s a mahogany writing desk in the corner, next to the sash window. A well-dressed woman in a tweed pencil skirt and a pale blue sweater, pearls at her throat, sits on a chair by a huge marble fireplace, her legs crossed elegantly at the ankles. Her hair is completely white and gathered in some kind of fancy updo. She has a clipboard on her knee with what looks like notes attached, which she’s flicking through.

			She lifts her eyes as I approach. They are small and a startling bright blue, like the bubblegum-flavoured Millions sweets my best friend, Courtney, used to eat when we were younger. Even though she’s sitting down I can tell she’s tall – taller than me, anyway – slim, and looks robust and strong for a woman in her late seventies.

			‘Hello,’ she says, without getting up. She doesn’t take her eyes off me, even when Kathryn sits in the chair next to her. ‘You must be Una. An unusual name.’

			I smile and nod as she indicates for me to sit on the sofa opposite. ‘My mum was a fan of the actress Una Stubbs. You know, who played Aunt Sally in Worzel Gummidge?’ I perch on the edge of the sofa, crossing my ankles, like her, and pulling at the hem of my skirt, which, in the presence of these two women, now feels obscenely short. ‘I know her best from Sherlock . . .’ I’m gabbling now.

			Mrs McKenzie frowns. ‘I don’t know about that but I do know who you mean. I’ve seen her in the West End,’ she says, without smiling. My eyes flicker around the room. There is no television. She clears her throat and I sit up a bit straighter. ‘So, tell us a little about yourself.’ Her voice is plummy and I make an effort to speak correctly in what my mum used to call a telephone voice.

			‘Well . . . I . . .’ I swallow. Come on, Una, don’t mess this up. Don’t be intimidated by these people just because they’re posh. I notice Mrs McKenzie’s eyes go to my legs and then back to my face. Maybe I don’t seem responsible enough. I know I look young for my age. I’m forever getting asked for ID. ‘I’ve been working in a care home for the past four and a half years, since I left higher education at eighteen. I’ve several qualifications from the college I went to on day release –’

			‘Sounds like prison,’ interjects Mrs McKenzie, without smiling.

			I giggle nervously, not sure if she’s making a joke. ‘It’s what they call it when your job allows you to have a day off to attend college.’

			‘I see.’ She glances down at the notes on her lap and I realize it’s my CV.

			‘I’ve got NVQs . . . and first aid.’

			She looks up again. ‘So I see. Go on.’

			‘And . . . um . . . I’d like a new challenge.’

			‘You do understand that this is a live-in position?’ she says. ‘You’d have your own bedroom. I would need you on Saturdays but you get Wednesdays and Sundays off. We really would prefer someone without any . . . commitments.’

			‘Commitments?’

			‘Husband. Children. That kind of thing.’

			‘No. I’ve no commitments.’

			‘Family in the area? Boyfriend?’

			I glance towards Kathryn, who is staring at her hands in her lap but something I can’t read passes over her face. Are they worried I’ll be bringing men back to the room?

			‘No. No boyfriend or family. It was just me and my mum but she . . . well, she died. Last November.’ I can feel my cheeks grow hot. I didn’t want to mention Mum. When I tell people about her their expressions change, their voices soften and they look at me with pity, not knowing what to say.

			Although that’s not the case with Mrs McKenzie. ‘I’m sorry to hear it,’ she says crisply, not sounding particularly sorry. ‘So,’ she continues, after a beat of awkward silence, ‘a little bit about me.’ She sits up straighter. ‘I’m eighty next year . . .’ she pauses, presumably for me to tell her that she looks good for her age, which of course I do ‘. . . but have suffered from ill health since a fall two years ago.’ She looks in great health to me. ‘I’m not as agile as I once was,’ she continues, and Kathryn gives a little harrumph from across the room. Elspeth ignores her. ‘So, I need someone to help me dress, bathe, et cetera. To accompany me to events – I go to lots of events and I want to continue with that. Trips to the theatre, shopping. Anything, really.’

			Excitement bubbles inside me. It sounds so much more interesting than my current job, where the highlight of my day is accompanying one of the residents out into the small garden, weather permitting.

			‘Does that sound acceptable to you?’

			I nod. ‘It sounds perfect. What . . . um, what about cooking? I’m a terrible cook – I even burn cheese on toast.’ My cheeks flame as I realize I said that out loud.

			She laughs. A proper laugh this time. ‘Oh, you wouldn’t have to worry about that. I have a cook. And a cleaner. No, it’s just a companion I need. You’re probably thinking I have a daughter for that. My one and only child.’ She glances at Kathryn sitting mutely in the chair, then fixes her eyes on me again. It’s an odd thing to say. ‘But Kathryn has a family and two very demanding boys. She doesn’t have the time.’

			‘You know I have the time,’ mutters Kathryn, still staring at her hands, and I sense tension between them.

			‘Nonsense.’ She turns her attention back to me. ‘I like to be surrounded by youth. It keeps me young.’

			I’m sure I hear Kathryn make a derisive sound through her nose, but either Mrs McKenzie doesn’t hear or she chooses to ignore it. ‘I think you’ll find the salary is competitive,’ she says, and tells me a figure twice my current salary – which isn’t hard considering that’s barely minimum wage, but still. With no rent or bills to worry about I can begin to pay back my credit card, which has reached its limit, thanks to my ex, Vince. My dream of travelling actually has a chance of being realized. She stands up. Kathryn and I follow suit.

			‘I’ll be in touch. Kathryn will show you out.’

			‘Thank you, Mrs McKenzie. It was lovely to meet you.’ I extend a hand and she takes it with a little jolt of surprise, as though she hadn’t expected me to have any manners. I want this job so badly, despite Kathryn’s brooding presence.

			‘Please,’ she says, holding on to my hand. ‘Call me Elspeth.’

			It’s dark by the time I get home. I had to take two buses from Clifton to Horfield, where I live. Thankfully, the main roads are mostly free of snow now, but even so the journey took over an hour.

			The flat I share with Courtney is above a pharmacy and consists of a poky kitchenette/lounge/diner, two small bedrooms and a bathroom. I wasn’t exaggerating when I said the whole flat could fit into Elspeth McKenzie’s hallway. But it’s all we can afford on our wages. Courtney likes to tell people she works in fashion, but really she’s a hairdresser at a salon on Gloucester Road. I already know she won’t be home yet. She works late every other Friday.

			The alleyway that leads around the back of the pharmacy to our flat is dark and thick with ice and, for a fleeting moment, I think of Vince. If we were still going out he’d have cleared the snow for us. But we haven’t spoken since our huge fight on New Year’s Eve, eighteen days ago – not that I’m counting. Don’t get me wrong, I don’t want him back. Not after what he did.

			I climb the concrete staircase that always smells of piss, my heart heavy. Usually, after a day like today, I’d ring my mum. I’d tell her all about Elspeth McKenzie and her posh house and her uptight daughter. Or we’d get together and laugh about it over tea and biscuits – Mum loved her tea: she drank at least ten cups a day – and then she’d advise me gently not to judge a book by its cover, that they might not be what they seem. Grief washes over me, as it often does, that she’s not at the end of the phone or a few streets away, that she’s gone forever. I have to swallow the lump in my throat. It’s not yet been three months. I’ve been through a Christmas and a New Year since she died and it’s still so fresh and raw, and I can’t see an end to it. I know I’ll always feel this way. I’ll miss her for the rest of my life.

			I let myself into the tiny hallway, switching on the lights, which only highlights the drabness of the place: the brown scratchy carpets, the beige melamine kitchen units, the magnolia walls. Courtney and I have tried to cheer the place up with colourful throws, which I crocheted, on the old, worn sofa, bright prints and photos of us taken on numerous nights out to cover the woodchip wallpaper, but it has made little difference. After Elspeth’s magnificent house, the flat seems even more dreary, cramped and tatty.

			Dumping my bag on the pine table that’s shoved up against the wall to make room for the sofa, I shrug off my damp coat and hang it on the back of the chair. I have to make a concerted effort to be tidy around Courtney. In that regard we’re the total opposite. Mum and I always argued about the state of my bedroom when I lived at home, and Courtney is so tidy it borders on obsessional.

			The flat is freezing and I turn the storage heater up a little, blowing on my hands, which look like two slabs of raw meat. They start to itch and I place them under my armpits to warm up – a tip Mum gave me years ago. I switch the kettle on and take a Co-op meal for one out of the freezer. While it’s in the microwave I sit at the table, staring at nothing. I have to change my life. A new year, a new beginning. Things can’t go on as they have been. I don’t even see that much of Courtney anymore as we work different hours and she’s spending more time with her boyfriend, Kris with a K.

			My mobile springs to life, startling me. I reach for it, expecting it to be Courtney, so I’m surprised to see a number I don’t recognize flash up on the screen.

			‘Una?’ says a clipped voice, when I answer. ‘It’s Elspeth McKenzie. I think you’d be perfect for the job. When can you start?’

			Elspeth ends the call and I stare at my mobile in surprise. I can’t believe I’ve got the job. A bit of luck, at last.

			A clatter outside makes me jump and I pull aside the horrible office blinds that our landlord insisted on putting in every window. Our trash can has been overturned, lying on its side in the snow, like a drunk. I’ll wait until Courtney gets home to tackle it. I’m about to close the blinds when I see a figure standing at the end of the alleyway. I can’t make out if it’s a man or a woman because their face is obscured by shadows and they’re wearing dark clothing. But something about the way they’re standing, facing me, unflinching in their pose, hands in pockets, shoulders squared, unnerves me. I pull the blinds closed, determined not to let it rattle me. They’re probably waiting for someone, although the pharmacy is closed. I stand for a few seconds, deliberating. I’ve never been worried about being in the flat by myself and I’m not about to start now, just because Vince is no longer in my life.

			A thought strikes me. Could it be Vince? I pull aside the blinds again and press my nose to the glass, but whoever it was has gone.

		

	
		
			So you’re the new one. The chosen one. I can see why she’s decided on you. That same fresh-faced, raw beauty, the same silky blonde hair. Eyes that are slightly too wide, a rosebud mouth, petite and skinny but with a full bust. All clichés. And they say that’s what men want. It seems women do too.

			I followed you home. I watched you in your maroon woollen coat and your cheap boots as you tried to navigate the snow without falling. You care about what other people think of you. I saw the way you spoke to the bus driver, all demure smiles and fluttery lashes. Did you hope he’d find you attractive? I saw how you gave up your seat for the old lady with the sausage legs so that you had to stand in the aisle, reaching up to hold the bars above your head. Do you know you have a very small hole in the armpit of that coat? Are you really that nice? Or is it just for appearances? You’re a people-pleaser.

			You live in a hovel. Of course you do. That’s why you’re so impressed with her airs and graces, her ridiculously expensive house and her money. All that money. But she’s as tight as arseholes. You’ll soon see. Oh, yes, you’ll soon regret taking that job.

		

	
		
			2

			Kathryn

			Elspeth is perched on the edge of her favourite armchair as she chats into the receiver. Her eyes are burning with an excitement that Kathryn hasn’t witnessed for weeks.

			She lets out a sparkling laugh, which sets Kathryn’s teeth on edge. ‘Oh, you are sweet,’ she coos. ‘Well, I’m looking forward to seeing you too. Thank you for letting me know. See you on Saturday. Goodbye for now.’

			Goodbye for now. Urgh. Kathryn feels queasy.

			Elspeth replaces the handset in its cradle – she’s the only person Kathryn knows who still has a landline and refuses to own a mobile – and glances up at her daughter, her cheeks flushed. ‘That was Una. She’s managed to organize it so she can start in three days’ time.’

			‘Of course she has,’ mutters Kathryn, under her breath, when her mother’s back is turned. No doubt Una Richardson is impressed by the grand house and the Clifton location, just like the others had been.

			It’s five days since the interview, and every subsequent day that’s passed Kathryn has tried to talk her mother out of hiring Una – hiring anyone – but Elspeth McKenzie has always been a stubborn woman who has never taken Kathryn’s advice. Why would she start now?

			As soon as Kathryn had opened the door to Una Richardson last week, and seen that elfin face, those big grey eyes and her long swishy blonde hair, she’d known she’d get the job. Her mother’s like a magpie the way she swoops in on beautiful things: a dress, a piece of jewellery, a painting, a pretty face.

			Kathryn has often wondered how her life would have turned out if she’d given her mother two delicate blonde granddaughters instead of large-boned, boisterous grandsons. They’d have been invited around for Sunday lunch a lot more. And maybe she would have felt that she truly belonged to this family. She would have watched with a sense of pride as her mother fawned over them, doting on them, instead of the polite indifference she doles out to her grandsons.

			Kathryn steps into the sitting room, pulling on her coat. She needs to get back to Ed and the boys. It’s past their dinnertime and she doubts her husband would have thought about what to cook, even though she’d given him clear instructions this morning on what was in the freezer. ‘How will you cope for the next three days before Una starts?’

			She knows all too well that her mother will be fine. Because, the truth is, she doesn’t really need someone to care for her. She has Aggie the cook, Carole the cleaner, and an ever-changing stream of gardeners and handymen on call. She’s perfectly capable of caring for herself because she has more than enough money to fund every whim. No, the problem with her mother is that she can’t bear to be on her own, even for a few hours. She’s never been at ease in her own company, like Kathryn has. Even as a younger woman, Elspeth had to fill her days with events or errands so that every hour was accounted for. It was as though she thrived on the hustle and bustle and general business of her life, of running the galleries, or travelling across the country to buy antiques or fussing over Huw – going to London to buy specially tailored suits or his favourite aftershave, which could be found only in Harrods. She used to wish her mother would just stop sometimes and spend some quality time with her family. And now, as she’s aged, she has no choice but to stop, and Kathryn can see that it drives her crazy.

			Elspeth picks up a book from the side table. It’s a first edition by some highbrow author whose name Kathryn can never pronounce. She wonders if her mother has ever read it. It’s always seemed more of a prop. Growing up, Kathryn was never allowed a television – ‘Not cultured enough, darling. Much better to go to the theatre or read a book’, not that her mother ever sat still for long enough to read – and Elspeth still didn’t have one in the house. Huw would escape to the garden to watch cricket on a portable TV he’d set up in the shed.

			Elspeth clears her throat, turning the pages slowly without reading a word. ‘Well, I have you, don’t I, darling? You’ve been here every day to check up on me,’ she says, without glancing up.

			‘Of course you have me. I don’t know why you bother paying someone else.’ Kathryn goes to the window and closes the heavy curtains, shuddering as she catches sight of the suspension bridge. It still gives her the creeps at night, even after all this time. ‘I can pop in every day. Why waste your money?’

			‘We’ve discussed this,’ her mother says, in a bored tone. ‘I have more than enough money to spare. I’d rather have the assurance of someone being with me all day. What if I fall again? You have a family and a job. I can’t rely on you.’

			Kathryn suppresses a sigh. Two years ago her mother had slipped coming down the stairs. She insists she knocked herself out and was lying at the bottom of the stairs for hours until Aggie found her. Aggie had called an ambulance but, apart from a sprained wrist, she had been fine. After that Elspeth suddenly got it into her head that she needed a companion, as though she was one of those aristocratic ladies from the late 1800s, and it seemed only a young blonde girl would do. Within weeks of her fall she had employed the first of them, an attractive bubbly girl called Matilde, without even talking to Kathryn about it.

			‘You know I’d give up my job if you’re worried about being alone and falling again. Surely it would be better for you to be looked after by family rather than some – some stranger.’

			‘And who would run your father’s gallery?’ Elspeth asked, without looking up from the book she’s pretending to read. She hasn’t turned one page.

			‘I could do it around the gallery. Daisy can cope without me . . . she’s very capable and –’

			‘No. I need someone with me full time. And I pay you more at the gallery than you would earn as my companion.’

			‘You’re my mother! You know I’d do it for free!’

			‘Don’t be ridiculous. You couldn’t afford to do it for free. Not on what your husband earns.’ And there it is. The little dig she always makes whenever Ed is mentioned: that Kathryn married for love rather than money is a personal affront to Elspeth. Her mother snaps the book closed and places it back on the side table. She scrutinizes Kathryn, with her bright, penetrating gaze. Kathryn has to concentrate on not rolling her eyes. She knows Elspeth has never approved of Ed because he isn’t some fancy lawyer or surgeon from a well-bred family. Instead he has a normal job in IT and went to a state school. But what her mother has never bothered to find out was that she fell head over heels for Ed because he made her feel safe. He made her feel that he’d never leave her, or hurt her. When they met, at university, he was the first person with whom she’d felt she could be her true self.

			‘But we’re doing okay,’ she lies. ‘The mortgage is nearly paid off . . .’ She doesn’t reveal that they’ve borrowed more because she hopes she’ll inherit enough from her mother in the future to pay it off.

			‘I don’t want to discuss it.’ Elspeth’s tone is sharp. ‘Una will be my companion and that’s the end of it.’

			Kathryn bites her lip in frustration. Fine, she thinks. But don’t expect me to fill in in the meantime. But she knows she won’t say it. Of course she won’t. She never does.

			‘I think it’s best you go home,’ Elspeth says coldly. ‘Aggie is here to cook my supper. I’m sure she won’t mind helping me to bed tonight.’

			You’re perfectly capable of getting yourself to bed, thinks Kathryn, her heart thumping in fury. She can’t trust herself to speak as she stalks out of the room, her low heels clattering on the tiles as she crosses the hallway to retrieve her bag from the cupboard.

			‘Goodnight,’ Elspeth calls cheerfully, as Kathryn is half out the door. She slams it behind her.

			That’s what annoys Kathryn most about her mother. She always has to have the last word, leaving Kathryn choking on hers, in case she says something she might regret.

			It’s only a five-minute drive from her mother’s place to where Kathryn lives on the other side of the Downs, but due to the rush-hour traffic, and the snow and ice still covering parts of the smaller roads, it takes a lot longer tonight. Plus she’s still getting used to this huge car, which feels like a tank, even though she’s had it for five months.

			She pulls the SUV carefully on to the driveway. Snow is still banked around the edges, even though Ed scattered grit this morning. She sits for a few minutes, just staring at the house she shares with him and the boys: a roomy 1930s semi, with a garage, but none of the charm and a fraction of the size of her mother’s elegant townhouse. Even though the curtains are closed, Kathryn knows Ed will be in the living room, slumped in front of the television, maybe even asleep, his mouth wide open, his hands resting on his belly. The boys, she expects (she hopes in Jacob’s case anyway), will be glued to some electronic device and neglecting their homework. She sighs, bracing herself for the battles ahead. She would love it if she didn’t have any responsibilities. No demanding, stubborn mother, no lazy husband or wayward kids. She could just come home, kick off her shoes, open a bottle of wine and relax in front of Netflix. Instantly she feels guilty. She loves her family, of course she does. She’d be lost without them.

			And although her mother drives her mad, Kathryn knows how much she owes her.

			The nasal voice of a football commentator and the cheers of the crowd in the background greet Kathryn as she lets herself into the hall. Is there a more annoying sound? Then she hears her kids fighting upstairs and Harry shouting, ‘Muuuuuuum!’ at the top of his lungs. Indeed, it seems there is. She tries relaxing her shoulders from where they’ve risen around her neck and swallows her irritation.

			She smiles patiently as her eleven-year-old bounds down the stairs, his face furious. ‘Jacob keeps killing me on Minecraft,’ he wails.

			Jacob, four years older, and already looking like a man at fifteen, appears at the top of the stairs. ‘I don’t want to play this crap game with you anyway. It’s babyish!’

			‘It’s not babyish,’ shouts Harry, stamping his foot and sticking out his lower lip. ‘Is it, Mum? Just because he always wants to play some stupid shooting game.’

			Kathryn folds her arms across her chest. ‘You shouldn’t be playing anything. Why haven’t you done your homework?’

			At the mention of homework, Jacob disappears while Harry blushes and tugs the back of his thick, dark hair. ‘Um. Don’t have any. What’s for dinner?’

			‘I don’t know yet. But it’ll be ready in the next hour. Where’s your . . .’ But Harry has raced back upstairs before she can finish her sentence.

			Just as she’d predicted, Ed is in front of the TV, although he’s ignoring the football and seems transfixed by whatever he’s reading on his laptop. He looks up when she enters the room, a smile spreading across his face at the sight of her. ‘Oh, hello, love. You’re back early.’

			‘It’s gone six thirty, Ed.’

			He sits up straighter, clearly flustered. ‘Oh, right. I didn’t realize the time.’

			‘The boys had their tea?’ She knows the answer but she wants to see what he says.

			‘Er, actually, no, not yet. I didn’t know what to cook.’

			‘There’s a lasagne in the freezer. I told you that this morning.’ She shakes her head. ‘Never mind, I’ll do it.’

			He follows her into the kitchen and hovers behind her uncertainly. She scans the butcher-block worktops and white Ikea units with a critical eye. There’s a carton of milk left on the side, and two plates with the remains of toast that she knows the boys must have made when they got home from school. The fridge has been left ajar and is beeping, and there is a stain down one of the cabinets. She closes the fridge door and bustles about, clearing away the dirty dishes and wiping down the units. Ed stands in the doorway, looking as though he’d rather be anywhere else. ‘How’s your mum?’ he asks eventually.

			‘Her usual charming self,’ she replies, throwing the dishcloth into the sink and retrieving the lasagne from the freezer. She doesn’t know what she would do without Aggie’s meals. Her mother would disapprove if she found out that her cook makes extra for Kathryn and her family.

			She switches the oven on and stands with her back to it to face her husband. He’s still in his work clothes, his tie askew and his shirt hanging out. Although he’s nearly fifty, something about Ed reminds Kathryn of an overgrown schoolboy. He still has all his golden brown hair, only a touch of grey at the sides, although it’s thinning on top a bit now. Does she still fancy him? She supposes she does but, God, he annoys her at times. Like now.

			‘You do too much for her,’ he says gently. ‘You look done in. I’ll put the kettle on.’

			‘She’s hired a new companion. Young, impossibly pretty . . .’

			He clicks the kettle on and reaches for the teabags. ‘What’s happened to Jemima?’

			How many times? He’s got the memory of a bloody goldfish. Still, his bad memory has its uses, she thinks, as she watches him slop hot water over the worktop as he pours it into the mugs. ‘Ed. Wipe that off, will you? It’ll rot the wood.’

			He grabs a white tea-towel and Kathryn closes her eyes, pinching the bridge of her nose with her thumb and forefinger. It’s best not to look. She’ll sort it out when he’s left the room.

			‘You all right, love? Headache again?’

			Yes, you, she wants to say, you’re the headache, but doesn’t. She knows her irritability is down to her mother and that she would be taking it out on Ed, which is unfair. She gets the cloth and wipes up after him while he watches with a faintly bemused expression.

			‘Go and sit down,’ he urges, after she’s finished. He hands her the mug of tea. He’s put too much milk into it but she takes it anyway and perches at the kitchen table, kicking her shoes off. She has a blister on her little toe. ‘Jemima left. Remember? Before Christmas. She’d only been working for Mother since October. Didn’t even last three months.’

			Ed pulls out a chair opposite her and sits down heavily. She smiles to herself. Ed is the proverbial bull in a china shop. The smell of lasagne starts to fill the kitchen and makes Kathryn’s stomach rumble. She hasn’t eaten anything for hours. ‘Well, your mother’s not easy.’

			She knows that. Why does he have to say it? He reaches across the table and squeezes her hand. He’s being kind, she reminds herself. That’s the lovely thing about Ed. He’s always on her side. No matter what.

			And then the little voice she tries to repress pipes up inside her head.

			But would he be so loyal if he knew what you’ve done?

		

	
		
			3

			Una

			My hand rests on the wrought-iron gate, suitcase at my feet, and I stare up at the house, my feelings oscillating between anticipation and fear. Now that the snow and ice have melted away, the house looks more beautiful, more regal than it did the first time I saw it, backlit by wintry sunlight and a cloudless sky. It’s still cold, freezing in fact, and I’m wrapped up warm in my scarf and gloves, but right now I can almost imagine it’s spring.

			‘Are you coming in or what?’

			A male voice startles me. And that’s when I notice him. He’s almost hidden by the large evergreen bush in the front garden, his head just peeping over the top. He’s handsome in a rugged, outdoorsy way, with olive skin and light eyes. He is wearing a grey woollen beanie, with dark curls peeking out of the sides. He’s grinning at me. ‘Were you talking to yourself?’

			‘Um . . .’ Oh, my God, was I thinking out loud? Courtney’s always laughing at me for doing that. My whole face is burning. ‘It’s my first day. I’m a little nervous.’

			He climbs down from his ladder. He’s really tall, with broad shoulders, and looks a few years older than me. ‘Well, you’d better hurry up then, the old lady doesn’t like shirkers.’

			‘I’m not a shirker, I’m . . .’ But his eyes are twinkling. He’s just teasing me. I push the gate open and he strides over to me to help with my case.

			When we reach the front door he thrusts a gloved hand in my direction. ‘I’m Lewis by the way.’

			‘Hi, Lewis By The Way. I’m Una.’

			A languid grin spreads across his face. ‘I hope to see you around. Una.’

			And then the door opens and Kathryn is staring at me disapprovingly, as though she’s caught us in a compromising position.

			‘You’re late,’ she says, even though it’s exactly nine o’clock, the time Elspeth asked me to arrive. ‘And haven’t you things to be getting on with?’ She fires this question at Lewis. ‘The greenhouse needs emptying.’ He flashes her an apologetic smile and lopes away.

			I step into the house. I was hoping Kathryn wouldn’t be here today. Doesn’t she have a job to go to? I wonder if this is what it’s going to be like working for Elspeth, her grumpy, disapproving daughter looking over my shoulder all day. It will be worse than Surly Cynthia – and I hadn’t thought anyone could be that bad. Even Randy Roger, with his leers and suggestive remarks, didn’t compare. I suddenly yearn for my old life: my flat with Courtney, the job I’ve had for the past four years. The familiarity of it all. I feel like I did on that rainy school trip to Wales in Year 6 when I wanted to be at home with Mum, huddled in front of the TV, dunking Digestives in our mugs of tea instead of hiking across fields and sharing a room with five other homesick girls.

			Kathryn’s face softens, as if she’s sensed my distress. ‘I’ll show you to your room and give you half an hour or so to settle in. Then you can come and see Mother. I’ll need to head to work for ten a.m. Is that okay?’

			Mother. It sounds so formal.

			‘I . . . Yes, that’s great.’ I lug my case up two flights of stairs to the top of the house, in what I imagine was once the servants’ quarters. When we get to the top there is a small landing and one door. She opens it and says, ‘This is your room.’

			I walk in, my mouth falling open. It’s more of a suite than a room, with an en-suite bedroom, leading into another smaller room, which has been set up as a lounge.

			‘To give you some space if you don’t want to be in the sitting room with my mother,’ Kathryn says, as I gaze at my surroundings in awe. ‘Believe me, there will be times when you’ll be glad to get away.’ She laughs then, loud and throaty, which catches me by surprise. It’s the first time I’ve heard her laugh properly. She hands me a key. ‘You can also lock your door,’ she says.

			Why would I want to?

			Kathryn is looking around the room, a wistful expression on her face. Then she suddenly seems to remember I’m there and comes to. ‘Right, well, I’ll leave you to unpack.’

			When she’s left the room, I perch on the edge of the sleigh bed that’s been pushed up against two sash windows overlooking the suspension bridge and vow to keep it tidy. The duvet cover is white with pink rosebuds dotted over it, the walls are painted a soft grey and the floorboards are sanded and varnished. It’s a lot nicer than my room at the flat. I get up, smoothing the bedding where I’ve just sat, and wander into my lounge area. A wooden desk faces another large sash window, there’s a grey linen sofa with pink scatter cushions, and a lamp next to a small TV.

			This window overlooks the back garden, which is vast, with a shed and a greenhouse. I can see Lewis piling rubbish into a wheelbarrow, his back bent, his breath steaming. Right at the back of the garden, poking through the trees, is an ugly wooden structure that might once have been a tree house. I imagine Kathryn playing there as a kid. I wonder if she was lonely in this big house with its huge garden, no brothers or sisters to play with. I’m an only child and I was never lonely. But then it was always just me and Mum. We were a team, a unit. Self-contained and all the happier for it.

			I go back through to the bedroom, unpack my clothes and put them away in the ivory French-style wardrobe and chest of drawers. I resist the urge to toss them all into one drawer, as I would have done at the flat. I pull out a framed photograph of me and Mum at the beach, taken a year ago. Before the cancer diagnosis. I hold it for a while, remembering our holiday in Devon and wishing I could go back to that time when everything was simpler, then place it on my bedside table.

			I fill my bottom drawer with the snacks I’d bought on the way here. All my favourites: Cheddars, Oreos, a packet of Penguins and a couple of cans of Sprite. I know my meals are catered for, but I do love my snacks. And I don’t feel comfortable helping myself to whatever Elspeth has in her cupboards.

			I take my toiletry bag into the bathroom. It’s small but well equipped, although I can’t help the little thud of disappointment that there’s only a walk-in shower and no bath. It’s my way of relaxing, although it used to drive Mum mad when I was a teenager and my bath bombs left a coloured ring. Still, a shower is good and, more importantly, I won’t have to share this bathroom with anyone else. Courtney could spend hours in the morning messing with her hair extensions and her fake eyelashes and self-tanning cream. I finger one of the plush grey towels. Everything has been thought of, right down to the White Company room spray sitting neatly on top of the cistern.

			I open the cupboard under the sink and shove my cosmetics bag on the lower shelf. I’m about to close it again when something glints in the corner, catching my eye. It looks like a balled-up chain. I reach for it. It’s old, tarnished, the chain in knots, but at the end is an oval locket. I try to open it, but age has made it stick together and I almost break one of my fingernails trying to prise it apart. I place it on my bedside table instead. I’ll ask Kathryn about it later. It must have belonged to the girl who was here before.

			I can hear footsteps outside my room and Kathryn calls through the door. ‘Are you ready? Mother is asking for you.’

			‘The room is lovely, thank you,’ I say, as I follow her along the landing.

			‘That’s down to Mother. She likes everything to be just so. You’ll learn that about her.’

			‘Right.’

			‘And you’ve got the floor to yourself so at least it warrants some privacy,’ she says, walking down the stairs. She keeps talking about privacy as though the house is full of people, but as far as I’m aware it will be just me and Elspeth at night. We reach the next floor where I assume the other bedrooms are. It looks like there are four off the wide landing, but I don’t get the chance to be nosy before I’m ushered down the next flight of stairs.

			Elspeth is perched upright in a high-backed chair in what Kathryn calls the sitting room but I call a lounge. She gets up when she sees me and rushes over, embracing me like she would a long-lost daughter. She has to bend down quite a bit. She’s at least four inches taller than I am. ‘Una! It’s so lovely to see you! I do hope you’ve settled into your rooms okay.’

			My rooms. I want to giggle. I feel like I’m in Downton Abbey.

			And then she turns to Kathryn, as if noticing her for the first time, and her expression darkens. ‘What are you still doing here? You can go now.’

			I can’t help but flinch at her cutting tone. I can tell Kathryn’s hurt, although she’s doing her best to hide it. Her shoulders are pulled back and her chin juts as though to ward off unkind words. She stalks off, without saying goodbye to either of us, and closes the door firmly behind her.

			‘Thank goodness she’s gone. She’s such a kill-joy,’ says Elspeth, straight-faced but with a twinkle in her bright blue eyes. I want to laugh at her forthrightness, while also feeling slightly appalled that she is speaking about her daughter in that way. My mum would never have talked about me like that behind my back. ‘Right, come on, let me show you around.’ She takes my arm and leads me through the house. She’s surprisingly sprightly for an older lady who needs a companion and carer, and I wonder again why she’s hired me. Is she just lonely? But how can she be, with Kathryn always hanging around?

			She shows me the library at the back of the house, with built-in floor-to-ceiling shelves stacked with books, mostly classics – there’s not a Danielle Steele or a John Grisham in sight – large French windows and a terrace with steep steps that lead down to the garden; the snug – a small, square room with squashy sofas where her grandsons usually spend their time when they come over; and the kitchen, which is down another flight of stairs, and takes up most of the lower ground floor, apart from a small room that Elspeth calls her ‘study’. I notice none of the rooms has a TV and I’m grateful for the one in my bedroom.

			‘The kitchen is a recent addition,’ Elspeth says, staring at the units lovingly. They are beautiful, hand-crafted, according to Elspeth, and painted in dove greys and soft beiges, with a limestone-tiled floor and doors leading on to the garden.

			I wish my mum could see all this. She’d hardly have been able to believe it. The only thing that strikes me as a bit strange is the lack of photographs. The house I grew up in was full of family shots of me, Mum and Gran, of me in all my stages of growing up, Mum and her closest friends, holiday snaps. Even in the flat I shared with Courtney we had photos on the walls and in frames on the sideboard, strips of silly ones taken in booths stuck to the fridge. Here, there’s artwork on the walls, painted landscapes and a few line sketches, one of which looks familiar, but nothing to show the family. Not even her grandsons.

			We’re just about to leave the kitchen when we hear a cheery ‘Hello!’ behind us and a large woman in her late sixties with tight grey curls and the biggest boobs I’ve ever seen is bustling over to us. ‘Just had to pop out for some eggs,’ she says. ‘Still want quiche for lunch, Elspeth?’ She doesn’t wait for an answer as her gaze sweeps over me. ‘You must be the new girl! I’m Agatha. Everyone calls me Aggie. I’m the cook.’

			I just have time to introduce myself before she’s talking again. ‘Now, shoo, out of my kitchen. I’ve got lunch to prepare.’ She turns away from us and starts washing her hands at the huge Belfast sink.

			Elspeth links arms again. ‘Let’s get our coats and explore the garden,’ she says gleefully, as though she’s just announced we’re off on a cruise.

			‘Just be back in time for midday,’ Aggie calls over her shoulder, like we’re two kids.

			We go upstairs to fetch our coats and then I follow her through the library – marvelling again at the bookshelves: my mum, an avid reader, would have loved them – and out of the French windows. The lawn is crisp with dew and our breath steams in front of us, but Elspeth huddles against me.

			‘The girls used to love playing out here,’ she says, as we stroll along the lawn. The wind whips at our hair and the hem of my coat. ‘My late husband built that tree house, God rest his soul.’

			‘Do you have other children then, apart from Kathryn?’ I ask.

			Immediately I sense I’ve asked the wrong question: her arm stiffens against mine and she doesn’t speak for a few seconds. Eventually, ‘No. It’s just Kathryn.’

			I’m puzzled. Who was she talking about, then? What girls?

			She’s still clutching my arm as we circle the garden but she’s silent now. I wait it out, not wanting to put my foot in it again. Despite myself, I can’t help but scan the garden for Lewis. There’s no sign of him now, although there is a wheelbarrow by the side gate filled with bracken.

			Elspeth doesn’t begin talking again until we’re back inside the house. ‘Would you mind making me a cup of tea?’ she asks, as she settles herself into her favourite armchair in the lounge and picks up a book from the side table. The curtains are open, highlighting the views of the suspension bridge. From here I can see a young couple on the bench overlooking the Avon Gorge. They must be cold, I think. ‘And please make one for yourself. You must treat this place as your home now.’

			I smile and leave the room, happy to be away from her and her silent mood, even for the briefest of moments. Maybe this isn’t the right job for me after all. But then I think of the money – it’s the best-paid job I’ll be getting any time soon. And I need it if I’m to travel. It’s the one thing I promised Mum before she died, that I’d fulfil my dream to see the world. That was her dream, too, but she never got the chance to do it. We used to sit together while she was going through chemo, on those horrible plastic armchairs while the drugs pumped into her veins, and talk about the countries we’d visit, the food we’d eat, the clothes we’d wear, the playlists we’d make. We imagined the smells of the beach – coconut sun-cream and sand – trying to distract ourselves from the stench of disinfectant in the ward. We planned our route for South East Asia: Thailand followed by Laos and Vietnam. And then, when she knew she was dying, she made me promise I’d see it all for the two of us. When I took this job I vowed to myself I’d stay just until September, not that I’ll admit to Elspeth that I see this job as temporary, a way to earn enough to fund my dream.

			I swallow the golf ball in my throat. It’s going to take a bit of getting used to, this job, but it’s only my first day. I can do this.

			The smell of pastry hits me as I enter the kitchen. Aggie is sitting on one of the bar stools flicking through recipes, her large frame spilling over the seat. She looks up when I come in. ‘She’ll be wanting her mid-morning cuppa,’ she says, shifting herself from the stool and going to the Aga.

			‘Shall I do it?’ I ask.

			‘No. You’re all right. Sit yourself down and talk to me. I know you’ve only been here a few hours but how’s your first day going?’ She has large red cheeks that remind me of shiny apples. There’s something about her that makes me feel completely at ease straight away. She’s homely. Warm. The opposite of Kathryn and Elspeth. She reminds me of Gran, my mum’s mother.

			‘It’s great,’ I say, conscious that my voice is pitched too high, like it always is when I’m not being entirely truthful.

			She fixes her hazel eyes on me. ‘It’ll take a bit of getting used to, I expect,’ she says kindly. ‘Having to work and live in the same place. It can be a bit . . . isolating.’

			I bite my lip, wondering if I can be honest. ‘It’s a bit weird,’ I admit, as I slide onto one of the wooden stools. They’re high and my feet dangle like a little kid’s. Mum and I used to laugh that we felt like children, swinging our feet on such chairs. That’s the problem with being barely five foot. ‘It’s very quiet here after the care home.’ I can’t admit that I feel a little homesick. ‘And usually I’d have Saturdays off,’ I add instead. Then I blush, wondering if I’ve said too much. What if it gets back to Elspeth that I’ve been moaning already? I’m known for putting my foot in my mouth. Courtney’s always teasing me about it.

			She makes a funny clicking sound with her throat. ‘Well, I hope you last longer than Jemima. She was only here three months. Shame, really, as she was a nice girl.’

			‘When did she leave?’

			The kettle whistles. She gets up and moves it on to another part of the hob. She bustles about with mugs and teabags, talking with her back to me. ‘Just before Christmas. It was all a bit odd. She left with no warning. Didn’t give notice or anything. I think she was a bit of a free spirit. There were rumours that she went travelling. Some say she did a runner. That she was in some sort of trouble. Not that I’m the type to gossip, mind you.’

			I smile to myself. Aggie reminds me of a younger version of one of the residents at the care home, Esme. She loved a gossip.

			I hope I last longer than three months. Courtney is about to move her boyfriend into our flat, so I can’t go back there if things don’t work out here. No, I tell myself. They will work out here. They have to.

			‘Was there a girl before her?’

			She turns to me and hands me a tray laid out with bone-china mugs and a teapot. ‘Here we go.’ I take it from her with thanks, although I’d rather stay in the kitchen talking and not have to go back up to Elspeth. ‘Ah, the lovely Matilde.’ Her face falls. ‘She was here for a few years. It was sad what happened to her.’

			I feel a prickle of unease. ‘What did happen to her?’

			She hesitates, as if wondering whether she should be telling me this. She lowers her voice, her eyes flicking to the door. ‘She was killed. In a hit-and-run last August. Oh, it was just dreadful. It was her night off and she was walking home in the dark, a little drunk I imagine – Matilde did like to party. She’d been to a bar in Park Street. Happened on the road out the front. It was raining heavily that night, I remember. She must have just stepped out without seeing the car.’

			I’m too ashamed to admit to Aggie that I never read the news. And that last August I was rushed off my feet looking after my mum in between my job at the care home. ‘Oh, Aggie, that’s awful. I am sorry.’

			Her eyes soften. ‘I was fond of Matilde. A lovely, bonny girl. Good fun. A breath of fresh air around the place.’

			‘Did they ever catch the driver?’

			She shakes her head, her chins wobbling. ‘Unfortunately not.’

			I’m just about to ask more when I hear Elspeth at the door. ‘What on earth is keeping you so long? I could have made my own tea in the time it’s taken you.’ She turns on her heel and, carefully so I don’t drop the tray, I follow her up the stairs.

			At this rate I won’t even last the morning. I’ll be the one Aggie will be gossiping about to my replacement. The girl who didn’t make it past her first day.

		

	
		
			I’ve been watching you. I’m like a cat, stealthy and light on my feet. It’s a fun game and you’re easy to spot with your long hair that shimmers down your back. It stands out from the bland January skies. Sometimes you wear a big fluffy Russian hat and then you’re even easier to spot. You have your own style. You don’t run with the crowd. You like to think you’re different.

			I watch you come and go from the big house like you own it, and I bet you wish you did. I bet you like to imagine that you’re the mistress of that house, that you’re rich, don’t you? Sometimes you have that old bag on your arm and sometimes you’re alone. Well, you’re never actually alone. Because I’m always with you. You just don’t know it. And when you least expect it, I’ll pounce.
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			Una

			Thankfully, I last the morning. I even make it to Wednesday – my day off.

			I know it’s only a few days, but I can’t lie. There are times when I’m bored out of my skull in this job. I was so busy at the care home – there was always some duty to perform and because there were so many residents I had variety to my routine. Then, when my shift ended, I’d rush home to visit Mum. But here, with Elspeth, a large amount of my time is spent sitting next to her on the sofa while she reads – although I never actually see her turn a page – and nods off. Yesterday I made the mistake of getting up and exploring the house while she was napping, hoping to bump into Aggie or Lewis – anyone I could have a chat with – but when Elspeth woke up and found I wasn’t there she began calling for me, panic in her voice, as if I’d left her to die or something. I had to pretend I’d just gone to the bathroom.

			The only time I have a small reprieve is when she asks me to go down to the kitchen and fetch her some tea. Then I can have a chat with Aggie, but not for too long or she comes to find me. I’ve not had a chance to ask about Jemima or Matilde again.

			Luckily Elspeth is in bed by nine thirty so I can escape to my room, watch TV, while munching junk food, and take the smile off my face, as Mum would say. I never knew how emotionally draining it would be living and working in the same place. It’s like I’m never off duty.

			Elspeth is an early riser so she expects me to get her up at six thirty. She likes to shower every morning, with my help. She doesn’t mind standing naked in front of me, not like some of the residents at the care home, who tried to hide themselves behind a towel. No, Elspeth is happy to walk around in the buff. I imagined she was like that as a younger woman, never worrying about her nakedness. I didn’t grow up in a household like that. My mum and I were much more prudish, even though it was just the two of us. And I’m expected to be by Elspeth’s side at all times. It’s only when she’s in bed that I can truly relax. I imagine this is what it must have been like over a hundred years ago being a lady’s maid.

			This morning, because it’s my day off, I have a lie-in until nine o’clock. But even though the sleigh bed is large and comfortable, I can’t relax as I stare up at the beads of light dancing on the sloping ceiling, from the weak sun filtering through
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