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Part One




1

The night they decided to leave London Bea had a dream. Dreams are like silent films; guns are fired but you can’t hear the shots, people talk but you never hear their voices. This dream was deafening. The noise woke Bea up, shocked breathless, and terrified.

She didn’t think she’d had the dream because they had decided to go away, it was more likely because of what had happened with the Italian leather holdall and the girl with the knife.

The holdall was made of dark red leather and looked too good for its surroundings. Bea had stopped walking when she saw it, in the window of the charity shop on the Holloway Road. It was lying beneath the long pleats of a nylon skirt on a headless mannequin, which had been styled with a pink jumper in a way that was supposed to be retro but was just old-lady. The red leather holdall was glamorous. It looked as though George Clooney had stopped by on his way to meet Julia Roberts at a little airfield somewhere, and forgotten it. Bea could see its quality but could not see its price. There were plastic-amber beads in the display, and some high heels and an enormous-looking evening dress, drooping on another mannequin. Bea shielded her eyes, her face close to the reflecting glass. Dan would love the holdall. It was stylish and cool. She went to the door. When she pushed, it moved, but didn’t open. There were bags of donations piled against it on the inside, and a pair of jeans wedged between the rubber seal and the floor. Looking through the glass she could see a woman and a girl at the back of the shop, talking. The woman was behind the counter and the girl had one hand on a pushchair. It looked like they were arguing. Bea pushed the door harder and put her head through the gap.

‘Excuse me,’ she said.

Neither of them turned.

‘Excuse me?’ said Bea again. ‘Hi.’

‘Fuck off,’ said the girl, still not turning.

Bea couldn’t see them clearly. The air smelled musty and the street was very loud.

‘It’s all right!’ called the woman at the counter, but she sounded frightened.

Bea looked at the passers-by on the pavement, hurrying, unnoticing, then she put her shoulder against the door and pushed it hard, and squeezed through the gap into the shop. The door closed behind her.

‘Fuck off,’ said the girl, turning round to face Bea. She was holding a knife.

It wasn’t a fighting knife, it looked like a kitchen knife, and she didn’t hold it out, just gripped it in her hand. Behind her, the woman opened her eyes wide in a mute distress signal.

‘What do you want?’ said the girl.

‘Are you all right?’ Bea asked.

The girl was tall, with long legs in skinny jeans and trainers that seemed too big for the rest of her.

‘What are you doing? Go away,’ she said. Bea thought she looked high. She was speedy and scattered.

The woman behind the counter walked backwards, silently, disappearing into the darkness of a doorway. Bea smiled at the girl to keep her attention. She had been crying. Her make-up was smudged and her skin was very white. She didn’t look as if she knew she was holding a knife.

‘I just wanted to ask how much that bag in the window is,’ said Bea. ‘The red one?’

The girl was confused, eyes darting from one place to another. She wiped her face and tucked her hair behind her ear.

‘Sorry,’ said Bea. ‘You don’t work here, do you?’

‘I had to get out,’ said the girl. ‘Are you judging me? You don’t even know me.’

‘Can you put that away?’ said Bea. ‘It’s scary. Do you mind? Can you put it in your bag?’

The girl looked down at the knife in her hand. She jabbed it at the empty air, and laughed. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘It’s not funny.’

Still holding on to the pushchair, she knelt down and shoved the kitchen knife in the clutter of her gaping bag. Bea could see the baby’s feet sticking out but she couldn’t see the rest of its body. She thought the woman must have called the police. She walked towards the girl.

‘I’m on my lunch hour,’ she said. ‘I was just passing. Are you going to be OK?’

‘What?’ said the girl.

‘Are you OK?’

‘What’s your name?’ said the girl.

‘Bea,’ said Bea. ‘What’s yours?’

‘Emma,’ said the girl, ‘and this is Thomas.’ She nodded towards the baby.

‘Like the Tank Engine,’ said Bea.

The girl smiled. ‘Yes.’

Bea took a few more steps, and leaned over to look into the pushchair. The baby was very young, very small. He was asleep. His hands were curled up by his head, his tiny fingers were as clean as freshly shelled peas. Then they heard sirens. Emma tensed and stared towards the sound. Then blue light flashed onto the walls as the police cars pulled up at the kerb. Two cars and a van. Doors opened and police got out in what looked like a crowd, dark, heavy clothes, pulling on caps and jackets, talking on their radios.

‘Shit, shit, shit, shit, shit –’ said Emma, and scrabbled back against the counter, weak-legged, grabbing at her bag and the pushchair pulling them towards her.

‘I’m really sorry,’ said Bea. ‘It’s OK.’

A policeman forced the door open, another peered in through the glass.

‘I’m sorry,’ said Bea again. Emma was backed up, crouching against the counter with the pushchair.

Bea went towards the policeman in the doorway, her hands open in front of her and said, ‘I think a lady called you?’

‘We had a report of a weapon,’ he said, looking past her and seeing Emma.

‘It’s all right, she’s not – dangerous,’ said Bea completely sure, suddenly frightened. ‘She’s just in a mess –’

But then there were six policemen and a policewoman in the shop. Quickly, they closed in on Emma. They asked her where the knife was, and told her to keep still and asked about the knife again. They tried to separate her from the baby but she wouldn’t let go of the pushchair. Panicking, surrounded, she seemed to dissolve in front of Bea’s eyes, transforming from herself into an object. Bea backed slowly away towards the wall feeling sick with herself, and guilty. After a few minutes, a policeman came over and took her name and asked her what had happened, and then the woman who ran the shop came out from where she had been hiding, somewhere out the back, and gave them her details, while the girl, surrounded, began to fight.

‘You bitch, you cunt,’ she said, as the police took hold of her arms. They prised her hands off the pushchair. A policewoman bent to look inside.

‘What’s his name?’ she asked

‘Get off him,’ said Emma, crying.

‘I really don’t think she was going to do anything,’ said Bea to the policemen, but nobody was listening.

They took Emma out into the street, three of them holding her, having to drag her with them.

‘Don’t worry about it. We know her,’ one of the policemen said to Bea, smiling. ‘She’s always around here.’

‘Is there anything I can do?’ said Bea. ‘I work in psychotherapy, just down the road.’

She wouldn’t normally have said that, like she thought she was important, but she felt embarrassed by her humanity, and interfering, and she wanted him to know she wasn’t just a member of the public being sentimental. Even as she thought it she knew that was exactly what she was.

The police stayed around for a few minutes and unstrapped the baby from the pushchair and put him into one of the cars. They couldn’t work out how to fold it up, and struggled with it, and with Emma, getting her into the van, demonstrating to the small crowd gathered that they were not taking pleasure in overpowering her. It was easy, they were so much stronger. The matter-of-fact way they dealt with her looked more brutal than if they had been angry. They forced her into the van calmly, and slammed the doors on her, then the van and the two cars drove away, and the people on the pavement carried on and the life of the street was normal again, with nothing to show they had been there except for Bea, standing there, watching, until they had disappeared. A violent criminal would have gained more attention. There was no easier person to discard than a damaged girl. The woman who worked in the shop came out and stood next to her.

‘I can’t believe how quickly they got here,’ she said.

‘Only because of the knife,’ said Bea.

‘You were brilliant,’ said the woman.

‘No, I wasn’t.’

‘Do you want a cup of tea? I’m Veena.’

They went inside.

‘Bloody donations,’ said Veena, stepping over the bags. ‘They’re the worst part of this job.’ She kicked them away, ‘You wouldn’t believe the rubbish people give us. Bags of dirty clothes, like we’re a laundry.’

They stood together in the silent aftermath, the musty air and shadows of the shop.

‘Do you need a hand?’ said Bea. ‘I’ve still got twenty minutes, and I only work down the road.’

She and Veena drank tea and sorted clothes until it was time for Bea to leave.

‘Thank God you came in,’ said Veena.

‘I was looking at the holdall in the window,’ said Bea.

‘The red one? That’s Italian leather. I’ll give you half price.’

Even at half price it was more than she could afford but Bea bought it to cheer Veena up, and because she knew Dan would love it.

In the afternoon there was the safeguarding meeting with the rest of the practice. Safeguarding was always the same: we can’t be accused of this, because we’ve done that; did you see the letter from the Trust? The guidelines from NICE? Bea took the minutes, and tried not to think about where Emma was or what would happen to her baby. She tried not to remember his defenceless hands. Then, after the meeting, back in her therapy room she waited for her half-past-two clients, a couple with their teenage son. The son gave Bea despairing looks as his father talked. The mother pretended to listen but her hand kept going for her phone, like a gunfighter. Then at four fifteen Bea saw Jill, whose husband had died of cancer, and at five thirty, Lily, who suffered from anorexia and whose family’s distress was nothing in the face of her feeble, unbreakable rage. From half past six Bea wrote up her notes and from seven she was alone. Her colleagues went home to cats and dogs and children.

‘You won’t get a medal,’ they said.

‘Bless you, love.’

A personality quiz had once told Bea to stop being self-sacrificing. Don’t be a doormat, it said. It had struck her as a particularly modern assumption that giving diminished the self rather than nourished it. She didn’t equate giving with sacrifice. And she wasn’t a doormat, she was a psychotherapist. She left her desk with a note for the morning – Chase up Lily’s psych assess. Finish safeguarding mins – turned off the lights, and shut down the office. She went up the basement steps, the pristine hoarding hanging on the scaffold above, swinging in the wind. 200 Luxury Apartments. Rooftop Terrace. Pool. Gym. 24-Hour Porter. 36 Retail Units. 46,000 Sq. Ft. The cold air hit her face like a drink of water and she saw her bus and ran. Foot in a puddle. Banging on the doors. Thanking the driver, tripping on a backpack, looking out at the crowds and wondering about all the lives and thoughts behind the faces. Holding tightly to the rail. Jostled in the crowded bus her thoughts drained away like a wave from the sand. Air between the grains, quiet in her head as the sounds receded. Peace. A voice, a cough, bus stopped, and off. Bus stop. Holding Dan’s present against herself. People surging right when she was heading left. Someone banged her shoulder – stranger, not thief. Off the kerb. Cross the street. Reach the house. Bag. Keys. Front door. Inside. And stairs. And she could smell cooking from the ground-floor flat. Cumin and onions. She hadn’t been to the shops. Her shoes were wet. She would put them on the radiator. She got to her door, at an angle on the landing, and their neighbour’s bicycle next to it, dripping, just home too. Home. She went inside and there was Dan.

He was in jeans and a paint-spattered T-shirt. There was paint all over it. Green and blue from wiping his hands or cleaning brushes, and red, splashed like a Jackson Pollock on the white cotton. She couldn’t see if the paint was wet or dry.

‘Have you been painting?’ she said, happy at the thought and holding his present behind her back.

‘No.’ He sounded angry she would ask. ‘I haven’t been painting, I’ve been at work. I just wanted to get out of that suit. How can I come home and paint, after what I do all day?’

‘Oh. OK,’ she said. ‘How was it?’

‘My day? It was the normal shit. Yours?’

‘Mine was – interesting,’ said Bea. She told him about the girl in the Oxfam shop, and about her clients. ‘I’ve got a present for you.’

She gave him the Italian leather holdall.

‘Oh shit,’ he said. ‘I’m sorry, babe.’

‘It’s OK.’

‘Why do I always end up apologising?’

‘You don’t need to. It’s just hand luggage.’

‘Yeah,’ he laughed. ‘Hand luggage. But we never go anywhere.’

‘We might.’

‘I love you,’ he said. ‘You’re beautiful.’

‘No, I’m not,’ said Bea.

Bea and Dan had met at the Bussey Building in Peckham on a warm evening in June, in 2016. She was out for a club night with her girls, going up the crowded concrete stairwell, when she saw the metal doors to one of the galleries were propped open, and the small groups of people standing awkwardly inside. It felt mean to walk past as if it were a market stall.

‘Let’s have a look,’ she said to her friends.

She saw Dan the moment they walked in. She tried not to stare. She hated how obvious it was to notice the most attractive man in the room, but she couldn’t help it; he was noticeable. He was standing with his hands in his pockets looking at the floor, not demonstrating himself like beautiful people usually did. He seemed uneasy, and she wondered why.

Bea was right, Dan had been uneasy, more nervous than he’d been at his graduation show, a few weeks before. The night was showcasing a selection of that year’s graduate pieces on the theme of ‘Father’. His work was hanging on a public wall – not any wall – here. He had lived round the corner from the Bussey his whole life. It had been the first place outside the Tate that he’d seen art, and the first time he’d glimpsed it as a possible life, not for the imaginary Them but for him; not just as personal catharsis but a potential future. He’d also just started sleeping with his tutor, and now her husband and child had come along to the party for the show. She hadn’t even told Dan she was married. Caught between her and the other students, who were all younger than he was and seemed so confident of their talent, he found himself staring at the floor. There were painfully bright strip lights hanging from the high-up ceiling, and the art was glaring from plasterboard, eight feet high, both aggressive and vulnerable, waiting to be judged. He saw the five girls stop at his painting with their arms crossed. Despite his nerves, partly just to get away from his tutor’s husband, he approached them.

The painting was a fusion of abstract and figurative images of women – women, in swathes and layers of bodies, hair and faces. Bea saw him watching.

‘Hey,’ he said.

‘Is it yours?’ she asked.

‘Yeah.’

‘There’s no father in it,’ she said. ‘Isn’t the show about fathers?’

‘Yes,’ said Dan.

She wanted to say, You’re good at women, you like bodies, I think it’s beautiful, but she would never have said something like that.

‘It’s good,’ she said, with no conviction.

‘I don’t know,’ he said, looking at the painting, blankly.

‘Art’s not my subject, but I really like it,’ said Bea.

‘I worked so long at it, I can’t see it any more,’ said Dan. ‘It’s not how I wanted it to be.’

‘Nothing ever is,’ she said, and smiled.

‘I guess not,’ said Dan, and a silence fell between them, then he got caught up talking to somebody else, but when she and her friends left a few minutes later he felt a gap behind him, 
and when he turned to check, the door to the stairwell seemed particularly empty because she had gone. Later on, up on the roof, he had a beer and watched her, waiting for her to be alone. She stood out, but he didn’t know why. It intrigued him that she had such a presence. Her girlfriends were better dressed than she was and one of them was very nice-looking, but only she stood out – in jeans and boots; not big but definitely not skinny – there wasn’t anything he could pinpoint that made her shine to him, except maybe that her hair was fair. But he wasn’t into blondes. When he knew her, and looked back, he thought it was her character, her inner heart he’d seen, and somehow known he had to try for her. There was a DJ that night, and the bar was glowing pink and green and you could see across all of the city, the small, distant lights dancing in the warm air. Dan stopped her when she was coming back from the toilets.

‘Hey,’ he said, approaching sideways so as not to scare her off. ‘How was your night?’

‘Good, thanks,’ said Bea, hoping he didn’t think she was there to buy paintings.

They talked. She tried to be particularly forthright, so he wouldn’t guess she was attracted to him, but he knew anyway. It was obvious. He bought her a drink and asked her about herself. She told him she had just joined Stamford Hill Psychotherapy and Counselling, and he told her he had just started working as an estate agent. When he said that she stopped looking into his eyes.

‘My father’s in property,’ she said.

‘I’m not in property,’ said Dan. ‘It’s just a day job.’

She didn’t say anything but her openness had gone.

‘Got to earn a living,’ he said.

‘Yes,’ said Bea. ‘Sure.’

They talked some more and he bought her another drink, and then she bought him one. He told her he had no future as an artist because he thought conceptual art was bullshit and abstracts were boring and people just got them to go with their furniture. She said he should forget the marketplace and just do the work he loved. He talked about Basquiat and Clemente, and explained his submission for Father had been defined by having grown up without one. He asked about hers.

‘He’s very domineering,’ said Bea.

Dan said he hated that. ‘My mum’s the boss,’ he said. And he smiled.

Six months later they were living together. Six months after that, he proposed – old-school, with a rose and a ring. They were married eighteen months from their first meeting, and a year on bought their flat. The deposit was made up from Bea’s savings and guilt money Dan’s father had sent him on his twenty-fifth birthday. Twenty-five thousand pounds. One for every year he hadn’t seen him. They called it the ‘adulterer’s cash’. Once, Dan asked Bea if she ever borrowed from her parents. He knew they were well off.

‘No,’ she said. ‘Never.’

Their flat was a one-bedroom first-floor conversion with a brand-new IKEA kitchen.

‘It’s amazing! We’re so lucky!’ she shouted when they moved in, running up and down to touch the windows like a ricocheting pinball – the front, the back, the front – while Dan stood in the middle of the floor and laughed at her.

He changed his job from Foxtons Peckham to Foundations of Holloway. It was her idea. He was still an estate agent but there was a veneer of morality; Foundations only took 1 per cent, whatever the property value. Ethical or not, Dan hated it, from coffee machine to commute, from suit to traffic stink, to almost every single person he met. A fucking estate agent. Ethical. It was just selling houses, or, more often, two rooms above a newsagent, or a basement needing change-of-use. He didn’t mind so much when he had what were termed ‘traditional’ buyers, but London had a dearth of those. Sales were often to overseas investors, or buy-to-let, or developers, wanting to knock everything down and start over. Sometimes Dan closed the deal on a property and closed the door, and pictured it; lights out, and no more human life for months. Nobody to pop out for milk or children on the stairs; a London that was rows and rows of film-set frontages. Selling houses was shit enough, without selling them to people who didn’t need homes.

On bad days he missed her. He would sit on the train, desperate to be home, staring at his reflection and the other ghostly doppelgängers of his fellow travellers; their possible selves, and he would think of all the things he wanted, that he might never find. Fulfilment. Success. Money. Money – everything in London felt as if it were made of it. Cars were made of rolls of it, and clothes of flimsy sweatshop notes. It was all right for Bea, she loved her work, she didn’t mind she wasn’t paid enough for it, but Dan had taken years to get the courage up to study art, and now he didn’t know where to begin. His portfolio was gathering dust under the bed. At night, he would lie with her in his arms and feel it beneath him, unseen and reproachful. He pictured its dusty fingers reaching out to him as he slept, reminding him of his failings. His life was slipping from his grasp, days he would never have again.

The night Bea came back from work with the Italian leather holdall had been one of those bad days, not because of all the shit that came with selling houses, but the worse shit that came from not selling them; sitting in the office all day, feeling like he was rotting from the inside out. That night, he’d made some pasta while she had a shower and changed, and then they sat eating and looking at the bag she hadn’t meant to buy.

‘I’m so worried about Emma,’ said Bea.

‘Who?’

‘The girl today. In the shop.’

‘You can’t worry about everyone. What about you?’

‘I’m fine.’

They cleared the plates and turned out lights and took the leather holdall into the bedroom. They made love with it on the floor nearby and afterwards Dan reached down to pick it up and look at it.

‘This is quality,’ he said.

‘It should be.’

‘Was it a lot?’

‘No, it wasn’t bad.’

‘Maybe it’s a sign,’ said Dan.

‘I only bought it to make Veena feel better.’

‘Who’s Veena?’

‘The lady in the shop.’

‘Yeah, I think it’s a sign, though.’

They sat up late and talked. He tried to say how much he hated his job without sounding like he was just complaining, digging out the worst part of his feelings. She wanted to join in, and admitted her own stress, and that the responsibility for people frightened her. But then she remembered the reward it gave her, and felt like she was pretending. Her own problems felt unimportant when she thought of other people’s. She didn’t say that, she didn’t want to undermine him. He had no reward, his life was in deficit. He was paying out and getting nothing back. It all seemed tied together, his pain, and the pain of others, the mob greed and unhappiness. If they could take themselves out, somehow, get away, then maybe he could start afresh.

‘We could travel. Just a couple of months,’ she said. ‘Or three.’

‘Away?’ he said. ‘Away?’

He switched on the light and it shone straight down onto the red leather bag, making it glow brightly. She had said it without thinking, but looking at his face she realised she could not now take it back. Her words had voiced a need in him. His need not hers, to go back now would take something away from him. She knew she couldn’t do it.

Bea had a small tattoo of a flame on the back of her neck, under her hair. She’d got it in Prague on her eighteenth birthday, for Dante’s Beatrice. The flame was meant to be a source of inspiration and guidance but she thought it looked like an advertisement for British Gas. Dan loved it. To him, it was a sign they were fated to be together and that she was his guiding light. He would lift her hair and kiss the flame, between the top bump of her spine and the nape of her neck. He did it now.

‘I’d follow you anywhere,’ he said. He would always be able to say it was her idea. ‘Let’s go.’

It wasn’t as radical as it felt. He would have to resign from Foundations but she could take three months unpaid leave from Stamford Hill Psychotherapy. Her post would still be there when they came home, as would the crisis helpline where she volunteered. He would have to find something different. They could get a short-term tenant for the flat and use the Cushion to pay their way. The Cushion was the £4,370 they had in a savings account. When money was tight they reminded themselves of it. We’ve got the Cushion. Sometimes it was the Fucking Cushion. The Tiny Cushion. The Shrinking Cushion.

‘It’ll be perfect, babe,’ said Dan. ‘We can use the Cushion, and everything good will still be the same when we get back.’

‘I know,’ said Bea.

‘Do you really want to go?’

‘Yes, I do.’

‘You promise?’

‘Yes,’ she said.

She was happy to go. She was. She thought of work, and the constant effort of reminding herself that hard as she must try to help people, she must never fall into the trap of believing she could save them. She had tried to help Emma. She had failed. She was gripping the framework of her life, but she was powerless. Perhaps it would be good to let it go. She told herself she must. Dan was asleep beside her. Imagining their travels, she surrendered. Soon afterwards she fell asleep. She slept deeply for a while but later, in the darkest part of the night, she had the dream. There was almost nothing else in it but noise and terror; just her and Dan on a white road and the cacophonous sound of screaming like the sound of Hell. It woke her, and she lay trembling, staring into the dark as the sound faded. She lay in the grateful silence, with the white road still in her eyes and dread slipping away into the corners of the room. She thought how strange it was to have a nightmare when they had such plans, and she was so happy.




2

The service station on the A26 from Calais was sunny and civilised. The day was mild. They sat outside and had a coffee, watching children playing on the manufactured grassy slopes. They’d bought a left-hand drive Peugeot in London, the week before they left. It had seventy thousand miles on the clock and a manual gearbox. Most of the car was blue but the bonnet, for no reason the seller would commit to, was matt-black.

‘It looks like shit,’ Bea had whispered to Dan, out of earshot.

‘It is shit, it’s nine hundred quid.’

They’d left London the morning before their tenant, a PhD student from Korea, was due to move in. Her rent would cover the mortgage and give them a little extra and they had the Cushion to pay their way. They had imagined their Peugeot would feel at home in France but all the other cars looked sleek and big and they felt like vagrants.

Bea bought a paper map in the shop and spread it out on the table, trundling a peanut along their route. The A26 to Dijon, and her brother Alex’s hotel, then south to Lyons, and west, and pray the Peugeot survived the Alps, and on to Milan. Milan, Parma, Bologna – the peanut wobbled towards Rome.

‘I’ll get you a toy car,’ said Dan. ‘They had them in the shop.’

‘Can’t be worse than the car we’ve got.’

‘True.’

‘If it dies, we can get buses and trains.’

‘Buses?’

‘Think of all the people we’d meet.’

‘Yeah,’ he said, ‘I am.’

They finished their coffee and set off again. The road was too loud for conversation. Bea spread out the map in front of her, comparing it to the satnav, dreaming. Lorries swayed above them and Dan gripped the wheel in the slipstream. A sideways wind spattered rain and dirt across the road. Then the country and the weather changed.

They stopped again, and Bea drove, swinging back into the line of traffic. It was hot in the car now so they opened the windows an inch. Bea didn’t want to use air conditioning because it made her feel guilty.

‘Yes, babe, every time someone uses air con a polar bear dies,’ said Dan, sweating.

She was not a person who ever dropped litter. He lovingly endured the bags and boxes of packaging that waited around the flat, and mocked her long scrutiny of the council website for collection days and recycling facilities. Christ, he would say, it’s only going to get melted down in China and sent back. I know, she would answer, but it’s all we’ve got. We have to try.

The wind rushed and whistled and hot sun baked the black plastic on the dash.

‘It’s only two more hours,’ said Bea.

‘God loves an optimist, my mum always says.’

Bea met Dan’s mother long before he met her parents. Jean had tidied and cleaned for her visit and put new antimacassars on the backs of the chairs and sofa, and there was freshly baked banana bread, warm, and spread with margarine. Dan had met Bea’s parents only once, in a cafe on Marylebone High Street soon after they were engaged.

‘I suppose you have to, if we’re getting married, but it has to be neutral ground,’ Bea said. ‘I’m not going to Holford Road.’

Dan thought the meeting went all right, but was glad he didn’t have to see more of them. Her skinny little mother had said almost nothing, and looked bored, and it was obvious her father wasn’t ecstatic his daughter was going to marry a mixed-race unsuccessful estate agent. He didn’t think Griff was racist in the way he might have anticipated, but he guessed he had the pragmatic prejudice Dan considered particularly British; if you were rich colour was an accessory, if you were poor it lowered your stock. In the eyes of his future father-in-law Dan’s stock couldn’t have been lower. They had all drunk their tea, then Griff and Liv Adamson had picked up their designer sunglasses and headed home. They hadn’t seen them since that day. They invited only friends to the wedding – and Dan’s mother and aunts and cousins – none of Bea’s family, except her brother Alex, who didn’t come. Dan didn’t much like the sound of Alex, a waster who returned Bea’s endless effort and generosity with apparent indifference. She had cried after seeing him once. Anyone who made Bea cry was an arsehole as far as Dan was concerned, it took a lot to rock her equilibrium. But Bea insisted she loved her brother. And she couldn’t go to France without stopping by.

‘He’s always asking,’ she said. ‘And the hotel is on our way.’

They played music through their portable speaker as the trees flashed past like a beat. A family car overtook, with children staring out, squashed against the back window. The mother, glimpsed, was changing a baby, wipes and hands and the tiny feet waving, shouting at her husband.

Alex was seven years older than Bea. She had last seen him at the Priory, when he’d checked himself in. He’d stayed three months that time. Alex hadn’t said in his emails whose idea it was to buy a hotel in Burgundy, his or their father’s, or Liv’s, but it was bizarre. Neither he nor their parents knew anything about the catering industry, and Alex had only been clean six months when he left London to go and run it. She and Dan had googled the Hotel Paligny, but apart from a fancy logo the website said it was under construction.

‘Do you think there’ll be an industrial kitchen in Alex’s hotel,’ she asked, ‘like in The Shining?’

‘I don’t know,’ said Dan, examining playlists on his phone.

She was sick of managing his mood. He had been like this since they arrived in France, fractious about staying with Alex. Add up all the times we’ve visited your mother, she’d say, that’s how long we’ll stay with my brother. She was trying to overlook it, but it didn’t feel romantic, it wasn’t like the start of an adventure.

Soon after Dijon they came off the autoroute, and through the tolls again. Dan took over the driving. Brown ‘ville historique’ signs instructed them they were somewhere beautiful, but it was still just a motorway. Alex had sent directions but they were different to the satnav.

‘Beaune,’ said Bea, map-reading, as they shot past signs. ‘No, sorry – Dole, no, Le Creusot. Fuck. Autun. Definitely Autun.’

Several miles along a dual carriageway they saw the sign for Autun and Beaune, and turned off. Then, suddenly, there were vineyards. The hills were striped with them, like graph paper. Dan slowed the car to a calmer eighty kilometres per hour and Bea looked out of the window.

‘It’s not far now,’ she said. ‘This is pretty.’

‘It’s not Milan,’ said Dan. ‘It’s not Rome.’

‘A few days, then it’s done.’

They came to the outskirts of a village.

‘There’s a sign,’ said Bea. ‘Slow down –’

‘I am!’

‘Arnay-sur-Ouche, three kilometres.’ She checked the directions.

They passed flat-fronted stucco houses with shutters and window boxes of red flowers that looked vaguely Tyrolean. Vineyards gave way to pastures, woodlands broke the view, and steep hills and bare rock.

‘Satnav?’ asked Dan.

‘It’s in and out. Just carry on.’

She texted Alex to say they were nearly there, but the text turned green and she didn’t know if he’d received it. They could see a church spire.

‘Here we are,’ she said, ‘Arnay-sur-Ouche’

They followed the one-way system to an irregular square.

‘Café de la Place,’ said Bea, peering out.

The cafe was on the sunny side of the square, with a French flag on a pole above the door. She could dimly see two waiters inside, but nobody else.

‘Left, left here,’ she said.

‘Towards Clémency?’

‘Yes. Then Alex says it’s only six kilometres to Paligny village.’

‘Meaning what? In miles?’

She ignored him. Narrow fields sloped up to trees on the brow of the hill, and then, as they rounded a bend, suddenly they saw enormous country, rolling and rolling into the distance, and the hills were an expanse of pale blue and greens and Bea had the sensation of being in the centre of a huge land, and the luxury of space.

‘Amazing,’ she said. Her heart opened up.

‘Yeah,’ said Dan. ‘That’s where we go, after this. That’s south.’

They went away from the wide country, down, to flatter ground, and more vineyards, patchy and neat. They passed a farmyard and saw some chickens. On a featureless stretch of road, marooned, they saw the sign Paligny. They stopped talking. The village was very small, with no church, and no sign for any hotel. They passed some bungalows and a Parisian-looking town house, boarded up. They were out of the village in moments, accelerating.

‘Stop!’ said Bea, suddenly. ‘Stop here.’

Surprised, Dan pulled over, bumping onto grass.

‘What is it?’

‘I just wanted to stop,’ she said.

They both got out, and left the doors open. The engine gave off heat and the smell of oil. Standing there, out of the car, was strange after the hours and hours of battering noise. They stood with their backs to the road. A big pasture sloped down to a stream. There were tall feathery trees along the water and cream-coloured cows grazing.

‘See?’ said Bea.

They stood and looked.

‘Yeah. Fair enough,’ Dan conceded. ‘This is nice.’

They looked at the pale creamy cows wandering along the bank on the other side of the water at the bottom of the grassy hill. There was a small island in the widest part of the stream; with trees growing on it, and a mother cow with a calf, grazing in the shade. The sun caught the water just right, so that the sky and the white clouds were floating in a mirror. The light moved across the valley, with the smell of the grass and the sound of birds and nothing else, except the faint tinge of hot-oil from the car behind them.

‘That’s beautiful,’ said Dan. ‘It looks like a painting. They told us in college those landscape paintings were idealised.’

One of the cows mooed. Others answered, like distant bassoons. They both smiled at the sound. He took her hand and kissed it.

‘Better now,’ he said. ‘I’m sorry.’

‘It’s OK. He’s not your brother.’

‘It’s weird – being in France.’

‘Is it?’ France was as close to home as she could imagine.

‘I know it’s stupid.’

‘It isn’t.’

‘In Berlin I was with mates.’

‘You’re with one now.’

‘I’m a city boy, aren’t I? And I don’t speak French.’

‘I do. We’ll be fine. I’m nervous too.’

He didn’t ask her what about. The sun had gone from the field and the river wasn’t blue any longer, but colourless. The cows stood out whitely, eating.

‘Let’s go,’ said Dan.

They got back into the car. He pulled out onto the narrow road just as a tractor hurtled round the bend. He braked. The tractor sped by, noisy and bright blue. Dust floated. Dan had stalled the car.

‘Forgot to look,’ he said. ‘Wrong side of the road.’

‘He was going way too fast.’

They were very close to Alex’s hotel now. The road went on and on, feeling longer than it was because it was unknown. Then, at last, they saw a pair of tall iron gates and a smart, hand-painted sign: Hotel Paligny.

‘Turn in,’ said Bea.

Dan turned in and drove up the short driveway towards a medium-sized nineteenth-century building, half covered in vines.

‘Looks all right,’ he said, impressed. ‘So, what, your dad just – bought this for him?’

‘I’ve no idea,’ said Bea.

‘It must make good money.’

‘You think?’

There were no other cars. They both got out of the Peugeot. Dan went up the steps to the closed door and peered through the glass.

‘Doorbell,’ said Bea, pointing.

The bell was nestled in leaves along with an RAC badge: 2 Stars. Dan pressed it and they heard ringing inside but nothing happened.

‘Where is he?’ he said. He pressed the bell again, insistently, and knocked. ‘Fuck. What do we do now?’

They checked their phones. Signal but no messages.

‘He must be out,’ said Bea.

‘Out,’ said Dan. The word was loaded.

The place looked deserted except for an open sash window on the first floor. They separated and walked to the edge of the weedy gravel, looking into the surrounding trees. Dan disappeared round the corner of the building. Bea waited. A plane crossed the sky, so high it made no sound. Dan came back.

‘What’s there?’ she asked.

‘Side door. It’s locked. And a path, to the road, I think.’

‘He’ll probably be back any minute.’

‘Yeah, but, Bea – a receptionist? People?’

‘He wouldn’t have asked us if it wasn’t OK –’

‘Then how come it’s shut?’ Anxiety angered him. ‘He could be anywhere.’

‘We only spoke yesterday.’

‘Then he’s forgotten.’

‘He’s not completely non-functioning.’

‘Sometimes he is, Bea, by the sounds of it. From what you tell me, sometimes he is completely non-functioning.’

Facing each other, ready for a fight, they heard a car, and a black Renault came quickly through the gates and pulled up, grinding its tyres as it stopped. Alex got out before the brake had completely taken.

‘Shit! Bea! I’m really sorry!’

Dirty jeans and a faded T-shirt, messy hair, smiling. He wrapped his sinewy arms around her.

‘I’m really, really sorry,’ he said again, to Dan, over her shoulder.

‘It’s so fine!’ said Bea. ‘We literally just got here.’

‘Where is everybody?’ said Dan.

Alex released Bea.

‘So good to finally meet you,’ he said, smiling, like Dan was uncouth for pointing out the obvious before etiquette was observed.

This from the cokehead, thought Dan, this from the smack addict.

‘Hey,’ he said.

Alex moved in for a hug, but Dan dodged it and they shook hands, then Dan stepped back and put his hands in his pockets. Alex grinned and bounced in front of them, the picture of white entitlement, in his crappy T-shirt, as if he wasn’t everything a hotel proprietor shouldn’t be. He looked from one to the other and flung his arms out. He didn’t look like Bea at all, tall and skinny, darker hair than hers.

‘I was getting the dinner in,’ he said proudly, ‘but I fucked up the timing. I had a whole plan.’

He ran back to the Renault and pulled Monoprix bags from the back with his keys in his mouth, then went up the steps, unlocked the door and shoved it with his shoulder. They followed him inside. There was a reception desk in a big hall and down a short passageway behind that, was a door to the garden, letting in almost no light. He dropped the shopping.

‘Have you got your stuff?’

‘Alex,’ said Bea calmly, ‘where is everyone?’

‘Everyone?’ he asked innocently.

‘Aren’t there any guests?’ she said. ‘Where are the staff?’

‘Oh. We’re a bit quiet at the moment. Come on, I’ll show you upstairs, and then we can look around, yeah?’

He ran up the stairs and Bea and Dan followed, not looking at each other.

‘Bea! This is so cool!’

The stairs turned a corner and then there was a corridor off to the left with bedrooms on each side. There were brass numbers screwed to the doors, which was reassuring. With a darting, anxious look, Alex said, ‘This is you. Number 1. It’s the biggest.’

The bedroom had a reproduction bateau-lit with a pink bedspread. Wardrobe. Flowered wallpaper.

‘That’s the bathroom.’ He nodded towards a closed door. ‘It’s en suite.’ He said it as if defending himself against a challenge.

‘It’s gorgeous,’ said Bea. She went to the window. ‘What a view.’

‘Is it? It’s all right, yeah? Look, I’ve got to go down and – everything all right? I’ll leave you to it, yeah? All right, Dan? Dan? Good?’

‘Thanks,’ said Dan, not able to look at him.

Alex hurried away. They heard him humming.

‘What is he, fifteen years old?’ said Dan.

‘Stop it.’

‘It stinks. What’s that smell?’

‘It’s just damp.’

‘He’s had this place how long?’ said Dan. ‘Three years?’

‘Less than two. It’s nice.’

Small stems snapped as she pushed up the sash window. She leaned out. They were above a long garden with a small stone barn at the end of it. Bumpy treetops surrounded the hotel, stretching away. It felt as though you could walk over them and touch the roofs that poked up. The light was fading. The room was musty, but not as bad as the corridor, which smelled of paint as well, and glue.

She turned back to Dan. ‘What do you think he tells our father?’

‘How would I know?’ He looked into the bathroom. ‘It’s actually not too bad,’ he said. ‘Mind you, anything’s nicer than our bathroom at the flat.’

‘Our bathroom’s fine,’ said Bea, feeling hurt.

Dan crossed the room and opened a second door to another bedroom, similar to theirs, but with no bed.

‘Yay,’ he said, ‘a suite.’
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Nothing about the Hotel Paligny was ready for business. Dan walked behind, as Alex showed them round. He seemed both proud and ashamed, and Bea was embarrassed for him. She ran out of things to say.

‘Ta-da!’ he said, entering the dining room. It had twelve bare tables. The windows had no curtains.

He ran to the back door, rattled the handle, then bent to unlock it with a spider key, fumbling and dropping it on the carpet. They waited, Bea refusing to catch Dan’s eye, and at last Alex threw open the double doors. Beyond the narrow terrace a stone path led down through tangled grass, studded with dandelions. At the bottom of the garden was the barn and log pile. The heavy buds of roses lolled over cracked flower beds.

‘What do you think of my garden furniture? It was dead cheap,’ said Alex.

Several tables and chairs were scattered about, they were brand new, with brash, brown matching sunbeds dotted chaotically between.

‘Is he taking the piss?’ whispered Dan.

In the kitchen Alex pulled the food from the plastic bags. It was not the kitchen Bea had imagined. Next to a wooden dresser there were two trolleys, like operating theatre trolleys, and a line of broken wicker chairs. There was an industrial-size range, with six gas rings, and a fryer, and three microwaves.

They ate in the dining room as darkness fell, with the other tables grouped jealously around them. He hadn’t asked anything about their journey, or themselves; being with him was like watching television, or a play.

‘It’s been cold at night,’ he said. ‘It’s nicer eating in the garden, obviously.’

‘Doesn’t that get to you?’ asked Dan, pointing to the blank glass. Alex jumped up immediately, dodging between the tables, and pulled all the windows open, with creaks and heaving.

‘You don’t need to –’ started Dan.

The gaping windows were as strange as the reflecting glass had been.

‘Not so creepy?’ Alex came back to the table dusting paint flakes from his hands.

Gathering the tumblers together, he poured the wine, gazing on it as it flowed from the bottle, shining like blackberries. It was the only thing so far to hold his full attention.

‘There you go. Cheers.’

‘Cheers.’

They drank. He had raided the charcuterie counter at the supermarket, and bought more than they could possibly eat.

‘I’ll cook for you tomorrow. Sorry. Sidetracked.’

‘Please don’t worry,’ said Bea. ‘Sidetracked by what?’

‘Oh, you know, hotel business. I think the building work is putting people off?’

Did he mean the dried-out roller leaning against the wall upstairs, the abandoned box of filler?

‘I slowed down over the winter,’ he said, ‘but I’ve got loads of ideas. I need to find a contractor. I could make it a private members’ club, what do you think?’

‘But –’ Bea began.

‘May last year was seriously busy.’

‘Really?’

‘Honestly, sis, it was mad. People saw it online and they kept calling and calling. I was the only one here. You should have seen it, it was hilarious.’ He poured himself more wine. ‘So I changed the name. You’ll have to come back, when I have the grand opening.’

‘When will it be?’

Alex ignored the question. ‘So, tell me, Dan. What’s the story?’

Seeing his expression, Bea willed Dan to be kind.

‘The story?’ said Dan.

‘Yes. What’s going on? Road trip? Odyssey?’

Dan shrugged. ‘Kind of.’

‘We thought we’d take a break,’ said Bea. ‘I told you. Hunt out my emails.’

‘It’s brilliant having you,’ said Alex eagerly.

‘Yeah, well, thanks, but we can’t stay long,’ said Dan.

‘Really?’ Dismayed, Alex put down his glass.

‘We could stop by again, on our way back,’ said Bea.

‘We’ve got a load of places to see,’ said Dan. ‘It’s not cheap.’

‘Shit, don’t worry about that,’ Alex laughed, dismissing finances, all finances, with contempt.

‘Right,’ said Dan.

Alex turned to Bea. ‘You still holding out against Dad?’

‘I think he’s given up on me,’ Bea said. She smiled at Dan.

‘OK, so you’re broke,’ said Alex. ‘Don’t worry about it. I don’t want your pennies.’

‘Thanks,’ said Bea.

‘Stay as long as you like.’

‘We’ve only got three months before Bea needs to get back to work,’ said Dan. ‘And I need to find a new job.’

‘But you could stay a couple of weeks,’ Alex pressed. ‘Couldn’t you?’

‘Let’s talk about it tomorrow,’ said Bea.

‘Don’t you want to?’ said Alex, looking from one to the other.

‘Yes,’ said Bea, ignoring Dan’s look. ‘It’s just –’

‘You can’t afford it – Bea, I keep saying, don’t worry.’

‘I don’t,’ said Bea.

‘It’s because of our father,’ he said. He lit a cigarette. ‘You don’t want to stay because he pays.’

‘No,’ said Bea. ‘Of course it’s not.’

She felt herself getting warm, and Dan scrutinising her. She didn’t want to talk about her parents in front of him. She didn’t want to talk about them at all. And she didn’t want Alex to.

‘Look, OK,’ said Alex, tapping his heel on the ground, rapidly. ‘Griff gives me his money, and I give you, what? Fucking – croissants. They’re still my fucking croissants, right? I mean, what the hell, right?’

‘Al, it’s fine,’ said Bea. ‘It’s not that. I’m so happy to see you, and I’m so glad we’re here.’

‘Fuck principles,’ said Alex, blinking like there was something in his eye, either not knowing he was doing it, or not able to stop. ‘I mean, fuck it. He owns us anyway, Bea.’

She shook her head. Dan looked down at the table, and did not look up again.

‘Yeah,’ said Alex, ‘he owns us and he owes us. Take advantage! Think of it as payment – for services not rendered by him, right? Compensation or something. Fuck it, right?’ He stopped speaking, staring at the end of his cigarette, still blinking, but trying not to.

Neither Dan nor Bea said a word. There was a long silence. Alex stubbed out his cigarette and turned slowly towards Bea. He leaned forward, his face suddenly bright.

‘“Have you recently been involved in an accident that wasn’t your fault?”’ he said, like a cold-call salesman.

Dan just stared at him, but then Bea and her brother started to laugh.

‘What is it?’ said Dan.

Bea and Alex, laughing, gasped.

‘Nothing,’ said Bea. ‘Just nothing.’

They stopped laughing at the same time and there was silence. Alex tipped back his chair, ruminating.

‘Spain,’ he said, picking up another cigarette and lighting it. ‘Espagne.’

‘We want to visit the Alhambra,’ said Bea. ‘Neither of us have ever seen it.’

‘Art’s not your thing.’

‘It’s Dan’s thing. He studied it,’ said Bea. ‘He can teach me.’

‘And what about you?’ asked Alex. ‘How’re the nutters of London treating you? The disenfranchised. The depressed. Will they be all right?’

‘I had a lot of clients,’ she said. She could feel Dan looking at her. She didn’t want him to feel guilty, she felt bad enough already.

‘Junkies?’ asked Alex.

‘Not usually. Some, while I was training, but not since I qualified.’

‘Did I know you qualified?’ He sifted through the past, trying to remember.

‘Five years ago.’

‘You’ve been a qualified psychotherapist for five years?’

‘You’ve had other things to worry about.’

‘No, it’s shit of me.’

‘It doesn’t matter,’ she said.

‘I missed your wedding. I missed your thirtieth.’

‘It’s fine. Alex. It’s fine.’

He stared into her eyes. ‘I’m going to my meetings,’ he said. ‘Just so you know.’

She didn’t let him see how much she was feeling. ‘NA?’

‘Yep.’

‘Out here?’ She pictured French farmers in church halls, surrendering their various addictions to their Higher Power.

‘No, no, online,’ said Alex. ‘It’s great. Especially if you can parlez the French, like what you and me can do. I drink a load of wine. But not every day. And that’s it.’

‘OK,’ said Bea.

‘All right then, sometimes a bit of weed. These provincial French towns, you’ve no idea how easy it is to get hold of.’

‘I can imagine,’ she said.

‘My little sister, the expert. So I do my building work round the hotel, and odd jobs and things, and it’s –’

He stopped. The word ‘fine’ would not come and he couldn’t think of another.

‘All right there, Dan?’ he said brightly.

‘Yes, thanks,’ said Dan.

‘Enough to eat?’

‘Yes,’ said Dan, but then took pity. He indicated the cigarettes. ‘Can I nick one of those?’

Alex handed him the packet. Dan only smoked to be friendly. Observing a shred of companionship between them Bea stood up.

‘Give me your plates. Then I have to go to bed, I’m so tired.’

‘You can use any of the dishwashers,’ said Alex airily.

She made a pile of the plates and took them back across the small sitting room and the hall and into the kitchen. The giant fridge hummed. In an annexe by the side door she found two full-sized dishwashers, with clean and dirty china distributed randomly between them. She put everything into one. There was a huge glass bowl of different kinds of dishwasher tablets, like pick ‘n’ mix. She chose one and started up the machine. When she came back into the hall, Dan was waiting.

‘Bedtime,’ he said.

Alex waved them off up the stairs, like they were on a departing cruise ship, and went out into the garden, singing to himself.

The doors were closed to all the empty rooms along the corridor. They pulled things from their backpacks, and the giant suitcase, scattering clothes onto the floor. It was too late for order. Exhaustion hit them, and made them cold.

‘I can’t believe only this morning we were on that ferry,’ said Bea.

He didn’t answer. The unfamiliar bed smelled of washing powder that was not their own, strong and stale. The duvet was too hot and too cold by turns. The window was open, the curtains half closed. They lay next to one another in the strangeness. The mattress was very soft and deep. They listened to the creaks in the unknown, unseen rooms.

‘He’s a fucking mess,’ said Dan.

‘Yes, he is.’

‘I guess you’re used to messes.’

‘Yup.’

They faced each other.

‘What’s all that about your dad?’

‘Alex hates living off him.’

‘He could always stop.’

‘It’s complicated.’

‘Has he ever worked? It’s like benefit scrounging. It’s no different. This place must have cost a ton.’

‘Not that much,’ she said.

‘Not that much?’ repeated Dan, mystified. ‘It’s massive.’

There was silence.

‘Dan,’ she said. ‘Please. Please, try to be nice to him. I know he’s – not like anyone we know. I know how difficult he seems. But he’s so lovely. He is. And he’s my brother. Please try.’

‘I will,’ said Dan. ‘I’m sorry.’

He took her hands. They kissed, to make friends, and to find themselves again.

‘It’s awful, what they’ve done to him,’ she said.

He didn’t listen. Difficult childhoods were not unique, they weren’t even unusual. He lifted off her T-shirt, like the unveiling of a piece of art, and pulled her close. They heard a noise.

‘What’s that?’ he said.

Her breasts were pressed against his chest, her arms around his neck. They stopped and listened. Above, in the ceiling, they could hear a slipping sound, like the dragging of something very light. Then scratching. Then the slipping sound again, light as a brush on the boards above.

‘What could it be?’

The thing above them moved. Then silence. Uncomfortable. They waited, forgetting kissing, not making love.

They both lay still, listening, and after a few minutes, she heard Dan’s breaths fall deeper and deeper, as he went to sleep. Carefully, so as not to wake him she put her T-shirt back on as the rustling in the roof started again. She heard doors shutting below, and the screech and shuffle of the sash windows closing, and then, muffled, the creak of Alex’s tread on the stairs. It was as if he were a child, playing at adulthood in the doll’s house of a hotel. But he was thirty-seven years old. She thought how old they both were; having jobs, and buying cars and travelling from place to place – owning hotels, however chaotic. She was a professional and a taxpayer. Married. Her mind drifted, lost in chronology, so far from her beginning, and long, unknown years from death. She wondered if when she had a baby she would feel settled and grown-up. She didn’t think being a mother would stop her questioning her validity. She couldn’t remember if she’d taken her pill that morning. Then she remembered she had. She put her hand across her tummy, sleepily, listening to the sounds around her, and then the silences between the sounds.

When she woke the next morning she was alone in the bed. She checked her phone. Ten thirty. She opened the curtains and looked out on the day. Sun gleamed on the leaves and grass, on the walls and window glass. Everything that had seemed oppressive now felt guileless; even the big hotel, with only the three of them inside. She got dressed and went down, smelling something singed and sugary. Alex leaned into the hall from the kitchen.

‘Want a croissant? I’m toasting them, they’re amazing.’

‘Morning. Yes, please. Where’s Dan?’

‘He was here a minute ago.’

He ducked back into the kitchen and the fire door swung shut. From the stairs she could see the visitors’ book below her, lying open, next to the computer. The pages were filled with entries. She reached the hall and went behind the desk, reading the names and countries. The UK, the States, Australia. ‘Great stay! Thanks!’ ‘Beautiful country and great wines!’

At the end of January the entries stopped. Dust lay over the desk, and the stacks of files on the small bookshelf looked untouched. She could smell coffee and hear Alex banging around on the other side of the fire door. Propped up on a table behind her was the board for the keys. They hung on hooks below gold-stencilled numbers, and had big wooden tags. Room 1 was missing, it was on her bedside table. A word was written in the gap, in capitals, with a Sharpie. HUBRIS. Behind Room 2 was the word GREED. She pushed aside the others. LUST, ENVY, GLUTTONY, WRATH and SLOTH. Only those seven keys were on the board, the rest of the hooks were empty. Alex opened the kitchen door.

‘Breakfast, you lazy cow,’ he said.

‘What’s with the seven deadly sins?’

He smiled. ‘I was bored. It was funny at the time. Instead of grape varieties, or Molière, or whatever.’

‘You put us in Hubris.’

‘It’s not personal. D’you want some coffee?’

‘Yes, please. Alex?’

‘Yup.’

She felt awkward. ‘Why did you make up the guests?’

He narrowed his eyes.

‘In the book. All the names. Why did you make them up?’

‘I didn’t.’

He was so brazen she doubted herself. ‘Yes, you did.’

‘FUCKING HELL!’ He kicked the door. It was a petulant kick, like a rock musician, leg flying sideways and the door banged, booming against the wall.

They heard running. Dan came in from the sitting room.

‘What the fuck?’ he said. ‘What’s going on? Why are you shouting at Bea?’

‘I wasn’t,’ said Alex. His rage, like a blown light bulb, had gone.

‘You were!’ Dan came towards him.

‘Why would anyone shout at Bea?’ said Alex sadly.

Dan looked from one to the other.

‘It’s fine, Dan,’ she said. ‘There are fake names in the guestbook. I was just asking about them.’

‘What?’ said Dan.

‘They aren’t all fake,’ said Alex.

‘There aren’t even that many,’ she said.

She thought of him getting bored with his game and giving up, and she couldn’t help laughing. Alex laughed too, but Dan couldn’t see anything funny.

‘Wait, you’re registering phoney guests?’ he said.

‘It takes ages,’ said Alex.

‘Yeah, but why?’

Alex shrugged.

‘What for Alex?’ said Dan.

‘I don’t know, Dan,’ said Alex tiredly. ‘Seriously, who cares?’ He went back into the kitchen.

‘Why d’you have to be so aggressive?’ said Bea.

‘I didn’t raise my voice,’ said Dan.

‘You never do,’ she said. ‘You don’t have to.’

‘I was trying to find out what’s going on here. This isn’t a hotel.’

‘It’s none of our business,’ she said.

‘You mean mine.’

‘No. It’s his place –’

‘It’s your dad’s place, Bea.’

‘What’s the difference?’

‘I thought you didn’t want anything to do with him –’

‘It’s not me! It’s Alex! He can do what he wants.’

‘Because he has the choice, doesn’t he? It’s a sham – this whole thing is a game.’

‘So what, though? What’s your problem?’

‘I mean, what’s going on? Is he just pretending about everything – or what?’

‘God, Dan, I don’t know, ask him!’

‘I did!’

‘You were really nasty about it!’

‘It’s all a laugh to both of you, isn’t it?’

‘It’s not –’ she said. ‘I’m just trying to make him feel better.’

‘Yeah, it’s harsh, living in a hotel, doing nothing.’

He was angry, and jealous. It wasn’t her fault. ‘OK, whatever,’ she said. ‘I’m going out.’

‘Out? Where?’

It pleased her how shocked he was to be deserted. ‘I’m going for a walk,’ she said.

‘Don’t you want breakfast?’

‘Oh, fuck off, Dan,’ she said, then, at the door, relented. ‘I’ll see you in a bit. It’s fine.’ She didn’t slam it, she shut it, and he was alone.

When she had gone, he shook his head at himself.

‘Nice one,’ he said, out loud.

His mother had had a boyfriend once, who yelled at her. He had never forgotten, as a child, seeing the way her head shrank into her shoulders – his big woman of a mother – terrified the guy would smack her. Dan was never anything but ashamed of being angry with Bea and she was right, he had been aggressive to Alex. He would have loved her to be wrong just one time. No, that wasn’t it, he’d hate that. He needed her compass. He went into the kitchen to make peace with her brother, who was poking burnt bits out from between the holes in the gas stove.

‘Bea gone out?’ he said.

‘Yeah, for a walk,’ said Dan. ‘D’you need a hand?’

Alex took the question in the spirit it was intended.

‘No thank you very much,’ he answered. ‘But it’s coffee time.’

They took some coffee and more croissants into the garden, and sat at the nearest table.

‘Salut,’ said Alex, raising his cup.

‘What?’

‘Cheers.’

‘Yeah. Cheers,’ said Dan.

‘Happy holidays,’ said Alex. ‘Where would you normally
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