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For my beloved boy




1.

Supper with friends

Robyn

The match flares in the half-dark of our kitchen. As I lean towards the candles, light slips along the silver lines of the bowl that forms the centrepiece of the table. I stand back, making one final check of the linen, the glasses, the place settings, the eight mismatched chairs. Cat walks in.

‘Okay,’ she says, ‘the twins are asleep. Sophie’s in bed and reading. I’ve told her it’s fine to come down so long as she takes herself back up. What’s still to do?’

‘We’re pretty much there. Make yourself a drink.’

‘I’m saving myself for when Jamie gets here.’

‘Don’t.’

‘Last time he delivered us forty-five minutes on the engineering works between here and the coast. Remember? Forty-five sodding minutes. If he does that again, I’m feigning death.’ My wife rummages in a drawer and pulls out a bottle opener. ‘I honestly don’t know what Willa sees in him.’

‘He wants kids.’

‘She’s well aware there’re other ways. Anyway, she’s got to want more than that –’

‘It’s all she wants.’

‘Basic compatibility for a start. I mean, why Jamie?’

‘She’s thirty-eight. You know it’s a tricky subject.’

‘Everything’s tricky –’

‘Cat –’

‘This was meant to be a family get-together. Sibs. It’s almost impossible to get Michael and Nate in London at the exact same time.’

‘Willa’s practically family.’

‘Uh-huh.’

‘She’s been through so much.’

‘Sure.’ Cat gives me daggers, then just as quickly lets it go. ‘I know.’

I look at the table, running a hand through my hair. ‘D’you reckon everyone will get on?’

Cat pulls me to her. ‘Course they will. It’s nearly Christmas, plus we’ve been cooking all afternoon. They’re duty-bound. By the way,’ she says, turning me so my silver top glitters in the candlelight, ‘you look truly lovely.’

‘Thought I might dress up a little.’

‘You always dress up for Willa,’ she says, narrowing her eyes, ‘your first love.’

‘I should never have told you that.’

‘Doorbell,’ she says. ‘I’ll go.’

I hear voices in the hallway: Cat first, then Jamie’s deep-toned reply. I lean against the table, face turned towards the kitchen door. And then there she is, Willa.




2.

The view from Tea Mountain

Robyn

There was a time in my life when everything seemed to be breaking.

This was the summer after I turned seventeen and I was home from school with Willa in tow. As soon as we arrived, the car broke down, which meant for the first three days we were completely marooned. ‘So walk,’ my mum said. ‘It’s only a couple of hours into town.’

Shortly after that Mum sat on her glasses and told everyone that she couldn’t see a damned thing past the tape my dad had used to repair them. My mother compensated for her lack of sight by becoming even louder and more formidable. Willa jumped every time she opened her mouth, issuing orders and demands to whosoever was closest. To be fair, I’d done my best to prep Willa for meeting my family. They’re all completely barking, I’d told her; just be warned.

Mum’s favourite bowl broke too. It was the one that always sat in the middle of the kitchen table. Sometimes it had things left in it – keys, or fruit, or notes on scraps of paper – but mostly it didn’t, because it was beautiful. It had a sandy-coloured rim, a central line of bright turquoise running through its middle and, at its base, a deep pool of cobalt glaze shot through with tiny green bubbles, like a blue hole in a sea. One day it was there. The next day, it wasn’t. A different bowl had been put in its place, a bowl which, to the untrained eye, was almost the same, only the yellow glaze had a slightly greyer hue, the line of turquoise wasn’t as clear, and the blue glaze had little flecks of burgundy in it. Still lovely, nobody was disagreeing with that, but definitely not the same bowl. Nobody owned up to that one. My dad shrugged, his expression hangdog. My brother shrugged.

‘It wasn’t me,’ I said. I liked that bowl as much as anyone. Dad had made it, and, as I’ve said, it was beautiful. Anyway, it could have been anyone because we had a lot of visitors coming to the house around then, most of whom weren’t even invited.

The plumbing broke and water flooded the kitchen. The stock fence broke and a whole bunch of sheep marched in off the moor, eating everything in sight. The gate to the chicken coop went as well.

Things were breaking. And the thing I broke was my arm.

I’d found a tin of moss-green paint at the back of my dad’s workshop and had volunteered the two of us – Willa and me – to paint the kitchen cupboards. We put on old shirts and loud music. I’d picked out Madonna but Dad had insisted on Tina Turner, because, he said, there was no better music to paint to and, as it turned out, he was right.

I took charge of the high cupboards. I was stretched out at the top of a ladder with a loaded brush belting out ‘What’s Love Got to Do with It’, one leg swung out behind partly for the counterbalance but mainly for the pose, when our dog Bach came wandering through. He was fifteen by then, with a completely white muzzle, arthritic legs, breath you could smell from ten paces and milky-blue eyes the vet said he couldn’t do anything for. Yap, our other dog, a little Jack Russell cross, had taken to riding on his back like some sort of pilot. It didn’t help Bach to see any better but it definitely gave him a certain swagger, the air of a misspent youth in a circus. Well, anyway, Bach bashed into the bottom of the ladder and I was basically catapulted across the kitchen, landing with one arm twisted behind me and an excruciating pain shooting out from my shoulder.

It was the first and I think probably the only time in my life that I’ve ever been completely, totally winded. The air had been entirely knocked out of my lungs and I couldn’t say a thing. There was noise, loud noise, but it wasn’t coming from me. It was coming from Willa.

Everyone came running.

‘Don’t move her,’ Mum said. ‘She might have broken her neck.’

From my position on the floor, I now had an excellent view of the kitchen ceiling, which had acquired a splatter of bright green paint flicked across its entire length, like seaweed, even an entire kelp forest. Or a mystic dragon.

‘Wow,’ I said, ‘that’s amazing.’

‘She’s not making any sense,’ Mum said. ‘She’s banged her head.’

‘Perhaps you should call an ambulance, Nigel,’ Dad said. My brother’s name wasn’t Nigel but I usually called him that on account of his general geekiness.

‘I think it’s a bit much,’ my brother said, ‘when your own father starts calling you Nigel.’

‘It’s a bit much,’ I croaked, attempting the nerdy voice I used to imitate my brother.

‘Just call an ambulance, Michael,’ said Dad.

Mum dug around at the back of the kitchen pantry in order to find the first-aid kit.

‘What’s this?’ she asked, emerging with a brown-paper bag she’d found hidden at the back. Inside the bag was her favourite bowl, in bits. She brought the pieces out one by one and placed them on the kitchen table, a look of astoundment on her face. ‘I don’t believe it,’ she said. ‘We’ll talk about this later.’ Shaking her head, she took a pair of kitchen scissors from the drawer next to the sink.

‘That’s it,’ she said. She furrowed her brow, a vengeful look in her eyes.

‘What are those for?’ I said.

‘We need to cut your shirt off,’ Mum said. She snapped the scissors above my head.

‘You definitely do not,’ I said, trying to sit up.

Mum passed the scissors to Dad. My dad passed them back to my mother.

‘Don’t move,’ she said. ‘We need to see what’s happened.’ I thought it was pretty clear what had happened, given the angle of my arm. ‘I can’t believe you broke my favourite bowl,’ she said, ‘and didn’t even say anything.’ She started hacking up one side of the shirt while I tried to hold it down on the other.

‘It wasn’t me,’ I said. ‘I really like this shirt.’

‘This shirt? This ancient thing of your dad’s that you’ve requisitioned for painting?’

‘Mum, come on. Plus, my bra’s ancient. I told you I needed a new bra. It really wouldn’t be too much to ask to have some nice bras. And I can go in the car. I’m okay. It just really hurts.’

‘Cancel the ambulance,’ Dad said. ‘She can go in the car.’ My brother returned to the kitchen and knelt by my side. Meanwhile my mother had cut away the last bit of my shirt. My entire family stared at my torso.

‘What is that?’ Mum said.

‘Shit,’ I said.

‘Is that what I think it is?’ She licked her finger and started rubbing at a little scroll of flowers and butterflies that spiralled up from my hip.

‘Ow,’ I said, ‘arm.’

‘Is that a tattoo? A real tattoo? I mean an actual tattoo?’ The pitch of her voice was rising steadily. ‘What on earth were you thinking? You actually got a tattoo? I don’t believe it.’ She looked directly at Willa. ‘Did you know about this?’

Willa’s eyes widened and she blinked rapidly.

‘Okay,’ Mum said, ‘forget it, I’m not asking you.’ She turned on my dad. ‘You?’ Dad instantly assumed the mild, doleful look he used when Mum was on the rampage. He shook his head. It was true, he hadn’t known, although he had, in fact, signed the form giving parental permission. I’d told him it was something boring I needed for school. Picking my moment – his head under the bonnet, oil dripping everywhere, wrench in hand – I’d pointed out where he needed to sign, indicating the exact spot with my hand just so, coincidentally covering up the text.

‘It is a bit of a surprise, Robyn,’ said Dad.

‘You do realize tattoos are permanent, don’t you?’ said Mum. ‘You realize they’re made with needles?’ I attempted an expression that fell somewhere between Gosh, needles, who knew? and Well, obviously that’s not good. ‘Good grief. I can’t believe it.’

‘I quite like it,’ Michael said. We all turned to look at him. He pointed at a small butterfly just below my ribs. ‘That one there’s a Marbled White – Melanargia galathea. Those chequerboard markings make it fairly unmistakable, though it’s not always easy to tell the difference between the males and the females. The females have a slightly more yellowish hue. I suspect you’ve got a male there. They have false eyes on their underwings. They like grassland mostly, but recently I saw a female on some gorse, just yesterday, actually.’

At moments like that I loved my brother more than ever.

Days later, when a blanket of heat lay on the hill and it was too hot to breathe, too hot to sunbathe, too hot to think, Dad invited Willa and me into the pottery. Except for when he fired up the kiln, it was always cool in there. He needed our help, he said, with a small project. His studio was a few paces across the yard. It comprised an old stone building facing the moor with a long porch across the front and, its defining feature, the single word TEAS painted in metre-high letters on the roof. It was a word that could, on a clear day, be seen from a great distance. Tea Mountain, the locals called us. For them we were a useful landmark, but for tourists and walkers that word was a beacon, a shining invitation, beaming out at them across the hills. They weren’t to know the old barn hadn’t been used as a tea shop since Victorian times. Needless to say, we had a lot of random guests.

It was Willa’s first time in the pottery, and while my dad showed her around I helped myself to some crank from the clay bins and attempted to model my family using my one remaining hand: my mother, short and round with thick glasses; my dad, tall and skinny and a little stooped, as if he were always just about to duck through a door; my brother with his wonky legs and lovable beaky face. I thought about making Willa too, but somehow clay wasn’t the right material for her. She needed something more fragile, gossamer and glass. Something to capture all that flyaway hair and pale freckly skin. She was the most beautiful girl I knew.

Dad was showing Willa the rows of drying grey vessels, the warm brown ones already once-fired and the finished ones ready to sell. He opened jars of powdered glaze, showing Willa their dusty contents and explaining how the various combinations of manganese, bone ash and tin would magically transform in the heat of the kiln, how copper was green and cobalt was blue and antimony was yellow, and not to touch that last one because it was absolutely lethal.

My dad never hurried anything. Slowly the tour of the pottery worked its way over to the bench where I was using a clay knife to get at the unremitting itch beneath my cast. He laid out the pieces of my mother’s favourite bowl.

‘So here’s the thing,’ he said. ‘There’s a Japanese process for mending pottery with tree sap which I’ve always wanted to try, where the cracks aren’t hidden away, but made a thing of, made deliberately visible. What happens is you dust the lines of the repair with a powdered precious metal – gold, copper, whatever. The idea is that repairing something – something loved, something treasured – makes it even more beautiful. A nice idea, no? It’s called kintsugi. What d’you think? Want to give it a go? I need you two to help hold the pieces in place.’

‘Fine,’ I said, deciding for both of us. It was too hot to do anything else. ‘Let’s do it.’ I pushed one large shard towards another to see if they might fit. They did not.

‘You ever worked with clay before, Willa?’ Dad asked after a while. She shook her head. He glanced at her fingernails, bitten to the quick.

‘You’ve got the right nails for it. I could teach you to throw, if you like. We could have you making a half-decent pot in a couple of days. Robyn here can do it in her sleep.’

I saw a momentary flash of delight fly across Willa’s face, then it was gone. ‘Are you sure?’ she glanced from him to me. ‘I’d hate to, you know, get in your way or something.’

‘Nothing better than a willing student.’ Dad was focused on a slab of pottery, drawing a careful line of glue along its edge. ‘I’ll bet you’re used to a bit more action, generally, aren’t you? I’ll bet Robyn didn’t tell you how cut off we are.’

‘No, that’s right, Dad, I completely got her here on false pretences,’ I said. ‘I told her we lived in a castle –’

‘I’d hate to think of you getting bored here, stuck out in the sticks.’

‘With servants. And a hot-air balloon.’

Willa opened her mouth to speak, then closed it again, her cheeks flushed. Her eyes met mine.

The bowl grew slowly, piece by piece. It turned out to be strangely satisfying, working out how each slab would fit with another, returning each bit to its rightful place. The time slipped by.

‘I reckon this is how dreams work,’ Dad said. ‘Your mind picks up all the pieces of your day and puts them together to see how they fit. That’s how dreams end up being so strange. It’s when you put two bits together that don’t belong.’

I caught Willa’s eye and grinned at her. ‘I do so love your ponderous little soul, Dad,’ I said. ‘You’re a natural philosopher.’

By the end of the afternoon a quiet had fallen on all of us, something calming and meditative. Afternoon light sloped in through the window. Outside, swifts looped above bone-white grasses in air filled with the bright specks of insects. Bach nuzzled our feet. Yap curled up in a chair. Dad unrolled two little brown-paper twists and their contents flashed in the light. Inside was real powdered silver, real powdered gold. He offered Willa the choice. I would definitely have picked gold.

‘Silver,’ Willa said, straight off.

‘Silver it is.’

And, finally, it was done. The bowl was transformed. Little silver-white lines wound around its surface, merging, dividing, and all of them reflecting the late-afternoon sun. Against the sandy rim they looked like the passage of water through a desert. Dad had been right. The bowl really was more beautiful than before.

‘You can fix anything, given the right tools,’ Dad said. His voice was gentle and he was looking directly at Willa. I widened my eyes and glared at him. Willa said nothing. She was still looking down at the bowl, her almost-red hair falling across her face. Perhaps she thought he was speaking to me. You never really could tell with Willa. She gave so little away.

‘Tell me about your sister,’ I said to her that night. We were lying in the grass with the dogs, bundled up in blankets, pillows under our heads, both of us looking up at the star-mottled underbelly of the sky. I’d known Willa almost a year by then, and never once asked her that question, not in the early days when she’d first pitched up at my boarding school, not since. We’d all worked out who she was. We’d seen the aerial shots of the house.

At first I didn’t think she’d heard me. Or, worse, she’d heard me, but wasn’t going to reply. I realized I was holding my breath. I was about to whisper Sorry when she cleared her throat and started to speak.

‘Chatty, friendly. Kind. She had a really strong sense of right and wrong. And she loved animals. She would have loved these two.’ Yap was nestled between the two of us, she stroked his ears, and he yawned in appreciation.

‘And she was funny.’ Her voice sounded raspy and thin. ‘Witty, I mean. Quick-witted. Clever-funny. She was never at a loss for something to say, even when everyone else – anyone else – would have kept quiet. Not like me.’ She turned her head to look at me. ‘I always need to think things over first, you know? Like I’m always trying to work out if I’m wrong or if I’m going to offend someone, and by then the conversation’s moved on. I’ve always been like that. Laika was the complete opposite. Whatever she was thinking, she just said, any old how. Dad always said she never stopped to think. But that wasn’t it. She was thinking all the time. She was properly clever, I mean, not just bright but really, really bright. Gifted. That level of bright.’

‘You’re bright. You’re the most academic girl in the school.’

Willa’s hand went to a little silver chain around her neck. She felt around until her fingers found its tiny dolphin pendant. It caught the moon’s light and glinted, like a torchlight in fog. ‘Not like Laika. I do well because it genuinely matters to me. Lai never worked hard at anything; it all just came naturally to her. But she wasn’t what you’d call academic, not in the traditional sense. It just didn’t bother her all that much. She wasn’t in the least motivated by the idea of coming first. If it didn’t interest her, or if she didn’t see the point, she just wouldn’t do the work. Her school grades were pretty average – some of them were dire. Her teachers said she was the classic case of could do better. It used to drive Mum mad. She always says her biggest regret was leaving school without any qualifications. I think she … well.’

We lay in silence. I didn’t want to risk looking at her in case she stopped talking. Instead I kept my eyes on the sky, where plum-dark clouds passed slowly under the stars like distant migrating whales and pipistrelles darted like tiny black fish.

‘She was a fantastic mimic too. Honestly, she could pick up someone’s accent and take them off within seconds. And she wasn’t always kind with it either. She could be rude. And I do mean seriously, hideously, embarrassingly rude: confrontational. She never knew when to back down. She was fearless, completely fearless. She wasn’t afraid of anything or anyone. She couldn’t control it: when she got angry, she’d smash things.’ I saw her shake her head slightly, then she lapsed back into a long silence. I wondered if she’d fallen asleep.

‘I’m not meant to say things like that, am I?’ she said. ‘You know, that whole thing about not speaking ill of – well, you know. But anyway. That’s who she was.’

I reached for her hand under the blankets and she shifted on to her side to face me. ‘On the news they described her as a likeable and popular girl with masses of potential and lots of friends and a loving, stable family. I don’t know, perhaps you saw. It’s like reporters keep a list of stock phrases to describe teenagers. They’re always plucky, or brave, or tragic. Even the photo they used didn’t look a bit like her, not at the point she disappeared anyway. I wouldn’t have recognized her from the TV, so how was anyone else meant to? She didn’t even have any close friends. Laika could be a complete pain in the arse. Dad used to tell her she was pig-headed and bolshy. And she was too, at times. She was irritating and argumentative and difficult, but she was also wonderful and absolutely brilliant.’

‘In other words, a real person.’ I squeezed her hand.

‘Yes. She was a real person.’ Willa took a sudden deep breath. I heard a crack in her voice. ‘And I really, really miss her.’

‘Oh, God,’ I whispered. ‘I’m so sorry. I shouldn’t have asked. I shouldn’t have said anything.’ I thought, perhaps, she was about to throw back her head and howl. But she breathed deeply again and held her breath several times, then exhaled slowly.

‘It’s not you,’ she said, her voice small but controlled again in the dark of the night. ‘I’m glad you asked, honestly. I mean that. I think about her all the time. All the time. I mean every hour, every minute, every second of the day. But nobody ever asks about her as a person. I know people don’t know what to say, or they’re afraid I’ll get upset. I get that, really, I do. But it’s not even been a full year –’

She turned on to her other side, away from me. I rolled on my side too. I put my arm around her waist and she found my fingers and held them. Moving slowly, I tucked my knees up behind hers and put my cheek against the back of her neck, my nose buried in her hair. The night rolled on. I think I slept. When I woke again it was still dark, but I somehow knew Willa wasn’t sleeping. I held her tight.

‘Did she look like you?’

‘Not really. If anything, she looked more like Dad. Her hair was darker than mine. I look more like my mum.’

We were both awake for the dawn. In every direction, as far as the eye could see, the grass was covered with the silver-white webs of funnel spiders, each with its own central spiral tunnelling down into the grass. And every strand of every web was hung with tiny drops of dew, like tiny beads on tiny silver chains, and every web was connected to the next, to make one giant, floating, delicate carpet, and all of it was covered with countless tiny sparkling orbs, reflecting the world in miniature.

‘They’ll find her, Willa.’

‘They won’t.’

‘You don’t know.’

‘I do know,’ she said. ‘I know.’




3.

Supper with friends

Robyn

Willa slips into the kitchen. She gives me a quick, uncertain smile, then glances once towards the sound of voices in the hallway: Jamie talking to Cat. I pull her into a hug. Her hair smells of rose and amber and something else, something summery, orange blossom perhaps, clementines.

‘About this morning,’ she says, her voice a low, urgent whisper, ‘I –’

She breaks off as our five-year-old, Sophie, bowls into the room, throws her arms around my friend’s waist and almost knocks her off her feet. It will have to wait.

‘Let Willa get her coat off,’ I say, smiling as Willa bends with the grace of a dancer to present Sophie with a book and a soft grey rabbit in a paisley waistcoat. I watch her pass a hand over our daughter’s dark hair and stroke her cheek. Willa looks stunning, truly beautiful, in a deep forest-green wrap dress that contrasts wonderfully with the almost-red of her hair. Large diamonds sparkle in her earlobes. She is all cheekbones and hips and legs.

‘Wow,’ I say, ‘you look amazing.’

‘Check these out,’ Cat says. She comes in from the hallway, clutching an enormous bouquet filled with white roses, peonies, thistles and sprigs of eucalyptus, followed by Jamie cradling two expensive-looking bottles of wine. He bends to kiss my cheek with a delicacy somewhat unexpected in such a large man, his breath hot on my cheek and holding within it the sweet-sour tang of an earlier drink.

‘Robyn,’ he says smoothly, in the low tones of a late-night radio host, ‘it’s always lovely to see you.’

Willa offers to take Sophie back up to bed, leaving us to entertain Jamie. He dwarfs my fine-boned wife. In the cluttered space of our Victorian kitchen he looks too large, too tall, like some luxury cruise liner jammed into a narrow Venetian canal, and I immediately find myself willing him to sit. I pull back a chair and flash a smile at Cat as he lowers himself into it. He crosses one leg over the other, ankle to knee, scoops up a handful of almonds from a bowl and ladles the entire lot into his mouth. I edge round the table to sit next to him while Cat arranges the flowers in a vase. He leans back and, in a languid gesture, drapes one arm heavily over the back of my chair. I lean forward, putting my elbows on the table.

‘Why don’t I take charge of the wine?’ he says. ‘Make myself useful.’ He examines the label on one of the bottles. ‘Pass me a corkscrew and I’ll open this one, if you like.’

‘We’ve got fizz too,’ I say. ‘Or perhaps you’d like an aperitif? Vodka? Gin? I make an amazing Martini.’

‘You’re okay,’ he says, popping the cork and pouring himself a large glass of velvety wine. ‘This will do.’ For a crystallizing moment I can’t think of a single thing to say to Jamie, a man I’ve known now for almost two years. I need Willa back, her grace and beauty and familiarity, to be our common ground. He takes a long drink of the wine, and I follow his eyes as they make a slow sweep of our kitchen and its detritus of family life – the drawings and photographs on the fridge, kindergarten notices, the pile of small shoes by the back door, a stray abandoned bear. I push a plate of canapés in his direction and he selects a small square of rye bread topped with cream cheese, red pepper and caviar. A fish egg glues itself to his lower lip and, when he next starts to speak, I can’t stop looking at that little black speck.

‘Interesting kind of fix,’ he says, running a finger over the silver lines of our favourite bowl. He breaks into a grin. ‘Couldn’t afford a new one?’

I smile. ‘Kintsugi, it’s called. It’s a technique that signifies healing and forgiving. Mending things with love. My mum and dad gave it to us when Cat and I got married.’

‘Dear oh dear,’ he says, sounding amused. ‘They reckon you two argue, do they? Better watch your back, then, Robyn, Cat’s probably fairly handy with a spear.’

My mouth drops open and Cat turns from the stove so fast that her elbow sweeps a side plate off the worktop. There’s a loud crack as it hits the floor.

‘I’m sorry,’ she says, ‘what?’

‘What did I miss?’ Willa says, coming back in.

There’s a beat. One of the many things I love about my wife is her grit. She speaks her mind, calls out bad behaviour, challenges people, stands up for what’s right. I’ve never known her to let a racist comment go past unremarked, not ever, not once. But now she glances once at Willa and then, clear-eyed, at me. ‘Nothing’, she says, a small but definite signal to let it go.

‘You should kin-thing that,’ Jamie says. Cat plucks up the broken pieces, raises the lid of the pedal bin and drops in the bits. You’d think she hadn’t heard.

‘Let me get you a drink,’ I say to Willa. ‘G and T?’

Jamie looks at the tray of canapés with wolfish eyes. ‘She’s not drinking,’ he says. ‘She’ll have water.’

‘I’ll have one,’ Cat says. ‘Actually, why don’t you make it a double?’ She turns back to the hob and the kitchen fills with the warming scents of ginger and lime. I place a tall glass within her reach and, as I move close to nuzzle her cheek, she throws me a look and mutters, ‘Jesus fucking Christ.’

I squeeze her arm and turn back to our guests. To Willa I say, ‘I thought you might want to sit next to Michael tonight. He always asks how you are.’

‘The egghead, hey? So you two are great pals, are you? Darling, you never told me that.’ Jamie fills up his glass and, smiling broadly, growls, ‘Should I be jealous?’

‘Who’s he bringing?’ Willa says.

‘Some girl called Liv. I don’t know much about her. I get the impression she’s a bit younger than us. He did say she reminds him a bit of you.’

‘Me?’ Willa’s eyes widen. ‘In what way?’

‘Not a clue. His messages always read like flipping telegrams, like he’s paying for every word.’

‘Doorbell,’ Cat says. ‘I’ve got it.’

Flushed from the cold and ushering a slim woman ahead of him, my brother lumbers softly into the kitchen. ‘Liv, meet my little sis,’ he says, ‘and this is the lovely Cat.’ Michael embraces my wife with genuine warmth, kissing her on both cheeks, before enveloping me in a bear hug. I bury my head in his woolly brown jumper, wrap my arms around his back and inhale deeply. How does Michael always manage to smell of home? Heather and applewood; peat, grassland, wet dog. He embraces Willa too, landing an awkward kiss somewhere between her cheekbone and ear before quickly introducing her to Liv. Then he turns to Jamie.

‘Jamie,’ Michael says. ‘Good to see you.’

‘The man of the moment,’ Jamie says, flashing Willa an amused look. He leans across the table to shake Michael’s hand and then rises out of his chair to meet Liv, an affable smile on his broad, handsome face. He bends to kiss her cheek, offers to take her coat, admires the flowers she’s brought and, still smiling, questions her about their journey into London. Liv replies affably, but I think she looks somewhat ambushed by all that attention: I see her glance at Michael, giving him a slightly quizzical smile. She’s young, well, younger than me anyway – maybe in her early to mid thirties. And, yes, I can see what Michael meant when he said she reminded him of Willa. Liv’s colouring is darker and she’s not as tall, but she certainly has Willa’s slender frame and fine hair. She has a similar sort of beauty, with full lips and an oval face with high cheekbones. Then I look over to where Willa is standing quietly off to one side, behind the main nub of the group, as still as a painting. She’s also watching Liv, really watching her, in fact, her grey eyes taking her in.

And not just watching Liv, I think. Willa is examining her.

Willa is transfixed.

‘Nate and Claudette are running late,’ Cat says, looking up from her phone.

‘Claudette?’ Jamie says.

‘French,’ Cat says, ‘doesn’t speak a word of English.’

‘What?’ I say. ‘You never told me that. You’re kidding, right?’

‘I’m not, seriously. Nate just sent me a text. How’s your French?’

‘Rusty. I’ve barely used it since school. You?’

‘You know I did Spanish. Sounds like you’re on your own there, then.’

‘You’re joking. Bloody hell, Cat.’

‘Anyway, they’re stuck in traffic,’ Cat says. ‘I’ll stick the wontons on the table, just to stop everyone from starving.’

Jamie pulls out the chair opposite his own and, with a flourish, offers it to Liv. Slowly, she sits.

‘So, Liv,’ I say, ‘how did you meet Michael?’

Liv tucks a stray lock of hair behind her ear. ‘I’m at the university,’ she says, ‘writing up my doctoral thesis. Michael said you’re at Bart’s?’

‘I’m a radiographer. I mainly work with cancer patients –’

‘I’m an ambassador for Pearl River Wines,’ Jamie says, refilling his glass. He waits for Liv to look at him again, then lowers his voice, smiling. ‘But my genuine passion is for conservation.’

Liv hesitates. Then she says, ‘Antiques?’

‘Lions.’

‘Interesting,’ she says. She sounds polite.

‘It is,’ Jamie says. He leans across the table. ‘I’d love to tell you more.’

I throw a look at Cat, but she’s busy checking her phone. ‘They’re still about ten minutes away,’ she says. ‘Sorry, everyone. It’s bloody typical of Nate to be late.’

I think Liv looks grateful for this quick change of subject. ‘At least he let you know,’ she says. ‘Don’t you hate it when people don’t do that?’ A dark expression moves across her face. ‘You’re waiting and waiting and then you end up worrying that something truly awful’s happened –’

Hang on, I think, where’s she going with this? ‘Drink anyone?’ I say. ‘Liv?’

‘– and you’re never going to see them again.’

Too late. Willa stares at Liv. She makes a sound, a small, high ha, and the rest of us seem to take a collective intake of breath. Cat looks at me fast.

Jamie shifts in his seat. ‘Willa,’ he says, his voice low, and I’ve a feeling he would reach out and put a giant hand firmly on my friend’s arm, were it not for the fact that I’m sitting between them.

Willa stares at Liv, hard-eyed and silent. She makes that sound again, the small ha, but lower now, softer; an expelled, held breath. Then, speaking slowly, her eyes still fixed on Liv, she says, ‘My sister disappeared when she was thirteen.’ With some force, she adds, ‘I mean, she just vanished. We didn’t have a clue –’

Cat makes a tiny movement. I catch her eye and she throws me a Do something look, a microscopic expression of alarm. I reach out and take Willa’s pale hand in mine.

‘Her birthday was a month ago, November the third.’

‘That’s always going to be a difficult date,’ I say; ‘anniversaries are hard.’

Willa stares at Liv. ‘She was just a child. She’d be a grown woman now, thirty-six. She would have changed a lot, of course.’ She gives a high, humourless laugh. ‘The awful thing is, I could pass her on the street and not even recognize her. She could be anyone.’ Her grey eyes dart around the group, then land again on Liv. ‘I mean, she could be you.’

There is a moment of stunned, horrible silence.

A bell chimes from the hallway.

‘They’re here,’ Cat says, rising rapidly from the table. ‘Finally. Thank Christ for that.’

Nate, apologetic, loud, shaking off the cold night air like a cat, strides into the kitchen. He’s tall, with closely cropped hair, dark freckled skin and a wide mouth that breaks easily, fluidly into smiles. He drops the hand of the woman he’s with to hug first me and Cat, then Michael and Liv. Then he makes to move towards Jamie and Willa, but Cat touches his arm and shakes her head. Jamie is talking to Willa quietly by the back door, holding her close, and secretly I’m relieved to see him stepping up to comfort her. It’s obviously what she needs. We give them some space.

‘Et voilà,’ Nate says, ‘je vous présente ma magnifique Claudette, ma petite amie.’ He introduces his girlfriend to Cat and translates his sister’s warm welcome into French. Based on past experience, Claudette is not the woman I’d expected him to bring: most of Nate’s previous girlfriends looked like models. Claudette isn’t tall; rather, she’s my height or shorter, with a lithe, impish body and cropped, boyish hair, a strong nose and a full mouth. Her clothes – black jeans, white blouse and a thin orange chiffon scarf draped loosely round her neck – are worn with the sort of easy chic that I’ve always envied in the French. Behind tortoiseshell-rimmed glasses, her eyes move evenly around the room, taking in my brother and Liv, me, then glancing at Jamie once, and then again, where he still stands at the back of the kitchen with his arms folded protectively around Willa.

‘And, Robyn,’ Nate says, turning to me, ‘I’m right in thinking you speak some French, right?’

I nod with as much enthusiasm as I can muster. ‘I can certainly give it a go,’ I say, turning to Claudette and smiling; and then, with some hesitation, ‘Bienvenue, Claudette, je suis ravie de te recontrer.’

‘Moi de même,’ she says, talking rapidly, gesturing with her hands. ‘Je suis désolée d’arriver en retard. La circulation était chaotique, mais je pense que l’on a pris une mauvaise route.’

She’s lost me completely. Something about poor circulation maybe? I think I heard the word ‘circulation’ in there somewhere. And possibly something about eating? And mauvaise – she’s been sick perhaps? She had food poisoning?

‘Oui,’ I say, putting a hand to my lips, ‘um –’ I turn to Nate for help and realize that he is almost crying with silent laughter, as is Cat.

‘Claudette speaks excellent English, Robs,’ Nate says. ‘She’s practically fluent.’

I look at my wife, then back at Claudette, who shrugs and says in perfect, if softly accented English, ‘Thanks for having us and I’m really sorry we’re late. That honestly wasn’t my idea.’

‘You were in on this,’ I say, turning to a grinning Cat. Nate’s arm is slung around her shoulders, the siblings delighting in the thrill of their guile. ‘I hate you all. Come and eat before I throw the lot of you out. And that,’ I say to Cat, ‘includes you.’

While everyone finds their seats, Cat and I load dishes on to the table – crab cakes and steamed red snapper with Thai basil and lime, bowls of pickled cucumber sprinkled with tiny red chillis, vegan curries of varying spiciness, vegetables tossed in coriander and soy, sticky rice and lots of bright, fragrant dips. We top up our guests’ wine and water glasses and, to my relief, the room is filled with talk. No one is sitting where I’d planned.

Nate’s positive energy is a joy. He talks about their life in Paris, his work teaching music, his band, their gigs, the project that has brought him to London. He describes how Claudette was teaching his yoga class, the months it took him to persuade her to go on a date. Claudette raises her eyebrows, cocks her head on one side and looks more amused than flattered. Cat and I exchange a look. This is a first: to our knowledge, Nate never chases anyone. It fits that she’s a yoga teacher, I think: she’s completely self-possessed, the picture of studied serenity. I can totally imagine her in the lotus position, eyes shut, meditating. I steal glances at her and I realize she’s doing the same – I see her looking carefully at Cat, at me, at Liv, angling her head down the table to where Willa sits at the other end. Her focus is fascinating. When she talks, and when she listens, she gives each person her full, undivided attention, as if they’re the only person in the room. I watch her take small portions of the various curries. She doesn’t touch the wine.

‘What’s your thesis about, Liv?’ Cat says, as later we clear the table of the main course and bring out a long wooden platter filled with slices of mango, strawberries and watermelon scattered with mint.

‘I’ve been looking into the corruption of memory,’ Liv says, ‘by which I mean how memory can be changed, altered with time. I’m a psychologist.’

‘Oh,’ I say, genuinely surprised. I had somehow just assumed that Liv worked in the Zoology Department with Michael.

Michael looks at me and smiles. ‘Go on,’ he says, ‘say it. You thought she’d be studying the sex lives of limpets.’ I laugh. He knows me far too well.

‘Interesting stuff,’ says Claudette, turning dark, tranquil eyes towards Liv.

‘It is,’ Liv says. ‘It really is. I’ve been looking into false memories. It’s truly extraordinary how easily the human brain can be tricked into believing it remembers something that didn’t happen. You’d be amazed.’

She has our attention now. We all sit up a little.

‘Even on a simple level, we can have wildly differing memories of a single event, where you’d be right in thinking that everyone experienced the exact same thing. Take this supper party, for instance. If in six months’ time, I asked you individually to recall tonight in as much detail as possible, it’s more than likely that you’d each give me a slightly, perhaps even a wildly different account – with variations in everything from what everyone was wearing and the order in which people arrived, to what we ate, what we discussed and who said what.’

‘I don’t really see how that would work,’ Jamie says; ‘we’re literally sitting around the same table.’

‘You’d be surprised,’ Liv says.

‘Do it, then,’ Jamie says, ‘six months from today. Count us in.’

‘But if we knew we were going to be asked to recall everything, wouldn’t that fact alone alter the way we processed tonight’s events? People would be actively trying to remember everything as it happened,’ Nate says.

‘Definitely,’ Liv says.

‘More than that,’ Cat says, ‘wouldn’t it even alter the way we acted tonight? Right down to what we said? We’d all become hyper self-aware. Nobody would want other people remembering that they were the one who’d come out with something stupid. We’d all be trying to outdo each other with our fierce wit and intelligence.’

‘Totally,’ Liv says, ‘no doubt about it.’

Now Willa joins in. ‘So what factors influence how we actually remember events?’

‘Good question.’

‘Drugs, alcohol,’ Jamie says.

‘Sure,’ Liv says, ‘they’re a given.’

‘Dementia, ageing,’ says Claudette.

‘Yes. And there’s some fascinating research being done in that area. But now we’re really crossing into neurology, because we’re talking about irreversible changes to the brain’s structure. Similarly with brain injury. Also, there’s your general health and we know the quality of your sleep affects memory too, not to mention other environmental factors such as distractions – physical, mental, what’s going on around us. Also, prior events, whether they’ve been consciously noted or not.’

The yellow light from the candles plays on our faces and I find myself taking a mental snapshot of the scene, each of us trapped like insects in amber, leaning into the centre of the table, absorbed in the discussion and in each other. Michael looking at me. Cat and Jamie looking at Liv. Willa looking at Claudette.

‘Then we get on to other factors: state of mind, wish-fulfilment, stress. Embarrassment. Humiliation. Guilt.’

‘You mean reworking events to fit our own narrative,’ says Cat.

‘Exactly. And now it gets really interesting: transference of memory, by which I mean absorbing other people’s memories, taking possession of them, as if they belonged to you. And, as it happens, this is my area of research. We all do this, to some extent. For instance, we all have that one story that gets slightly embellished in the retelling and, over time, the exaggerated story becomes the version we actually believe, indistinguishable from the original in our own minds. And here’s another example, and you don’t have to answer this out loud, but did you ever date someone who, when you look back, you think of as highly irritating?’ There’s an awkward laugh, and a pause in which no one meets anyone else’s eye. ‘Well, it’s a bit like that,’ she says. ‘You’ve shifted your perception of them. Your memory is colluding with your subliminal desire to put that person firmly outside your emotional reach. And this shift in thinking happens on a cultural level too – take Princess Diana, for example – she was treated like a saint when she died, whereas now she’s very often described as if she were slightly unhinged. How did that shift in thinking happen on a national – even a global – scale?’

‘We’ve been collectively manipulated,’ Cat says, ‘to remember things differently.’

‘Precisely,’ Liv says.

‘It’s important research,’ Michael says, ‘given we’re constantly bombarded with information, much of which comes with a certain agenda attached. We need to know the extent to which our memories are reliable, and, equally, the extent to which memory itself can be deliberately constructed.’

I look at my beautiful, brilliant brother and smile. He sounds so flipping earnest and I love him for that. He’s always been that way, Michael. Even as a kid he was that person, a small, ardent professor of life, even then, when we were both so utterly unfettered by life’s responsibilities, entirely free to do whatever we liked. How green I must have been, somehow imagining my summers would always be like that: just an endless stream of warm, carefree days that seemed to stretch on forever. Then Willa came to stay and everything changed after that. Michael was there too, that summer, and I wonder now just how much he still remembers of that time: how much he saw in the first place, how much he missed.

Me? I remember it all.




4.

Summer break

Robyn

When Dad taught Willa how to throw a bowl, even Michael came to watch, which just goes to show that we were all a little in love with my friend. Mum said she had very nice manners, which meant she called her Mrs Bee. She called my dad Chris. I watched my brother’s eyes following her around the house. I’d never seen my brother pay attention to anyone before, let alone one of my friends. After all, he was nearly four years older than me. He used to call me Kid.

‘Don’t they have girls at Oxford?’ I asked him when Willa was in the shower. ‘What makes you think she’d be interested in you?’ In my head those words had sounded playful and fun, but that’s not the way they came out. I grinned. I poked him in the ribs. ‘Just joking,’ I said.

Michael even invited Willa into his bedroom to look at his rock collection, a grey cardboard box filled with a variety of specimens, some from the moor but others from far more exotic locations. Each one was nestled in a tiny bed of cotton wool: malachite, azurite, obsidian, rock rose, and Brian, a yellow pebble I’d found in the river and gifted to my brother, writing his name on a tiny paper slip in the same miniature handwriting that Michael used to label everything else. Willa trailed slow fingers over the fossils on his windowsill.

‘Do you ever collect birds’ eggs?’ she said. She would honestly ask the oddest questions at times.

‘You mean from nests?’

She nodded.

‘Well, no,’ my brother said. ‘First off, that’s illegal. But, more than that, it would be wrong.’

Willa nodded again and moved on around his room. For the longest time she stared at a map of the oceans that Michael had pinned to the wall.

‘Show me where there are blue holes.’

‘Blue holes? Sure. The one everyone’s seen pictures of is here’ – Michael pointed towards Belize – ‘but there are others too, less well known, not as big or impressive. There’s one off the coast of South Africa. One here, near Egypt. The Caribbean. There’re lots of them, actually, even inland ones. Here – Oman. They’re all just sinkholes, but aerial photos make them look really impressive – like you’re looking into an abyss.’

Willa seemed to sigh and for a beat we all stood in silence. Then I showed her the line my brother had drawn on the boards of his floor, marking the point I wasn’t allowed to cross until I was almost thirteen.

‘She was a contamination hazard,’ Michael said. ‘She contained glitter.’

Later, finding a quiet moment alone, she asked me about Michael’s limp.

‘He was born like that,’ I told her. ‘He had a bad case of talipes equinovarus – you know, club feet? Plus, some other stuff going on with his hips. He had a whole bunch of operations when
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