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			1

			Louisa knew things were going to get interesting when she was disturbed by the sound of someone downstairs. That might, in itself, not have been that odd – apart from the fact she was alone in a strange house, so who the hell was this at four thirty in the morning? Her wild imagination quickly crafted a photofit of the likely culprit – a hardened criminal, all in black and the size and shape of a Portaloo. Not helpful.

			In a panic to defend herself, she looked for the nearest thing to use as a weapon. It was a limited choice: a Spider-Man bedside lamp or a Lego train. She went for the lamp, but as she exited the bedroom she almost got bungeed into the wall: the lamp was still plugged in. Louisa scrambled about behind the cabinet to unplug Spider-Man, which she realized was one of those touch-sensitive lights so it was now flashing manically from dim to blindingly bright in quick succession. The neighbours would think she was signalling for help or trying to land an A380 Airbus. She wrenched the plug from the socket and the light went off, plunging her back into darkness, with the exception of the outline of Spider-Man now etched on her retinas. With a tight grip on Spider-Man’s head and her heart thumping wildly, she crept downstairs.

			To start with she thought the thumping of her heart was reverberating at her feet until she realized the lamp’s plug was bumping down each step as it trailed behind her. Hastily, she hoiked up the cable. Had the intruder heard her? She waited, unsure what she was waiting for: a hug from the local cat-burglar? Unlikely. A sack over the head? Possibly. Or to be presented with the business end of a sawn-off shotgun? Yikes.

			As she made her way carefully down the unfamiliar staircase, she thought how bloody typical this was. Why couldn’t this burglar have broken in last night? Why now, when she was there? Perhaps word was getting around that the property was empty. The last step creaked and Louisa froze. She lifted the lamp a little higher. Spider-Man’s taut bum cheeks were at eye-level and more than a little distracting. Louisa wondered which Spider-Man actor this was based on. Another look at the muscular backside convinced her to go with Tom Holland. Sometimes her mind wandered off – this was one of those times. Get a grip, Louisa; your life is on the line and you’re thinking about Tom Holland’s bum. Although there were probably worse things to be thinking of when you died. Recently she’d been thinking about dying a lot, so this encounter with the mad axeman currently marauding downstairs was something of a self-fulfilling prophecy. Would a mad axeman have a shotgun?

			Louisa gave herself a shake and had to grip the banister tightly. Maybe a metaphorical shake would have been better. Today was not the day she was going to die. Hopefully. With a bit of luck. What she needed was to work out a strategy. There were few options: sprint out of the house – although she wasn’t exactly sporty. Fight her way out – she could handle herself but she wasn’t a violent person, unless someone stole her last Hobnob then she really couldn’t be judged for how she would retaliate. Or last resort – play dead. Unless she was facing a grizzly bear that probably wasn’t a great idea. She didn’t favour any of those options.

			The intruder began to whistle. Louisa’s thought process was completely derailed. She tried to work out the tune, closing her eyes to concentrate. It was hard not to shout out the answer when she got it. ‘Jumping Jack Flash’ by The Rolling Stones. For a moment she found she was grinning. She really needed to concentrate. Maybe she could just sneak out and wait for the mad axeman to leave. It didn’t matter what they took as long as they didn’t batter her. They might not even be armed. Perhaps they were simply a desperate soul looking for food or something they could sell. Times were hard, she knew all about that.

			Leaving without disturbing the intruder was definitely the way to go. The whistling was coming from the living room. If she was quick she could scoot past the living-room door, into the kitchen and get out through the back door. At last she had an escape plan.

			Unfortunately, Louisa’s curiosity got the better of her just as she was tiptoeing like a cartoon villain past the open door. A flash of torchlight caught her attention. She paused and glanced inside. What she saw made her halt her escape. It wasn’t the burly, hooded crook of her imagination but a grey-haired elderly gent in a tartan dressing gown. What the hell was going on? Now she really was intrigued.

			Louisa let the lamp swing at her side. She didn’t feel ready to put it down, she’d watched too many zombie films for that, but she also didn’t want to appear overly threatening. She inched into the living room. The old man seemed to be looking behind a plant. Louisa considered suitable conversation openers in her mind. Then the man turned in her direction and screamed. It was unexpected and it made Louisa involuntarily scream back. They both eventually had to take a breath. Louisa switched on the living-room light.

			‘What on earth are you doing?’ he asked.

			‘I live here,’ said Louisa, unconvinced by her own words.

			‘No you don’t,’ he said, stepping forward and frowning hard.

			Louisa wondered if maybe he had dementia. Why else would he be creeping around someone else’s house in the early hours? ‘Do you think you live here?’ she asked slowly.

			He pointed at the lamp hanging limply at her side and gasped. ‘You’re a thief! I’m calling the police.’ He pulled a newish iPhone from his dressing-gown pocket and handled it with ease.

			‘Please don’t call the police. I can explain. I’m not stealing anything.’

			‘But you’re dressed like a burglar.’

			Louisa couldn’t argue with that – long-sleeved black tops and black skinny jeans were her wardrobe staple. She’d got to the house late thanks to a crash on the M40 and had fallen asleep on the bed fully clothed. ‘I don’t think there’s a standard-issue outfit for burglars. I just like black. And I am definitely not a thief.’

			The man paused with his crooked finger poised over the call button. ‘Is that your lamp?’ he asked with a tilt of his head.

			‘Er …’ He went to press the button. ‘Stop. Yes. It is my lamp because the house and everything in it were left to me by my brother.’ A physical stab of pain shot through her at the admission that her brother was dead.

			The man’s expression softened. ‘You’re Davey’s sister?’ He peered closer. ‘You’re Lou-Lou?’

			Only Davey ever called her that and it sent an oddly unpleasant sensation through her. She had to keep it together. ‘Yeah.’

			‘You don’t look like your photo.’ His frown had returned. ‘Your hair’s not pink.’

			She knew instantly which photograph he was referring to. It had been taken at her brother’s twenty-first birthday party. She was seventeen and about to run away thanks to her stepfather grounding her for borrowing his car without asking. That was a lifetime ago. So much had happened in the last eight years. ‘No, well, as much as it might be a surprise, pink isn’t my natural hair colour.’

			‘Hmm, I’ll need more proof than that.’ He surveyed her with a judgemental air.

			Annoyance bubbled up inside her. It wasn’t like she wanted to be here and now she was being interrogated. ‘Proof that I’m his sister? Like what? A DNA test?’ She threw her hands up in exasperation and he stepped back as Spider-Man’s cable sailed through the air like Indiana Jones’ whip.

			‘His sister would know things,’ said the old man.

			Louisa bit her lip as she thought. ‘How about the scar on the back of his head that you can only see when he has his hair cut super short. I gave him that scar when we were using garden tools as lightsabers. Turns out a hoe is deadly in the wrong hands. And I’ve got this scar …’ She lifted her chin up and pointed. ‘Davey was teaching me to ride my bike with no hands. But I still got into loads of trouble for it even though I was the one pouring with blood. What else? Umm … He put down Jedi as his religion on the last census. Without fail he checked the back of the car for zombies before getting in,’ she said with a snort of a laugh. ‘Oh yeah and meatball lasagne is his comfort food. But then it’s the only thing he can cook without a recipe. He used to bring me some when he visited. And tell me off for eating too much sugar before we’d share a large bar of Dairy Milk. He could piss me off one moment and have me laughing so hard the next I’d worry I was going to rupture something. I don’t know how he always knew the right thing to say, but he did. There was some weird sibling sixth sense thing that would have him calling me out of the blue right when I was at a low point.’ She swallowed hard and rubbed her forearm. ‘Even though I was sometimes a bit of a nightmare, he never gave up on me. And …’ Louisa sniffed back tears. ‘And I can’t believe he’s gone.’

			‘You really are Davey’s little sister.’

			Tears she couldn’t control dripped down her face. The man put his phone away, pulled a tissue from the same pocket and handed it to her. ‘It’s clean.’

			‘Thanks.’ She hadn’t cried like this since the phone call from her mother to tell her Davey was dead. For the last four months she’d found herself in a sort of disconnected state – too afraid to think or feel for fear of sobbing. But now she was doing it anyway. None of it seemed real. She blew her nose and tried to pull herself together. The man was still standing in front of her in his dressing gown.

			‘Who are you?’ she asked.

			‘Oh, sorry. How rude of me. I’m Peter. I live next door.’ He pointed over his shoulder as if that was sufficient proof of his statement. Belatedly he offered her a hand to shake. Louisa shoved the used tissue into her jeans pocket and shook hands with him.

			‘And is there a reason you’re wandering around here in the dark at silly o’clock?’

			‘Yes. I’m watering Davey’s plants.’

			They both turned to look behind Peter. ‘They’re real?’ She’d assumed they were plastic.

			‘Absolutely. Davey was quite the plantsman.’ Louisa didn’t like the thought that there were things she didn’t know about her brother, but since arriving a few hours ago it had been like walking into a complete stranger’s home. Pictures in the hallway told tales of parties she’d not been present at and holidays she didn’t know about.

			Peter cleared his throat and passed her another tissue. ‘I come in via the patio doors so I can walk through the gardens without having to be fully dressed. It’s tricky to find the light switches without the torch but bringing the torch renders the lighting somewhat redundant.’ He was looking at her intently and she guessed she’d reached the red and puffy stage of crying. ‘Come with me and we’ll get you some tea and toast,’ he said.

			‘Oh no, you don’t need to—’ But her rumbling stomach interrupted her. She’d not eaten since … She had to have a long hard think. There had been a banana, a couple of packet of crisps and lots of coffee, but the last meal had been a slice of pizza a couple of days ago.

			‘I don’t think you’ll be needing the lamp,’ said Peter. ‘But you will need your keys.’

			Louisa picked up the helicopter keyring and left Spider-Man on a table before following Peter outside.

		
	
		
			2

			Peter’s house was older and bigger than Davey’s. She couldn’t see it very well in the dim light, only its dark outline. Peter had pointed out spots to avoid as they went across the paved patio, up some steps and entered through a side door into what she thought was a small kitchen but turned out to be a utility room because the kitchen that followed was frigging huge. Louisa took a seat at the swirly marble breakfast bar while Peter flicked on the kettle and made toast. She’d feared he might have asked her in so that he could quiz her for more information but she was relieved by the comfortable silence between them.

			The kitchen was like something out of a magazine. A bit fancy for her liking, with shiny brass handles on cream wooden doors. So many cupboard doors. There was a cream Aga as well as a normal oven near where Peter was diligently buttering toast; at the other end, the room was like a dome-shaped conservatory with a wicker sofa and two chairs.

			‘How do you take your tea?’ asked Peter. ‘Or would you prefer coffee? I only have instant, mind.’

			‘Tea with one sugar and a little splash of milk, please.’

			‘Coming right up.’

			There were notes on the counter next to her and she couldn’t resist a quick look: a shopping list mainly detailing fruit and veg, a phone number and a leaflet for something called The Cosy Café. Louisa swivelled the leaflet round so that she could read it more easily. Peter saw her looking and she hastily pushed it back to how it was.

			‘New café opened in town. To be honest, it’s probably been open a few months now. Apparently they have a couple of resident cats,’ he said.

			‘Not sure I’d want a furball with my tea cake.’

			‘I take it that you’re not a cat person, then?’

			‘Not an anything person, really. Never had any pets. I have a hard enough time keeping myself alive let alone anything else.’ She wondered how much Davey had told Peter about her or if he’d shared anything at all. Probably not, she decided. After all, Peter was just the old man who lived next door and watered his plants.

			‘I’ve had cats all my life,’ said Peter. ‘But when Badger passed away I figured I was too old to adopt another one. Which is why I thought I might have a look at the café.’

			Peter walked past her with a tray and set it down on the coffee table in front of the two chairs. ‘Lovely spot for watching the day emerge,’ he said, with a nod at the vast garden beyond the wraparound windows. ‘Might see a squirrel if we’re lucky.’ He sat down in the chair with the flattest cushions and Louisa came to join him, taking a seat on the other chair. ‘Help yourself,’ he said, handing her a plate and pushing a floral mug of tea in her direction.

			‘Thanks.’ She took a slice of hot buttered toast from the pile in front of her.

			‘You’re welcome. Again, I’m sorry if I startled you, Lou-Lou,’ said Peter, picking up his mug.

			‘Sorry, but please can you call me Louisa?’

			‘Of course.’

			‘I don’t want to sound weird or anything, but literally nobody else called me that except for Davey so …’

			‘You don’t need to explain, Louisa. I’d hate to make you feel uncomfortable.’

			They ate in silence while watching the sun creep across the garden, slowly revealing just how big it was. Neat bushes shaped like lollipops cast long shadows across a well-tended lawn. Dragonflies danced above a lily-strewn pond. It reminded Louisa of a National Trust property Davey had taken her to once. She’d teased him for acting boring and middle-aged.

			‘Your garden’s nice,’ she said.

			‘Thank you. It was better when my wife was alive. Marjorie was the gardener really. I was more unpaid help. Davey has been a godsend these last couple of years. He knew his fuchsias from his forsythias.’ Louisa wouldn’t have been able to identify a forsythia if her life depended on it. Now she wondered if perhaps Davey had actually wanted to go to the National Trust property rather than it just being somewhere for them to meet. She’d not considered that her brother was interested in plants and gardens. He’d never said, but she was now realizing, with crushing guilt, that she’d never asked him much about his life. Usually there was some crisis in hers that took centre stage.

			‘Sorry about your wife,’ she said, although she was still processing the fact that Davey was some sort of green-fingered Alan Titchmarsh type. It didn’t really sit that well with his helicopter pilot image.

			‘Thank you. It’s a terrible shock losing someone close to you.’

			‘It’s an even bigger one when you find out they’ve left you everything they owned.’

			‘Ah. I take it you were not aware of what Davey had planned?’ he asked.

			‘I didn’t have a Scooby. His boss said that they insist that all their employees make wills. Which makes me dead cautious about ever going in a helicopter. But, anyway, I guess when put on the spot he didn’t have anyone else to leave it to so he put me down.’

			‘That was a very Davey thing to do.’

			‘Yeah, it was.’ As she said it she realized that Peter must have known her brother pretty well to make that statement. ‘Sorry that you now have me as a neighbour.’

			‘It’s lovely to have someone next door again. When you’re ready, if you would like a hand with sorting out Davey’s things I’d be very happy to help. Your brother was so kind when Marjorie passed and—’

			Louisa stood up abruptly. ‘I’d best be getting back.’

			Peter got to his feet. ‘Of course. I’m sure you have a lot to do.’

			‘Yeah, exactly. Thanks for breakfast. Bye.’ Louisa raced through the kitchen, utility and out of the back door, taking a gulp of air once she was outside. She wasn’t ready to talk about sorting out Davey’s stuff. She wasn’t sure if she’d ever be ready.

			Louisa went into Davey’s house, grabbed her car keys and exited out of the front door. It was like there was nowhere left to hide. Davey was everywhere. Although she did almost laugh at herself – of course he was everywhere: it was his blinking house. But the point was she couldn’t stand it, she had to get away. She got in the car, put on her seatbelt and set off with absolutely no idea where she was going, only that it was away from Arden on the Green and away from anything related to Davey.

			There was something about driving that helped her brain to find neutral. She remembered how hard learning to drive had been: trying to think of all the things she had to do simultaneously had seemed impossible until the point that they weren’t. Perhaps that was what she liked now, that her brain could go on to autopilot.

			It was hard to say how long she was out for, but the sun was full in the sky; it was going to be another scorching day. Driving past her old school had been a bad idea because it was drop-off time and there were a multitude of large vehicles moored at the side of the road as yummy mummies deposited small children with a kiss and a wave. It was weird that a lot of the mums didn’t look much older than her. Those people had taken a different turning in life. They had headed down the conventional route, the one she had actively bucked against. Her friend Khloe had always given her sound advice about not being another sheep and bowing to what society expected of you. There would be no predictable boring life for Louisa Hall, no adhering to what was expected or being a slave to the system. Instead she had done it her way – and what an absolute shit show she had made of it.

			A few streets away she found herself driving by the leisure centre. Her mind suddenly filled with memories of the past. She could picture Davey taking her to swimming lessons on the bus. Her parents had been too busy to take her. Louisa had noted that they’d never been too busy to take Davey. But at least she’d had swimming lessons and it had been something she’d loved. She remembered running from the changing rooms to show Davey her 25-metre certificate and him picking her up and spinning her around. She’d laughed so hard she’d almost thrown up. He’d taken her for hot chocolate and a giant cookie to celebrate, using his paper round money to pay for it. She gripped the steering wheel; coming this way was a bad idea. Memory lane had a sniper on every corner, ready to take her out.

			What she needed to do was get the hell away from here. Leave the torture of the memories behind. Yanking the wheel, she turned the next corner sharply. It all happened so fast. A man ran in front of her car. She slammed on the brakes. There was a dull thud. Louisa promptly threw up her breakfast.

			*

			Jodie checked The Cosy Café accounts for a third time. Although deep down she knew it didn’t matter how many times she added things up, she was still up a creek, in a leaky boat with no paddles to speak of. She was about to hit the equals button when a furry paw stepped on the calculator, making the screen flash ‘error’.

			‘Thank you, Lily. That’s really unhelpful.’ The pretty tabby cat turned around and presented Jodie with her bottom, making Jodie recoil. ‘Bumholes to you too.’

			The Cosy Café had been Jodie’s dream. She’d thrown caution to the wind and sunk all her inheritance into the project. But just four months since opening she was already in a financial mess.

			The main issue with her accounts was the lack of customers. There had been a well-attended launch party that had cost a small fortune. She’d had local press coverage and she’d spammed half the town with costly glossy leaflets, but all to no avail. A sigh escaped and Lily gave her a pitying look.

			‘Maybe you should do the adding up,’ said Jodie as Lily exited over the calculator and began batting around a screwed-up sticky note.

			A tap on the door pulled Jodie’s attention. She went to answer it and Lily followed. When Jodie had bought the café, the previous owner had said everything was included because he was emigrating. She’d not realized, until she’d moved in, that everything included his two cats. As a cat lover she’d not had the heart to take them to the rescue. Claude was a cute-looking grey Persian, with a squished-in face, big amber eyes and a temper like a volcano but more unpredictable. At least Lily, the tabby, was sociable.

			Jodie opened the door to let Norma in.

			‘Good morning. And what a morning it is. Wall to wall sunshine. Birds singing in the trees and happiness in my heart.’

			Sometimes Norma was a bit much. She was seventy-eight with fluffy grey hair, a beaming smile and the energy of a much younger woman. Jodie scratched her head. ‘Morning, Norma. I’m glad someone’s happy.’

			‘So happy I could dance a flamingo.’ Jodie had given up correcting Norma’s occasional word mix-ups.

			Norma was greeted by mews and leg rubs as she gave the cats a fuss before following Jodie back to the paper-strewn table where she’d been hoping to uncover the answer to her money woes.

			‘Oh dear, the calculator is out. That looks serious,’ said Norma. ‘I hope it doesn’t mean you’ll be cutting down on staff.’ She laughed. It was a running joke that Norma had also been part of what came with the café and worked far more than her contracted hours. Despite Jodie sitting Norma down and explaining that she couldn’t afford any more than the few hours her contract stated, Norma still turned up every day.

			Jodie was thankful for Norma, but even with a bargain member of staff she was not making enough to take anything out of the business, it was all one way. Something had to change and fast.

			‘Now what’s with that face?’ asked Norma.

			‘Sorry, does it look like someone’s piddled on my cornflakes?’

			‘That was just one time and Claude was very sorry about it. It’s not his fault your cereal looks like cat litter.’ Norma reached down to stroke Claude but he dodged out of the way.

			‘I’m in dire straits,’ said Jodie with a pout.

			‘Oh, I love that group.’ Norma began humming the Dire Straits hit ‘Brothers in Arms’. ‘… return to your lions and your farms,’ she sang.

			Jodie was pretty sure they weren’t the right words but Norma seemed lost in the song as she went through to the café kitchen to make them both coffee, not a care in the world. Ironically that was exactly how Jodie had imagined owning the café would be. Her dream come true was turning into a bit of a nightmare. If she couldn’t make the café pay, her dream was going to be over before it had got to the good part.

		
	
		
			3

			Louisa was shaking all over. What the hell just happened? She’d hit someone. She grabbed the fake chamois leather from the door pocket and wiped herself down with it. Slowly she looked out of the windscreen. People were running towards her car and crouching down in front of it. This was very very bad. Opening the driver’s door with a shaking hand, she climbed out and unsteadily walked around the car. It was hard not to run away but she wasn’t someone who shirked responsibility and whatever she’d done she had to face up to the consequences. Gripping the car for support, she stepped forward to view the scene.

			She’d not hit her head, so what she was seeing had to be real however weird it seemed. A man was lying on the road as a crowd gathered around him. And the first thing she registered was that he wasn’t dead. It didn’t mean he didn’t have horrendous internal injuries and would die from them soon – her brain liked to jump to the worst-case scenario – but for now he was definitely alive. The second thing she noticed was that he was holding a duck to his chest and was surrounded by ducklings which were all making an unholy racket.

			‘Are you OK?’ she asked. It wasn’t the most original thing to say.

			‘You ran him over!’ An elderly woman was brandishing a walking stick. ‘I saw what happened. You came out of nowhere.’

			‘I came out of Banbury Road. And he ran in front of my car.’

			‘I was trying to save the baby ducks,’ said the man.

			‘What’s your name?’ asked a lady, crouching down at the man’s side.

			‘I am Nico,’ he said, sounding a little dazed. Louisa very much hoped he’d not hit his head.

			‘Is anyone here medically trained?’ the kind lady asked the now assembled crowd. Where the hell had all these people come from?

			‘I am,’ said Nico, gingerly sitting up.

			At least that meant his insides were likely intact. Relief washed over Louisa and the tension in her shoulders eased. He was OK apart from the protesting duck still clutched to his chest. ‘I’m a nurse,’ he added.

			‘You look like Dr Dolittle,’ said Louisa.

			His eyebrow arched, making him wince as he checked her out. ‘And you look like the floor of the Emergency department on a Friday night,’ he said, nodding at her vomit-splattered legs. His delicious accent took her by surprise. She couldn’t place it but it was sexy as hell, which matched its owner. Although the look he was giving her wasn’t sexy at all; it was contempt with a hint of disgust.

			Belatedly Louisa looked down and was nearly sick again at the sight of the mess all over her. ‘It was literally a gut reaction.’ She was still clutching the chamois leather so she gave herself another wipe-down.

			‘Have you been drinking?’ asked the old woman with the stick.

			‘Only tea.’

			‘Likely story. Has someone called the police and an ambulance?’ she went on with barely disguised disdain at Louisa.

			‘I don’t need an ambulance,’ said Nico. ‘I’m fine. Please could someone take the duck?’ He offered it to Louisa. She felt it would be rude to refuse.

			As she didn’t know how to hold a duck she quickly found that if you left its wings free it flapped like a shirt in a tornado. ‘Holy crap. This thing’s crazy.’

			‘Be careful with her. She might be hurt,’ said Nico, still sitting on the road. ‘We need to get her to a rescue.’

			‘Hurt my arse. She could take my arm off.’ There was more frantic flapping, violent quacking and a couple of loose feathers took to the air.

			‘Stop torturing the poor creature,’ snapped the old woman.

			‘I’m helping. I think,’ said Louisa. ‘Can’t we just let her and the screeching minions go?’ she asked, looking at the tiny ducklings all dashing around in circles like headless chickens. Something she now realized could have been reality had she not stopped in time.

			‘We can’t. Look around. This is a built-up area, they won’t be safe here,’ said Nico.

			‘It’s all right, it’s not like it’s Coventry or something.’ Louisa sniggered at her own joke but no one else was joining in.

			‘Thank you, everyone, for your kindness but I am fine.’ Nico got to his feet and tapped his palm to his chest. ‘I am forever grateful for you wonderful people who came to my rescue. But we can now get on with our day.’ He looked at everyone in the hope that the crowd would disperse. As there was nothing Instagrammable, they began to wander off. The kind lady who had stopped to help seemed quite concerned or possibly taken with the smooth talker and was touching his arm and checking he was definitely all right.

			‘Maybe take my number in case you feel unwell later.’ The lady rapidly got out her phone.

			‘I cannot inconvenience you further. I will be fine. The driver and I will sort all this out.’ He pointed at Louisa.

			‘Driver. Who do I work for, blinking Uber?’

			‘It’s the least you can do after half killing him,’ said the old woman, finally setting off at a snail’s pace.

			‘He said he’s fine,’ said Louisa, getting aerated. ‘You are fine, aren’t you? Please tell her again that you’re fine.’

			‘A few aches and pains, possible bruised rib, but nothing serious.’

			‘Geez, thanks a lot. What are we doing with this?’ She held up the mother duck, who was still protesting loudly.

			‘We take her to the rescue centre. Do you have something we can put the ducklings in?’

			*

			After a coffee and a chat with Norma, where they covered vital topics including the likelihood of Duran Duran reforming, how all pigeons look exactly the same and things that should never appear on pizza, Jodie banished the cats to the residential section of the building, which was basically a storeroom, back lobby and the flat upstairs. She turned over the ‘Open’ sign and looked out through the glass section of the door. Lots of people were rushing by. But that was part of the issue – everyone was walking past, nobody was coming in.

			A slightly harassed-looking young woman with a pushchair reversed inside and Jodie tried not to accost her the second the door closed. ‘Good morning, welcome to The Cosy Café. What can I get you?’

			‘Do you do plant-based milk options for coffee?’ she asked while attempting to do a three-point turn with the pushchair.

			‘We do.’ Jodie was about to reel off the options.

			The woman was scanning the café. ‘I thought there was a soft play area.’

			‘No. We’re just a café. But you’re both very welcome.’ Jodie’s eyes dropped to the gorgeous smiling toddler staring at her from the pushchair.

			‘Oh, OK. Thanks anyway.’ The woman began reversing back out on to the pavement making other people dart out of the way.

			‘I could bring you one in a takeaway cup?’ suggested Jodie.

			‘It’s OK. The big soft play place isn’t that far.’ And with that she went on her way.

			Jodie went back behind the counter just as the door opened again. She spun around, a smile automatically present as she was hopeful the young mum had decided to go for the takeaway option after all. Then she realized it was a new customer who was a wheelchair user. She gave them a wave, and rushed over to hold the door open for them.

			‘Hi. Good morning. Welcome to The Cosy Café. Come in,’ said Jodie, glancing hopefully behind her just in case it was the leader of a tour group. Once upon a time Norbrook had been on the tourist trail between Warwick and Stratford-upon-Avon but it had been dropped in favour of more trendy film-related stops. Interest had waned in Dick Turpin’s ghost and the various relatives of Shakespeare who had once lived there. Unfortunately, Jodie hadn’t realized that when she’d bought the place.

			The woman wheeled herself inside. She was wearing a bright outfit reminiscent of a children’s TV presenter.

			‘I love your dungarees,’ said Jodie. ‘Table for one?’ she asked.

			‘Er, actually I wanted to ask something if the owner or the manager was about,’ said the woman, seeming hesitant.

			‘That’s me, I’m the owner. You can ask me anything you like.’ Jodie’s head was filling hopefully with thoughts of parties and regular takeaway orders as she moved a chair out of the way so that the lady could pull herself up to the table. ‘Can I get you a coffee?’

			‘No thanks. I’ve not got time.’

			Jodie kept her fixed smile in place. This didn’t bode well if they didn’t want to invest a few pounds in a drink. She had a feeling this was going to be a freebie request. She’d already had a few of those, disguised as opportunities for her to promote her business but really it was just chancers wanting something for nothing. Jodie decided to reserve judgement.

			‘No problem. Fire away.’

			‘I’m Stacey. I want to get a new club off the ground and we need somewhere to meet on a weekly basis. I don’t know how many of us there will be but this idea started in America and now they have thousands of groups with anything up to a hundred members.’

			‘Gosh,’ said Jodie, trying hard not to start running average orders through her mind and totting up the income in her head.

			‘Don’t worry, I expect we’ll start small – if I can rally any interest at all. But tables like this or just a circle of chairs would work well. I’ve already asked three cafés and they’ve turned me down flat.’

			‘How rude,’ said Jodie. ‘We would love to have you and your group here. What day were you thinking of?’ She thought she should ask so it looked like she did have other customers.

			‘Tuesday mornings, I think, from say eleven o’clock for an hour.’ Stacey’s shoulders were scrunching up with uncertainty.

			‘That fits in perfectly with us.’ Jodie couldn’t hide her grin. This was exactly what she needed. A weekly group meant a reliable income; regulars would spread the word and happy faces inside the café would entice others through the door. This could be the lifeline she’d been hoping for.

			Stacey looked surprised. ‘Brilliant. You’re a star. Thank you so much. Sorry, but I need to get going for an appointment.’ She began reversing.

			‘Will your club start from tomorrow?’

			Stacey wheeled over to the exit. ‘I’ll need to spread the word and drum up a few people first, so let’s say next week. If that works for you.’

			‘Great. We look forward to seeing you and your group next Tuesday,’ said Jodie, walking with her and opening the door. ‘What was the group called again?’ she asked.

			Stacey paused. ‘We’re the Death Café.’
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			Louisa was trying hard not to chuckle at the sight of the many ducklings all huddled together at the bottom of a KFC Bargain Bucket. She wasn’t proud of the state of the inside of her car, but today being slovenly had definitely paid off. Nico was sitting next to her in the passenger seat with the mother duck settled on his lap and the KFC ducklings at his feet.

			‘I’m sorry, I did not ask your name?’

			‘It’s Louisa. And I’ll let you off, seeing as I’d just run you over. By accident and more of a gentle nudge with my bumper really,’ she corrected. First rule of negligence: never admit responsibility.

			‘Are you all right, Louisa?’

			‘I guess.’

			‘You don’t have to pretend. I want to know. And help if I can.’

			There was a question. Something about his tone and that accent got her thinking. A deep sigh escaped. It felt like an opportunity. Here was a complete stranger. Some bloke she had accidentally bumped into who she was going to drop off at the wildlife rescue centre and never see again. ‘No I’m not all right, not really. Sometimes I think I am, but I’m not. I was in a rut, you know? Crap job, horrid flat, single. Not entirely single.’ She bit the inside of her mouth as she took a right turn and changed gear. ‘There was this guy who blew hot and cold. Bit of an arsehole, if I’m honest. Why the hell I was with him I don’t know. But when you’re already not in a good place you make stupid decisions. And I’m not good on my own.’ She took the next left. ‘So in summary, my life was a train wreck. And then my brother, who was like perfect in every way and worshipped by my mum and stepdad, he goes and dies. Don’t get me wrong because Davey was a really great guy and the best brother.’ Something caught in her throat and she had to swallow hard. ‘He was always there for me, even when I didn’t want him to be. He fixed all sorts of stuff for me that he should never have had to do. Then he dies and he goes and leaves everything he owns to me. Which makes me feel utter shit because his death was my fault. I guess he only left his stuff to me because he wasn’t expecting to die, but all the same I suddenly have a house and some cash. So I’m in the middle of dealing with him dying and I’m given this new life on a plate. Who wouldn’t take it? No one, right? Even though I don’t deserve any of it. And now I am living in his house and it’s weird as hell because this isn’t my life, but the life I had was piss poor so I don’t want to go back to that, so what do I do?’ She pulled on the handbrake and turned to look at Nico. He was looking shellshocked. Well, he did ask.

			He licked his lips. ‘I meant were you all right … after the accident. And the vomiting …’

			Embarrassed didn’t really cover how she felt in that moment. She was such an idiot. ‘Oh right. Of course. Yeah, sorry. I’m fine. I need a shower but otherwise I’m good. Thanks for asking.’

			She looked away quickly. There was silence. The sort of silence that prickles.

			Louisa couldn’t stand it for long. ‘This is the rescue place,’ she said, pointing out of the windscreen for emphasis.

			‘Thank you. Could you open the door so I can get out?’ He looked down at the duck he was holding and the bucket of ducklings now all asleep.

			Louisa jumped into action, partly because the sooner he left the car the sooner the crippling feeling of embarrassment would leave her. She ran around to the passenger side and opened the door. She picked up the KFC bucket, which woke up the ducklings who all began screeching again. Nico awkwardly got out of the car holding the mother duck.

			Louisa held the bucket out to him and he looked at it, his hands obviously already full with the duck. He lifted an elbow and she tucked the cardboard container inside the gap.

			‘There you go,’ she said with a smile, pleased to have solved the problem. ‘Bye and once again, I’m sorry.’

			‘Don’t worry. I am fine. A little bruised but otherwise fine. I hope you are soon able to come to terms with—’ She didn’t catch the rest of it because the mother duck kicked off her angry quacking again and drowned him out. But she’d got the gist of it.

			‘Oh yeah. I’m good. Don’t worry about all of that.’ She mimed being sick. ‘Verbal diarrhoea, my dad called it. Not my actual dad, I have no idea where he is. My stepdad said that. Too much information again. Anyway. Bye.’ She waved at him. It was a much bigger wave than the distance between them warranted.

			Louisa got back in her car and wanted to curl up into a ball with humiliation. She was such an idiot. She drove off, leaving a worried-looking Nico holding a lot of ducks.

			Louisa let herself back into Davey’s house. She stood in the hallway, sniffed the air and recoiled. It was time to freshen up. The en-suite shower room was full of Davey’s stuff, so she shut the door on it hastily and retreated to the main bathroom. She felt a little more human after a shower but now what was she meant to do? It had been late when she’d got to the house yesterday and tiredness had propelled her upstairs, where she’d dumped her bags and crashed out on top of the bed. In daylight it was all a bit overwhelming. She looked at her bags. Unpacking her things was logically the next step. But where would her things go? Another shard of guilt stabbed at her gut – she’d never visited Davey at home. In her defence she’d never had spare cash and Luton to Warwickshire was quite a way. So the first time she’d stepped inside number twenty-two had been last night.

			Louisa opened the wardrobe. The orderly rows of clothes made her smile and then she remembered that they would never be worn by their owner again and the sadness hit her like an overfilled suitcase. If she was to put her things in here then Davey’s would need to come out first. And what was she meant to do with them? Take them to a charity shop? That felt so cold. She couldn’t do that.

			Her heart was beating fast as she slowly opened the door to the next room. What was she expecting to find there? A dragon, a sex den or a portal to hell? Thankfully it was none of those things and her pulse returned to normal. The room was painted white like everywhere else she’d checked so far, with fitted cupboards and bookshelves and a guitar on a stand. Clearly he didn’t have people to stay if this was his spare room. The shelves were interesting.

			There were lots of books but there were also Lego models on almost every shelf. Louisa snorted a laugh. Davey – the boy who never grew up. He’d always loved Lego as a kid but she’d had no idea that he still played with it. Although now she looked closely, the models were quite intricate and probably had taken ages to make. She picked up a big orange car but somehow fumbled it and dropped it. It was like watching in slow motion as it hit the laminate flooring and shattered into its respective pieces. ‘Bollocks!’ She scrambled to pick it up and return it to the shelf with a sense of worry at being discovered gripping her shoulders until she realized no one was going to walk in and see what she’d done. Nobody but Davey would care and he wasn’t here any more. Her knees buckled and she slumped to the floor, picking up random bricks and trying to fit them back together. She began to cry. ‘I’m so sorry. I don’t know how to fix it,’ she said through sobs. ‘I’ve made a mess of everything and I can’t fix any of it.’

			After a few minutes she took a breath. This was pathetic. She was pathetic. What the hell had happened to her? Where was the feisty, doesn’t-give-a-shit-about-things Louisa? It wasn’t something she wanted to analyse too much. Her world, such as it was, had been turned upside down. One minute she was living in a dump, the next she was gifted a nice house in a lovely area, but the price she’d paid for that was losing her brother. Her head buzzed. A bit like her old phone did when it was overheating. Could brains melt? she wondered, because it certainly felt like hers was burning. She studied the pieces of Lego in her hands. Davey was the last person to touch them. They were nothing when pulled apart. But together they had looked quite impressive until she’d ruined it. It was a metaphor for her life. The Lego car didn’t have to be fixed, it didn’t matter. But sooner or later she had to accept her new reality, get on with things and try not to mess it up. Getting to her feet, she promptly trod on an errant brick.

			‘Shitting hell, Davey!’ she yelped as she limped from the room.

			It was a relief to close the door on the Lego room. That was something she could sort out another day. She didn’t have to do it now. All she really needed was somewhere to put her stuff. Opening the last door, she expected to find another minimalist room like the others. So finding a room almost full of boxes was a surprise. Maybe she’d just put her stuff in here. On one side of the room large boxes were stacked four high, all labelled in Davey’s handwriting. She ran her fingers over the black marker-pen words: ‘Books’, ‘Office’, ‘School’, ‘Crap I probably should have thrown out years ago’. He still managed to make her smile. But the sadness was right there waiting. Everything was too raw. If she couldn’t handle looking at the boxes, how the hell was she going to live there?

			She went downstairs rubbing tears from her eyes. Maybe this was all a very bad idea. Stress gripped her. That awful sensation of being out of control. She tried to think through options for how she could feel more in control. Staying in Davey’s house wasn’t compulsory. Nobody was making her live there. The solicitor himself had said she could sell it. But she did need somewhere to stay so it had felt like the logical thing to do. Now logic had crashed into raw emotion. Maybe she could check into a hotel with Davey’s money. But that didn’t feel right either.

			Louisa went through to the kitchen. Panic was making her breath catch in her throat. She’d not felt this bad in a long time. Everything felt strange, when what she needed was something familiar. She glanced around for something to cling to. Did Davey still buy full-fat Coke? It was awful stuff but right now it would help. She opened the fridge. It was empty. That was probably a blessing. Being met with a massively out-of-date brie would not have been pleasant. Randomly she opened the freezer expecting that to be empty too. It wasn’t.

			On top of some Linda McCartney sausages were three containers, all labelled in Davey’s handwriting – ‘Meatball Lasagne’. Of all the things that could have tipped her over the edge, she’d never thought it would be her brother’s meatball lasagne. It felt like at any given opportunity grief slashed another chunk off the precarious stilts her life was balanced on and it would keep on doing it until she was on her arse.

			She needed a distraction and quick. On the worktop were the avocados she’d bought. It had been an unusual purchase for her. Avocados were something she had always seen as a luxury, something she’d have for lunch if Davey was paying. But now she didn’t have to watch every penny, she could buy avocados. Snatching a large knife from the block on the worktop, she pulled back her sleeves where white scars taunted her. Ignoring them she picked up an avocado and concentrating hard she sliced the skin in a circle around the stone and pulled the two halves apart.

			A while back she’d seen a video of someone removing an avocado stone by holding it in one hand, whacking the stone with the blade of the knife and with a simple twist it came out – easy. Louisa was mainly left-handed but for some things, like sports, she was right-handed. She swapped the avocado from one hand to the other to see which felt best, she’d need a good grip. Thoughts thumped around her head, making it pound. Davey had put those meals in the freezer. He’d planned ahead, but he’d had no idea that life had other plans. Life was so fragile.

			She stared at the scars on her arm. It seemed unimaginable that she had done that to herself all those years ago. That she’d felt self-harming somehow made her feel better. But back then, in the middle of her teenage spiral of angst and hormones, it had. For a moment she wondered if it would help now. Or would it make everything worse? She could remember that short-lived moment of release. At the time it had felt like freeing trapped emotions. Shame was all she felt now.

			Focus on what you’re doing, she thought as she snatched up the knife with her right hand. As a left-hander it felt different but OK. She put the knife to the stone and then lifted it away. It just needed one swift whack. She gripped the knife tighter. Blood pounded through her ears. It was hard to concentrate. Her breath was coming in short gasps. Put it down, said a distant voice. Don’t do it. With an unsteady hand and blood thudding in her ears she brought down the knife.
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			Jodie would have liked to have drowned her sorrows in a large glass of wine but seeing as it was eleven o’clock in the morning an Americano would have to do. She knew she’d done the right thing because no customers meant no more dream café, but it didn’t make her feel any better about her decision. Of all the things the group could have been about it had to be death. Why not Knit and Natter, Kazoo Club or even the Roundabout Appreciation Society? Anything but death. That was hardly something she could happily advertise.

			‘It’ll be fine, won’t it?’ Jodie looked at Norma hopefully.

			‘A room full of people all talking about popping your clogs. How could that possibly put people off their cuppa?’ Norma muttered something else as she unnecessarily wiped down the coffee machine for the third time.

			‘You’re right. It’s going to drive everyone else away.’ Jodie bit her lip.

			Norma slowly turned to look at the empty café. ‘Probably not something you need to worry about.’

			‘What was I supposed to do?’ asked Jodie, unable to hide her frustration. ‘If I’d said no then I’d be turning away customers. So I said yes. I had no choice. We need people through the door or I’ll have to close the door for ever.’ A lump formed in her throat at the thought of shutting down. Norma sucked her teeth. Jodie hated it when she did that, it meant she was holding back. ‘Come on, out with it.’

			‘It’s not my place,’ said Norma.

			‘It’s not eighteen fifty and I’m definitely not the lady of the manor. Please tell me exactly what you’re thinking.’

			‘I’m thinking I would probably have been below stairs. I bet they had more fun. Also, the upstairs outfits weren’t comfy. How would I ever have got these into a corset?’ Norma pointed at her ample chest.

			‘Not the Victorian class system. I meant tell me what you think about the Death Café.’ Jodie held her breath.

			Norma folded and unfolded her cloth. ‘I’d need to know more about it.’

			‘Stacey explained it’s a discussion group aimed at lifting the stigma around talking about death,’ said Jodie, feeling that that could only be a good thing. Although it wouldn’t have been her discussion topic of choice. She quickly did a search on her phone and read out: ‘At a Death Café people, often strangers, gather to eat cake, drink tea and discuss death. Our objective is “to increase awareness of death with a view to helping people make the most of their (finite) lives”.’

			‘A bunch of glum people sounds like it could be a bit dark to me,’ said Norma.

			‘Stacey said it was open to everyone and to think of it as just people getting together over cake and coffee to talk about all aspects of death, so it’s definitely

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		
	EPUB/images/cover.jpg
Some secrets are
better spilled

Bella Sbome





EPUB/images/logo-black-sml.png





EPUB/images/Facebook_logo.png





EPUB/prh_core_assets/fonts/avantgarde-bold.otf


EPUB/images/Instagram_Glyph_Black.jpg





EPUB/prh_core_assets/fonts/avenir-heavy.otf


EPUB/prh_core_assets/fonts/avantgarde-regular.otf


EPUB/prh_core_assets/fonts/avenirrounded-bold.otf


EPUB/prh_core_assets/fonts/avenir-light.otf


EPUB/prh_core_assets/fonts/avenirrounded-regular.otf


EPUB/prh_core_assets/images/logo_large.png





EPUB/prh_core_assets/images/title_page_logo.png





