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      The two children sat trying to throw stones into a terracotta pot at the other end of the villa’s front courtyard. Granny’s yells from inside echoed around them, but they were too concerned with the pings and skitters of their failures, and the hollow conks of victory, to notice.

      And they’d heard it all before. No one had fed Duchess. Duchess would be famished. Duchess might die if no one fed her, oh why wouldn’t anybody listen to her about dear Duchess?

      But Duchess was already dead. She had been dead three years.

      Skitter. Skitter. Ping. Conk.

      ‘Well done,’ the girl said. ‘You’re getting so good.’ Her brother looked up, pleased.

      Inside, their mother shouted back at Granny, a weak, exasperated sound. The siblings shared a look before turning their attention to the dwindling pile of stones. The girl threw one and it bounced off the rim. The boy threw the final one and it struck the edge of the pot.

      Brushing dirt from his knees, the boy, never one to stay still for long, stepped out from the column of shadow running along the wall, intending to replenish the pile. He halted when their mother clacked through the beaded fly-curtain and strode over to the olive tree at the back of the courtyard. One hand covered her face, the other held a carving knife streaked with watermelon gore. The children watched her back, the rapid bobbing of her shoulders. Again, they glanced at one another.

      ‘Are you feeling upset, Mum?’ the girl said.

      She made them wait before finally saying, ‘I need you to take Granny out for a walk. I just… Granny just needs some fresh air.’

      The boy made a face. ‘Do we have to?’

      The girl tried to guide the boy with barely perceptible head shakes. Now wasn’t the time.

      ‘I’d like you to, please. She would enjoy spending time with you.’

      ‘No, she wouldn’t,’ the boy said. ‘She doesn’t know what’s happening anymore. I heard you say that.’

      The girl widened her eyes, but the boy was focused on the salmon patio tiles. Mum crossed the courtyard and knelt down before the boy, clutching the knife between her knees. The blade and her gaze jutted up.

      ‘Sometimes I say things I don’t mean when I’m overwhelmed,’ Mum said. ‘We don’t know what Granny feels anymore. And we never will, so we must act like she feels everything. Do you know why?’

      ‘No.’ The boy couldn’t hide his annoyance.

      ‘Because it is the kind thing to do.’ From inside Granny swore, and their mother looked back at the house. ‘And even if it feels … pointless. Even if it feels like you are wasting your time. Well … the harder it feels, the kinder you’re being.’
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        * * *

      

      The children pushed their grandmother’s wheelchair up the bumpy footpath to the cliffs overlooking the bay. Though the incline was gentle, they would stop periodically to apply the brakes and catch their breath. In earlier stages of her illness, Granny would go missing and often be found up here staring out to sea, no memory of where she was going or where she had come from. Mum said it was where her soul wanted to be, which was why she liked the children to take Granny up here.

      If that was true though, Granny’s soul had forgotten to tell the rest of her. ‘Where are we going?’ she would ask in a tone of complaint, no answer the children gave sufficiently satisfying to prevent the question being asked again moments later.

      ‘Disneyland,’ the boy answered once, and the girl did everything in her power not to laugh. Laughing at Granny would certainly not have been kind.

      At the clifftop they walked a little way before pausing to rest, positioning the chair so grandmother could watch the azure sea smash the cliffs far below. The two sat on a patch of dry grass, legs crossed, squinting at the horizon.

      ‘Do you really think Granny feels anything?’ the boy said. ‘I don’t.’

      The girl sighed. ‘No.’

      ‘Is it kind to let her live like this? If she was an animal, she’d be dead, wouldn’t she? Either eaten or starved.’

      ‘True. But we’re different. Aren’t we?’

      ‘I suppose.’

      A soft breeze blew across the clifftop, bringing with it Granny’s hospitally smell. The girl recoiled, hating it and what it stood for. ‘I think it’s hard to know what the kind thing to do is sometimes. Remember when Duchess got caught in the trap? Grandad broke her neck and said you have to be cruel to be kind.’

      The boy nodded. Though only eleven and twelve, everything they had been through, upending their lives to be in this strange country just to look after a relative who had barely spoken to them when healthy, had aged them. There had been a dreadful inversion of the natural order. Mum cared for Granny, and they cared for Mum. Making her sandwiches when she forgot to eat. Covering her up when she fell asleep on the sofa. Putting themselves to bed at night.

      ‘Where are we going?’ their grandmother yelled, jerking her body with such violence that the chair started rolling down the slight gradient towards the cliff edge.

      The brakes. They’d forgotten.

      Both children sprang up, grabbing a handle each and stepping on a brake before the chair had a chance to build up a catastrophic momentum.

      They sat back down, nervous smiles on their faces. ‘That was close,’ the girl said.

      ‘Just a bit.’

      For a long time they listened to the ocean.

      ‘Where are we going?’ Granny asked.

      ‘Nowhere now,’ the girl said.

      The two children looked at each other, still smiling.

      ‘Sometimes,’ the girl said, ‘I think Mummy wants us to have an accident up here.’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘I heard her say to Daddy once that it would be better for everyone if she were…’ The girl lowered her voice, just in case, and flicked her head at Granny. ‘… dead. That your family was your duty, but that if she were gone there would be no choice. Then we could go home, and things would be normal again. We’d get Mummy back, and she’d get Daddy back, and we could live in England again. And you know, we would get money from Granny’s house. Wouldn’t that be the kindest thing for everyone?’

      The boy thought about this. ‘It would be kinder on Granny, too.’

      ‘An accident?’

      ‘Yes, an accident.’

      After some time, they rose together without speaking. They each released a foot brake and returned to their patch of grass. The wheelchair didn’t move.

      ‘She’s not really alive anyway,’ the girl said, to reassure the boy.

      ‘The harder it feels, the kinder you’re being,’ the boy said, to reassure the girl.

      Granny shifted her body again, and the chair began rolling. It picked up speed, wobbling awkwardly on the uneven ground. Again, the girl managed not to laugh, even though it looked funny. The two children held hands.

      Then the wheelchair reached the cliff edge, slowing down where the land levelled out and rubbing up against a rock which stopped it from making the final plunge. The children waited. Granny would likely jerk again. Only she didn’t. She just stared out at the horizon.

      The boy stood up and began to collect stones, bigger than those in the courtyard. He made a pile between them on the grass.

      ‘Where are we going?’ Granny asked.

      They aimed at the varnished walnut panel on the back of the wheelchair. Some hit the wheels. Some missed. Some didn’t.

      Skitter. Skitter. Ping.

      Conk.
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            ONE

          

          
            Tessa

          

        

      

    

    
      Tomorrow would either be the best day of their lives, or the very worst. First though, Tessa and Andy had to deal with today. Tessa hadn’t even wanted to stay in London, let alone the flat, such were the painful associations with the previous times they’d been through this … experience? Ordeal? Lottery? So as a distraction, without consulting a map they drove up the M40 and didn’t exit until the outskirts of Oxfordshire. As they had often done on adventures early in their relationship, they let instinct guide them, turning down roads on whims and heading towards places with unique names.

      Marsh Gibbon. Little Rollright. Unbelievably, too: Quainton.

      Then they saw it: Nether Appleford. Andy joked that he’d always been partial to the nether regions, and with that the decision was made.

      Two miles outside the village a small, colourful figure dangled from an old-fashioned signpost. Andy pulled the car onto the grass verge so Tessa could get out to investigate.

      ‘It’s a knitted Freddy Krueger,’ she said with a half-smile on her return.

      ‘Really?’

      ‘Why not? Nothing says welcome like the 1980s’ favourite child murderer.’

      They passed the walled grounds of an enormous house, two signs at the front reading Appleford Manor Hotel and Appleford Equestrian Centre. A knitted Indiana Jones had been tied to the former, fedora and all. The narrow road descended, fields giving way to taller and taller trees either side of them. They spotted a knitted Darth Vader, a Legolas, and an Iron Man, before the road levelled off and they reached another sign.

      
        
        Welcome to Nether Appleford

        England’s Kindest Village

      

      

      ‘I’m sure we’ll fit right in here,’ Andy said with an exaggerated downward peer at his Napalm Death T-shirt.

      Tessa smiled. ‘That’s some claim.’

      They pulled into a car park and continued up the unmarked road on foot. Andy’s massive hand reached out to her, and she took it. The band of nervousness squeezing her middle loosened.

      Whatever happened tomorrow, it wasn’t the end of the world. They would find a way through.

      The road bent sharply to the right before straightening. There before them, was Nether Appleford.

      ‘Oh, wow,’ Tessa said, looking up at Andy. ‘Did you know this was here?’ From his dumbfounded expression and silence, she suspected not.

      The village – if a single road could be called such a thing – lay in a valley between two steep forests. Fifty or so identical cottages, with netted thatched roofs and all painted a brilliant white, lined both sides of the road. At the foot of the road, a huge evergreen grew in the centre of a manicured lawn, behind which a lake glimmered in the late-spring sun.

      They proceeded downward. Ahead, two children, a boy and a girl, ran across the empty road holding hands. The boy turned and stared with a single eye, the other concealed by a patch. Tessa smiled. How funny, she’d worn a patch around that age too, to correct a lazy eye. How long had it been since she’d thought about that? Some children at school had been so cruel about it, dashing all her hopes that it might go unnoticed. But hadn’t that been her first experience of real kindness, too, when a group of boys asked her to play pirates with them before making her captain?

      They came to a cloth-covered table, ten clipboards neatly arranged on top. Tessa picked one up. Nether Appleford Movie-Themed Charity Trail, read the header. Beneath was a map of the village, ten numbers marking ten different locations. Number 1 was apparently near to where they stood. Tessa looked up. A slate tile adorned with a chalk ‘1’ had been propped against someone’s front fence. Beside it, two pairs of walking boots and a hiking pole had been decorated with tin-foil stars.

      ‘Star Trek,’ Andy said.

      It took her a moment to understand. ‘Bloody hell. That was quick. Isn’t that technically a TV show, though?’

      ‘It’s a film, too. Give them a break, Tess.’

      A donations box sat in the middle of the table. Tessa dropped in a pound and asked Andy if he thought it was enough.

      He shrugged. ‘They don’t exactly look short of cash around here.’ He scanned the road before gesturing to the clipboard. ‘They’ve not even put what charity it’s for. I’m not paying for their church roof.’

      They followed the numbers around the village, writing down their answers as they went. One clue was in the village pub on the green, and they bought two large jam jars of local ale from an affable thirty-something sporting a red beard and a Goonies T-shirt.

      ‘Do you know where the money for the walk goes?’ Andy asked.

      ‘Does it not say on the map?’ he said, looking down at their clipboard. ‘A bit of an oversight. Well, this time it’s being split between a selection of food poverty charities. That’s normally what we do. Pick a topic and then split it between a few. To be fair to all of them.’

      ‘Do you do a lot of these things, then?’ Tessa asked.

      ‘Yeah, we do a couple of themed walks a year. And in general, we do loads for charity, a lot of it here, actually. Pub quiz, live music… The gents behind the film walk do a bi-monthly cult movie night upstairs. Charity’s big here in the village.’

      Clue number seven was in the village shop next door. It was the sort of fine foods store common in suburban London: locally sourced produce, healthy vegan ready meals, organic everything. Back outside, they headed across the immaculate green to a chapel-cum-village hall on the other side. A notice board at the front advertised a book club, something called School of Rap and Rock, and free computer coding lessons. It also declared:

      
        
        Kindness Sermon Every Other Sunday

        10 a.m.

        All beliefs and religions welcome

      

      

      They walked towards the giant, mushroom-shaped tree. Its ridged trunk looked like many smaller trees had merged. An attractive, Lycra-clad couple jogged by, Fitbits raised to wave hello, identical toothy smiles brandished with breathtaking sincerity. Tessa and Andy smiled back until the couple had passed before turning to each other with exaggerated horror.

      ‘Are you a bit scared?’ Andy said.

      ‘It’s like the hipster Stepford. Are you going to move me here and turn me into a gluten-free robot?’

      Andy laughed and fell silent. Eventually, he said, ‘Is it weird that I don’t completely hate it?’

      Tessa shook her head. ‘Cult cinema nights sound good.’ But it wasn’t only that. Whatever it was, though, she couldn’t exactly articulate it. She just kept picturing the boy in the eye patch.

      ‘This is how they get you, though,’ Andy said.

      ‘I know. What’s the catch?’

      This close to the towering evergreen now, it became apparent that this was no ordinary tree. From the lower branches, which grew just above head height, dangled countless heart-shaped pieces of pink fibreglass, all covered in handwritten messages.

      An information board explained that this three-hundred-year-old yew was known locally as the Kindness Tree, and villagers would report here the kind acts of other residents. An artfully crafted wooden trough topped by a glass cover ran along the bottom of the board, divided into little sections – one of which appeared to be a letter box. Inside were blank hearts and marker pens – pads of paper, too, headed with the village logo, apparently for leaving more detailed reports of kindness.

      The logo itself, which they’d seen on their clipboard, depicted a tree from which a single large heart dangled from the left branches.

      ‘I wonder if anyone’s mentioned their logo looks like a hanging tree,’ Tessa said.

      ‘That’s what happens here if you’re not kind enough.’

      Tessa laughed again before leaving Andy’s side to walk amongst the hearts in the shady cavern of the canopy. Many hearts hung at eye-level, and she reached up to turn one so the message faced her.

      
        
        Maria helped Lucas find Texas Ted when he had to wear his eye patch.

      

      

      Tessa’s throat tightened, and every last drop of her default cynicism evaporated.

      ‘You okay?’ Andy asked. She hadn’t even noticed he was back at her side.

      She blinked and wiped her cheek. ‘No, you’re crying at a stupid message on a heart.’

      ‘Oh, love.’ Andy went to hold her but she walked away, towards the lake, laughing it off.

      ‘Come on,’ she yelled back, ‘let’s get these last few clues.’

      They found The Dark Knight (a suit of armour knitted with black wool) and Silence of the Lambs (a sheep with packing tape over its mouth) on the footpath circling the lake. Done, they walked back up the road to drop off their clipboard.

      A slight woman somewhere between her mid-fifties and mid-sixties, by far the oldest person they’d seen today, stood talking to a young blonde woman with the same vaguely annoying bone-structure beauty as Tessa’s sister, Maddy.

      ‘Thank you, Olivia,’ the older woman said to her, ‘I’ll see you in the pub.’

      Beautiful Olivia took a moment to appraise the two of them approaching the table, before she departed the scene with an odd smile. The older woman faced them. She had neat grey streaks in brown hair tied back in an all-business ponytail.

      ‘Did you have great success?’ she said, reaching out to take their clipboard and flashing them the Nether Appleford smile with her wide, bright teeth.

      ‘Think so, yeah,’ Andy said. He reached into his pocket, removed his wallet and took out a note which he placed in the donation tin. Tessa did a double take.

      The woman noticed the gesture and said, ‘That’s so kind of you.’

      ‘When in Rome,’ he said.

      She studied Andy for a few seconds, her eyelids lowered. ‘Have you been here before?’

      Andy glanced at Tessa before shaking his head. ‘Nah, never.’

      She shook her head. ‘You look very familiar. Never mind. Have you left us an email? Oh, yes you have, great. Well, if you win, we’ll be in touch. I hope to see you back here again some time. Have you any plans for the rest of the weekend?’

      After a short silence, Andy said, ‘Yes, but nothing as nice as coming here.’
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        * * *

      

      On the drive home they made some half-hearted attempts to take the piss out of Nether Appleford, but as London grew closer, they both fell silent. They listened to music to relieve the tension building in the car and Tessa stared out the window. If only they could get drunk when they got home. Or how great would it be, after all this time, to do something stronger? A couple of lines would be just the ticket.

      But no, that younger, more hedonistic version of herself had been instructed to fuck off years ago. So perhaps she’d seduce Andy instead. That could definitely work. It had been a while.

      ‘It was funny when that woman said she recognised you,’ Tessa said when they reached the outskirts of London, the strange little village not having really left her mind.

      ‘I knew you’d pick up on that. I’ve honestly never been there before in my life.’

      ‘So we just found that place.’

      ‘We just found that place.’

      ‘So you’re not planning to turn me into a robot because we can’t have kids.’

      He turned to her, and she wished she’d stayed quiet. Disappointment, irritation, pity. It was all there on his face. ‘We’ll have none of that tonight,’ he said. ‘This time’s the one, I’m sure of it.’
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        * * *

      

      They fucked, but the whole thing was done too quickly. He was snoring beside her moments after, while she lay awake. While her eyes were closed for much of the night, so she couldn’t be certain, she felt like she hadn’t slept at all when her alarm went off at quarter to six.

      She stepped out of bed and tiptoed across the carpet in the dark.

      ‘Love you,’ Andy said.

      ‘Love you, too.’

      In the en suite she weed into a cup and at the sink unpacked the test the clinic had given her, all of it routine now. She began the usual mental pep talk about how it didn’t really matter what happened, yet her hands shook when she lifted the pipette and squeezed four drops onto the test cassette. The control line appeared. She watched for the test line. It would all be okay. Andy had a good feeling. So did she.

      But why would this test work when so many others hadn’t?

      For a while she willed it to appear, and when it didn’t, she sat on the toilet biting her thumbnail. It took time, that was all. Looking wouldn’t help. And so what if it was negative? It didn’t change anything for her and Andy. They had each other. They’d talked about it a lot over the years, and the worst-case scenario was total freedom.

      Freedom from the endless What Ifs? Freedom from an unplannable future. Freedom from late-night feeds and the tyranny of responsibility.

      All lies, of course. Not all freedom was good. Deep inside she didn’t want to float anymore. She craved an anchor. Was that so shameful? To have a purpose not self-generated.

      She got to her feet and looked again. The test line was still blank. But it had to come this time. It was that simple.

      So she watched. Watched and waited. And waited.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            TWO

          

          
            Tessa

          

        

      

    

    
      The last person Tessa wanted to see was Maddy, but dinner with her sister had been in the diary long before this round of IVF. They probably should have rescheduled, but she’d not wanted Maddy thinking she was disorganised. With six o’clock approaching, Tessa prepared a risotto. Chopping onions. Grating parmesan. Mixing stock. Yes, distraction was probably good.

      They’d already started laughing about it. Their shared gallows humour had kicked in almost as soon as she’d pried herself from his arms around mid-day, her throat and eyes still abraded from crying.

      At least we can get smashed tonight.

      The doorbell rang at exactly six, of course, and Tessa crossed the room to throw the assorted plastic waste into the bin before answering. The lid lifted, and Tessa froze. The pregnancy test cassette lay on top of the week’s rubbish. The last time she’d seen it had been on the bedside table before she fell asleep in Andy’s arms. He’d moved it whilst she slept.

      She leaned closer, instinctively looking for a positive line even now. But as it had been the previous three times they’d been through this, white space prevailed. Forty grand in total. Their entire life savings. For this. All the specialists. The hospital in America. The injections, the womb scratching, the fibroid scraping. All the dashed hopes a person’s sanity could handle.

      ‘You getting that?’ Andy shouted from upstairs.

      She kept staring, wanting to watch for a little bit longer.

      ‘I know what we talked about before,’ Andy had whispered earlier, ‘but it doesn’t have to end here.’ But they both knew this was the end of the line – bar some miracle or lottery win. She was forty early next year. They’d been in a cycle of saving, trying, and failing for over six years now. It had to end somewhere, and they’d both known, when their final six grand had yielded only one viable embryo, that it was now or never.

      She stared at that white space. Apparently, never it was.

      The thud of Andy’s footsteps broke her concentration, but still she didn’t look away. The kitchen door creaked open.

      ‘Tess?’

      He came up behind her. Saw. Understood. He turned her around and held her to his enormous chest. The doorbell rang again.

      ‘I’ll sort them,’ he said, letting her go and taking the plastic waste from her hands. He pushed it into the bin and took off the lid. He tied the bag and lifted it out effortlessly.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ she said, pushing the heel of her hand into a damp eye. ‘I’m being pathetic—’

      ‘No, you’re not.’

      He left her, and she heard bustle and chatter at the door. She wiped her eyes and poured herself a large glass of white wine. When Maddy entered, skin glowing, naturally blonde hair shaped by some actual flipping haircut with highlights at the front, Tessa did her best to smile. She hugged Maddy before she had a chance to notice Tessa’s own flushed cheeks and the silver hairs glinting beneath the harsh lights of the kitchen spots.
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        * * *

      

      Andy entertained Maddy and her fiancé, Bhav, in the dining room while Tessa finished cooking and got tipsy. Every so often the conversation lulled, and Tessa would hold her breath, abdomen muscles clenched. She really didn’t want them to bring up the IVF.

      It wasn’t as if they talked often. Since the time Maddy’s favourite colouring pencil had been yellow and Tessa’s black, the two had inhabited very different mental worlds. So Maddy certainly didn’t know they’d gone back for a third round, let alone a fourth. But she knew they were trying, and because she was such a lovely, thoughtful ray of bloody sunshine, she might well ask how it was all going. And if she did … well, Tessa didn’t know how she’d react.

      So best it didn’t happen at all. Every time the laughter quietened, and the talking slowed, Tessa would walk in with more drinks or snacks, to make sure the topic of IVF didn’t fill the silence. How’s things at the lab, Mads? Bhav, you still playing football? What was your accommodation like when you went to Spain?

      She kept up the performance over dinner, Andy increasingly seeking out eye-contact as her new conversation topics became more random. But a lull came while Tessa was chewing, and Maddy and Bhav shared a secretive look before Maddy said, ‘Bhav and I were wondering—’

      ‘About the wine?’ Tessa said, rice escaping her mouth and landing on the table. She swallowed. Maddy looked at her, eyes wide with confusion. ‘It’s not great, is it? Sorry, can you taste it in the food? Is that what you were going to say?’

      ‘No,’ Maddy said.

      ‘Tastes great to me,’ Bhav said.

      ‘I shouldn’t have cheaped out, sorry,’ Tessa said. ‘But you never know with the sale wines, do you? Are they on sale because they know you’ll be hooked once you try it, or are they on sale because it’s rubbish?’

      Andy put his hand on her leg beneath the table. She put her hand on his and squeezed.

      No one spoke. Maddy and Bhav were looking at each other again. Tessa panicked. ‘What about you guys?’ she said. ‘Do you guys … cheap out on wine?’

      Bhav shrugged and smiled. ‘I cheap out on anything when I can.’

      ‘Bhav’s a bargain king,’ Maddy said, assessing Tessa with kindly concern. ‘Martin Lewis-level.’

      Tessa forced another smile. Mads and Bhav had been together since meeting at university – typical that Maddy’s first love had been her soulmate. They were giving each other that look again now, silently communicating.

      ‘Guys,’ Maddy said. ‘We really wanted to catch up tonight because we’d been thinking about you a lot, and—’

      Tessa faked a cough and held up a hand. She dashed to the kitchen, poured a glass of water, and waited for a new conversation to start.

      ‘You okay, love?’ Andy called out.

      ‘Yeah, fine,’ she replied, pinching the web between her left index finger and thumb where years of such attention had coarsened the skin. What must they all be thinking? She had to get a grip. If they brought up the IVF, so what? She could just say they were still saving. That was all it needed. A simple, one-line exit strategy. She skulked back in and sat down. ‘Sorry about that.’

      ‘We just really wanted to tell you in person, Tess,’ Maddy said, and pushed her phone across the table. An image, a galaxy of black and white, filled the screen. Tessa tried to swallow. Andy put his hand back on her leg and squeezed, hard.

      ‘It’s a baby,’ Maddy said after a beat, like Tessa didn’t know. ‘We’re pregnant.’

      Tessa closed her eyes. Opened them again. Maddy asked for water not wine tonight, didn’t she? Her skin fucking glowed.

      Of course. A baby. Maddy. Why the hell not?

      She took a deep breath and tried her hardest to say the right thing. She even had the words lined up and everything.

      But what she managed was, ‘Oh, fucking fuck off.’

      The excitement fell from Maddy’s face. Bhav’s jaw hung ajar. Tessa covered her mouth with her hand. But it was out now. They all stared at her. ‘That was… Maddy, I’m sorry.’ She instinctively tried to cover up. ‘I was just messing around. I was—’

      No, she couldn’t do it. She stood up and left the table. Left the flat, down the stairs and through the back exit of the building. She sat down against the wall between two industrial-sized bins.

      Where she belonged.
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        * * *

      

      She didn’t want Maddy to find her, but Tessa didn’t send her away when she did. Maddy sat beside her on the floor.

      ‘I don’t know what to say,’ Tessa said. ‘I’m being a child. I’m so sorry. I’m … happy for you.’

      ‘No, you’re not,’ Maddy said. ‘How could you be? Andy explained. I feel like an idiot. I should have asked about you first—’

      ‘Don’t you dare be fucking nice about this,’ Tessa said, her voice cracking. ‘You couldn’t have known. We didn’t tell anyone.’

      ‘I knew you’d been trying. That’s why we wanted to be here to tell you in person. I’m just saying, Tess. I totally understand.’

      Tessa wasn’t sure she could bear this, not now. Her kindness. Her natural, unwavering kindness. And here she was, acting like she was a kid again; her jealousy at her sister’s effortless successes boiling as violently as it had done all those times when her parents had asked her why she couldn’t be more like Maddy.

      ‘You know, I haven’t had to come and find you since we were teenagers,’ Maddy said, reaching out and hooking her little finger around Tessa’s. ‘Takes me back. The Todd sisters, out by some bins again.’

      ‘What, Mum and Dad having a drunken argument in a restaurant?’

      ‘Or in front of the PTA friends they were always so keen to impress.’

      Tessa snorted a laugh. After a moment of silence, she asked, ‘How far along are you?’

      ‘Twenty weeks. I’m due in November.’

      ‘You’re not even showing.’

      ‘Oh, trust me, I am.’

      ‘Were you … trying?’

      ‘Sort of. We didn’t expect… I’m sorry.’

      ‘Please don’t apologise for me being a shit,’ Tessa said. ‘I’m happy for you. Really. It was just … a bad … bad…’

      A bad day – was that what she’d been about to say? What a load of bollocks. This outburst, this behaviour… This wasn’t the outcome of a single day.

      ‘I’m just a bad person.’

      ‘No, you’re not.’

      ‘Did you hear what I said in there? I’m toxic. If I were a baby, I wouldn’t want to grow in me either.’

      ‘Tessa, that’s… Biology doesn’t care about… Rose West had children.’ She winced and Tessa laughed.

      ‘I’m really happy for you, Mads.’ She squeezed her sister’s little finger with hers.

      ‘You’re not … toxic.’

      ‘Do you remember after Mum and Dad split up, and every so often Dad used to have us over at his shabby old farmhouse? And he used to abandon us in the garden to do chores while he watched the cricket. Like, hard, proper labour.’

      Maddy put on a jolly-hockey-sticks voice. ‘No passengers on this ship.’

      ‘And we never wanted to go there, which is why he always met us in town and took us for dinner…’

      ‘… and left us in the cinema.’

      ‘But then, apropos of fuck all, he insisted we come over for the whole weekend once. Friday and Saturday. And I was about fifteen, you would have been eleven. We’d never done that before, and I just knew something was going on. So I put my foot down, and just said I wasn’t going. Mum and I really argued about it, but I just dug in. And so you got to go to Thorpe Park, because Dad had won tickets and it was all meant to be a lovely surprise. The one nice thing he ever did for us, and I missed it because I expected the worst.’

      ‘I remember that.’

      ‘I haven’t changed since then, Mads. I expect the worst so I can never be disappointed. But now it’s like … cynicism’s a … suit of armour, but … the suit’s been slowly poisoning me. Like it’s lead or something. Does that poison you slowly?’

      Maddy, a chemist for a biopharma giant, nodded. ‘Yes, lead can do that.’

      ‘Exactly. So now here I am. Full of lead. Sulking at home while everyone else is on a roller coaster. Telling my sister to fuck off after she tells me she’s having a baby.’

      ‘Today was just bad … timing. Anyway, you’re just smart, aren’t you? You ask questions. Don’t accept things at face value. That’s a good thing.’

      ‘You don’t believe that. You’ve always been the peacekeeper.’

      ‘Yeah, but sometimes you’ve got to pick a side. Do you not remember what actually happened at Thorpe Park? He brought some young student of his to go with me while he did … well, went to the bar, I suspect. I threw up after one of the rides because I had heatstroke from working in that stupid garden the day before, and so we had to go home. I didn’t sleep for days from the sunburn. You were fine, because you knew what he was like. You were clever.’

      Tessa shook her head. ‘Clever, right. Stubborn. Single-minded. Determined. Mads, do you want to know what I’ve never been called in my whole life? Kind. No one’s ever said, “You know what, Tessa? You are so kind.” Because, the thing is, I’m not.’

      Maddy considered this. ‘No one ever says you’re kind to your face, do they? Doesn’t mean they don’t think it.’

      ‘Do you think I’m kind?’

      Maddy paused. ‘Kind… Kind of. Yes, you definitely can be kind.’

      Tessa snorted a laugh. ‘People think you’re kind and they say it to you.’

      ‘I don’t know—’

      ‘It’s fine, I’m not kind. I understand that about myself. Maybe I resented the way Mum and Dad were always giving themselves away to all their causes and yuppie friends and their charity functions, projecting this perfect, happy family, then coming home, getting drunk and hitting each other. Ignoring us. But now my heart’s black, and Christ, am I still going on about myself? Just fuck me. You deserve a better sister.’

      Maddy shook her head. ‘You were the oldest. You had to be tough. You didn’t have an older sister like I did. And Mum and Dad … they weren’t fair to you.’

      Tessa had never heard Maddy say anything this candid before about the way their parents had treated her. Their disappointment in everything, from her looks to her grades, was made clear. She’d always believed Maddy wasn’t even aware of it. She took a juddery breath to steady herself.

      ‘I thought having a baby might squeeze some goodness out of me,’ Tessa said. ‘You know, the milk of human kindness and all that.’ She squeezed her sister’s little finger again and glanced down at her seemingly flat middle. ‘It’s amazing, Mads. Really. I’m going to be an auntie. The Todd genes will live on.’

      ‘Not sure if that’s a good thing or not, but thank you, Tess.’ Maddy put a hand on Tessa’s shoulder and looked at her earnestly. ‘That’s really … kind of you to say.’

      ‘I see what you did there. But stop it.’ Tessa clasped her sister’s hand between her two. ‘Or I’ll tell you to fuck off again.’

      Maddy gave a crooked smile, and Tessa recalled the pretty blonde she’d glimpsed in Nether Appleford earlier. They really had looked quite similar. Kindness, it would seem, was an underrated cosmetic.
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        * * *

      

      That night they lay in bed, Tessa knowing Andy was awake but neither of them speaking. What more was there to say? Already inebriation was giving way to shame.

      ‘Do you want some good news?’ Andy said. ‘We won a prize.’

      ‘What prize?’

      ‘That film walk thing we did. The village emailed this afternoon.’

      ‘Really? What did we win?’

      ‘A free meal at the pub.’

      ‘Our luck’s really turning, then.’

      ‘Want to go back there? Might be a laugh.’

      Tessa pictured the tree again, all the hearts spinning on the low branches. She pictured the little boy with the eye patch, before his face morphed into Maddy’s, her eyes betraying the latent hurt she felt while trying to rise above Tessa’s outburst. Lastly, she pictured the test cassette again, lying on a heap of rubbish.

      Yes, she did. She wanted to go back quite a bit.
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      At lunchtime the following Saturday, Tessa and Andy arrived at The Yew Tree to claim their prize. The tree, after which the pub was named, now cast a shadow over the whitewashed exterior and thatched roof. At the bar, the red-bearded barman, now in a Super Mario T-shirt, greeted them like old friends. He showed them to a table at the back of the main bar room – Andy ducking beneath the low oak beams – and left them with a menu.

      On the wall nearby someone had affixed a stylish poster for Heathers to advertise the next movie night in the upstairs room. Tessa had watched the film repeatedly during university, wearing out a VHS tape that even then had been well on its way to being a relic. Shelves of books ran close to the ceiling: Shirley Jackson, Jonathan Coe, Anne Tyler, so many authors she’d read and admired. While they waited for their order, the sound system almost exclusively played classics from their youth. ‘Black Hole Sun’ by Soundgarden. ‘1979’ by The Smashing Pumpkins. ‘Enter Sandman’ by Metallica. They were small things, but it was as if they were being wooed.

      Neither of them commented. They shared rosemary chips and knowing smiles.

      While they ate, Tessa became aware she was being watched. A woman in a yellow scarf and thick-rimmed glasses grinned at her from over by the bar. Seventy or so, her grey hair flowed from beneath a pork-pie hat. When Tessa glanced over to check a third time, the woman gave her a big thumbs up. Assuming she was asking about the food, Tessa returned the gesture. The woman clapped her hands, delighted.

      Once they finished eating, the woman they’d met when they’d handed in their answers last week approached their table.

      ‘I had a feeling when we met I’d be seeing you two again,’ she said.

      ‘Hello again,’ Andy said.

      ‘Andy and Tessa, is that right? I’m Ruth. Congratulations. How are you finding the food?’

      ‘Lovely, thanks,’ Andy said.

      ‘Well, Aaron has a wonderful chef. We’re very lucky, really.’

      ‘Is Aaron the man that’s been serving us?’

      ‘Aaron’s the landlord, yes.’

      Tessa asked Ruth about the woman in the hat, who was now conversing with Aaron. Ruth looked over, nodded, and lowered her voice. ‘Ah, well, that’s October Allsopp.’ She spoke like the name should mean something. When Andy and Tessa didn’t react quickly enough, Ruth added, even more quietly, ‘October owns Nether Appleford.’

      ‘Owns?’ Andy said. ‘What, all of it?’

      ‘Yes, we’re an estate village. Everything from the manor down to the lake and all the fields you can see. There’s not much that goes on here that she doesn’t know about. But don’t worry, I told her you were lovely.’

      ‘Does she own the cottages?’ Tessa said.

      ‘Almost all of them, yes. The pub, the shop, the chapel. The village has been in her family for generations, although I should add, she’s not your typical estate owner. She’s not an aristocrat.’

      ‘How interesting. Do the residents here rent, then?’

      Ruth nodded. ‘Lots of them work for the estate. Like me.’ She grinned. ‘Not all of them, though. I shouldn’t say, but October looks after everyone very well, and people pay what they can afford. No one pays anything near market rates. And she props up this place, and the shop. It’s all about the community for her.’

      Tessa looked for October again at the bar, but she’d gone.

      ‘Can we move here?’ Andy said and laughed.

      ‘Of course.’ She laughed, too, perhaps humouring them, perhaps not. ‘You certainly seem like our sort of people. Are you looking for somewhere?’

      Tessa glanced up at Andy. ‘Well…’

      ‘It’s complicated,’ he finished. Ruth held up her hands to indicate she wouldn’t press them.

      For that Tessa was grateful, because how could you begin to explain to a stranger that your long-imagined future had been forever rendered a ghost place of empty swings, echoing schools and tiny beds made up but never slept in? That they really had no idea what they were going to do now, no longer imprisoned in baby-trying limbo. How could you explain that yeah, sure, moving somewhere completely different, with a completely different way of life, was one of the many ideas that had come bursting out from behind the dam of their uncertainty. And that they had even joked about moving to Nether Appleford, with today’s trip being a semi-serious scouting mission. So, were they looking for somewhere? Yes, hypothetically, Ruth, yes, they were. But in reality?

      ‘Is it really as … nice as it looks?’ Tessa asked Ruth.

      Ruth widened her eyes. ‘It’s even better.’

      Tessa reached for her coffee, and the cuff of her long-sleeved top withdrew to reveal the black-heart tattoo she’d had done one drunk night at university. Before Ruth noticed, she brought the hand back without the drink.
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        * * *

      

      Before driving home, they visited the Kindness Tree again, reading more of the acts the villagers had deemed laudable enough to report. Pep taking ‘the kids’ to the cinema. Dev looking at Lilliana’s ear in the middle of the night. Olivia’s inspiring generosity. That last name, Olivia: it had been the name of the razor-cheekboned blonde Ruth had been saying farewell to the day of their first visit. What incredible things must she have done for such a gush? She’d noticed that same woman entering the pub earlier, chatting jovially with Andy and Aaron when Andy had gone to the bar to double-check their drinks had been part of the prize. Tessa had again been struck by the paranoid notion that Andy somehow knew them all already, but dismissed it almost instantly – just more of the same old reflex cynicism she wanted done with now. Cynicism, and perhaps just a sprinkling of jealousy. Whatever it was, the lot needed to go.

      They followed the footpath around the lake again, the piney air redolent of summer camping trips. Good memories, of getting the trains and coaches to the coast with her little friendship group at sixth form. Being away from home, ensconced in that shared bafflement of simply existing that bound young people so tightly. She’d not really had friends like it since.

      ‘I’m getting the weird sense you’re into this place?’ Andy said.

      ‘Are you?’

      ‘You’re smiling.’

      She hadn’t even realised. ‘Do you like it?’

      He hummed through a tight-lipped smile. ‘It’s cute, I’ll give them that. The film nights. The charity stuff. The community vibe. But … could I live here? It all just seems a bit too … happy clappy? Been there, done that.’

      She nodded, taking his point. She’d met Andy at a metal night she’d been doing the sound for – one of a number of cash-in-hand side hustles she’d done in her twenties and early thirties to pay the bills while trying to get various music projects afloat. He’d been drumming for one of the bands, and after the sound check he came to chat with her behind the board. Like her, he’d reached a liminal space in his life, torn between creative pursuits and stability.

      Unlike her, he’d had a complete spiritual reversal a few years before. Following a devoutly secular upbringing, he’d joined the local church band as a drummer to earn some extra money and had fallen for the church’s matey style of Christianity. One thing led to another, and he wound up being paid to visit schools to peddle Jesus to impressionable teenagers through ‘cool’ assemblies and charismatically delivered lunchtime discussion groups. All in service of something called The Question, a course designed to spread His word to the masses. But after his dad died when he was only twenty-seven, Andy found the ‘God-shaped hole’ he thought he’d filled empty once again. That hole, a reference to a U2 lyric, had been the guiding force in his life until then. But he wanted nothing to do with a God cruel enough to strike down a non-smoker with lung cancer before they’d turned sixty. A God like that deserved only disdain and resentment.

      ‘You’re probably right,’ Tessa said. ‘You know, I saw someone had given another person a heart for taking the time to give them a heart.’

      Andy laughed. ‘Exactly.’

      She considered letting the subject drop, but after a moment felt obliged to explain herself to him. ‘But, I don’t know why, but yeah, I sort of do like it. The music in the pub … the books on the shelf. Like you said, the film night…’

      ‘Uh huh.’

      ‘And, I don’t know, it just seems like … they try here.’

      ‘Try?’

      ‘Yes. They try. They don’t just … perpetually abdicate.’

      ‘You don’t think we try? What have we been bloody doing the better part of a decade, then?’

      ‘That’s a different type of trying. That’s trying because we want something. I don’t know, I think I just mean … spiritual trying, or something.’

      ‘Happy-clappy trying?’

      She smiled. ‘It’s just easy, isn’t it, to turn your nose up at a place like this? I always do it when I see people … making an effort. People giving a stuff. But why not kindness? Yeah, it’s twee and a bit simplistic, but is it any worse than taking the piss and assuming the worst all the time? It’s not even a decision with me, if I’m honest – it’s a reaction. It’s like, is this my best life?’

      ‘I don’t think you’re doing too bad, love.’

      ‘Okay, so my dad, right, he used to go to a newsagent to buy a paper, and he’d always slot a magazine for my mum inside so he didn’t have to pay for both. He said the paper was too expensive anyway, and he wasn’t going to be taken for a mug. That was such a big deal in my family. You couldn’t get ahead in life if you were a mug. And it’s weird, because even though I’ve rejected so much of how my parents could be, on some level I internalised that one value. In fact, I probably believed they were mugs for getting sucked into that whole upper-middle-class showboating rubbish they built their life around. But now … I’ve ended up thinking anything not obviously beneficial to me is a mug’s game. It’s not right, is it?’

      Andy looked away, appearing to genuinely contemplate this. ‘I do know what you mean,’ he said eventually. ‘But Tess, a lot of stuff is a mug’s game. And I like taking the piss out of stuff with you. It’s what we do.’

      She didn’t know how to respond to this at first. ‘I know, and I’m not saying I want to stop taking the piss out of stuff. It’s just … let’s not hoard all the piss.’ Again, Andy laughed. ‘I mean, who am I to judge anyone? I don’t know what I’m doing. And we must believe there’s something good outside of just you and me. Otherwise, why did we even want kids?’

      He fell quiet, and after a moment turned his head away from her.

      ‘You okay?’ she asked.

      He looked back, a smile on his face but his eyes damp. ‘Yeah. Fine, just … past tense caught me by surprise.’

      And here it was. Proof, if more were needed, that she, at the very least, needed to change. She’d been so wrapped up in her own shit that she’d not even considered how Andy was coping. How he’d be grieving.

      She stopped to hold him, squeezing him to her. ‘I just … want to make a connection with the world again. We both need that, I think. When that woman said we looked like their sort of people… I’ve never been anyone’s sort of person.’

      Once he’d composed himself, he said, ‘So what? Are you actually saying you want to move here?’

      ‘I’m not saying that exactly. But … I know I want a change. So, maybe. Yeah. I mean, why not?’
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      Once back in the car, Tessa looked up the village on her phone and found no properties for rent. They stopped at an estate agent in the nearest town and asked the two suited young men, suddenly alert now at their adjacent desks, about Nether Appleford.

      ‘We don’t really get anything from there,’ the estate agent with stubble said.

      ‘That’s not because of us,’ the estate agent without stubble added. ‘It’s more that you have to apply through the estate.’

      ‘They have a waiting list,’ the estate agent with stubble said.

      ‘It can be quite selective, but I believe they do all that in-house. But we do have some other properties in similar locations.’

      ‘Between us,’ the agent with stubble leaned over his desk and lowered his voice, ‘I’ve also heard there are all sorts of rules you have to follow there. But are you wanting a property that’s exclusively rural?’

      ‘What sort of rules?’ Tessa said.

      The agent without stubble said, ‘It’s not something we handle. However, if you’re interested in viewing something in that style of property, we had a thatched cob come on last week, not far away?’

      Tessa declined, thanked them both, and the two of them returned to the car. Andy drove while she found the website for Nether Appleford. Simple, yet tastefully designed, the site prioritised images over text – a blurred shot of the street through tree branches, a view of the Kindness Tree from the water level of the lake, the pub’s cosy interior. The little text there was focused on the village’s history and its current commercial activities. The manor house now operated as a hotel and wedding venue. You could order produce from the organic farm online. If you owned a horse, you could use the Appleford Equestrian Centre, which offered tailored livery packages and was home to a specialist equine hospital. And of course, ever present on the site was the village logo, accompanied by the motto Just Be Kind! beneath it.

      According to a small link at the bottom of the site, the web developer was actually called Dev – another name she recognised from the Kindness Tree. Beside this link, and one about site cookies, she found what she’d been searching for:

      
        
        Our Community

      

      

      She clicked through to a page of text which explained that in the eighteenth century, generous Lord Hinton had built Nether Appleford for his workers. Not only that, but he had agreed to pay for their healthcare and funeral expenses, too. To honour his warmth, there had long been a tradition of performing kind acts in the village, as well as twice-yearly fetes, and annual prizes for the kindest residents.

      At the bottom of this page was another link: Interested in joining our community? Tessa clicked.

      
        
        Nether Appleford is a small but welcoming community that values kindness above all else. Our residents often remain with us for a long time, and homes in the village are rarely available. However, if you are interested in joining our community, do drop us a line and tell us about yourselves. Should an appropriate home become free, we will be in touch. Please do not be offended if you do not hear from us, but we have a considerable waiting list, and must balance your requirements with what we have available.

      

      

      A form followed. It requested an applicant name, a date of birth, the names of other householders, the ideal number of bedrooms required, all residents’ professions, whether one required furnished or unfurnished premises, and whether one had any other specific requirements. A final box asked for the reason one wanted to live in Nether Appleford.

      ‘Shall I just fill it in?’ Tessa said. ‘For a laugh. We can leave it in the lap of the gods?’

      ‘You’re not worried about the rules?’ Andy said, taking one hand off the steering wheel to make speech marks around his last two words.

      ‘I’m sure they were just talking about the kindness stuff. And Andy, I think we need rules.’

      ‘We do?’ He mulled this over and eventually smiled. ‘Yeah, maybe we do.’

      ‘Honestly, I think rules would do us some good.’

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Tessa took some time off work at the beginning of the following week, wanting to float inside her own head for a while. While Andy insisted working through his grief, she stayed at home, half-heartedly trying to finish a composition on her laptop she’d been chopping and changing for what felt like months. Her music was just a glorified hobby at the moment. It brought in a bit of extra money to supplement her day job in music publishing. But with some attention, and with all these brand-new tomorrows to fill, it had the potential to be something more.

      But she kept getting distracted, looking up Nether Appleford online and poring over the website. Repeatedly checking her emails for a response. Reading articles about the science of kindness. How good for you it was supposed to be. It was daft, and yeah, she was getting over-fixated. And she could tell Andy wasn’t entirely convinced. He was giving her the same concerned looks he used to give her when she’d started experimenting with drugs to improve her compositions a few years back – one of the few bad times in their relationship. Andy was a creature of habit, and for the most part so was Tessa. But she was prone to a whim, she knew that. That part of her unsettled Andy, which was fine, especially as, yes, he’d probably been right about her mixing as many uppers and downers as she’d ended up doing – and the trip to the hospital had only underlined that.

      Wanting to be kind, though: that wasn’t a whim, was it? He had to see that if they weren’t careful, they would become one of those couples that got so absorbed in their own world, they lost touch with reality. Once upon a time they’d had friends. They used to go out to the pub and have people over for dinner. They’d watched the news regularly and even got out of the house to get to an environmental protest once. But as some couples started families, or fled the expense of the city, they’d gravitated towards a more solitary existence of binge-watching boxed sets and property programmes while bitching about how crap the world was outside the flat. And Andy had to sense how easy it might be for their cynicism and dependence on one another to morph into misanthropy and nastiness.

      What happened on Wednesday with Andy’s new assistant went some way to making her case. The kid, Justin, was an eighteen-year-old Andy had reluctantly taken on as a favour to a friend. Justin’s dad was in prison for killing a bloke in a pub row, and the kid understandably came with baggage. He’d been in trouble with the police a few times, but Andy wanted to do his mate the solid, so he gave the kid a chance.

      But since starting, Justin’d been a bit of a nightmare. Talking to his mates on the phone at work. Calling in sick when he was obviously just hungover. This time, after having told Andy he was going out on the lash the day before, the kid had cried off work with a message in the wee hours of Wednesday morning, claiming his mum was really sick. Andy lost it. He was in the middle of a big job rewiring a row of Victorian terraces, and he was already behind. He’d called Justin straight away and fired him in a few short, angry sentences.

      ‘He thinks I’m a mug,’ he said after throwing his phone down on the bed, shaking his head before muttering something about his Tradechecker score.

      It didn’t take him long to regret his outburst. And while he still stood by his decision, he felt obliged to go over that morning and explain to Justin in person how much he’d let him down and how he couldn’t go through life taking the mick out of people trying to help him. Of course, when he had arrived at Justin’s mum’s high rise, he’d watched grave-looking paramedics wheel her into an ambulance while Justin watched, distraught. Andy had spent the morning keeping him company at the hospital, feeling like a complete heel and already having undone the firing.

      He’d called to tell Tessa all this just after lunch, and though she tried to make him feel better, she knew he was thinking about everything they’d talked about, and where they went next.

      Not long after he hung up, her email pinged. She opened it hurriedly, and when she saw the subject line she held her breath. It read simply: Your Application.
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        * * *

      

      Andy often had his phone off when he was up against it, and she hadn’t been able to get through to him again the rest of the afternoon. At 4pm he called Tessa to tell her he was still tidying up and was likely going to be back late. He was on his hands and knees sweeping as they spoke.

      ‘How is Justin’s mum?’ Tessa asked.

      ‘Not doing great. I feel like such a bastard.’

      ‘Oh, Andy. Listen, don’t worry about being late. But I have some … good news, I suppose. I got a response from our application.’

      It took him a moment. ‘What, the village thing?’

      ‘Yeah. They’ve got a cottage they want to show us. They said we can come this weekend.’

      ‘That’s mad.’

      ‘They obviously liked the cut of our jib.’

      ‘Jibs like knives, us.’

      ‘So, what do you think?’

      ‘What do I think?’

      ‘Listen, I know you’ve got more doubts than me. I know you’re thinking I’m being impetuous. But can we just … go and see it? And if you’re not feeling it…’

      He fell silent, for so long that Tessa quickly lowered her phone to check the battery hadn’t died.

      ‘No,’ Andy said. ‘I’m in.’

      She paused. ‘You’re in?’

      ‘Yeah. Hundred per cent.’ She heard him shift the phone and now his voice came through louder. ‘But Tess, if we do it, we really should do it.’

      ‘What does that mean?’

      ‘If we do it, let’s really try to be better. Let’s not half-arse it.’

      She paused. ‘Of course. Yes. We’ll do it.’

      ‘And we’ll hold each other to it.’

      ‘Yeah.’

      ‘We’re not just going to show up and … buy a few rounds at the pub, and then start taking the mick. We’re not moving house ironically, are we?’

      Again, she paused. ‘I mean, we might not even like the cottage.’ He said nothing, and she knew he wanted her to understand that he was telling her this couldn’t be some whim now. ‘No. Of course, we’ll try. We’ll really try.’

      ‘Cool,’ he said, and she heard his sweeping resume. ‘Then let’s go and see a cottage.’
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      Ruth met them outside number 34, a cottage situated in the middle of The Road – the actual name of the main street.

      ‘You’re the village estate agent, then?’ Andy said, dressed today in his only shirt that Tessa insisted he wear, long sleeves to cover his tattoos, buttoned up to hide any offensive band T-shirt he might have chosen.

      ‘One of my many hats,’ she said with a slightly pained roll of her eyes, like they didn’t even know the half of it.

      The building was Grade II listed, and many original features had been preserved. An inglenook fireplace. Wooden doors with ring-turn latches. Exposed beams like those in the pub. Also like the pub, the ceilings and, in particular, the doorways, were built for the average height of a different era. Andy bobbed in and out of rooms. Tessa fully expected him to call the whole thing off on the basis of the cramped space alone, but he made enough approving noises for her to know he wasn’t hating it. Andy disliked with silence.

      ‘Originally these cottages were built for two families and divided down the middle,’ Ruth said. ‘This one has, for a long time, been merged, so it has three bedrooms. You wanted two or three bedrooms in the application, have I understood that correctly? Out of interest, did you want an extra room for the recording studio you mentioned in your application? I wasn’t sure how many rooms exactly you wanted.’

      Tessa looked at Andy. She noticed a bit of plaster stuck in his unkempt hair. ‘Uh…’ The silence started to grow into the room. She hadn’t exactly known what to put on the form, especially after how Andy had reacted to her talking about trying for a family in the past tense. So she’d fudged an answer, at a time when she still thought she was messing around.

      Andy gave an uncomfortable laugh. ‘Well, I think the more rooms the better. We’re just keeping our options open, really.’

      ‘Children?’

      He laughed again and glanced over to check in with Tessa. She smiled reassuringly but wished Ruth would get the hint. ‘Well, never say never.’

      ‘Oh, well, that’s lovely to hear. Don’t leave it too long, mind.’ Finally sensing their discomfort, Ruth moved on: ‘I only ask because there’s something I’m quite excited to show you.’

      She walked them to the back garden, which sloped up towards the woods behind the cottage. On a concrete platform at the rear stood a wooden cabin. Ruth took them inside, revealing a space twice as big as Tessa’s current office-cum-recording studio.

      ‘It’s completely soundproofed, a gentleman that lived here a while back had us do it for his trumpet. You could scream and shout in here all day and no one would be any the wiser.’

      ‘Well, that’ll be useful,’ Andy said. Ruth didn’t react to his attempt at humour.

      ‘The previous lady used it
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