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		Genetics is a strange science. It’s imprecise. A jumble of random combinations that make a unique whole. It’s basically a lottery. So you can inherit the beautiful turned-up nose of your mother, but the fact that it’s so big it takes up half your face from your paternal grandfather. Or your long legs from one side, but their tree-trunk-like appearance from the opposite. Or sometimes, cruelly, one sibling can inherit all the available beauty, leaving nothing for the other except the cast-off bits that didn’t quite make the grade. It’s as if there’s only so much good stuff to go round. Or at least that’s how it has always seemed to Abi. But then you could say her perspective is a little warped.

		It’s a subject that’s close to her heart. One that preoccupies her from time to time. The unfairness of it. The way that your inherited characteristics can determine the course of your whole life. Or, to be more exact, the way someone who shares more than their fair share of DNA with you can have such a different experience of the world simply because of the few small dissimilarities in the chain.

		She knows too that the universe always appears to be a different place to siblings just by virtue of their place in line. The oldest – used to being the entire focus of their parents’ adoration for as many years as they remain alone – entitled and imperious, convinced the planets revolve around them. The younger destined to grow up in the shadows, eager to please, aware that their very arrival has destroyed the idyll of the indulged first born and so prone to apology and self-sabotage.

		In a large family you can get away from the endless comparisons or, at least, you can manipulate them to make yourself feel good. If measuring yourself against one of your siblings is making you feel bad, pick another. There’s always someone you can feel superior to. When there are only two of you, though, there’s no escape. Your every feature, every ability, every quality is held up for scrutiny and direct comparison. And the sad truth is that some people are simply handed a bigger deck, a shinier, sharper set of tools. Some people, as the saying goes, have all the luck.

		She’s contemplating this – for the millionth time, or so it seems to her – as she stands on the doorstep of her sister’s palatial Primrose Hill home, gazing up at the sheer magnificence of the architecture, suitcases at her feet, wondering why no one is answering the door. Actually it’s an exaggeration to say she has suitcases; she hasn’t been on a proper holiday for years – why would she even own a suitcase? What she has is a large green nylon rucksack, an oversized Debenhams carrier bag stuffed full of last-minute bits and pieces, and a smaller Nicolas one containing a bottle of cheap (ish) champagne by way of a thank-you gift. Looking around the upmarket neighbourhood, she has no doubt that house prices in the area must be dropping by the minute the longer she stands there.

		In fact, for the past month or so, ever since the email pinged into her inbox reminding her that she had a sister in the first place, Abi has thought about little else. It wasn’t so much the fact that she received a communication from Caroline that set her off. Well, in part it was: Caroline doesn’t often get in touch outside of birthdays and Christmases and then only in a sort of formal and disinterested way. A duty call. The real surprise was what was in the email. The fact that it was an invitation to go and stay. And not just for a night either, for the whole two months of the summer holidays. Abi can’t remember the last time she and Caroline spent eight days together let alone eight weeks. Or seven for that matter. Or even six. Three, maybe, and that would have been a few years ago. A strained Christmas at their mum and dad’s, probably.

		Abi had to read the email four times to make sure that was really what it said:

		
			It’s been so long since we’ve spent any time together. I really regret that we’ve grown so far apart, and I miss having you in my life. Go on. You never know, it might be fun!

		

		She had called Phoebe away from the TV to come and verify that she hadn’t lost her mind.

		‘What do you make of this?’

		Phoebe read it quickly, bending over Abi’s computer, holding her too-long dark-brown fringe away from her eyes as she did so.

		‘Wow,’ she said, ‘are you going to go?’

		‘I don’t know. What do you think?’

		‘She’s right – it might be fun. After all, I’m not going to be here,’ Phoebe said hesitantly, and Abi instantly felt guilty about being the only family Phoebe had that she really knew.

		‘Why do you think she’s invited me?’ Abi asked. Her daughter, all of eighteen years old, usually had an opinion on everything.

		Phoebe shrugged. ‘She’s your sister.’

		Phoebe would love to have a sister, so in her mind it’s straightforward: if you have a sister, they must want to spend time with you – that’s how it works. She’s young – she’ll learn.

		Abi scanned the email again. ‘I suppose it’s true. It would save me having to rent a flat. And if you’re not going to be around anyway …’

		Abi, painfully aware that her only child was about to leave home, had recently sold the small cottage, two streets away from the seafront, where Phoebe had grown up. She was downsizing, moving into a shoebox-sized flat with views across the town from the tiny balcony, and a minuscule spare room with a sidelong glimpse of the sea that would be Phoebe’s whenever she came home for a visit. She had got her timings all wrong, though, and was going to have to vacate the cottage weeks before she could take possession of the new place. She had been planning to rent in the interim, something she could ill afford to do, and it was when she had told Caroline this in a routinely small-talky email, of the kind Abi regularly sent but to which she seldom received a response, that the invitation had come. Now she could put all her belongings into storage at a fraction of the cost and spend the summer in London with her only
			sibling. It was a terrifying thought, but it was a solution. More than that – much more if she were being honest – there was the hint of a reconnection with her sister. For the first time since, well, for as long as Abi could remember really, Caroline seemed to be reaching out to her and, if that was the case, she didn’t see how she could pass the opportunity up.

		‘Maybe.’

		‘What have you got to lose?’

		‘I suppose it might be good to spend some time with Caroline. I never see her these days.’

		‘You mean Cleo,’ Phoebe said. ‘Don’t call her Caroline, whatever you do.’

		‘Yes,’ Abi said quickly. ‘Of course I do. I mean Cleo.’
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		Caroline is Cleo. Or, to be more precise, Caroline became Cleo on the day in 1985 when a scout from West End Model Management spotted her in Covent Garden and told her she had a big future. She and Abigail were out shopping, having caught the ten-fifteen train up to Charing Cross. Caroline at sixteen: tall and rangy, the winning combination of the all-you-can-eat skinniness of their father and their mother’s delicate catlike face. Abigail, thirteen: short, round and soft courtesy of her maternal genes, while her father’s side had kindly donated their blunt, no-nonsense, do-what-they-say-on-the-tin facial features. No one ever said that life was fair.

		In actual fact, Abigail was prettier than she ever imagined. Her eyes, which were big and a nutty brown, softened her face and drew attention away from her nose, which was just a little too prominent. She’d grow into it later, but that was precious little comfort then. Her hair made up for what it lacked in colour – mousy brown not being about to turn any heads – in texture. Thick and shiny, grown long enough to hide behind. Her curves, disastrous for a thirteen-year-old who wanted to be able to wear cropped tops and pedal pushers, would in later life appeal more to the average man in the street than Caroline’s bony angles, even if they wouldn’t always admit to it in public. In any other family she might well have been handed the compliments, but being forced to stand next to Caroline for most of her young life ensured that she rarely got much attention.

		They were having a good time. The summer holidays had just started and it was hot and sunny and the world was full of possibility. The grown-up Abi sometimes – no, often – looked back on this day, the day that changed everything, and thought that it was the last time she ever felt that way. The last morning she wasn’t yet really aware of the different hands she and Caroline had been dealt in life. The last minute when she truly believed that looks weren’t everything. However much she may have protested since, underneath it all she knows better now.

		The woman, tall, skinny, pale and black-haired like one of the living dead, had been following them for more than a few minutes. When she finally approached them outside French Connection both girls jumped, shrieked, giggled in quick succession. She introduced herself, holding out a card in her clawlike hand. Vampyra, Morticia, something like that – Abi has never been able to remember. It’s as if the shock of what happened afterwards blotted out the details. Then she asked them, looking around, if their mother was with them. Abigail, always the more grounded of the two, had tried to communicate to Caroline not to give too much away, with a shake of her head, but too late.

		‘No,’ Caroline was saying already. ‘She’s at home. In Ashford. That’s in Kent,’ she’d added, as if that mattered.

		The woman indicated the card that was now hanging limply in Abigail’s hand. ‘I’m from a company called West End Model Management. Have you heard of them?’

		Caroline and Abigail looked at her blankly. Shook their heads.

		‘We’re an agency for models. We get them jobs. Does that make sense?’

		Abigail looked at Caroline. It seemed like a light had suddenly gone on in her sister’s eyes. She quite literally lit up. Apparently she had guessed where this was going. Abigail, finally, looked at the card, took in what it said, remained clueless.

		‘We’re always looking for girls with potential. How old are you?’

		Caroline told her and the woman smiled as if being sixteen was a very good thing. Abigail tugged at Caroline’s sleeve.

		‘Come on. We should go …’ Caroline didn’t budge.

		‘Maybe you could ask your mother to call me,’ Vampyra said. ‘We could set up a test shoot. No guarantees, of course. We need to find out how photogenic you are before we can promise anything.’

		‘OK,’ Caroline said, pulling herself up to her full height – already five foot nine. Abigail was nearly five foot two. Five foot one and three quarters, thanks to her mother’s mother. ‘Thank you.’

		Vampyra smiled her undead smile, wafted her hand and disappeared into the crowd. It was only after she had gone that Abigail realized the woman had never even looked her way. It was as if she had a firewall built in that screened out anyone less than five foot eight or with anything other than perfect bone structure. Turned them into white noise. Short, soft, pretty Abigail simply hadn’t appeared on her radar.

		‘What was all that about? Madwoman,’ Abigail said, pulling a face and hoping that Caroline would laugh, they could just agree that it had all been a big joke and then forget about it. She felt uneasy although she couldn’t have said quite why. Caroline, usually so chatty, ignored her, gazing off into the distance as if she could see her whole future opening up.

		‘You should throw that away,’ Abigail said, slightly desperately, reaching for the card that Caroline had snatched out of her hand at some point and that now seemed welded to her fingers. Caroline held on to it tightly.

		‘Mum’ll be furious if she thinks we’ve been talking to strangers.’

		‘I’m going to be a model,’ Caroline said, a smile creeping over her face. ‘I’m going to be a model.’

		‘Don’t be stupid,’ was the best Abigail could come up with. Something wasn’t right. ‘As if.’

		Caroline had tucked the card in the pocket of her jeans, checking out her reflection in the shop’s window as she did so, in a way that Abigail had never seen her do before, and Abigail knew that she had lost her. What hurt the most, what Abigail spent hours dwelling on in the months to come, was that Caroline had never expressed an interest in modelling. Never. She was going to be a hairdresser and Abigail was going to go away to study to become a teacher. Then she’d move back to Ashford once she’d qualified and they would live near each other, their husbands would be best friends, their kids would go to Abigail’s school. They had even got as far as planning that they would each have a boy and a girl and what their names might be. They had picked out their ideal houses, walking distance to their parents but not too close, and speculated on the initials of their future husbands. They were ordinary people and
			they had mapped out an ordinary life for themselves. Happily, or so Abigail had always thought. She’d had no idea that Caroline was harbouring secret ambitions to get away and leave her – and their plans – behind. She’d had no idea that Caroline had just been humouring her all those years.

		Back at home, their day out cut short by Caroline whose heart no longer seemed to be in it, the girls’ mother, Philippa, was as dizzy and excited as if she had been plucked from obscurity herself. Picture a pair of hysterical schoolgirls looking forward to their first date, only one of them was forty-seven and had been married to the other one’s father for nineteen years.

		‘Margaret Wilson’s Julie did modelling,’ Philippa said, talking about one of her friends from the WI. ‘I saw her picture in the Sun once. I think she was going out with one of Haircut 100.’

		‘I need a new name,’ Caroline had suddenly announced out of nowhere. ‘I can’t be a famous model with a name like Caroline Attwood. It doesn’t work. I need to stand out. I mean no one who’s anyone needs to use their surname these days.’

		‘Well, what’s wrong with just Caroline?’ the girls’ dad, Andrew, said, trying to be helpful. Caroline gave him a look that could freeze water.

		‘It’s so … ordinary. So … suburban.’

		Philippa looked a bit disappointed. No doubt she was thinking that if Caroline ever did become famous then it would be harder to make sure all the neighbours remembered that she was actually a member of the Attwood family if she changed her name. Philippa wanted to be given her due credit for having successfully passed on half her genes. The good ones obviously.

		‘Julie Wilson was always Julie Wilson,’ she’d said hopefully.

		‘And who’s ever heard of her?’ Caroline snapped back. As usual, Philippa gave in immediately to Caroline’s wishes.

		‘I know,’ she said, fingering Caroline’s long dark fringe (so like her not-yet-born granddaughter Phoebe’s), ‘how about Cleopatra? You look like Cleopatra with your hair like that.’

		‘Cleopatra,’ Caroline said, trying out the sound of the word. ‘Cleo. I like it. It’s perfect.’

		‘Cleo Attwood?’ Philippa said hopefully.

		‘No. Just Cleo,’ Caroline/Cleo said.

		So, at nine thirty and fifteen seconds on the Monday morning Philippa had called West End Model Management and arranged for ‘Cleo’ to go in for a test shoot. Philippa was so excited that she hadn’t even bothered to check whether they were a real modelling agency and not some kind of paedophile ring. The fact that it had been a woman who had approached Caroline was good enough for her. Actually, by then the fever had reached such a pitch that, Abigail thought, Philippa probably wouldn’t have cared if it had been a dirty old man in a grimy mac offering to let the girls stroke the puppies he had in his pocket, so long as he had access to a nice camera. By three o’clock on the following Thursday, West End Model Management had decided that they wanted Cleo for a client and less than six weeks later, by the time Abigail returned to Ashford Girls’ Grammar School to begin her third
			year, Cleo had been hailed as ‘the face of 1985’ in one of the national newspapers after some famous photographer or other had tipped them off. Abigail didn’t see her much after that.

		Cleo moved up to London just a few weeks later to share a dingy flat on the Brompton Road with two other girls she had met on a shoot somewhere, leaving Abigail to deal with all the envy and spite that her sister’s success had brought out in their school friends. Abigail tried to be pleased for her, and she actually managed it for a while, but the ease with which Cleo shrugged off her old life – her sister, her mum and dad, her friends, her beloved cat, George – left Abigail reeling. One minute Caroline was there, best friend, partner in crime, confidante, and the next she had gone from her sister’s life so completely that Abigail sometimes felt like she was an only child. At least she might have thought so if it hadn’t been for the constant refrain of ‘You’re Cleo’s sister?’ that would rise up to taunt her whenever anyone new found out about her celebrity connections. Always accompanied
			by a look up and down her five-foot-one-and-three-quarters frame of course. Not that she ever told anyone about it herself. She avoided mentioning she had a sister at all if possible, but word always seemed to get around somehow wherever she went.

		It wasn’t that Abigail wasn’t proud of her. She was the younger by three years – it was a given. Caroline had been her role model and brightly shining example since the day Abigail was old enough to toddle around behind her. She just found it hard to believe that the gorgeous enigmatic creature she saw in the magazines, so different from the gangly awkward sibling she had grown up with, shared her genetic material. She spent hours in front of the mirror trying to spot Cleo in her own less feline features. And sometimes she was there fleetingly, in an expression or a flick of the hair, but she never stayed for long.

		At first Cleo and Abigail used to write to each other quite often, although Abigail always struggled to find anything interesting to say – went to school, had the wart on my finger frozen off, George brought a frog in from the garden, that kind of thing. Cleo’s responses, which started off short and grew shorter with time, nevertheless glittered with the glamour of a world that was so alien to Abigail’s own that sometimes she wondered if her sister was making it all up. There were parties with celebrities, clubs, boys – no, make that men – hints of drugs. In the early days Abigail used to look forward to studying the letters on her walk to school but before long she barely recognized the person she found in them. It was only a matter of weeks before Caroline seemingly completely disappeared and Cleo was left in her place. And Abigail didn’t much like Cleo she had decided. Cleo was a show-off, full of stories of
			the hearts she was breaking and the fabulous doors her looks were opening. Abigail responded by never mentioning anything contained in the letters in her replies. If she acted like that person didn’t exist, then maybe she didn’t.

		One half-term Abigail went up to stay in the flat on Brompton Road but Cleo was always busy and the other girls seemed only to be interested in talking about themselves or how rich and successful their boyfriends were. She moped around London on her own for a couple of days, with no money to do anything and no one to do it with. On the third day she had asked Cleo if she could go along to her shoot with her – Cleo had recently snagged a contract with Miss Selfridge and was spending two days being photographed in the new autumn/winter collection for outsize posters that would adorn shopfronts everywhere from the following August onwards – and then had wished she hadn’t. Not only was the whole experience deathly boring after the first hour or so, but she felt in the way, the only person there without a seemingly life-threateningly important job to do. Cleo, surrounded by fawning stylists and make-up artists, spent the morning
			scowling and rolling her eyes whenever the photographer asked for her outfit to be tweaked or her hair teased.

		‘Oh, for fuck’s sake,’ she said when he called for a belt he had previously rejected to be returned. ‘Make up your mind.’

		Abigail, pre-programmed to be polite to adults and unused to hearing anyone swear in their company, waited for the explosion but none came. The photographer merely smiled indulgently and called out, ‘Sorry, love,’ apologetically. When Cleo snapped, ‘Ow. For god’s sake be careful,’ at the hairdresser in front of the whole crew, Abigail blushed. When she followed it by saying ‘silly bitch’ in an overly loud stage whisper as the hairdresser sloped off, tail between her legs, Abigail decided it was time to call it a day and took herself off to the National Gallery instead.

		The final straw came one night when she was in bed, having spent the evening alone while Cleo went to a party to which Abigail was firmly not invited, and she was woken up by her sister’s urgent insisting that she decamp next door to the sofa.

		‘I need the room to myself,’ Cleo had hissed. She smelt of alcohol and cigarettes and something else – musty, musky, manly.

		‘What? No. I’m asleep.’

		Cleo had pulled the covers off with a theatrical flourish, holding them out of Abigail’s reach.

		‘Now.’

		Abigail, still befuddled with sleep, dragged herself out of bed.

		‘Here,’ Cleo said, handing her the stiff scratchy bedspread and keeping the duvet for herself.

		‘What’s going on?’ Abigail protested as Cleo bundled her towards the door. In the hall she was dimly aware of a man in an expensive-looking camel-coloured coat, a ring glinting on the third finger of his left hand as he swept his hair back from his face. In the half light he looked almost as old as their father.

		‘Good girl,’ he said as she passed him, and Abigail shuddered. In the living room she lay on the sofa and pulled the bedspread up over her head, her hands over her ears. At about three o’clock she heard the bedroom door open and the man’s heavy footsteps as he gathered up his things and left.

		Next morning Cleo was full of ‘Geoff’ this and ‘Geoff’ that.

		‘You do know he’s married?’ Abigail had said.

		Cleo laughed. ‘So? That’s his problem.’

		‘Not to mention that he’s old. And gross.’

		‘He’s only forty. And he’s very rich,’ Cleo said. ‘You’re just jealous.’

		Over time both Cleo’s letters and her visits home became increasingly rare. Every now and then she would telephone her mother and feed her enough titbits about her glorious life so that Philippa could pass them around town and have everyone believing that she and her famous daughter lived in each other’s pockets. The truth was that most of what the family came to know about Cleo’s new life came from what they would read in the papers.

		Abigail had left home herself eventually and gone to use the family brains – almost exclusively inherited by her – at Kent University in Canterbury. She became Abi to her friends although her parents never got used to the idea. She cut her hair and wore a lot of black and smoked foul-smelling French cigarettes. By then she had given up her teaching ambition – she never asked, but for some reason she suspected Cleo might have forgotten all about hairdressing too – and she had new dreams of having a glittering career in publishing, but then suddenly she was pregnant with Phoebe and that was that really. So she had replaced those dreams with visions of playing happy families with the baby and her boyfriend of not very long, Dave, but it turned out he had visions of being single and child-free for a few more years, so he ran a mile when Abi told him she was pregnant. She sent him a photo of Phoebe when the baby was
			born and he sent her a solicitor’s letter asking her to leave him alone.

		It’s hard to resurrect a non-existent career when you’re a single mum so eventually Abi gave up trying and got a part-time job in the local library. She’s still there. Eighteen years later. It suits her. The hours are flexible. The work unchallenging and pleasant enough. The library has its regulars, the old people, the nerdy kids, the homeless. Abi and her colleagues (a random collection of the most timid and unassuming members of society coupled with a smattering of part-timers who are more interested in the hours than the work) chat to them all and sometimes even offer them a cup of tea. Abi earns next to nothing, but she doesn’t really care. She gets by. Officially, of course, she is ‘a disappointment’. So much untapped potential. There was never anything Philippa could boast about: unwed single mum with badly paid part-time job not sounding quite so grandiose as
			international supermodel apparently.

		After her sister married Jonty – an advertising executive with his own agency, as she never tired of telling the family – Abigail saw her even less often. Once a year, if she was lucky. And then usually only for a day or two. Abi has never stopped missing Cleo, though – or, more specifically, Caroline. Abi and Cleo have never really been close. She has never grown out of that feeling of excitement whenever she gets a letter or an email or – very rarely – a phone call. There is always that moment, that split second, when she can allow herself to think that it might be Caroline and not Cleo getting in touch. Like they might fall back into their sixteen- and thirteen-year-old easy way of being. The running jokes and confidences. It hasn’t happened in a long time. Phoebe was Abi’s family now. But Phoebe was about to go off for her gap year, travelling around the world with her two best friends before she took up her place
			at the London College of Fashion, and Abi was at a loose end. Single Mother, One Not-so-careful Owner. Anything Considered.

		The house is grandiose grey stucco, identical to its twin next door. The mouldings picked out in white give it the look of every little girl’s dream doll’s house. It sits right on the edge of the neat green rolling park that Abi presumes – from the large grassy mound rising up in the middle – is Primrose Hill itself. Dog walkers slog up the steep slope to the top where people flying kites rub shoulders with those who have made the climb just to admire the view. The house itself is picture perfect. At least five stories high and of giant proportions. There is only one bell; no one has attempted to destroy the eighteenth-century character by dividing it up into flats.

		Abi smoothes down her hair – grown long again since her rebellious student days and now fairer, streaked with a white blonde – as if her subconscious knows that she needs to smarten up to match her surroundings. She leans back, taking in the vast majesty of the place and her nerve leaves her. She suddenly has no idea why she had thought this would be a good idea. If she hotfoots it back to Charing Cross station now she could be back home in Deal in a couple of hours. Except, of course, that home is packed up in boxes and sitting in a dank musty-smelling storage facility in Dover.
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		The only thing that Abi knows about Primrose Hill beyond the fact that her sister lives here, is that it is – or, at least, once was – home to all sorts of glamorous celebrities who were famous for not very much other than thinking that they looked good and partying a lot. When Cleo had first said that she and Jonty were moving there, Abi had thought, Perfect. It made sense for them to live among the self-anointed beautiful people, all style over substance. She remembers thinking that Primrose Hill must be like a kind of Rodeo Drive in Beverly Hills (not that she has ever been) with a bit of Footballers’ Wives Cheshire (again, ditto, but she has seen it on TV) thrown in. All McMansions and bling. In actual fact, Abi thinks, looking around now, it all looks rather pretty. The houses are stately and dripping with features that are both original and tasteful. The little shopping street is stuffed full of one-off shops
			and restaurants. There are normal-looking people walking their dogs and going about their non-celebrity business. She decides to have a look around the area and try again in a few minutes.

		She’s halfway down the steps when she hears someone walking across the hall. She freezes and stands rigidly to attention, waiting for the door to open. She has been assuming that one of Cleo’s staff would let her in. That’s right. Cleo has staff. ‘My people’ she calls them. As in ‘I’ll get one of my people to call you back’, which is what she said to Abi when Abi called to try to persuade her to go to their dad’s seventy-fifth birthday party a few years back: ‘I’m not sure where I’ll be.’ One of her people did indeed phone back and thanked Abi very formally for the invitation but unfortunately Cleo had a prior engagement and would not be able to attend. ‘Thank you for thinking of her,’ he’d added insincerely.

		‘Do you know I’m her sister?’ Abi had said, not being able to hide her irritation. ‘Do you know that this is an invitation to our dad’s birthday party not some show-business lunch or the opening of a new art gallery?’ To be fair he had been very apologetic and had completely dropped the sanctimonious tone and Abi had known that this was in no way his fault. Cleo had obviously just given him a bunch of requests to turn down and hadn’t even thought it worthy of a mention that one of them was from family.

		Anyway, Abi is standing there rigid, holding her breath, still thinking of leaving rather than waiting for one of the ‘people’, when the door opens and there she is. Cleo. Abi’s big sister Caroline, aka Cleo the supermodel. Abi is momentarily dazzled by the five-thousand-watt welcoming smile. The smile that always makes you feel you’re the person Cleo most wants to see in the world. Until you know better, that is.

		‘Abigail! Come in. It’s so good to see you.’

		Abi feels the breath squeezed out of her as Cleo sweeps her up in a big embrace. She savours the moment, hugging her sister back, which is a bit awkward what with the Debenhams bag and the champagne. She inhales Cleo’s signature ‘Exotica’ scent and marvels, as she always does, about the fact that Cleo still has some left, it having been discontinued years ago. Then she allows herself to be led inside and into the enormous hallway, which is easily twice as big as Abi’s whole house and probably four times as expensive. She has never been to this house before – even though Cleo, Jonty and their two girls have lived here for the best part of six years – and she struggles, trying to find the words in her head to describe it. Palatial, opulent, lavish, regal (although that last one is more or less covered by palatial and so doesn’t really count). Lush, Phoebe might say, Abi thinks fondly. Fierce.

		If the outside is intimidating, then the inside is its scarier bigger brother. All marble and dark wood and classic, ornately framed works of art and antique vases and that’s just the hallway. Abi doesn’t really have time to take it all in though because she is trying to take in her sister. Every time they see each other these days it has been so long since the last time, and Abi’s vision has been so clouded by the airbrushed images of Cleo that pop up in the most unlikely places (her face was on one of the best-selling posters of the 1980s, every boy student had it and you still see it for sale everywhere. A gaunt faun’s face peering out from under that fringe, her long hair just-got-out-of-bed sexy, endless bare legs emerging from the volume of her oversized thigh-skimming sweat top, which had cheekily slipped off one tanned shoulder; you know the one. That’s her. That’s Cleo)
			that she has to adjust her mental picture to take account of the real live woman. Cleo is still beautiful, there’s no doubt about that. Still tall (obviously, Abi doesn’t know why that one always surprises her), still slim although, thankfully, not the emaciated stick that she was in her twenties. Still groomed to within an inch of her life. Still, to be honest, scary.

		When she stopped modelling about five years ago, Cleo had allowed herself to relax just a little after an adult lifetime of a strict self-enforced dieting regime. To Abi’s eyes she looked even more beautiful, more natural, more like a real person, but some of the papers had been a little unkind. One of the glossy magazines printed a blow-up of a photo of Cleo on the beach with a red circle highlighting a microscopic area of cellulite. Several times journalists had insinuated that she didn’t quit of her own volition as she has always stated, but that her looks simply hadn’t stood the test of time like Naomi’s and Cindy’s had, and that she had pissed off so many people with her attitude on the way up that they were positively queuing to push her back down again and then stamp all over her when they got the chance. Abi has no idea what the true story is. It isn’t something
			she’s ever felt she can ask.

		Cleo’s trademark hair is still dark brown, nearly black, although she has grown out her thick fringe and trimmed the whole thing to a stylish shoulder length. The sleepy upward tilt of her eyes is as pronounced as ever. Maybe more pronounced – can that be possible? Her skin is ridiculous. Smooth and glowing and healthy. Actually, Abi thinks, maybe it’s a little too smooth. She catches herself wondering, not for the first time, if Cleo has had Botox. Or worse.

		‘You look great,’ Cleo says, holding Abi at arm’s length. Her smile doesn’t quite meet her eyes. Not because it isn’t sincere necessarily, but because her face is refusing to move to accommodate it.

		‘You too.’ Abi feels herself blush a little and realizes that she has come over all shy and clumsy. Straight back to adolescence. This happens to her pretty much every time she sees Cleo. It’s like their relationship, from Abi’s point of view, halted at the point where Cleo left home, and whenever they spend any time together she is instantly transported back to her awkward thirteen-year-old self, wanting approbation from her big sister.

		‘This house is incredible.’

		Cleo smiles graciously again and says yes, they love it and that she’ll show Abigail straight up to her room if she’d like so that she can get settled in. Abi latches on to this as if it is the most profound statement she’s ever heard.

		‘Great. Perfect. How are you?’ she asks and even she is stunned by her own banality.

		‘I’m well,’ Cleo says. ‘Busy.’

		Abi thinks about asking her what she is busy with since she no longer works, but that might sound rude so she says nothing. It’s always like this when they haven’t seen each other for a while. It takes a few minutes to warm up. They have to feel their way around each other, both conscious that their relationship is held together by a few fragile threads and neither wanting to be the one responsible for breaking them irreparably. She follows Cleo across the hall and up the stairs, looking around in awe. There are ornate mirrors and sculptures everywhere you look. Everything, right down to the handles on the doors, is exquisite. It’s like a show home, something from the pages of Country Life. There is no obvious evidence that a family lives here. It’s perfect. Sterile. Abi assumes that some of Cleo’s people, the ones who do the housekeeping, must spend all day tidying and polishing. It’s
			intimidating. Abi finds herself wondering all over again if this is such a good idea. She and Cleo hardly know each other. Caroline is long gone. Abi isn’t sure any longer what she was hoping to achieve by spending the next two months in a house of near strangers. Part of her, she knows, has been fantasizing that the sisters can somehow recapture some of what they once had. That Cleo’s mask will fall and there will be the old Caroline, funny and clumsy and, above all, Abi’s friend. But, actually, now that she’s here, she really isn’t sure Caroline could be alive and well living in a house like this.

		When Caroline and Abigail were fourteen and eleven they took a vow that they would be each other’s best friend forever. They were too squeamish to swear in blood so they used tomato ketchup instead, smearing it on their thumbs and rubbing them together, laughing at the gory mess they’d created. Abigail felt safe and secure knowing her big sister had her back, and about a week later, when a boy in Caroline’s class who Abigail had liked for ages asked her if she wanted to meet him in town on Saturday morning, Caroline had proved her worth as protector.

		Gary Parsons had a haircut like Ian McCulloch from Echo & the Bunnymen and Abigail had often seen him smoking in the alleyway beside the school and thought he looked very big and very clever. She’d taken to hanging around outside Caroline’s classroom at break time (cue much shouting of ‘Why are you hanging around me all the time? It’s embarrassing’) in the hopes of reaching the dizzy heights of him one day saying ‘all right?’ and her being able to say ‘yeah, you?’ in a cool and insouciant way. She’d been practising. Anyway, to cut a long story short, they had all righted and yeah, you’d? successfully a couple of times and then one day they exchanged a couple of other scintillating words and then Gary had dropped his bombshell of asking Abigail to meet him upstairs at McDonald’s in town at eleven o’clock that Saturday.

		It was her first date. She was nearly faint with excitement. She couldn’t wait to tell Caroline. Caroline got asked on dates all the time. Sometimes she went, sometimes she didn’t. She didn’t seem that bothered. But she’d mirrored Abigail’s excitement when Abigail blurted out her news, she’d indulged her in her trauma about what to wear and how to do her hair. She’d coached her in the art of captivating conversation based on her observations in class of what Gary’s interests might be.

		Then, on the Thursday, just as Abigail’s excitement peaked, with the watershed that was the coming weekend – the transitional step between her childhood and the fabulous, glamorous life of an adult – set firmly in her sights, Caroline had come home from school, taken Abigail up to her tiny attic bedroom and told her that Gary was not the boy Abigail thought he was. He had betrayed her already without ever really giving their love a chance.

		Caroline had found herself sitting next to him in double Biology and somewhere along the life cycle of the frog, between amplexus and the metamorphosis, he had admitted to her that it was she, Caroline, that he was really interested in and not Abigail. In fact, Caroline had said in a half whisper to emphasize how awful she felt for having to tell Abigail this, he had said that he had only got friendly with Abigail in the first place to get closer to Caroline. Then he’d asked Caroline to meet him in McDonald’s and to tell Abigail not to bother, Caroline told Abigail, a look of horror mixed with concern clouding her face. Could she believe that? The cheek of it. Caroline had turned him down, obviously, telling him exactly what she thought of him. He wasn’t good enough for either of them she’d said, so loudly that the teacher had asked her what was going on.

		Abigail had cried from the sheer shame of it and Caroline had mopped up her tears and comforted her with the fact that it was far better for Abigail to have found out what kind of person Gary really was now rather than later. Rather pitifully, devastated though she was, Abigail had still wondered whether she should turn up on Saturday as arranged. That maybe she and Gary could pretend nothing had happened and he might still agree to become her boyfriend. But Caroline had talked her out of it. She wouldn’t let her sister show herself up like that, she’d said. Abigail had to keep her dignity and not go chasing a boy who was clearly far more interested in Caroline’s looks than anything Abigail’s own personality might have to offer. There must be a boy out there somewhere who valued brains over beauty and Abigail should wait for him to come along and announce himself. Despite her misery Abigail
			had known that she was lucky to have an older sister looking out for her.

		‘The girls are at their friends’,’ Cleo says as she leads Abi up several flights of stairs. Abi nods, panting. She’s out of breath by floor two and she knows there are still more to come. It’s beyond her why you would ever need to go to the gym if you lived in a house this size. Just going up to bed at night would constitute a workout.

		‘They should be home any minute. They’re dying to see you.’

		Abi finds it hard to imagine that the arrival of an aunt they hardly know is going to be the highlight in the girls’ social calendar. The girls, by the way, are Tara and Megan. Ten and seven. The family Christmas newsletter that always accompanies the card generally makes it sound as if the girls are accomplished in ways you couldn’t even begin to imagine – tennis, dancing, languages, polo, international diplomacy, you name it. No doubt they’re also well versed in etiquette and could ace an exam in their sleep on which forks go where and which way to pass the port.

		Abi is intimidated by the very idea of them. She hasn’t seen either girl in the flesh for a couple of years – apart from in the pictures on the aforementioned Christmas cards, which are always happy family portraits like the ones the queen sends out, only with less tartan. They had still seemed like normal little girls then, a bit overconfident, but when has that ever been a bad thing? Now their list of skills mastered and engagements attended threatens to eclipse the curriculum vitae of Abi’s entire thirty-eight-year life. To put it bluntly, they scare her.

		Abi follows Cleo into a very pretty top-floor bedroom with its own bathroom next door, taking in her sister’s running commentary as they go. Mostly it seems to be about where things are from with big hints as to how much they cost. The important stuff. Even four floors above the ground, the opulence is staggering. There’s art on the walls and adorning little side tables – works of art in themselves – by people whose signatures Abi recognizes. Not old masters, not twenties of millions of pounds’ worth, but the Stella Vines and the Grayson Perrys. There’s a small scene of carnage in a Perspex box on the landing that she could swear is a Jake and Dinos Chapman. Art – modern art in particular – is a passion of Abi’s, but one which she can only indulge by traipsing up to London to the Saatchi Gallery or Tate Modern a couple of times a year. It has never crossed her mind that you could own any of it, let
			alone display it in what she assumes is the second-tier guest bedroom.

		The bath has claw feet and stands in the middle of the room under a huge skylight. There are candles everywhere and little bottles of body lotion and shower gel like you would get in a smart hotel except that these look as if they have been bought and paid for rather than sneaked out in the bottom of a suitcase. To Abi the idea that her sister lives like this is awe-inspiring to say the least. And the fact that she can be so impressed by someone she’s related to actually buying small matching containers of toiletries, she thinks, says everything anyone needs to know about how her life has turned out.

		Cleo leaves her to ‘settle in’. ‘You must treat this as your house,’ she says as she heads downstairs. Abi thinks of her tiny two-up, two-down little cottage and the even tinier flat she’s about to move into and has to stop herself from saying ‘Why? Does your ceiling leak too?’ or asking whether they should keep a plunger handy for when the toilet blocks. Both sisters are all too aware of the difference between their circumstances, there’s no point trying to make an issue of it.

		Abi suddenly remembers that she has forgotten to mention the leak to her purchasers. Oh well, they must have had a survey done. She doesn’t feel it was her duty to take them round the place pointing out its flaws. She’s not even sure if they are moving in straight away or having work done first because, to be honest, the house desperately needs some TLC. If the leak in the kitchen ceiling bothers them, then she can’t imagine what they’ll make of the damp patch under the stairs or the crack in the bathroom wall. Abi, on the other hand, after fifteen years of watching her home crumble around her ears – with a few feeble attempts to stem the tide with self-taught DIY – can hardly wait to move into somewhere that has a management company you can phone and make demands of when things go wrong.

		She lies down on the bed to recover her breath and to take in the expensive-looking rococo-style wallpaper. Silvery blue floral swirls on a silvery blue background. Tiny exquisite birds scattered here and there. The bed which, even up in the attic, is bigger than her one at home, is covered with throws in a variety of opulent fabrics. There are so many bolsters and cushions that she can hardly find a space to stretch out on. There’s a classic French-style chair, painted white and covered in a cool icy blue silk, a white distressed dressing table with a complementing stool and a giant white-and-gold armoire that Abi thinks she could live in if she had to, let alone use to store her pitiful wardrobe. Not for the first time she wishes Phoebe had been able to come with her. She wonders what Phoebe’s reaction to this room would have been. ‘Awesome’, probably.

		Phoebe has only met her famous aunt a handful of times in her life and is therefore able to be far more forgiving than her mother. In fact, just thinking about the fact that her sister is downstairs now makes Abi’s stomach lurch. She’s about to spend more time with Caroline – Cleo, she must remember to call her Cleo, she hates Caroline – than she has spent with her since Abi was thirteen years old, since Abi was Abigail. She can’t imagine how they are going to be with each other, what they’re going to talk about. She wishes her daughter was here to back her up. Funny, confident, couldn’t-care-less Phoebe. Someone to have a debrief with in the evenings and a laugh about Cleo’s over-the-topness. She feels out of her depth, doggy-paddling nervously, head only just above water. She’s tempted to pack everything up again, rent a flat, move into a B ’n’ B, anything.
			She isn’t sure she’s ready to reconnect with her sister just yet.

		She’s thinking that maybe she’ll just have a soak in the big roll-top bath before she goes when she hears voices downstairs that tell her that her nieces are home. She has no choice but to go down and say hello. They’re only children, nothing to be scared of.

		Standing in the living room she finds two little girls who nearly make her heart skip a beat. In the two years since she has seen them last Tara has shot up and slimmed down into a carbon copy of her mother at the same age. She has the same rich dark-brown/black poker-straight hair, the same long skinny legs, the same green cat’s eyes. Next to her, Megan looks short even for her age, plump and nondescript. Her hair neither blonde nor brown, but somewhere muddy in between, her eyes, looking at Abi warily from beneath her fringe, are a hazelnut brown. She’s the image of her aunt at the same age.

		Both girls smile politely.

		‘Hey, girls,’ Abi says. ‘Remember me?’

		‘Hi, Auntie Abigail,’ they reply in unison.

		They’re dressed near identically in what look suspiciously like Juicy Couture tracksuit bottoms and Ugg boots. Just because Abi can’t afford to buy designer clothes doesn’t mean she doesn’t recognize them when she sees them. She likes to read all the magazines at work. It’s one of the perks of working in a library. When she can wrestle them away from the homeless clientele who like to stay all day and read everything, that is. It never ceases to amaze her how long a fifty-five-year-old down-and-out with piss stains on his trousers and wearing Special Brew cologne can spend studying Grazia.

		Megan fiddles uncomfortably with the hem of her T-shirt, tugging it down to try to cover her tummy. Abi flashes her a smile and Megan looks at the floor, mortified to be caught out.

		‘Do you want to see my room?’ Tara says, and Abi says yes, of course, she’d love to, even though she finds the prospect alarming, but then Cleo interrupts. ‘Let Auntie Abigail have a rest first – she’s only been here five minutes.’

		‘I’ll come up later,’ Abi calls to a sulky-looking Tara as she stomps off into the hall. Megan follows. Abi assumes Megan follows Tara everywhere, caught up in the thrall of big-sister hero worship. She wants to tell her not to, that big sisters don’t always turn out to be what you think they are, but she knows it would be pointless. Megan will have to learn the hard way.

		An image flashes into her mind. Herself at Megan’s age, crying because her first-communion dress – Caroline’s cast off from a few years before – was too tight and too flouncy and too old-fashioned and she felt stupid and self-conscious, mutton dressed up as lampshade.

		‘Take it off a minute,’ Caroline had said.

		‘Mum said she has to pin the hem up,’ Abigail sniffled. She had tried to protest to Philippa that something that had once fitted her sister was unlikely to fit her, but Philippa was having none of it.

		‘Just do it,’ Caroline insisted. Abigail did what she was told and then sat on the bed shivering in her vest and pants.

		Caroline had laid the dress out on the floor. Then she had walked over to her bedside table and picked up the glass of Ribena that was sitting there. Abigail watched open-mouthed, knowing and not knowing what was about to happen. Unable to stop it. Not wanting to.

		‘Whoops,’ Caroline said, laughing as she threw the contents of the glass over the dress. A reddish purple stain oozed its way across the bodice and down onto the frilly skirt. ‘Now she’ll have to buy you a new one.’

		‘She’ll kill me,’ Abigail had said. She felt sick but she felt triumphant too. Whatever happened there was no way she was going to have to wear the dress now.

		Five minutes later, once she was sure that the blackcurrants had well and truly worked their way into the fabric, Caroline had called their mother. Philippa, seeing the dress, flushed the same violet shade as the ugly stain.

		‘What on earth …?’

		Abigail had looked at the floor, gulped noisily. Said nothing.

		‘I’m so sorry, Mummy. I didn’t mean to. I was just playing and then …’ Caroline was looking at her mother with Bambi eyes. Wet tears were working their way down her cheeks. ‘It was all my fault.’

		Philippa’s time bomb had defused almost immediately. ‘Maybe it’ll come out,’ she’d said, and taken the dress off to the bathroom to soak. Caroline, behind her mother’s back, had winked at her sister, tears forgotten, and at that moment Abigail would have done anything for her. It didn’t matter that in the end their mother had declared the dress fit for church and that Abigail had ended up slightly worse off, dressed in the offending frills and trying to ignore the faint pink hue that made them stand out even more against the other girls’ virgin white. Caroline had risked life and limb and probably several weeks’ pocket money in an effort to make her happy. She couldn’t have cared less about the dress any more.

		‘I just got a new Ralph Lauren duvet cover,’ Tara shouts as the girls head up the stairs. ‘It’s totally cool.’

		Abi looks at Cleo who gives her a slightly apologetic eye roll.

		‘She’s her mother’s daughter, what can I say?’

		Well, you could say no you can’t have bed linen made by Ralph Lauren when you’re ten years old – it’s a total waste of money, Abi thinks, but of course she doesn’t say it. Instead she opts for, ‘Where’s Jonty?’

		‘Work,’ Cleo says. ‘He’ll be home about six.’

		‘Oh.’ Abi can’t think of anything else to say so she just sits on one of the cream leather Barcelona chairs and looks out of the patio doors. ‘Nice garden.’

		‘Thanks,’ Cleo says, and then she sits down in the other chair across the room and settles back, in for the long haul. ‘It really is good to see you.’

		Abi makes herself mirror Cleo’s smile, hoping it’s genuine, knowing the odds are against it. ‘You too.’

		She reminds herself why she is here. Now that Phoebe is all grown up Abi needs the rest of her family, however flawed they may be. And there aren’t many of them to go round. She’s sure there must be uncles and aunts, cousins somewhere. Neither their mum nor dad had been an only child. But Abi has never really got to know them. She can hardly turn up on their doorsteps now and throw herself into their arms and expect them to love her unconditionally. Besides, there’s something about a relationship with someone you grew up with – shared a bedroom with, in fact, until they were twelve and you were nine – that you can’t recreate with anyone else. Someone who knew you before you became whatever you became, who remembers the raw material. Someone who looked out for you, protected you, whatever they later turned into. She knows it’s important; she just isn’t sure why.
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		Abi stares vacantly out of the window while Cleo fetches two vast glasses of a red wine that Abi’s sure must have cost a fortune but that tastes like chalk dust. She noticed that her own champagne went straight in the cupboard after Cleo had had a cursory glance at the label. She isn’t bothered. She doesn’t like champagne that much anyway. She only bought it because she assumed that it would be Cleo and Jonty’s drink of choice, although now she realizes they probably only ever drink the really expensive stuff. She’s not keen on red wine either. She’d rather have an icy cold glass of Pinot Grigio any day. Still, needs must, so she swigs it back and tries not to dwell on how foul she thinks it is. While they make small talk, Abi tries to remember the last time they did this, just chatted, the two of them, like normal siblings. And then it comes to her. Their mum’s funeral. While all the
			friends and relations were eating pizza slices and chicken legs downstairs, Abi and Cleo sat in Abi’s old bedroom and reminisced, not just about their memories of Philippa but about when they were little and growing up in the house. Funny how funerals will do that to you; it’s as if they open the gate a fraction to let out all your remembrances of the person who’s died, but then the flood takes over and everything else comes cascading behind: having tea with Grandma before tap class on a Wednesday, hanging around the park trying to pretend they were ignoring the boys on a Saturday afternoon, Cleo still very much Caroline languishing in bed with chicken pox and crying because she thought her face might be disfigured by the spots. Actually, maybe Abi should have realized then that Caroline’s looks meant an awful lot to her.

		She remembers being touched that it was all still in there somewhere. Cleo hadn’t completely erased her family history from her thoughts. Her official story of her upbringing had been somewhat eroded over the years through misquotation and embellishment both by her and by journalists too lazy or uninterested to check the facts. Just being an average girl from an average family clearly hadn’t been exciting enough for the papers so Cleo had been edged closer and closer to coming from poverty and lack of a future until her home life had started to sound like something out of Dickens. It used to drive Philippa to distraction. She’d spent so long bragging to her friends that her oldest daughter was a top model, that even though she was calling herself Cleo she really was our Caroline, so every time an article came out, chronicling Cleo’s rise to fame from almost Third World deprivation to glory, she would die a
			thousand mortified deaths at the thought of those same friends reading it. She used to beg Cleo to put it right next time she did an interview, but, Abi has always believed, Cleo had secretly liked the street credibility she thought it brought her. So it had been good to know that she still remembered the fun they had had as children and the way that their mum and dad had worked hard to make sure they’d had everything they wanted.

		They had sat up there for about an hour that day reminiscing. And then Cleo had said that she felt bad that she’d hardly been home in recent years. It wasn’t that she had meant to cut herself adrift, it was just that commitments and time had conspired to make it difficult. Now that their dad was on his own she fully intended to shoulder her share of the burden. Be a dutiful daughter. Abi remembers that they’d hugged and promised to be there for each other from then on. Of course, it hadn’t quite worked out like that. Cleo had been no more present in their lives than before. Abi, unable to bear the thought of their father sitting in his house alone, had had to beg days off work and favours from friends to collect Phoebe from school or drop her off at netball practice, so that she could do his shopping and clean his house and just make sure he didn’t crumble under the weight of the loneliness. She had
			tried bombarding Cleo with emails laden with non-accusatory but nonetheless pointed remarks about how much time she was spending with their bereaved parent, but it had made no difference. Eventually she had called and asked her sister outright if she would do her share, but all Cleo had said was: ‘Abigail, I don’t have the kind of job where I can just take a day off – you know that.’

		‘And I do?’

		‘Well … yes, I suppose you do. If you can’t work one day, you don’t lose a contract, do you? Or let an important client down?’

		‘Cleo, I just … I can’t do this on my own. It’s not fair.’

		‘Is it a national tragedy if Mabel from number seven can’t check out a new Catherine Cookson because the library’s shorthanded?’

		‘Wow. That’s low even for you.’

		‘Point taken. I’ll see what I can do. Let me look at my diary.’

		Cleo may indeed have looked at her diary, but she never reported back on the findings. Rather than have to go through the whole uncomfortable conversation again, Abi had continued on her solo care mission, travelling backwards and forwards to Ashford and listening in resentful silence when her father sang Cleo’s praises on the rare occasions she remembered to call him.

		At Andrew’s funeral, eleven months later, Cleo had turned up at the service with Jonty and the girls, and sniffled into a tissue, but then they’d cried off going back to the house for drinks afterwards because they had to be somewhere else. Not that Abi is bitter. Not that she’s still annoyed two years on.

		So it feels a bit awkward just to pick up where they left off. Or, in fact, more that where they left off is not a place that Abi would necessarily want to pick up from. Of course they have emailed since. How are you doing? How are the kids? Happy birthday. That kind of thing. Hardly in-depth. They’ve never even come close to addressing the issue head-on just like they have never addressed any of their issues head-on. Still, this is meant to be a clean slate, a new start. Abi is determined to leave everything that has gone on in the past in the past and to see if they can forge a proper grown-up relationship from here on in. She just needs to think of what there is for them to talk about that isn’t too controversial, some common ground to get them started. Of course, the children. Fallback position number one. If in doubt about what to say to someone else who also happens to be a mother, ask about their offspring.
			It’s a guaranteed crowd pleaser. It works every time.

		‘I can’t believe how grown-up Tara is.’ Abi cringes at her genius opening line.

		‘Ten going on twenty,’ Cleo says, and that seems to be that topic done with.

		‘So.’ Cleo leans forward
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