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For you, Dad.
Because through it all, we’ve always had music.
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Chapter One

I know exactly who Lucy’s going to choose. I’ve known for the last half an hour actually – could smell it a bloody mile away. Even before the third round of drinks had been brought unsteadily back to the table, and even before Roxanne started waffling, as she always does around two cocktails and an appetiser in, about the different ways she’d assassinate her boss if it were only legal. Because my friends always choose me the same types. Dark-haired, because all three of my exes were dark-haired. Tall, because almost every crush I’ve ever had since the age of fourteen has been tall and with the height and shoulder combo that promises a decent house-fire rescue should you ever need it – Adam Driver, Vince Vaughn, that massive built-like-a-brick-shithouse bloke who dressed as Lurch at Roxanne’s Halloween party in 2007. ‘Not facially,’ I remember slurring to his blank, prosthetic face, ‘but your frame, sir. C’est parfait. You’re sturdy. You know. Like a ship. Like a … a Megabus.’ And very much alive. That’s the clincher actually. The man they choose must be alive, and with plans to be for many, many years to come (if possible).

‘See that guy, Natalie,’ Lucy shouts over the music, setting a round, sticky tray down onto the table. Four cocktails on its surface wobble like drunks. ‘The one with the arms at the bar. Messy hair, white T-shirt …’

‘Yep,’ I say, and I even throw a faux-glance over my shoulder for effect. ‘Arms, hair, clothes, yep, I see him.’

‘Name’s Tom. Single. And has been for eight months.’

Beside me, Roxanne makes a noise in her throat – a ‘well, there we are then, I suppose,’ in a single hm, and over a pile of guacamole, Priya adds, ‘Oh, I would. Well, I would if, you know, I hadn’t just signed my life away to matrimonial monogs.’

‘And pregnancy,’ adds Roxanne.

‘Oh shit, yeah, that too,’ says Priya as Lucy slides into the booth beside her and beams over at me.

‘You should go over there, Natalie,’ she says. ‘He was so chatty and lovely. Nice teeth too. I said I’d send you over!’

And it’s always around this time of the night that I have to squash down the urge to do what I really want to when I find myself on nights out like these with my friends – sprint. Bolt. Stick a rocket up my arse, propel upwards, burst through the ceiling. Or, at least, grab Lucy by the lapels, drag her across the table and say, ‘When are you going to stop this? When are you going to stop looking at me with the eyes of a slimy car salesman who’s sure they’re finally about to flog that van with half a bumper and a dead body in the trunk, and let me fester? I’m not interested in dating. I will never be interested.’ And the urge is even stronger tonight. I knew it would be, the second I woke up this morning thinking only about Russ. It was the sheet music from yesterday that did it – that singular, oddly glossy page of comforting symbols and notations, left anonymously, at the piano. For me. Or for someone else. Or, of course, for absolutely nobody and for no reason at all. That’s why I haven’t mentioned it. It could be nothing – probably is nothing altogether. Plus, I’m sure if I did mention it, drop a casual ‘so, someone left me some music at the public piano I secretly play at, and I think it might be from my husband. Yes, that’s right! Russ! The dead one,’ over cocktails and tortillas, Lucy would send up an instant smoke signal to alert my parents I was finally full-blown mad. Roxanne would probably start recommending that bereavement therapist again too – the one with the bongo drums.

‘Did I tell you I had an orgasm?’ asks Priya, over the music. ‘In my sleep again.’ Thank God (and Priya) for the clapperboard cut of a subject change. ‘It must be the hormones. I was dreaming about the scaffolder.’

‘Again?’ I laugh.

‘Yup. The one next door. Clive. And I wouldn’t mind, but he isn’t even hot. He has really spiteful features actually, poor soul. I mean, it can’t be helped, can it? The features you’re dealt. Anyway, in this dream, though, cor, you should’ve seen him. He was so—’

‘Natalie, are you going?’ barges in Lucy.

‘Am I …?’

‘Going. Are you going over there, to the bar?’

‘To Tom,’ adds Roxanne.

‘Oh. Right. Um …’

They stare at me, my friends. Six eyes, round and hopeful. And I throw them a smile. A bone, to three hungry dogs. A big, bright, wholly convincing, ‘what a great idea’ smile. ‘Well, I suppose I could just go over and order another drink …’

‘Yes,’ says Lucy.

‘Say hi, suss him out …’

‘Totally.’

And in one go, I stand and down my cocktail, my friends looking up at me proudly, like I just got called up on stage to accept a Brit Award. International Breakthrough Act. Best British Single.

‘Bloody hell, he’s looking over,’ giggles Priya as I slide out of the booth, stumble a little. The downed margarita is already tasering my brain cells.

‘Oh my God, look at him. He actually is,’ cheeps Lucy, and I flash them yet another smile that drops off my face and hits the floor the second I turn my back to them.

I don’t want to go over there. I really don’t want to go over to that sticky, busy bar and talk to some tall bloke called bloody Tom who probably opens dating app comms at two a.m. with ‘hi babe, got any kinks lol.’ I can think of nothing worse. Well, I can actually. Lots of things. Some I’m on first-name terms with these days. But the thing is, the alternative is worse – so much worse. Because if I don’t go over to this earmarked guy with the hair and the arms and the steady pulse, they’ll give me that look again. That look they give me sometimes, my friends, like I’m a new gazebo that just keeps slowly and sadly sagging at a garden party and leaking rain all over the cheese scones. That ‘Oh, Natalie. What are we going to do with you?’ look. The one that is wordless but so obviously, ‘We all loved Russ, we really did, but it’s been over two years. He’s gone. And we’re worried about you. We’re all very worried.’ And that look is something I hate far more than listening to single pervs at the sticky, busy bars of tacky Mexican restaurants. And so, tonight, I choose the lesser of two evils. I choose Tom.

I make my way through too-close-together tables, through flustered waitstaff, and gaggles of diners, perfume-skinned and garlic-breathed, my head swirling a bit now. That’ll be the three margaritas, definitely, without a doubt. But it’s also too hot, and far too jubilant, if you ask me, for somewhere that charges fifteen quid for a bowl of guacamole served in the ceramic stomach cavity of a smiling cartoon avocado. Ugh. I shouldn’t have come tonight. I should have cancelled instead – made up some disgusting-sounding stomach flu. (Or licked a few shoe-soles and purposely contracted one.)

‘Sorry.’ A waiter steps aside, makes way for me, and I nod a thank you, and pass him, and the huge platter that balances on his open palm. A single, mutilated, eaten chicken carcass sits on it. I feel you, knackered, little, pecked-at carcass. I feel exactly the same.

‘Why is it you bother going out with them if you dislike it so much?’ my sister Jodie asked a few weeks ago, and I’d brushed it off, said, ‘Oh don’t listen to me, Jode, I do enjoy it sometimes.’ But the true answer to that question is the same as why I’m approaching this stranger at the bar. The alternative is worse. The alternative is those looks of pity I avoid like cracks in the pavement and crisps made out of anything that isn’t a potato. The alternative is sitting at home with the cat, drinking frozen cocktails to numb the repetitive doom of ‘I am alone’ that churns over and over in my tummy. It’s wasting entire evenings watching re-runs of TV shows I’ve already seen so I don’t have to concentrate, and wondering whether the cat would miss me if I suddenly just vaporised from beneath his chubby, furry body.

A gap parts in the crowd at the bar, and I slide in, right next to Tom with the hair and the arms and T-shirt, and like an actor on cue, he looks at me and smiles.

‘Hi,’ he says, stooping a little as the music volume increases. Lucy’s right, although annoyingly, she mostly always is. He is good-looking, this poor targeted man chosen to heal my squashed, run-over crab apple of a heart. And the teeth – Colgate-ad levels of nice. Lucky him. ‘Natalie, right?’

‘That’s right.’

‘Cool.’ He extends a large hand, and I take it. Strong, smooth, not dirty, not sweaty like a bag of damp turnips. That’s something at least. ‘I’m Tom.’

‘Tom.’

He dips his head in a nod. ‘So, er, your friend said you’re here because your mate got married?’

‘Yep,’ I say as someone squeezes past, jamming my ribs into the side of the wooden bar. ‘Yep, that’s … that’s right. Priya. She got married a couple of months ago, then buggered off on the longest honeymoon on earth. It was a Christmas wedding. All the bells and whistles.’

‘Interesting.’ Tom gives a twitch of a smile. ‘Any snow?’

‘Faux-snow. Loads of it.’

‘Blimey.’ He blows out a breath between his lips. ‘I was expecting a no, but – faux snow. They meant business then, these friends.’

‘They definitely did. Even made a honeymoon baby.’

‘Productive.’

A woman behind the bar leans across the counter, tips her chin at me. Two giant acrylic pineapples for earrings swing like pendulums at the side of her head.

‘Margarita, please,’ I order loudly, and she nods, as another ridiculous out-of-place dance song strikes up to actual diners’ cheers – weirdly out of place for a restaurant with a crayon station and a sunbathing spatchcocked chicken embellishment on the window. ‘I don’t understand this place,’ I’d said to Lucy, when we arrived, and she’d replied, ‘Well, why do restaurants even need to be understood, Natalie?’ I turn to Tom with the teeth. ‘So, who are you here with?’

‘Couple of mates,’ he says, swirling the drink in his glass. His eyes are blue, and his dark lashes are curly in the way they only are for people who don’t care for them. Teeth. Lashes. Lucky him times two. ‘One of them, Si, he’s back from travelling. Got divorced and went all Eat Pray Love on us. Hadn’t seen him in – maybe two years, until tonight?’

‘Oh. That’s nice.’

‘Sort of,’ he says with a wince.

‘Sort of?’

‘Yeah, well, he’s come back a bit Russell Brand. You know? Full of wisdom. Grown a beard. Rocked up wearing a carpet.’

I laugh. Well, at least he’s funny. The last time I found myself at a bar like this, the guy produced a piece of paper from his wallet that listed a treatment plan for his ingrowing toenail. ‘Ah, well, it happens to us all, I’m afraid, Tom,’ I say. ‘I lost my mate Lucy for a while – to wisdom and carpets.’

‘Oh, yeah?’

‘Yep. She went travelling for six months. Came back obsessed with essential oils and enemas. Kept meditating. Hollowed out an alarming amount of roasted sweet potatoes.’

Tom laughs, and it’s a laugh I know Priya would say made her vagina explode, if she were sitting here instead of me. It’s deep, warm, a slight rasp. He smells nice too. Fresh, like showers, warm, lemony aftershave.

‘Six ninety-nine.’ The bartender with the earrings places a drink down on the bar, on top of a tiny, black napkin. She holds out a card reader, unsmiling.

‘Thanks.’

‘Ah, shit, let me—’ Tom dives a hand into his back pocket, and I scan my debit card on the luminous screen before he can grab the bill.

‘It’s fine,’ I say, taking a huge mouthful, and then another, and he looks at me like he’s witnessing someone go to town on a whole Peking duck with their bare hands beside him. ‘I’ve got it.’

‘O-kay, but I was actually going to—’

‘Look. Tom.’ I duck now, as if to level with this poor soul lumbered with me. ‘I’m sorry – and thanks. But I don’t want you to buy me a drink. Honestly. It’s very sweet. But no.’

Tom the Target stares at me.

‘But I’d really appreciate it if you could just – you know, carry on doing this? Talk to me for ten minutes, laugh a bit, and then I don’t know, you can say you got bored or something—’

Tom laughs then, a surprised flick of a raised eyebrow, and pulls his phone out of his back pocket, holding it in front of me, like a sommelier presenting a bottle of wine. ‘My, uh – my phone was ringing,’ he grimaces. ‘I wasn’t … buying you a drink.’

‘Ah. Well. Right. I see.’ Fuck.

‘But look, I’ll happily talk to you for a bit,’ he ruffles a hand through his dark hair, shrugs, ‘laugh a bit. I can be your … I don’t know. What would you call it? Puppet? Pawn? Stand-in?’

‘Sorry,’ I say, and I can’t figure out whether it’s shame or alcohol turning my cheeks to hot, sizzling lamb chops. ‘I’m sorry – for jumping in there like that. I’m just—’

‘Ah.’ Tom waves me away, and says, ‘Seriously, no worries, forget about it,’ and I don’t finish my sentence. I drink instead. Mostly because I don’t really know how to finish it. I’m just – what? What am I? Jaded at thirty-two? A mess? Not in the game anymore, for meeting people? New people. Old. For falling in like, or in lust, let alone, actual love again? And sad enough to be preoccupied by a piece of mystery sheet music left at a train station piano, like those people that hunt aliens when they find a bit of flattened wheat in a field off the A12? I don’t know. That’s the thing. Since Russ died, I don’t know anything. How I feel, who I am, what’s fun anymore, what I want. My life is nothing but a tangle of unfinished sentences. I am a tangle of unfinished sentences.

‘Do you mind?’ I say. ‘Being my … shall we say, stand-in? Just for a minute.’

Tom smirks, gives another shrug and lifts the short whisky glass to his lips. ‘Works for me.’ He swallows. ‘Plus, Si’s pulled some weird, stare-y stranger, and Phan – he’s on the phone to his wife outside. She doesn’t trust him an iota.’

‘Should she?’

‘Fuck, no. I don’t.’ He swigs back another mouthful and grins at me. ‘So, I’m all yours. Come on. What’s my first job? As Natalie’s stand-in.’

I laugh – and thank God. Thank God Tom the Target seems normal and laid-back and very much without that look in his eyes where he thinks I’m nothing but a tough nut to crack. I’m used to that look. That ‘ha-ha, she says she’s not interested, but a few drinks, a few silly little compliments, and she’ll soon change her mind and be putty, mate’ look.

‘Just stand there really,’ I answer, ‘and as I said, just laugh a bit, chat a bit …’

‘Easy enough.’

‘… nod here and there.’

‘All right. And you’ll …’

‘Oh, I’ll pretend I’m having a nice time. As payment.’

‘Make that a really nice time,’ Tom adds. ‘You never know who’s watching.’

‘Deal. And I’ll give off the air that I’m really glad we met, if you like? That every hour feels like a minute because it’s just so easy to talk to you—’

‘Obviously.’

‘So much chemistry—’

‘Loads.’

‘And I’ll pretend I really, really, really beyond belief fan—’ and I freeze then, lips parted, like a haunted portrait. The fourth margarita has already done its thing – pushed me that teensy bit too far. My guard and my filter a little pile of rubble at our feet. I don’t fancy him. Because I don’t fancy anyone anymore, apparently, but saying ‘I’ll have to pretend to fancy you’ to a cool and kind stranger at a bar is not exactly something that would be endorsed by the Good Samaritan, is it?

Tom arches a dark eyebrow. ‘That you …?’

‘Nothing.’

‘Nothing,’ he says, amused, with a smile that’s almost a burst of laughter, and this time, it’s Tom who ducks. ‘If I’m going to be nothing but a puppet – sorry, a stand-in – I reckon it’s only fair you finish that sentence.’

I grimace behind my glass. ‘Ugh. Fine. I … I was going to say … fancy you,’ I admit, shamefully, then I rush out with barely a space between each word, ‘but what I mean is, I don’t fancy anyone these days. Seriously, I don’t. And you could be – you could be like, Adam Driver, or Vince Vaughn, or …’ I stop myself when I find the words ‘that Lurch guy with the shoulders at Roxanne’s party’ gathering in my throat. ‘I just … It’s just something I don’t really do. Not anymore. That ship – sailed. Bombed. Shipwrecked at the bottom of the sea. Covered in … moss.’

For a moment, Tom looks at me, then a smile breaks out on his handsome face. ‘Well, that’s … that’s good.’ Then he leans in and says, ‘Because I don’t really fancy you either.’

‘Good!’

‘Bit mossy myself, actually …’

‘Perfect.’

Tom laughs, throwing a glance over his shoulder. ‘Okay, so – what’s the first subject? Your friends are looking over by the way.’

‘Of course they are,’ I say, and I feel a weird bloom of affection towards Tom the Target for being a good sport, for aiding and abetting with me, for being on my side. ‘And I dunno. How about … ramble about your job? For say, ten minutes. That should do it.’

‘Okay, that’s easy. Photographer.’

‘Interesting.’

‘Interesting.’ Tom groans, pulls his mouth into a grimace. ‘Jesus, Natalie, go easy on me—’

‘I mean it!’ I laugh. ‘It is interesting. Seriously.’

‘Oh, shit, you were being sincere.’

‘Yes.’

Tom laughs, moves in closer, a warm, taut, shirted arm touching mine, and I know the girls will be watching from afar, feeling victorious, nudging one another, hopeful that this is it, and the thought makes me want to dive over the bar and drown myself in a keg, to be found months later, like an oversized tequila worm. ‘Shall I start with photography equipment? Or shall I go for cool celebrity encounters or—’

‘Oh, definitely cool celebs.’

‘I’ve got an Adam Driver story actually.’

‘Do you ?’

Tom grins. ‘They chose wisely with me, your mates, eh?’


Chapter Two

‘Three Sycamore, was it?’

‘Please. Off Dark Lane.’

The taxi driver nods from the dim, fuzzy darkness of the front seat, and the car rumbles away, the golden strip of lit-up pubs and bars blurring in the distance through the window like distant searchlights. Thank God it’s over. Another night out – done. Big tick in the box. And this one was successful enough that it should keep them at bay for a few weeks at least. Six, maybe even into the two-month zone. God. How bloody depressing am I? I used to love these nights with my friends. I used to love how our lives were all so busy that our nights out used to feel more like a challenge as to how many words and pieces of news we could cram into a four-hour slot. I used to love listening. I used to love laughing. I used to love planning the next one at the end of the night, our phones under our noses, all of us with our calendar apps open, the jolt of joy when a date worked for us all. Now I just spend them planning my escape, like a margarita-fuelled hostage.

They bought it of course. Lucy, Roxanne and Priya bought the whole Tom thing, hook, line and sinker, and I think even I might’ve bought it too, if I wasn’t the one sitting at the bar. We made quite the team in the end – Best British Single and Tom the Target with the Teeth. We were the perfect duet. We talked non-stop, and for longer than the agreed few minutes, and he actually made me laugh. And really laugh – not one of those fake, hoggy snorts I usually have to tiresomely force through my nostrils whenever Lucy decides to put on her ridiculous matchmaker’s hat. Then his phone lit up in his hand, his eyes flicking down to it, and I felt a pang of relief. Finally, I could go home; leave Avocado Clash and its chicken carcasses and overpriced guacamole behind.

‘Ah. I’ve got to go and get drunken Si on a bus home,’ he said, finishing his drink. ‘He left with that stare-y woman and now he’s somehow … chundering outside that Burger King on the corner? But, listen, I can come back. Or I’m happy to not, for you to blame me. Say I … ducked out or something?’

‘Went to the loo,’ I added.

‘Never came back.’

‘Yes. A perfect arsehole. Tom the Perfect Arsehole.’

‘That’s me,’ he laughed, a glimpse of those lovely straight teeth. ‘So, I’ll see you then, Natalie?’

I nodded once, in a grateful bow.

‘I’d better go and, er … get to standing you up.’

Then he hesitated, touched my arm, just a gentle brush of fingers, and disappeared into the bustling, garlicky fug of the restaurant. I sat at the bar for a little while longer after, fraying the edges of a damp napkin, swallowing down the tears that were globbing together, desperate to break free, turn my face into a snotty, blotchy mess a little too ahead of schedule. Of course, when I turned back to my friends, they were already angled towards me. Three settled women out for the night away from their busy, full lives, watching a tragic play, starring: Me.

‘Stood me up,’ I mouthed over to them with a theatrical shrug, then I finished my cocktail, feigned exhaustion and excused myself to the rainy street to meet my Uber. And I’m glad I talked Priya into staying inside with the others, because I was crying before I’d even got out onto the pavement, and now they’re streaming. Hot, plump tears. Buckets of them, running down my face, endlessly, like the rain from the broken guttering outside our bedroom at home. Tom the perfect arsehole, me the perfect cliché – drunk and crying on a Friday night in a trying-to-happen commuter town. And it was the margarita effect, sure, but, of course, not, all at once. It was the bar, full of happy people. It was Priya, newly married, newly pregnant, Roxanne texting Ian about what time she’d be home, a tiny curl of a contented smile on her face. It was seeing Russ’s favourite meal on the Specials menu. It was knowing this empty taxi ride awaited. It was Tom. Lovely, kind, normal, handsome, funny Tom – and how I’d felt nothing. And it was the music – that single song I found at the piano yesterday, at the train station. A song I played countless times for Russ over the years. At the keyboard in my tiny student digs, as he sat propped up watching me from my bed, messy hair, sleepy grin. At home. At a hotel piano in Crete as we waited for our taxi to the airport. At the hospital, before he died. And I know that it probably means nothing. But then, why was it there? Was it meant for me? In all the time I’ve been playing there, it’s never happened before …

Traffic radio bumbles on and on in the taxi – delays on the M25, a road closure, a diversion – and the car seems to take too many corners as it leaves the bustling town behind us, for the dark, leafy outskirts. My head shudders against the damp, cold window, raindrops trailing the glass like rivers on a map. I’ve lost count of the amount of taxi rides we took, Russ and I, squashed together on the back seat, him brushing the hair from my face, the smell of our fabric softener, exactly the same – evidence of our shared lives. Russ’s work shirts and my tops and our pyjamas, going around and around together in the machine, a tangle. And I wish so much I could tangle myself up in him now. I wish I was going home to him. I wish I was a few miles away from stumbling through the front door to find him on the sofa, asleep, an anime on Netflix left playing to nobody, our cat Toast curled up on his chest.

‘Is it too hot for you back there?’ asks the driver, his fingers poised over a glowing, fire-orange button on the dashboard.

‘No. It’s fine,’ I say thickly.

‘Right-o.’ At that, a gust of warm air encircles my feet.

It was two and a half years, last month, that Russ died. Thirty whole months. Well, thirty-one now. And my friends never say the words, but I know they think it. Why isn’t she over it yet? Why does she not want to move on? It’s been over two years. Two! And I know how they feel, because I feel the frustration too. I read a post on a forum once that it was after two years that someone – and she was my age – suddenly noticed she wasn’t waking and instantly thinking about her husband anymore. And seeing our matching ages as evidence it would happen for me too, I waited for the same. I waited the way someone waits for a break, for a holiday, for a notice period to end at a shitty, toxic job. But the two-year milestone came and went, passed like a season, and the thoughts are still the same. Watered down a bit, but the same. Sometimes I even think they’re worse, which I dare not say out loud for fear of Mum carting me off to some sort of institution while squawking, ‘She can’t move on! We’ve tried everything! She simply isn’t doing it properly, doctor.’ I think it’s the worrying I’ll forget that’s worse. Russ’s smell, the groove of the scar on his gorgeous hands, the deep, gentle voice, the shy chuckle and blush on his cheeks when I’d say something too loudly or kiss him in front of too many people. I test myself sometimes, and I’m always relieved when I can still recall everything – like getting all the answers right at some sort of dark, messed-up pub quiz.

The driver clears his throat. ‘Three Sycamore, yeah?’ he says again, and when I answer, ‘Yes, please,’ I realise just how much I’ve been crying. I sound like Brian Blessed. But worse somehow. Brian Blessed with a cold. Brian Blessed post-tonsil removal (with perhaps an unfortunate post-op infection thrown in for good measure).

The car turns into the familiar and true-to-its-name dark Dark Lane and I watch the landscape pass in a blur through my window. Trees, trees, trees, thatched chocolate-box set-back cottage, field, field, trees, another picture-perfect chocolate-box cottage. I still find it hard to believe we ever managed it: buying a house here, in beautiful little Bournebridge, with its actual ford and farm, and ivy-blanketed houses with honesty boxes and gardens shown on BBC2. And it never matters how tired and deflated my heart feels, that fact never fails to make it beat that little bit prouder, even on the worst days. We bought a house. Russ and I bought a house. In an actual village, like real grown-ups. With a fireplace that needs actual wood. With a compost bin, and flower beds, and roads lined with more horse poo, than cars.

‘Just here,’ I say pointlessly, because Sycamore is a tiny little arc of three set-back cottages on a country lane, and he couldn’t really pull in anywhere except in front of them, or the deep, dark bloody forest. But I say it anyway, because not to is to disobey an unwritten taxi law.

We pull up in front of the house – our little number three. A warm, yellow light beams through the diamonds of the ever-so-slightly wonky lead window. Relief. Dread. All at once.

I pay the driver, and tip more than I usually would. Mostly for crying in his car, and for him not asking why, or if I’m okay.

‘Thanks, love,’ he sighs. ‘You take care.’ And he drives off as soon as I shut the car door behind me, tyres crackling on the wet tarmac until he disappears.

In a blink, it’s just me and the cold, pitch darkness. That’s something you don’t realise about the countryside – and I think we’d be allowed to call this little village away from the town and all its bustle, countryside – until you move into it. Just how bloody dark it is. So dark, your eyes play tricks, create figures, imagine movement where there isn’t any. It’s why I leave a light on at all times. That, and so if I ever feel weird about being in a car with a taxi driver who freaks me out a bit, I can tell them my husband is home, and the light already on makes my story all the more realistic. And sometimes I just like to hear the words come out of my mouth. My husband’s home. Present tense.

I reach into my bag for my door keys, my shoes squeaking on the tiled garden path – the ancient terracotta-coloured diamonds Russ had been quietly enamoured with when we viewed the cottage four years ago, photographing them discreetly on his phone like a paparazzo with one mission: to get a single perfect shot of original period features.

‘We can’t just buy a whole cottage based on the garden path,’ I’d whispered as the estate agent showed us around.

‘Yeah, but it’s not just the path, is it, Nat? It’s the beams, and the windows and— Shit, look. Look at that little storybook old man out the window – the neighbour. He’s planting something.’

‘He’s not, is he?’

Russ had grinned. ‘That’s what they do in the country, Nat. Live off the land. Like that bloke your sister fancies. Hugh Fearnley-Thingybob. They make chutney and soup and pies and stuff, from their own carrots. That could be us. We could get our own greenhouse. I know suppliers from work, we could get a proper awesome one—’

‘Russ. I kill cactuses,’ I’d said, joining him at the window. ‘I buy soup, and then throw it away after a mouthful because I remember I hate soup and just wish I was a person who liked soup. I do not have it in me to grow a vegetable.’

Then, as our estate agent had left the room, Russ had whispered with a smile, ‘I mean, to be fair, how do we know it’s vegetables. How do we know he’s not just buried a body? All that money, and we get Patrick Bateman for a neighbour …’

And I knew then, from his smile, from the way he talked about greenhouses and chutney, the way he said neighbour, like it was already ours, that we’d do it. That we’d buy this wonky, ramshackle little cottage with the tiles and beams and damp and crumbling plaster, next to the cute old man in the jumper. (Roy, his name is. And it was leeks, we later found out. Not a single corpse. Although he’s so embittered, I often think serving up a good, fresh corpse or two might cheer him up.)

The front door gives a sad, pained wail as it opens, as it always does when it rains and the wood swells in the frame, and it does it again when I close it, lock it behind me.

I pee, don’t bother removing my make-up, put on a pair of fleece pyjamas that I’ve worn for too many nights in a row, and thanks to too many margaritas and too many tears, I fall asleep quickly, as I always do, since Russ died, on his side of the bed.


Chapter Three

Shauna arrives through the door behind Goode’s shop counter like an actor from the wings for her turn on stage – shoulders back, hands on her round hips, lips parted ready to deliver the first line of the scene. But at the sight of Jason, her face scrunches up, like a walnut.

‘What are you doing just standing there? Waiting for her to do a bloody dance? At least get her coffee on. Sorry, Natalie.’

‘Can’t, Shauna,’ says Jason. ‘We’re mid guessing game.’

‘Oh, Christ, not this again.’

‘Yup.’ Jason shoves his hands into his barista’s apron, squaring his shoulders like he’s preparing for a scuffle in a pub. ‘Natalie has to guess which band I went to see this weekend, and I have to guess which song she played downstairs just now. The last one.’

‘What, and then she gets served?’ asks Shauna.

I nod over at her. ‘Yep. And he gets a brownie. That’s the deal.’

‘Give me strength.’ Shauna lifts her round eyes to the ceiling, but there’s a small tug of a smile at the corner of her pink mouth, like a mother who wants to throttle her misbehaving children and ruffle their hair all at once. ‘Just so you know, he gets enough brownies, Natalie,’ she says. ‘Eats all the wonky ones for me. The ones I can’t sell to the customers. He doesn’t need any more. Do you? Bloody shirker.’

It’s Tuesday, four days since dinner and margaritas at Avocado Clash and, as often is the case, Shauna and Jason are the first people I’ve spoken to face to face since. I first came here, to Goode’s, a tiny little sliver of a coffee shop in St Pancras train station, a few months after I lost Russ. Like today, it was a bitterly cold London day, the station one big fridge, and I’d fled a painful lunch meet-up with Lucy and some old uni friends after about an hour. It was a gilet that set me off, of all things. A bloody sleeveless jacket on a man at the next table, and the beat of hesitancy that followed as I’d considered whether it was worth getting one for Russ for his birthday. He liked wearing them for work – gardening. Grounds maintenance mostly, for huge houses with even huger gardens – because the man was a walking, talking kiln. Always hot, never in a coat, but in the depths of winter, he’d wear a gilet until it fell apart. I don’t remember much about that day, just that I made my excuses, and cried on the tube next to a man dressed as Charlie Chaplin (complete with tiny drawn-on kohl moustache) who offered me a piece of kitchen towel from his pocket to blow my nose on. And it was when I was waiting for my train home, at St Pancras, my heart in my shoes, that I saw the piano.

I knew it was there. I’d passed it so many times when I worked in the city, with my friend Edie, when we taught at a small music school, but that day, I saw it like it was the first time. Empty and still and comfortingly silent in the bustling chaos of the station and my own noisy, desperately wailing brain. I’d sat on the stool, edged it closer to the cold, shiny keys. I’d been scared to play, before that moment. Playing reminded me of hope and happiness and success. Playing reminded me of Russ, and the plans we had in a world in which he was here. And the idea of playing again always felt painful – like peeping behind a curtain to a world I could never, ever enter again, even if I desperately wanted to. But I’d pressed the first key, then the second – and I’d played. It didn’t feel painful – not at all. It was anonymous. Nobody knew me at the station, nobody was taking notice of me. It meant nothing. It was just me, and the music, and a lightness I’ve only ever found in playing.

I played for twenty minutes that day. It felt like healing. It felt like home. It was after that I’d grabbed a coffee, plus a slice of carrot cake from Goode’s, to eat on the train home. And, like all habits, I could have never seen it coming. Playing piano at the station, and grabbing coffee here, at Goode’s, just sort of happened on its own, taking root Tuesday and Thursday mornings, two of my days off work.

‘Ummmm …’

‘Not being funny, Jason,’ I say, ‘but I feel like I’m getting whatever hangry is, but for caffeine. Caffiending? Caffuriated ?’

‘Okay, okay, I’m going with – it’s an Elton John song, right?’ Jason bites his lip and points at me like a market stall trader striking a deal. Jason is the likeable naughty boy we all knew in secondary school, but all grown up at twenty-three years old. Always dodging his lectures at art college, always looking like he’s just finished laughing at the best joke he ever heard.

‘Mm, but which song?’

He groans, drags a hand through his long, tawny hair. ‘Ah, shit, I don’t know, I now can’t think of a single one. The one with the … piano?’

‘Wow. An Elton song. With a piano. Narrows it down.’

‘I give up, Nat.’

‘Well I don’t,’ I say. ‘I know which band you went to see.’

‘Nah, you don’t, but go on.’

‘Hyyts?’

Jason gawps at me and stretches his arms up and behind his head, like someone witnessing a football hitting the crossbar. ‘Holy shit. It was. How the hell did you know that?’

‘You told me,’ I admit. ‘Last week. I remember because I looked them up afterwards. Followed them on Spotify and thought, okay, maybe he isn’t totally devoid of taste.’

Jason laughs and gives a heavy shrug. ‘Fine, Marple. You win. You get your coffee.’

‘Which I have to pay for, though, which isn’t really a prize at all, is it? Not even a shitty one.’

Shauna chuckles as Jason hits a few buttons on the till.

‘And we get a brownie,’ she says. ‘That’s the deal. Eh, Natalie? And put this one through as a wonky one, Jason. This shop gets enough out of me to warrant the odd dodgy backhander.’

I head for the little round table at the front of the shop, on the station’s vast, shiny mezzanine floor. It’s nothing really. A tiny round silver table with a leg that makes the surface rock. But it’s my favourite. It’s the one that’s in perfect view of the trains leaving to travel up north – from London to Nottingham, in the time it takes to eat a whole overpriced buffet cart sandwich and make up half a story about the weird couple three seats over. It’s also nowhere near the electronic billboard showing theatre posters. Or at least, Edie’s poster, of the musical she’s in at the moment, which I’m happy never to see again. The only ad I can see right now is for denture glue, and that suits me just fine.

‘Here we are. Gonna take my break, have a sandwich.’ Shauna places the brownie in front of me, and a cup of tea the colour of rosé in front of her, and with the zip of a fleece jacket and the scrape of a chair, she joins me. ‘The bloody temperature today …’

‘Bitter.’

‘I’m surprised we can’t see our breath out here.’

‘I know.’ I leave out the bit about how she definitely would have a few hours ago, when I first got here – and mega early – just to see if there was any more sheet music left for me. There wasn’t. And I’d be lying if I said my disappointed heart didn’t fall like a rock.

‘Your fingers freeze over on that piano this morning?’ she asks, with a warm chuckle.

‘Almost. But I planned ahead. Packed my trusty burglary gloves.’ I wriggle my hands at her, my fingers poking out the top of beige fingerless gloves, and Shauna smiles over at me.

‘She has brains, this girl.’

‘Debatable, that.’

Shauna is the manager of Goode’s – one of eight chain coffee shops in London – and she is all of the dinner ladies I was drawn to in primary school rolled into one sixty-four-year-old Irish woman. I loved her the moment we had our first conversation. Shauna is strong and doesn’t suffer fools, but she’s also the first person to scoop you up in a cuddle when you need it most, even when you don’t think you do. She has that sort of wise intuition – the sort you take to be the truth, without question. She also loves swing dancing and Dwayne Johnson, but not as much as her sons. She has bloody loads (five, I think), and she talks about them all as if they’re patron saints, but with added muscles and DIY skills. I never expected to like her as much as the coffee and its perfect, little table – that was just a bonus, really.

‘How’s the house?’ asks Shauna, sipping at her tea, then straightening it back on the saucer. ‘Any frisky foxes wake you up?’

The question makes me smile. Shauna probably knows more about me than most people these days. Even when she’s busy, we always manage a little chat, out here.

‘None today. They were probably off, shagging the night away somewhere …’

‘And your pipes?’

‘Ugh, frozen again this morning. Got up, couldn’t run the tap for the coffee machine and … well. Hairdryer came out again. And all before six a.m., which was obviously fantastic. Old country cottages are nothing but problems …’

‘Oh, gosh, Natalie, you’re joking. I told you. Let me send one of my boys round. Five of them to choose from. Five.’

Five. Knew it. One point to me.

‘I mean it,’ she says, then she looks past me and smiles as one of Goode’s newest regulars lopes inside – Notebook Man as I call him (because, surprising to nobody, he sits silently in the corner bent over a, wait for it, notebook). I like seeing Goode’s regulars turn up at the same time every week. It brings a sense of comfort somehow. Something to depend on, maybe. Like soap operas airing on certain days, like roast dinners served at the same time every Sunday, the table set just so. And perhaps, because it’s a reminder, that it might not just be me, Natalie Fincher, living in a monotonous routine cycle while the world propels on having lots of hoo-ha-hooray fun.

‘I’ll get a plumber, Shauna,’ I say. ‘I keep meaning to I just—’

‘If you’re wanting to sell up, you’re going to want to save as much money as you can—’

‘I still don’t know about selling the house.’ And sometimes I think I do – sometimes I go to bed feeling like I’ve made the decision – that Three Sycamore was more Russ’s dream than mine, and it was only exciting because we were going to renovate together. Live there together, grow there together, start a family there together. Most of the time, it feels like living in a shell. A film set or something, years after the final episode aired.

‘Well, regardless,’ says Shauna. ‘Plumbers from the internet will rip you off.’

‘And your boys won’t,’ I smile.

‘My boys are angels.’

Jason appears then, stocky and cocky, and sets down a toasted sandwich in front of Shauna. ‘Of course they are,’ he says, and he shoots me a schoolboy smile.

‘I don’t lie,’ says Shauna.

I sometimes wish Shauna was my mum, and I know my mum would be gutted if she knew I’d even had that thought. She’d grab her chest in that way she does when she’s upset and wants to convey just how much. (Think: a below-average amateur dramatics group’s portrayal of a heart attack.) And it’s not that my mother isn’t a good mother – of course she is. But she knows too much. She knows me too well. And that means I can’t hide anything from her, how I’m coping, how I’m not, even if I tuck it deep, deep within. She sees it – eyes like an airport baggage scanner. Whereas Shauna – Shauna doesn’t press, like Mum. Nothing I ever say seems to shock her. If I was to announce I couldn’t be arsed with life anymore and was off to be cryogenically frozen, she’d likely nod, say, ‘I understand, but shall we just sit and have tea and a little chat first? Before we go and pack your holdall for the deep freeze.’

‘So, how was the wedding?’ I ask.

A pigeon lands on the ground beside us, bobs along the tiles, pecks at what looks like a dried-up McDonald’s chip.

‘Oh well …’ Shauna shrugs. ‘It was okay. We left not long after the dessert. Don isn’t keen on these things, wanted to get back for the rugby, you know.’

‘Tell me you at least got to dance, though? To show off your new Swing Team moves?’ Shauna has recently started swing dancing classes with a woman that works downstairs, in the bookshop, and it’s all she talked about after her first lesson. She glowed with it – with the stories of the bad dancers and tripping over and the man who came purely to pick up women who was thrown out by a woman dressed head to toe in polka dots who announced to the room she was taekwondo trained. And mostly how the teacher called her a natural. ‘Me,’ she’d beamed. ‘Would you believe it?’

‘Don wasn’t so keen,’ says Shauna. She runs a finger under the tight, blush pink leather strap of her watch, her eyes fixed on it. ‘But, ah well, I don’t mind. I can dance when I like, right? I have my classes twice a week—’

‘But why didn’t Don want you to dance?’

Shauna shrugs again, the lilac fleece of her jacket gathering at the shoulders. ‘My husband’s not really a dancer. Not really into all that himself and, well, I’d have felt like a right idiot going it alone so … anyway.’ She clears her throat, clasps her hands together, and although I always want to press when it comes to Don, Shauna’s husband, I know this is Shauna Madden for ‘that’s enough of that, then’. ‘So the dinner,’ she deflects. ‘With the girls. Was it just like you dreaded? I bet it wasn’t, these things never are …’

‘Erm …’

‘Oh, no. A nightmare, was it?’

‘No, no, it was okay, but they—’

‘They tried to set you up again.’

I groan into my mug. ‘Lucy did. And he was lovely, actually – really hot, super tall too. Smelled really nice.’

‘Well, that’s something.’

‘I know. But … it might as well have been Mr Bean. A waxwork. A man sculpted out of old cake. I’m just not ready.’

‘To meet someone you mean?’

‘Or to be … to be what everyone thinks I should be by now? Or something. God, I don’t even know …’

Shauna nods gently, the twisted gold hoops piercing her ears swaying. Two women stroll past us, the wheels of their matching, hot-pink suitcases squeaking behind them, as if excited for the imminent train ride.

‘It’s fine that you’re not ready, Natalie,’ says Shauna. ‘And listen, you don’t have to be anything. You know? You can just be this person for a while. This Natalie, in front of me, here. What’s wrong with that?’

I grimace.

‘Well, I like her,’ she says, taking a glug of tea.

‘But this Natalie is no fun,’ I reply. ‘This Natalie’s grumpy and doesn’t like having dinner with her friends and doesn’t fancy tall and handsome strangers who have amazing teeth. I can’t even imagine what it’d be like to feel like that. And that’s who they want.’

‘They being your friends?’

‘They being pretty much everyone I know. My friends don’t say it, of course they don’t. But I think they all want me to be who I used to be. Single Natalie Fincher from university. Single Natalie Fincher who had one-night stands and chatted guys up at house parties and snogged them in the understairs toilet.’ Lurch had been a good kisser to be fair. Tender, passionate.

‘But … you’re bereaved, my love. Surely they must understand that.’

And I swallow at that. Bereaved. Me. It still seems completely incomprehensible that I would be bereaved. A widow. A widow at thirty-two. Widows wear black and wail at gravesides. Widows crochet the days away and wait for their grown-up daughters to call. Widows fall out of lofts getting their Christmas lights down because their grown-up sons are too busy in business meetings to pop in. I’d said that to Lucy once, who dropped her voice low, as if we were surrounded, and said, ‘That is so stereotypical, Natalie. And not to mention bleak. Besides, crochet is very trendy now. I follow someone on Insta who crocheted themselves a three piece suite.’

Shauna gulps down her tea again, as if it isn’t steaming like a jacuzzi bath. ‘The thing is,’ she says, ‘regardless of what they might want, Natalie, nobody can turn back the clock, be who they used to be. And, believe me, I’d love to. I miss my waist. I miss having so much energy I’d skip a night’s sleep. Karaoke. Watching the wrestling at our old civic hall. Going to work on an empty tank but getting through it with a coffee and a cigarette. Gosh.’ She smiles as if she can see it in moving pictures on a private screen. ‘But you just … you can’t. Things change, and people change. We have to just keep waking up and moving forward. Right?’

I nod. ‘Right,’ I say. I don’t add that I don’t feel like I’ve moved forward a single pace in two and a half years. Longer, if you count the months Russ was in hospital after his accident. Life stopped then, for me. And that I have no desire really, to take another step. Stagnant. That’s what I am, I guess. The opposite of what I used to be, not so long ago.

‘Like this sandwich for example.’ She lifts a slice of the bread in front of her as if it’s a snotty tissue. ‘If I could turn back the clock, I’d tell Jason to take his bloody eyes off the girl with all those piercings and listen to me when I say cheese and tomato. I swear to God. Brains are in his knackers.’ Shauna slides out her chair, pats my shoulder with a chubby hand. ‘Better go back in, sort my sandwich, get back to work.’ And she disappears back into the coffee shop, the toastie in her hand.

I stay for an hour and grab some milk, wine and cereal from the little M&S, and it’s when an icy blast of wind ruffles my hair that I realise, I’m not wearing my bobble hat. I definitely arrived with it. And I definitely had it at the piano. I left it in the lid of the beaten-up stool – where I hope it still is. See, this is what happens when you start the day thawing out pipes in your dressing gown and odd socks, and catapult yourself out of the house far too early, far too tired, in the far-too cold. By mid-morning, your brain turns to a giant useless joint of ham.

‘Fuck,’ I say to nobody but my bag of Coco Pops and bottle of red, and I whisk down the escalator. Panic rises in my chest. Actual panic. I’ve been late for flights. I’ve played to crowds of five hundred people. I’ve posed topless with nothing but antlers covering my crotch for a charity project Roxanne ran in uni fighting for Greenpeace. Didn’t break a droplet of sweat. But a hat. A hat is what makes me panic these days. A hat that had cost fifteen euros ninety nine as part of a set. A hat that makes my hair stand on end like I have my hands on some sort of device in the Science Museum. But Russ chose them. He picked them off the rack, he’d wrapped the scarf around my neck, pulled me towards him holding each end, and kissed my forehead. We were in Barcelona, a year before his accident, and it had snowed. The Beast from the East, as the media had called it, and I had a suitcase full of nothing but jeans and T-shirts and after-sun lotion. He’d walked for blocks as I waited in a café, found a shop that sold hats and scarfs and climbing gear and, as sleet fell and fell outside, and I’d sulked, he’d returned, a purple set for me, and charcoal grey for himself. I can still remember him appearing at the glass door of the café, laughing at me shivering through the window, the edges steamed up, holding the scarf high like a trophy. And I can’t lose it. He traipsed across snow to get it for me. He chose it for me.

The piano is empty when I get there, nobody playing, no tourists holding fingers down on bum notes, trying to remember the tunes they learned in school, nobody posing for photos. And I’m relieved to find that my hat is right there, in the shabby donated stool that most people don’t realise opens. But – there’s a piece of music there too, resting on top of it. Another one. A piece of glossy paper, the same squeaky, shininess as the last, with sheet music printed on either side – a piece of music that wasn
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