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For my family




I’ve been watching you for a while now. I see you come and go from that grey-brick house with the broken aerial on the roof and the tiles that have gone mossy. You’re always in such a hurry, always rushing, rushing, rushing, in your own little world. You stand out with your red hair that sometimes shines like polished copper, but mostly looks as dull and uninteresting as you. I bet you don’t appreciate your life, do you? Or your handsome husband or your house with the rose bush in the front garden that I’ve watched bloom and die? I bet you’re too busy thinking about what you haven’t got and taking for granted what you have.

That’s where I come in. Oh, I’m going to make you wish you’d cherished everything in your life. Treasured it.

Because I’m about to take it all away.




Part One
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TASHA

Saturday, 12 October 2019

At the sound of a car I rush to the bay window that overlooks the street, but it’s not them. I stare with dismay at the overcast sky. Everything always looks so much nicer in the sunshine but today the modest cottages opposite are in shadow, making them seem dingy. I wonder what Kyle will think of the village. There is a graffito on the wall around the corner, definitely not a Banksy, and the man who likes to camp out in the entrance to the local park is shouting obscenities. There are the lakes, of course, on the edge of the village, which are a tourist attraction in the summer, and the centre of Chew Norton is awash with beautiful listed buildings, cobbled pavements, expensive boutiques and a gastro pub, but the streets surrounding it, where we live, would once have been the workers’ cottages. We do have beautiful views of a large pond and the Mendip Hills from the rear, even if they are shrouded in mist at this time of year.

I resist the urge to dust the windowsill again. Instead I shake the cat’s hairs off the cushion on the armchair.

‘Tasha?’ I hear Aaron behind me and turn to see him standing in the middle of the room with a mug in each hand, still wearing his work overalls that smell of turps. ‘Relax. You’d think it was royalty coming to stay.’

‘Hardly.’ I take one of the mugs. It’s too-strong coffee. You’d think, after we’ve been together for nearly eighteen years, he’d remember that I like it weak and milky.

‘Alice has been here loads of times.’

Yes, but Kyle hasn’t, I think, but don’t say. Aaron will only take the piss out of me for wanting to impress Alice’s relatively new husband. There’s nothing pretentious about Aaron. He never tries to be something he isn’t, which is admirable but also, on occasion, frustrating.

‘Just because she hasn’t lived in Chew Norton for nearly twenty years, she still grew up here,’ he says, as though I’ve somehow forgotten. ‘It’s not like your childhood home was any bigger than this one.’ He plonks himself down on the sofa, and I try not to wince at the indents he’s making in my freshly plumped cushions. Our childhood home was the old vicarage, next to the Gothic graveyard I always loved and where Alice and I used to play between the old, decrepit headstones. The house was twice the size of this one, but I don’t say it, or how her and Kyle’s impressive detached home in London is at least three times bigger than ours. ‘I don’t get why you’re so jittery about it. This was your idea.’

‘It was Alice’s, actually.’

‘You didn’t have to say yes.’ He slurps his coffee. I can’t face mine and put the mug on the coffee-table. My feelings oscillate between dread at them arriving and excitement about seeing them.

‘Don’t you want to spend a week in their fancy Venetian apartment overlooking the Grand Canal?’ I tease.

‘Ah, well, now, I didn’t say that, did I?’ He crosses his ankles like he’s settled in for the afternoon. No concept of time, his mother, Viv, always chuckles, as though it’s something to be proud of. Yet the longer we’ve been together, the less funny it is. ‘Who wouldn’t want a slice of your sister’s lifestyle? And we’ve never been to Italy.’

A few months ago I was offloading to Alice on the phone about how Aaron and I have never had any time to ourselves since our twin girls, Elsie and Flossie, were born and how our wedding anniversary was coming up and, as usual, we had nothing planned, when she suggested we stay for a week in her and Kyle’s holiday apartment in Venice. Aaron had jumped at the chance, not least because we only need to pay for our flights and my husband likes a bargain.

And I found myself thinking that, yes, I could be the type of person who whiles away hours in bijou canal-side cafés, quaffing cocktails, or wandering carefree and childfree through high-ceilinged galleries marvelling at the sculptures. I pictured myself and Aaron, tanned and relaxed, kissing on the Rialto Bridge, the years peeled back to reveal the people we were when we fell in love as teenagers: rebellious, fun and besotted with each other. But even though the thought of walking in Alice and Kyle’s glamorous footsteps for a week massively appealed, now that it’s time to go I’m having doubts. For one thing I’ve never left our nearly three-year-old twins for longer than a night. And another, I just can’t imagine Alice and Kyle living our provincial life for a week. Will they judge us, snigger to each other as they slide between our bobbled sheets? No. I’m being unfair. Despite my sister’s success and wealth, she’s still the same Alice.

‘Although,’ Aaron casts an eye around the room and nods approvingly, ‘the place scrubs up all right, doesn’t it?’

It does. Our house has never looked as tidy. At least, not since we’ve had Elsie and Flossie. Even so, I glance around with a critical eye – with Alice’s eyes – at the internal doors that need repainting, the wooden floor that could do with oiling, the grubby fingerprints on the pale grey walls and the rug that’s been clawed by our cream Persian rescue cat, Princess Sofia.

I assess Aaron sitting there in his dirty overalls. ‘Are you going to jump into the shower before they get here?’ Aaron has been at work this morning at the local garage where he’s been a mechanic for the last fifteen years. He has a streak of oil on his cheek and his fingernails are filthy.

‘Fine. But I’m not standing on ceremony for them – I don’t care how much money they have.’ He gets up and stretches his long legs before downing the remainder of his coffee.

Aaron and I met when we were seventeen. He was doing his apprenticeship and I was at a college in Bristol learning Teeline shorthand and how to touch-type. Alice, only thirteen months older than me, was about to go off to university. The first one in our family to do so. The only one. And Oxford no less. Aaron has never been particularly impressed with Alice’s high IQ or wealth. He’s never felt less than good enough and I admire him for that. I just wish I felt the same.

He opens his mouth to say something else when we hear the slam of a car door and we turn automatically towards the window. Alice is stepping out of the passenger side of a bright orange sports car, looking stunning in a low-cut jumpsuit, her red hair lying in perfect waves around her shoulders.

Aaron emits a low whistle as he moves to the window. At first I think he’s whistling at Alice – who is, after all, a glamorized version of myself – and I’m just about to tell him off for being a sexist pig, when he says, ‘Fuck me, it’s a McLaren!’

I have no idea what that is but it looks expensive, not that I’ve ever cared less about cars as long as they get me from A to B. I notice it has only two seats. Nice and impractical when you’ve come to look after two children. Good job I got Alice insured on my old Honda. Before I can react, Aaron has dumped his mug on the windowsill and is hot-footing it out of the front door. He looks comical in his overalls, which are slightly too short for his six-foot-two-inch frame. I watch, rooted to the spot, as he hugs Alice, and then Kyle is emerging from the driver’s side.

I first met Kyle just over four years ago. Alice had introduced him to me and Aaron over sushi in some swanky Covent Garden restaurant. He was like a Greek god. A Greek god in trendy jeans and an expensive Tom Ford shirt (I only knew it was Tom Ford because Aaron had asked him where he’d bought it). Three months later Alice married him in a Las Vegas ceremony while on holiday, without any of her friends or family in attendance – Mum has never quite forgiven her.

I watch from the window as Aaron gets behind the wheel, Kyle leaning in to show him the gadgets. I can’t help but cringe at this excessive token of wealth on our unpretentious street. What will the neighbours think?

I take a deep breath and leave the room just in time to see Alice tripping into the hallway in heels. ‘There you are!’ she exclaims, pulling me into her arms and engulfing me in a cloud of perfume. Then she stands back, holding me at arms’ length, assessing me, and I immediately feel underdressed in my old Nine Inch Nails T-shirt and ripped jeans. ‘You look great. It’s been too long.’ It’s been at least six months.

I want to say, ‘Well, if you didn’t spend all your time gallivanting around the globe,’ but I won’t as it would sound churlish and I don’t want to ruin this moment. Despite our differences, Alice and I have always been close. Less so since Kyle came on the scene, but that’s only because their lives are so busy we don’t get the chance to spend much time together. ‘It’s great to see you. I love your jumpsuit,’ I say instead.

‘Bella Freud,’ she replies, and I nod and pretend I know who she’s talking about. She follows me down the hallway to the kitchen at the back of the house and sits at the wooden table, which is encrusted with dried paint courtesy of the twins. The kitchen is long but quite narrow, with just enough space for a dining table against one wall. Near the patio doors we’ve managed to squeeze in a two-seater sofa next to the twins’ toy chest, but it’s already covered with Princess Sofia’s fur despite my hoovering it earlier.

‘Tea?’

‘Oh, yes, please. I’m parched. So, where’s Elsie Else and the Flossmeister? I’m desperate to see them.’ She’s always got special names for everyone, as though we’re DJs or in a metal band. I was the Tashatron for years.

I click the kettle on. ‘Aaron’s mum, Viv, took them to the park this morning.’ I don’t say it was so I could thoroughly clean the house. ‘They’ll be back in a bit.’

‘I bet they’ve grown loads.’ Alice has always been great with them although she’s adamant she doesn’t want any of her own. ‘I’ve missed the little munchkins. I’ve brought them a gift.’ Alice’s gifts are always too expensive, purchased at posh little Hampstead boutiques, then handed over in fancy gift bags and trussed up in tissue paper. ‘Kyle will bring them in from the car.’

I make her a strong cup of tea and place it on the table in front of her.

‘So,’ she says, as I pull out the chair opposite and sit down. ‘Are you excited? We were at the apartment last week and it’s such a lovely time of year to go. Quieter than August, but the weather still warm … mostly! And the views. So romantic.’

Alice and Kyle bought the apartment last year, their first holiday home. Initially I was surprised they bought in Venice as Alice always said she’d love a second home in Cornwall, until she explained Venice was special to them as that was where Kyle proposed.

‘Yes, of course …’

Alice must hear the apprehension in my voice because she says, ‘I know this is the first time you’ve left the girls but Kyle and I will take excellent care of them. And we have Viv down the road if there are any problems. Which,’ she reaches out and brushes my fingers, ‘there won’t be!’ The implication being that if Alice can hold down a job as a biochemist at a top biotech firm she can look after two little girls. ‘You need this, you and Aaron. I know it’s not been easy, especially when the twins were babies …’

‘Don’t get me started on the terrible twos.’ I laugh to hide my anxiety. Something I’m good at. It had been hard, those early months juggling two babies. Aaron couldn’t afford to take more than a fortnight of paternity leave but Viv was a godsend, coming over every day to help me. I don’t know how I would have coped without her, especially with Mum so far away. For financial reasons I had to return to work when the girls turned one even though I didn’t really want to but, in hindsight, my receptionist role at the dental surgery has been good for me. Viv looked after the girls until recently when they started at a lovely little nursery within walking distance and I could extend my hours to five mornings a week. It finally feels like we’re emerging through the all-consuming fug of those early years.

‘I’ve put the schedule on the fridge,’ I say. ‘What time nursery starts, what time to pick them up. I’ve left some of their favourite meals in the freezer …’ I trail off at the look on my sister’s face. ‘What?’

‘Stop worrying. I won’t let them out of my sight.’

My eyes well up and it’s there, suspended in the air between us, always unvoiced but ever present. Our Family Tragedy. I blink away the tears, embarrassed. ‘You promise?’ I say, my voice sounding small.

Alice squeezes my hand. ‘On my life.’

I believe her and my anxiety ebbs a little. I know really that the twins will be safe with Alice. She’s the only person who truly understands. I often wonder if the real reason my sister has never wanted children of her own is Holly.

Just then Aaron strides into the kitchen closely followed by Kyle, who’s clutching two pink gift bags, still talking about cars and mileage and top speeds. Alice releases my hand as Kyle squeezes in on the bench seat next to her and she smiles up at him as he tenderly reaches for her thigh under the table. They are always touching. Even in public their fingers find each other, or they sit so close their legs are pressed together. ‘You can tell they haven’t been married long,’ Aaron had said, the last time we stayed with them, back in March, and there had been bitterness in his tone, something accusatory, and I’d instigated sex that night as a way of proving to myself, and him, that things between us hadn’t gone stale. That we could still be spontaneous and sexy.

Will they still be so touchy-feely when they’ve been married as long as Aaron and I have? Probably.

Kyle catches my eye and jumps up from the table, remembering his manners. ‘Tasha. So lovely to see you again.’ He crosses the room to give me a brotherly hug. God, he smells good. Then he steps back. ‘Love this location. Chew Valley is such a stunning area. All the green space, the beautiful lakes, and the river, of course. It’s nice to be back.’

He’s never been to stay with us before. ‘Do you know this area then?’

‘Yes, a bit. I had a girlfriend who was from Chew Magna. A long time ago. We were at Bristol Uni and used to come to Chew Norton sometimes.’ Chew Magna is only a few miles away.

I realize there is still so much I don’t know about Kyle. I’m not sure what else to say so I ask him if he wants a coffee.

‘I’d love one, thanks. Black, no sugar.’

Aaron is leaning against the doorframe, watching us with an amused expression. I catch his eye and he raises one of his dark brows. ‘Right, well, I’d better jump in the shower. I still haven’t finished packing.’

‘Typical man,’ quips Alice. ‘Always leaving things until the last minute.’

Aaron grins and flicks her a finger in response. She pokes her tongue out at him and rolls her eyes at me in mock exasperation as he leaves the room.

Just then Viv bustles through the back door, all cheery hellos, her short white hair windswept. She ushers Elsie and Flossie into the kitchen where they kick off their wellies and run to me, burying their faces in my legs, while bashfully glancing up at Alice and Kyle.

‘Hello, my gorgeous girls,’ says Alice, jumping up from the table, clearly delighted to see the nieces she adores. Kyle hands the gift bags to his wife. Elsie, always the braver one, twirls a copper curl around her finger and moves away from me first. She’s lured onto her aunt’s lap by the gift – a floppy cloth bunny in a pretty dress. After a few seconds Flossie does the same. Within minutes they’re acting like they only saw their aunt and uncle yesterday. Flossie is sitting on Kyle’s lap and, with her mop of fair hair and big blue eyes, she’s just how I imagine Holly would have turned out. A dark feeling settles inside me as I watch them, and I can’t push it away. It’s the spectre of my baby sister and what happened to her. It’s always in the back of my mind. Aaron knew about Holly, of course, even before we started going out. The Holly Harper case had been all over the national news at the time, and sporadically since. A few years ago, after Dad died and just before I got pregnant with the twins, my mum could no longer cope with being branded tragic Jeanette Harper and moved to a rural village in France.

‘Do you want me to stay a bit, duck?’ asks Viv. She’s standing by the back door, already looking surplus to requirements.

‘Thanks, Viv, I think it’s all okay, but I’ve given Alice your number in case there are any problems.’

‘Not that there will be,’ Alice says, looking up and smiling, but I notice the determined set of her chin at the suggestion she might not be able to cope. Alice never fails. At anything.

As we’re leaving the house, two hours later, Aaron dragging the suitcases to the taxi and me trying not to cry at the thought of being away from my daughters for a week, I notice the drawing on the pavement outside our front gate. A small asterisk in blue chalk.

I don’t think much of it, putting it down to kids or workmen. It’s not until later that I realize its significance.

If only it had occurred to me before.

Because if it had, I might have been able to save them.
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It’s dark by the time we arrive in Venice. We’ve already argued twice, thanks to Aaron’s insistence that he knows where we’re going – he’s never visited Venice in his life – and then proceeding to lead us down one narrow, winding street after another. There’s a damp smell of canal water in the air, and all I can see is a phalanx of buildings with flaky walls in shades of ochre, mustard and salmon, with green shutters and little balconies containing drying washing. It’s a lot dingier and more oppressive than I’d imagined, and as I trudge up and down steps after Aaron, lugging my suitcase behind me, I wish I was at home, snuggled up on the sofa with the twins and the cat, watching Peppa Pig. This is so not me. I’ve never had the urge to travel, to see the world. I’m a homebody. I still live in the same village I grew up in. I hate crowds and too much noise. Being here has re-inforced what I’ve always known, deep down. I’m not adventurous or exciting. I’m not Alice.

‘Not far now,’ Aaron calls over his shoulder. He has sweat patches under his T-shirt and, despite the late hour, it’s humid, even in mid-October, and my jeans are sticking to my legs. I can tell he’s trying to remain positive by making me think he has the faintest fucking idea of where we’re going.

I stop to take a deep breath. My mouth feels like the bottom of a parrot’s cage and the strap of my bag is digging into my shoulder. ‘Wait. I need a rest.’

He spins around to face me, his phone in his hand, the little blue dot flashing on Google Maps. ‘It’s just down there, according to this.’ A gaggle of youths moves around us, chattering away in Italian. I can tell Aaron’s pissed off too but he won’t want to show it or admit that we’re lost. That’s not his way. He is, mostly, a very patient person but he never likes to admit he’s wrong.

‘You said that before.’

‘It’s a bit further than I thought. But come on, Tash, we’re nearly there.’

I hadn’t fully comprehended how many canals and winding streets there would be, or how the taxi could only take us so far before dumping us in a car park. We should have got a water taxi but Aaron said they were too expensive. ‘I wish I hadn’t packed so much stuff.’

Aaron steps towards me. ‘Look, it’s just around the corner. I promise.’ He smiles reassuringly at me. ‘St Mark’s Square isn’t far.’ I don’t have the heart to tell him I’m not feeling this at all, and that Venice so far isn’t anything like I thought it would be.

He holds out his hand and I remember why I’d agreed to this in the first place. I promised myself I’d try to be more adventurous, to make an effort to recapture some of our lost passion and spontaneity. We haven’t had sex for months. We’re always either too exhausted, or one – sometimes both – of the twins decides to crawl into our bed in the middle of the night and neither of us has the energy to send her back to her own room. We need to reconnect, to see one another as more than just a parent to our children, to spend quality time together.

I take his hand and we walk along in silence, Aaron slightly ahead, leading me through the throngs of people taking selfies on one of the bridges. And then, finally, the streets get more interesting with little shops and restaurants. I can smell pizza and carbonara and my stomach growls. We haven’t had dinner yet and it’s nearly nine o’clock.

At last the street opens into a huge, bustling square, lined with grandiose buildings, and I stop in awe. Straight ahead is the most stunning of them all: domed roofs, ornately decorated with mouldings and other carvings that Alice would know the name of but I have no clue. It’s lit up in golds and creams against the black sky.

‘This is it! St Mark’s Square. That’s the basilica. Isn’t it beautiful?’ Aaron isn’t really into travelling either, but there is something endearing about him having done his homework, and I realize he’s trying.

‘It’s breathtaking,’ I reply, meaning it. And suddenly I forget about my blisters and my sore shoulder, and that I only managed to grab a mini tube of Pringles on the plane, and I take in the scene before me, basking in the warm heat of the night, the smell of food, the clinking of glasses and the joyous cries of the children in front of us chasing the pigeons. We stand and stare at it for a while, our fingers interlinked.

‘Alice and Kyle’s apartment is just around the corner from here. In a palazzo apparently,’ he says, looking down at his phone.

I’ve seen photos, of course. Alice proudly showed them to me after she and Kyle had purchased it. But now that I’m here I’m beginning to grasp just how magnificent the apartment will be and a flame of excitement flares inside me.

I follow Aaron through the square, past the pigeons and the clusters of people taking photos, past the man playing the accordion and the artists offering their paintings. The lights from the surrounding buildings reflect onto the warm pavement. I’m desperate to get there now. I follow Aaron as we wander down a cobbled side-street that is pretty but quiet. And then we’re at a set of wrought-iron gates that fronts what looks like a palazzo with Roman pillars and steps leading up to a huge front door.

‘Wow. Is this it?’

‘According to the map.’ Aaron pockets his phone and pushes open the gates with a creak, making a joke about the need for oiling. We wander into the front garden as if we’ve stumbled into an alternate universe, marvelling at the fountain and the twinkling lights dotting the curved slabs, like rose-coloured cats’ eyes. We haul our suitcases up the steps and I take out the set of keys Alice gave me to open the heavy front door.

‘Fuck me,’ Aaron exclaims, as we step into the huge atrium with marble flooring. The ceiling is painted in strokes of blues and apricots with fat-cheeked babies draped in fabric and floating on clouds. I stand open-mouthed. The cool air hits us as soon as we get inside and a huge vase of white blooms sits on the table filling the atrium with a sweet scent. ‘And this is just the communal hallway.’

I laugh. ‘It’s a bloody palace.’ In front of us is a sweeping staircase; Alice and Kyle’s apartment is on the first floor.

‘Is there a lift?’

I look around for one but all I can see is marble and pillars, silk wallpaper and intricate mouldings. ‘Doesn’t look like it.’

There are only three doors on the first floor and Alice and Kyle’s apartment is number two. I’m brimming with anticipation as I turn the handle and we step inside.

We are greeted with huge windows overlooking the Grand Canal and a domed roof, which, Aaron announces, as though he’s reading a guide book, is the Basilica della Salute. Two large white sofas are strategically placed to make the most of the views. (Trust my sister to go for white. I can’t even wear a white top without spilling something down it.) A highly polished oval table takes up most of the dining room, which leads into a quaint corner kitchen with cream units and brass handles. Aaron grabs my hand and we wander into the bedroom. The bed is a four-poster with – I silently laugh to myself – silk sheets in dusky pink! Of course. I’d expect nothing less.

‘Look, there’s even a terrace,’ Aaron cries, dropping my hand and sprinting over to the large French windows. The key is in the lock and he turns it and throws them open. ‘Oh, my God. Babe. This is just … I have no fucking words …’

Babe. He hasn’t often called me that since the twins were born.

A lump forms in my throat. I feel like I’m in some glamorous film. I can’t speak as I follow him onto the wooden decking just in time to see a gondola sail by. A tear slides down my cheek and at the same time I start laughing.

‘Are you okay?’ Aaron asks softly, placing an arm around my shoulders and pulling me towards him.

I can only nod as I lean into him, and we stand there, inhaling the night air, gazing at the stars punctuating the velvet sky, hearing the water lapping gently at the banks of the canal.

We have sex that night, of course. This place is built for it. And it’s not the rushed ‘Quick, let’s hurry before the kids walk in’ kind of sex but the kind we’d had in our early twenties, before stress, demanding jobs, sleepless nights and the pressures of life got in the way. As soon as we arrive back in the apartment after dinner we head straight for the bedroom. And as Aaron climbs naked on top of me I’m shocked when an image floats through my mind of Kyle making love to Alice on this very bed.

The next morning we wake up to rain but it does nothing to dampen our excitement. While Aaron’s in the shower I decide to unpack. I throw open the enormous wardrobes. One section is obviously Kyle’s – I can smell his scent. The other, much larger, section is my sister’s. We’ve never really had the same taste in clothes – I’m more of a T-shirt-and-jeans kind of a woman – but I run my hands along the expensive fabrics: floaty silk, frothy chiffon and soft cotton. Reluctantly I turn back to the bed to take my denim dress from my suitcase but it feels stiff and ugly in my hands. And it occurs to me that as I’m living Alice’s life for a week, why not dress like her too? She wouldn’t mind. Alice is nothing but generous and always has been, even when we were kids. She’d happily let me have the extra biscuit or the last packet of crisps. When she went on a school trip to Amsterdam she brought home a cuddly Miffy for me that she’d paid for out of her own pocket money.

I hesitate. Is it weird to wear Alice’s clothes? I look down at the denim dress, which, compared to Alice’s finery, looks out of place in this stunning apartment. Sisters share each other’s clothes all the time, I reason. I drop my dress back into the suitcase and rummage through Alice’s clothes, pulling out a navy-blue and white floaty cotton dress. Alice is about an inch taller than me, and slimmer, with more of a waist (thanks to not spending nine months carrying twins), but even so the dress goes on like a dream. I twirl in front of the full-length mirror, marvelling at how the cut makes my boobs look bigger and my stomach flatter. With our long red hair and green eyes, we could pass for twins, which Alice is always wistful about. Mum told her once that her pregnancy with Alice was a vanishing-twin one. ‘I basically ate my sibling,’ Alice joked, when she recounted the conversation to me and, despite the flippant remark, I know she wonders what might have been. Selfishly I’m glad Alice’s ‘twin’ didn’t survive. I doubt the two of us would have been so close. Maybe Mum wouldn’t have gone on to have me. But then I think of Holly and know that’s not true.

I’m interrupted from my thoughts by Aaron exiting the bathroom, a towel around his waist. ‘Wow,’ he says, when he spots me. ‘I’ve not seen that dress before. Is it new? It looks expensive.’

‘It’s Alice’s,’ I say.

He frowns. ‘That explains it then. Won’t she mind …?’

‘Course not. Come on,’ I say, reaching into one of Alice’s drawers and taking out a cashmere cardigan in the softest marshmallow pink. I can’t resist picking up one of Alice’s handbags, too: a pale ivory Gucci. After all, my beaten-up old rucksack wouldn’t go with this outfit. ‘Hurry up and get dressed. We’ve got exploring to do.’

I feel like a different person in Alice’s clothes. I’m even wearing a pair of strappy sandals that I found in a shoebox at the bottom of the wardrobe. I usually stick to black and, when I’m not in my ugly navy-blue dental-receptionist scrubs, I’m always in jeans. But I feel lighter in Alice’s clothes. Happier, playful somehow, as though the colours and the frivolousness of them are seeping into my skin, injecting me with joy. I never knew clothes could do that.

It’s stopped raining and the sun has come out, glinting off the surface of the canal. Aaron grabs my hand, and we head to a pavement café with views of the Rialto Bridge for brunch. It’s heaving but a waiter in formal attire appears and ushers us to a table for two. A constant stream of people drifts by and the waiting staff have to dodge in and out of them, plates held high, as they dart from the café’s building to the seating section. I take out my mobile from Alice’s designer bag.

‘Stop looking at your phone,’ Aaron chides, noticing. ‘The girls are fine. Your sister can cope, stop worrying and my mum is –’

‘Down the road. I know! I just haven’t heard anything from Alice this morning, that’s all.’ She’d texted me last night to ask if we’d arrived safely and to say the girls were in bed.

‘We’re an hour ahead, remember.’

‘And you can talk. I saw you looking at your phone earlier.’

He sits back in his chair, grinning. He looks more relaxed than I’ve seen him lately. Aaron’s always been laid back but I’ve noticed a tension in him that he tries to hide from me but sometimes comes out when he’s overly snappy with Elsie and Flossie. He works hard at the garage, which he loves – he’s tinkered with cars since he was a teenager – but it’s a physical job and he often comes home shattered. ‘I was just checking the football scores. Bristol Rovers played yesterday.’ He grins. ‘Now order something.’ He thrusts the menu at me and I reluctantly put down the phone to take it. ‘And no talking about the kids. They’re fine.’ I wonder what we will talk about then.

I don’t notice the man at first. I’m too busy perusing the menu and the area is so busy, but when I look up he’s standing outside the restaurant, one leg bent, his foot resting against the flaking render and he’s staring straight at me. At first I feel flattered – he’s probably in his early thirties, good-looking in the rough kind of way I’ve always found attractive, with a tattoo of a skull poking out of the arm of his T-shirt – until I notice the expression on his face. It’s intense. Unfriendly. His gaze moves to Aaron and then back to me. He’s smoking a cigarette and, although our eyes meet, he doesn’t look away. I drop my gaze to my lap.

When I look up again he’s staring at Aaron, who is oblivious, head in the menu. And then the man turns his attention back to me, mouthing something slowly, deliberately. I can’t make out what it is. I turn behind me, thinking maybe he knows the people sitting at the next table, but they are chatting and laughing, paying him no attention. Unease settles over me.

My husband, blissfully unaware of my discomfort, is suggesting dishes from the menu. ‘What about tomato and mozzarella bruschetta?’ he says. ‘Or ham and olives? I know you don’t like those big green ones, though …’ When I don’t answer he lowers his menu. ‘Tash?’

‘Don’t look now but there’s a man over there, standing by the wall. And he keeps staring.’

Aaron narrows his hazel eyes and is just about to turn his head.

‘I said don’t look,’ I hiss. ‘He just mouthed something to me.’

‘Ignore him. I doubt he’s talking to you. Why would he?’ His attention is once again focused on the menu.

Why indeed? I glance down at my dress – at Alice’s dress. ‘Maybe he fancies me,’ I joke.

Aaron throws his head back and laughs. Too loudly.

‘All right, it’s not that funny.’

‘Sorry.’ He concentrates on pulling himself together. ‘Of course he fancies you. You’re stunning.’ His eyes crinkle.

‘That’s better. But you don’t have to sound sarcastic.’

He rests the menu on the table. ‘You know I fancy you. Didn’t last night prove that? And this morning?’

‘Oh, stop. It doesn’t take much for a man to want to have sex.’

He looks hurt and is about to open his mouth to say more when we’re interrupted by the waiter.

While Aaron is reeling off his order I glance back towards the building, but the man has gone.
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JEANETTE

Sunday, 13 October 2019

Eamonn hovers at the gate. He looks handsome and sun-kissed in his pale blue artist’s smock, with a streak of red paint on the edge of his sleeve. Their group have had a good session today trying to capture the sorbet colours of the sunset on their canvases, but as much as she enjoys his company, Jeanette wants to be on her own now.

‘So, I’ll see you tomorrow,’ she says, from the other side of the gate.

‘Oh, yes, Olivier’s dinner party. It should be fun.’ He smiles, deep creases fanning out on either side of his sparkly blue eyes. He was widowed a few years ago, like her. That was what first bonded them when they joined the adult art class last spring, as well as both being ex-pats, although Eamonn is from County Cork in Ireland. The others in the group tease her about Eamonn having a crush on her. She likes him, and it’s been more than four years since her husband, Jim, died but she’s still not ready. She’d been with Jim since she was eighteen years old. She’s never even slept with anyone else. The thought of another man seeing her body, all those lumps and bumps that she hates but Jim had loved because he’d loved her, makes her feel queasy. Eamonn is a very good-looking man. She expects he’s bedded lots of women in his life. She’d just be a disappointment. Better that he imagines the fantasy rather than have the reality of her.

His face falls when he can see that, yet again, she’s not going to invite him in. She never does, although he always walks her home after their art class. He doesn’t live far, only in the next village, which isn’t even a mile away. And at sixty-five he’s still fit and lithe, which he credits to all the walking he’s done and still does since moving to France in his late fifties.

‘So … bye, then.’ She gives him a little wave as she backs away, clutching her straw bag, which contains her easel and paint, to her chest, like some kind of barrier, then turns and flees down the path. Once inside she breathes a sigh of relief and stands for a while with her back to her closed front door, heart racing. This is her sanctuary. It’s only small, with a rustic kitchen and a living room with a stone fireplace downstairs, a bathroom and two small bedrooms upstairs. She’d managed to sell her house in Chew Norton for a lot more money than she paid for it and, with the proceeds as well as the life-insurance money Jim left, if she’s careful, she has enough to live on for many years.

She makes herself a camomile tea then goes through to the living room, settles herself on the sofa and calls Tasha’s landline.

‘Hello,’ says a soft, well-spoken voice that straight away she recognizes as Alice’s. There’s no trace of the West Country twang that Jeanette and Tasha have.

‘Hey, love, it’s Mum. What are you doing at Tasha’s?’

‘I’m babysitting, remember? She’s in Venice this week.’

‘Oh, I thought it was next Saturday that was happening.’

Alice laughs, but not unkindly. Both of her daughters have teased her for years about scattiness. The trouble is, now that she’s retired the days just eat into each other. She wonders what Tasha will make of Venice. She was always the home bird whereas, to Alice, the world was her oyster. Her daughters might look alike but they are so different in personality. She wonders what Holly would have been like, if she was here.

‘Is everything okay, Mum?’

Jeanette pushes aside thoughts of Holly, not wanting to disappear down a dark tunnel of what-ifs. Even after all these years this train of thought can derail her. Holly is always in her thoughts but even more so lately with the anniversary coming up. She balances her cup on the gingham cushion on her lap with one hand. ‘Yes, everything is great.’ She tries to keep her voice bright, she doesn’t want to worry Alice. Moving here was her decision after all, but she misses her daughters, her grandchildren and Jim, of course. Her life, which had once been so busy, so full of purpose, has been reduced to this. Sitting alone in a stone cottage in a foreign village at least a thousand miles away. It had been out of character for her to up sticks and move. Jeanette Harper, former legal secretary and a one-time member of the WI and the knitting bee, who had lived all her life in the West Country with one man, wasn’t the type to do anything rash. She was sensible. Reliable. Jeanette is the type of person who always thinks things through a million times, summing up every possible outcome before making a decision. ‘I was just ringing Tasha for a catch-up. It’s been a while since we spoke.’ They have a WhatsApp group, the three of them, but they only speak on the phone, or on FaceTime, every few weeks. ‘I wanted to catch her before she went away.’

‘She’ll be fine, Mum. It’s good for her. They need a break and to have time for themselves.’

Jeanette instantly feels guilty. She should be there to help. Tasha hadn’t been pregnant when she left the UK four years ago, and if she had been, Jeanette would never have gone. Moving to France had been a knee-jerk reaction after Jim died, as it had been their dream. She’d gone ahead with it because she didn’t want her daughters to have to feel responsible for her. They needed to live their own lives without worrying about her. She’d had to get away, to be anonymous for a while. Yet now she wonders if she’d made a huge mistake.

‘So, how’s it going? How are Elsie and Flossie? Is Kyle coping okay playing dad?’

‘They’re adorable.’ Alice’s voice softens. ‘Kyle loves it. He’d make a great father …’ She sounds wistful and Jeanette wonders if she might change her mind about having a baby. She wonders what Kyle thinks of it. She moved to France not long after Alice met Kyle and, as a result, doesn’t know him that well. Alice told her they’d agreed to no children before they got married but, still, Jeanette doesn’t understand it. Alice was always so maternal, a great sister to Tasha and then Holly before …

She blinks and tries to concentrate on what Alice is saying. She’s talking about how they took the girls to see the ducks and how she’d forgotten what a pretty place Chew Norton is. She hasn’t lived there since she went to Oxford at eighteen. Jeanette would love it if Alice one day moved back but she knows she won’t. The village isn’t big enough to contain Alice, who has always wanted to conquer the world. And, anyway, Jeanette isn’t there any longer either – things have changed, people move on. She has to accept that.

‘The girls are in bed now,’ Alice is saying. ‘Otherwise I’d FaceTime you to talk to them.’

‘What are you having for your tea?’

‘Kyle’s just popped out to get a takeaway.’ Alice hesitates. ‘I keep hearing creaks upstairs and think it’s the twins getting up, but it’s not. Just the unfamiliar sounds of a different house, I suppose.’

‘Yes. It’s an old house.’

‘Our house in London is old too. But we’re surrounded by neighbours. I’ve forgotten how remote it is here.’

‘It’s not that remote. Not like where I live now.’

Alice chuckles. ‘Well, true. I couldn’t live where you do, Mum. No offence.’

‘None taken. It’s not for everyone.’ Sometimes Jeanette can’t remember why she’d craved such a rural way of life away from everyone she loves.

‘I like the hustle and bustle of London. The pond out the back is quite creepy. Isn’t that where Fred Watson drowned when we were teenagers?’

Fred Watson had been the local farmer. She and Jim had only known him to say hello to but his death had shocked the village. ‘Yes. He was half cut by all accounts.’ The pond behind Tasha and Aaron’s rear garden will be misty at this time of year and desolate with the trees losing their leaves, the ground hardened by frost. Tasha has never been creeped out by it, though. She’s always been drawn to anything bleak and Gothic. Jeanette remembers her fascination with the churchyard when she was a child, and she always made a big deal of Halloween, even before she had the twins. And Jeanette doesn’t even want to think about some of the dirges that used to blare out of Tasha’s bedroom when she was a teenager, usually after a row with Aaron.

‘I’m probably being silly,’ says Alice, surprising Jeanette, ‘but a few times now I’ve looked out the window of the girls’ bedroom and … No, it is silly.’

Jeanette hears the troubled note in her daughter’s voice. ‘What is it?’

‘It’s just … I don’t know. It’s like I’ve got the sense of being watched.’

‘You’ve seen someone lurking around outside?’

‘No. I’ve not seen anyone. It’s just this feeling … Like I said, it’s silly.’

‘You’ve just forgotten what Chew Norton’s like, I expect,’ Jeanette replies. She leans forward to place her cup on the coffee-table. The room is in semi-darkness now: she needs to close the curtains and turn on the lamps. ‘Trees everywhere. It’s a very safe village. And you live in London. Crime Central!’

‘I know, but London is busy. There are always people about.’ She pauses, and Jeanette senses there is more she wants to say. Alice isn’t given to flights of fancy – that’s more Tasha’s domain. ‘Anyway, Kyle’s just come in with our fish and chips so I’d better go. Love you.’

‘Okay. Enjoy your takeaway. Love you too,’ Jeanette says, ending the call. Then she sits where she is, in the half-dark, and instinctively touches the locket around her neck that contains one of only a few photos she has of all three of her children.
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TASHA

Sunday, 13 October 2019

‘So which outfit of Alice’s are you going to choose tonight?’

From the full-length mirror I can see Aaron behind me. He’s bare-chested, his half-dozen tattoos on full display. He has Elsie and Flossie’s names wound around the top of his left arm. Above his right pectoral muscle there are two love birds that he’d had done on his stag do when he was drunk, a rose on the other side and a snake by his shoulder. On his back he has a few more. My mum has never approved, even of the ones of her granddaughters’ names, but I’ve always liked a man with tattoos. I’ve even got one myself, an outline of a cat on my hip that I’ve never told my mum or Alice about.

I’m standing in my underwear holding up dresses in front of me, deciding what suits me best. In theory they all should but some are too girly for me.

‘Maybe this one?’ I hold up a black full-length strappy dress and matching bolero jacket. Smart enough for dinner at a nice restaurant but not too fancy. Some of these in Alice’s wardrobe would definitely be classed as gowns.

‘Very nice.’ Aaron comes closer and encircles my waist. ‘Do we have time …?’

‘No!’ I push him away. ‘I’ve just had a shower and you’ve booked that restaurant for eight.’

He shrugs good-naturedly and retreats from the bedroom saying he’s going to get one of Kyle’s lagers from his endless stash. He’s opened the French windows and I imagine him sitting on the balcony in just his jeans, drinking lager and soaking up the view.

It’s been a good day and we even managed to get in a gondola trip (despite Aaron moaning about how expensive it was). We spent a good couple of hours perusing the shops on the Rialto Bridge and exclaiming over how much everything cost, considering which extravagant piece of jewellery we would buy if we won the lottery. A stranger kindly took a photo of me and Aaron with the Bridge of Sighs behind us, and afterwards we wandered around the streets stopping every now and again in little pavement cafés. Even though I was missing the girls, it felt lovely to be able to sit and enjoy a cappuccino without having to worry about how to occupy them, or lugging around a bagful of colouring books, crayons and snacks.

Earlier, as we rested our aching feet in a café, Alice FaceTimed us. All four of them popped up on the screen and my heart had lurched at the sight of my daughters, but they all looked happy. Flossie was chatting excitedly about how they’d been to the park and the pond to feed the ducks. It’s exactly the kind of Sunday-afternoon family time I love the best.

‘So, how is it?’ Alice had asked, after the girls blew me kisses and then disappeared from view.

‘It’s amazing. Your apartment is stunning.’

‘We were speechless last night, weren’t we, Tash?’ Aaron said, over my shoulder, too loudly. Alice had grinned and Kyle gave us the thumbs-up. Alice hadn’t seemed to notice that I was wearing her clothes.

‘We knew you’d like it. Isn’t Venice just the most romantic place? We love it, don’t we?’ Alice turned to Kyle, who nodded.

‘It’s one of my favourite cities,’ he said, his eyes softening as he gazed at Alice. ‘It’s where I proposed to your sister. You must take a gondola.’

‘We already have, mate,’ Aaron said, throwing his arm around my shoulders. See? his manner was saying. I can be romantic too.

I stand now and assess myself in the mirror. The burnt amber of my hair stands out against the black, the jacket sitting just on my waist. I eye the dress I wore earlier, discarded on the bed. There is a little laundry room just off the kitchen: I’ll have to make sure to wash it before hanging it back up. I spilt a drizzle of coffee down it earlier, so small it’s hardly noticeable, but now I worry it might stain. The dress probably cost a small fortune.

I’m applying a quick lick of make-up in the enormous bathroom when Aaron walks in. ‘So, what do you think? Should I wear one of Kyle’s shirts?’ His eyes flash and I hope he’s joking. Explaining to Alice that I’ve worn some of her clothes is one thing, but I can’t see Kyle being so accommodating. It would come across as weird. ‘You don’t have to look so horrified. I’m teasing!’ He laughs and walks out again. When he returns he’s wearing his favourite pale blue Fred Perry.

I put down my lip-gloss. Aaron leans over the washbasin to slap some aftershave on his face and elongates his jaw as he does so. It’s so familiar, something he’s done every day for years, and I feel a surge of fondness towards him. ‘You look nice,’ I say, even though he looks like he always does whenever we go out. Dark blue jeans, tick. Fred Perry, tick. If it’s cold, maybe a jumper or a jacket, and once in a blue moon, a shirt if it’s a really special occasion, but that’s as far as he’ll deviate.

Even though it’s October it’s warm as we step outside, and the sky is darkening. We hold hands as we cross St Mark’s Square and I’m struck once again by how stunning it is, how bustling. People are sitting drinking wine and eating at the white-clothed tables that line one side of the square. A man is playing a jaunty tune on a cello. Crowds have clustered in front of the basilica. People swarm around, some in groups
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