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To my friends who are more like sisters.
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There’s beggary in the love that can be reckoned

– Antony and Cleopatra

‘You’re fired.’

It wasn’t the first time Cesca Shakespeare had heard those words. It wasn’t even the sixth time, but it was the only time they’d been said to her inside the ridiculousness that was Cleopatra’s Cat Café, London’s premiere fine-dining establishment for lovers of the feline species.

It was a crazy idea, Cesca thought, combining afternoon tea with furry cats who seemed to take pleasure moulting their hair all over the food and drink. Yet since she’d begun working here two weeks ago it had been completely booked out, full of cooing, selfie-stick-clutching tourists, who loved the way the cats curled up on their laps while they sipped lapsang souchong out of fine bone china cups.

The people, not the cats. The kitties preferred licking cream out of the hand-painted jugs.

‘I’m sorry?’ If it wasn’t for the fact she needed this job – or at least the way it paid her rent – she’d be laughing in the owner’s face right now. You couldn’t really describe it as her dream job, carrying trays of sandwiches while trying not to trip over cats as they seemed to deliberately jump in her way. More than once they’d sent her flying, launching plates full of cakes over the unsuspecting clientele.

‘You obviously aren’t cut out for working here,’ Philomena, the owner, told her. ‘In your résumé it said you were a cat lover, but you’ve done nothing but shout at Tootsie, Simba and the others. And what you just said to Mr Tibbles, well that was unforgivable.’

‘He’d just peed on a whole tray of afternoon tea,’ Cesca protested.

‘If you’d have picked up the tray as soon as I called service there wouldn’t have been a problem. These cats are highly strung, they need to mark their territory. It’s our job to give them boundaries. You told me you had experience of rare breeds like Mr Tibbles.’

From the corner of her eye, Cesca saw him prowl along the floor towards them. Mr Tibbles was a Sphynx, a hairless breed that made him look as though he’d taken all his clothes off and was prancing around the café in the buff.

‘I do have some experience. There were lots of cats around when I was growing up . . . ’ Cesca trailed off weakly, knowing she’d lied through her teeth to get this job. Not that the job was a catch, but by the time she’d seen the advert in the window, she was desperate. Enough to take a job surrounded by hissing cats who seemed to want nothing more than make her life a misery.

‘Well it isn’t working out. Customers have complained about the way you’ve been treating the animals. You can’t just drop-kick them whenever they misbehave.’

‘I didn’t drop-kick them, I swiped them off the table. And it was my first day, I didn’t know the customers liked sharing their food.’

‘That’s the point.’ Philomena sighed. ‘A real cat lover wouldn’t think twice. You’re clearly an imposter.’ She lowered her voice, brushing her hair away from her sweaty face. ‘Do you even like cats?’

Torn between a natural urge to be truthful, and her need for a job, Cesca hesitated. As if he could sense the drama, Mr Tibbles wandered over, weaving his way between Cesca’s legs. Looking up at her through his watery blue eyes, he narrowed them as if in challenge.

‘I . . . um . . . I’m not that fond of them. But I needed the job and I’ve never had a problem with animals. I used to spend every weekend playing with our neighbour’s dog.’

Philomena shuddered. ‘Dog lovers aren’t welcome here,’ she hissed, sounding almost cat-like herself. ‘Now get your things and leave before you upset Mr Tibbles with your nasty words.’

‘Can I at least have my wages?’ It had come to something when Cesca had to beg for money, but with this week’s rent looming ominously above her, there was nothing to do but embarrass herself. Too many times she’d had to make up excuses for paying late, or sometimes not paying at all. Living hand-to-mouth in London wasn’t for the faint-hearted.

What choice did she have though? At the age of twenty-four she was on a downward spiral when her friends were all on the up. While they’d been studying hard at university, and getting professional positions that paid them a good salary, Cesca had been rebounding from job to job like a pinball, not staying still long enough to really take a good look at herself.

She’d become good at that avoidance, too. Six years of pretending she was happy, she was OK, that she actually liked a bohemian lifestyle of drifting between flats, making her friends double over in laughter every time she lost another dead-end job, or told them about yet another failed relationship. But when she was lying in bed at night, trying to ignore the pervasive smell of damp and mould that seemed to permeate the walls, she wasn’t laughing at all. She wasn’t even smiling. That was when the monsters seemed to crawl out from their hiding place in the bottom of her brain, whispering in her ear, reminding her she was a failure, a loser, and she would never amount to anything.

That she’d had her big chance and she’d blown it.

‘Here, take this.’ Philomena shoved a thick envelope into her hand. She’d not bothered to close it, and Cesca could see the curled up corners of bank notes through the opening. ‘Please don’t ask me for a reference,’ her boss continued. ‘I won’t be able to say anything nice.’

Cesca wouldn’t dare. There weren’t many of her previous employers who had agreed to say anything pleasant about her, which was so unfair because she was genuinely a nice person. She simply wasn’t very good at holding down a job.

Stuffing the envelope full of cash in her bag, Cesca shrugged on her summer jacket, zipping it up to the neck. It might have been June outside, but nobody had bothered to tell the weather that, and a cold wind had decided to make its home in the city, whipping through the streets like an angry ghost.

‘Goodbye.’ Cesca walked across the kitchen floor, heading for the back door that led to the small, paved yard full of rubbish bins and cardboard boxes. Just before she reached out to open it, Philomena yelled again.

‘And close the door behind you, we don’t want the cats escaping.’

Resisting the urge to slam the door, Cesca stepped into the yard and took a deep breath, immediately regretting it when the pungent aroma of used cat litter filled her nostrils.

Maybe getting fired wasn’t the end of the world, after all.

On Friday afternoons London took on a life of its own, full of wandering tourists who barrelled into suited city workers in search of their first drink of the weekend. Even the cars seemed noisier, engines roaring a little louder, their honking horns full of fury. The streets were full of people on a mission, with places to go, things to do, and that didn’t include being polite to anybody else.

Cesca barely noticed. She was too busy trying to push her way through the crowds while she mentally calculated how much money she had left. Over the years she’d learned how to eke out her wages to the last penny, coming up with experimental recipes that combined the strangest of ingredients. There was even a time when she was a skip-diver, running around with a gang of rich kids who thought it was subversive to eat a sandwich two days after its sell-by date. They’d been playing at being poor, finding the same exhilaration in living in a squat that most people got at the top of a roller coaster, holding their breaths before going down, down, down. But while for them it was a choice, for Cesca it had already become a way of life.

It was hard to pinpoint the exact moment she realised how far she’d fallen. By the time she looked around and discovered the hole she’d found herself in, it was already too late. She was too proud to ask for help, too afraid to admit to her family and friends what a state her life was in.

There was a big crowd of Japanese tourists trying to push their way into the Underground station, spilling out onto the pavement where the lobby wouldn’t hold them all. Cesca walked around them, shooting them an envious glance, knowing she couldn’t afford to take the Tube train home. The money in her purse wasn’t quite enough to pay this week’s rent, and it definitely wasn’t enough to stretch into next week. Luxuries like train journeys and dinner would have to wait until she found another job, or got her jobseeker’s allowance, or somehow managed to swallow her pride and ask for help.

The crowds thinned out as she crossed the Thames, heading towards the darker, dingier part of town where she shared a flat. The shops, so bright and full of pretty things north of the river, became less salubrious, offering overripe fruit and unwanted cuts of meat, the aroma wafting out into the smoky air. This was the part of London Cesca had come to know in the past few years, so far removed from her childhood in Hampstead, where her father still lived. Growing up in north London, the second youngest of four sisters, had been something of a fairy tale compared with the life she now lived.

Not that her childhood had been idyllic. Her mother’s death, when Cesca was eleven, had been enough to see to that.

The flat Cesca shared with another girl – Susie Latham – was on the top floor of a tall, crooked building. The red brick walls had long since turned black, coated with hundreds of years of soot and fumes, with patches eaten away by the wind and rain. The ground floor housed an old newspaper shop, the sort that sold cigarettes by the stick to children who weren’t anywhere near the legal age of eighteen years old. Stepping over the pile of empty soft-drink cans and screwed-up sweet wrappers, Cesca opened the door leading into the stair lobby, kicking the pile of unclaimed mail to the side. Like the rest of the building, the steps had seen better days, the carpet worn to shreds by years of trampling feet.

Susie was in the bathroom, using a set of tiny tweezers to apply false eyelashes with glue. She stuck them on strand by strand, cursing every time she dropped a tiny hair into the crusty blue sink. Hearing Cesca’s footfall in the hallway, she looked up, flashing a closed-mouth smile.

‘All right?’

Cesca nodded. She’d been living with Susie for almost half a year, yet they were still only on polite terms. That was the weird thing about life in London; a flatmate could be a virtual stranger, yet you could instantly click with somebody you met on the street. Cesca found the situation uncomfortable, enough to spend most of her time in the cramped bedroom she’d claimed as hers.

‘Dave rang this afternoon, he’s coming for the rent tomorrow.’ Susie glued the final lash to her right lid. ‘You’ve got the money this time, haven’t you?’

‘Of course.’

‘Good, because it’s too bloody cold to be out on our arses.’ Susie tipped her head to the side, scrutinising her reflection. ‘Oh, and Jamie’s coming over tonight.’

‘I thought you two had broken up.’

‘He came crawling back, they always do. He’s taking me dancing first, then maybe for something to eat.’

‘Is his wife going?’ Cesca asked pointedly.

‘No she isn’t! Anyway, he’s explained all that, he’s planning on getting a divorce, but she’s making things difficult for him. She needs to get a bloody life.’

Cesca rolled her eyes. ‘What time will you be back?’ She walked into the kitchen and switched the kettle on. Pulling open the fridge, she looked inside, grabbing a small carton of milk that was languishing at the back of the shelf. Shaking it, she saw the telltale signs of yellow gunge sticking to the plastic sides. Black coffee it was, then.

‘Probably after midnight,’ Susie shouted from the bathroom. ‘Will you be up?’

It was funny how people asked the wrong questions all the time. Susie didn’t really want to know if Cesca would be awake – she wanted to know if she’d hide in her bedroom like she always did, letting Susie and her married-man-ofthe-week have some space.

‘I might go and visit my Uncle Hugh,’ Cesca called back. ‘He’s offered for me to stay over. So don’t wait up.’

Her godfather hadn’t offered anything of the sort, though Cesca knew he would in a heartbeat. Hugh was like a second father to her, and her confidant since her mother died.

‘Oh!’ Susie’s response held a whole range of emotions in a single syllable. ‘Well, enjoy yourself.’

That was that, then. Cesca was jobless, cashless and even the person she lived with couldn’t wait to see the back of her.

Was this rock bottom? She hoped so. If she sank any lower she wasn’t sure she’d ever be able to climb back up.
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Love is like a child that longs for everything it can come by

– The Two Gentlemen of Verona

‘Well I can’t say I’m surprised.’ Hugh walked into his living room, balancing a tray of cups, saucers and cakes. ‘It’s hard to picture you enjoying a job surrounded by cats. You never were one for animals. I can remember taking you and Kitty to the zoo one year, you both screamed whenever we went near the enclosures.’

‘That’s not true,’ Cesca protested. ‘Kitty’s scared of everything, I’ll give you that. But I loved the zoo. I’ve got lots of good memories of you taking me there.’ She smiled at the mention of her youngest sister. ‘She said hi, by the way.’

‘Oh, have you spoken to her?’

‘We still Skype every week. Lucy’s orders.’ Cesca rolled her eyes.

‘Good old Lucy, she has you all under control. That’s what oldest sisters are for, isn’t it?’ He smiled gently.

‘It’s like a military operation,’ she agreed. ‘With Kitty in LA and Juliet in Maryland, Lucy and I are the only two in the same time zone. Trying to get us all on the call at the same time is like herding cats.’ And even then, Lucy was three hundred miles away in Edinburgh. The Shakespeare sisters were like flowers scattered in the wind.

Hugh placed the tray on the polished coffee table, leaning over to pour Earl Grey from the ornate Chinese teapot into the cups. Passing one to Cesca, he took the other with him to the winged chair by the fireplace. Closing his eyes, he inhaled the aroma before taking a tiny sip. ‘Ah, bliss.’

Cesca took a drink of her own tea, appreciating the mild, flowery perfume. Like so many other things, it was Hugh who had introduced her to the intricacies of tea, forcing her to learn the many variations of leaves at a time when her friends were downing cans of Coke. From those first few tastings she’d developed a love of the hot drink, appreciating the luxury of a well-brewed leaf, able to tell the difference between a lapsang souchong and a da hong pao with her eyes shut. For Hugh, tea was a ritual, something to be savoured. He winced every time he saw somebody simply dunking a bag in a mug filled with hot water and milk.

Placing her cup down, Cesca sat back on the sofa, curling her feet beneath her. ‘You’d think that if I love tea this much, working in a café would be simple.’

‘Two completely different things, my dear,’ Hugh told her. ‘It’s like enjoying a good steak and then comparing it to working in an abattoir.’

‘That might be my next job,’ Cesca said grimly. ‘Except they probably wouldn’t even give me a chance. Not with my history.’

She sat back and took a look around Hugh’s beautiful apartment. The red brick building in Mayfair couldn’t be further from Cesca’s dismal flat, although only a few miles separated them. In lifestyle, though, they were oceans apart. Hugh came from old money, and his late mother had willed this apartment to him when he was in his twenties. The furnishings inside were family heirlooms. The chairs ranged from the Regency to the Victorian period, and despite their age all the tables looked almost new, their wood polished and shiny. Even the walls held evidence of his ancestry, with his long-dead great-great-grandfather staring down at them from a painting above the fireplace.

‘This has to stop. You know that, don’t you?’

She whipped her head around to look at Hugh. ‘What do you mean?’

He looked pained, but resolved. ‘You know exactly what I mean. I’ve watched you hop from job to job for too long. It’s not right. I promised your mother I’d look after you. I hate breaking promises.’

‘You do look after me,’ Cesca told him. ‘By being here, by listening to me moan. Most people would have given up on me.’

Hugh topped up their cups, holding the china pot carefully. ‘You need help, poppet, not a listening ear. If I were an American I’d have staged an intervention by now.’

For the first time since she’d walked into his apartment, Cesca smiled. ‘You’d hate an intervention. All that talking about feelings and making me cry. The only thing you like staging is a play at the theatre.’

He looked up and caught her eye, and Cesca realised she wasn’t going to get out of this conversation easily. ‘That’s the only thing you should be thinking about, too. You have the theatre in your blood, yet you’ve been running away from it for six years.’

She felt her chest constrict. ‘I don’t want to talk about that.’

‘And I thought I was the one with a stiff upper lip. That’s your whole problem, don’t you see? Maybe if you talked about it, and really worked things through, you’d have got over it by now. Instead here you are getting sacked from dead-end jobs, and squandering your talent.’

Her mouth felt dry, in spite of the tea. ‘Shit happens, and it happened to me. I had my chance and I’m not good enough for it to happen again.’

Hugh slammed his cup down, causing tea to spill over the sides. ‘I don’t want to hear you say that! You were eighteen years old; the world was at your feet. And yes, “shit happened”, as you so elegantly describe it. But that doesn’t make you any less talented.’

‘My play bombed.’ It still hurt to say it, even after all these years. ‘They closed it down after a week. The producers lost all that money.’

‘Damn it, Cesca, it wasn’t your fault. The play was good, you know that.’

‘It doesn’t matter. If nobody wants to come to see it, if everybody returns their tickets, then I may as well not have bothered.’

‘They returned the tickets because the leading man disappeared. And that wasn’t your fault either.’

No, it wasn’t her fault at all. It was Sam Carlton’s fault, the good-looking, talented bastard. ‘I should’ve known it was all too good to be true. I mean, what kind of man leaves town after press night? Before the play even opens?’

Hugh shrugged. ‘I know he left at the wrong moment, but it wasn’t personal.’

She slammed her hand on the table next to her. ‘Of course it was personal.’ Tears stung her eyes. ‘Everything about that play was personal. I bled those words out. And he just left, Hugh, without saying a word. He left us all in the lurch the day before we were supposed to open. So don’t tell me it wasn’t personal, because it was.’

‘You’re being irrational.’

She took a deep breath. ‘I know I am. You must think I’m an idiot. And I know it’s not his fault the understudy sucked, or that the play closed. But look at him, he’s disgustingly successful, and I’m . . . well, I’m me.’

Leaning back against the cushions, she closed her eyes. The tears pooled behind her lids. ‘The play meant everything to me,’ she said quietly. ‘It was meant to be my memorial to Mum. It was supposed to show everybody how wonderful she was, how much we missed her.’

‘There will be more plays. You have a talent.’

‘It doesn’t matter whether I have a talent or not,’ Cesca replied. ‘I haven’t been able to write a single word since.’

Hugh winced. ‘You have a gift, Cesca. That isn’t something to be squandered.’

‘Don’t you think I’ve tried?’ she said, remembering all those days spent in front of her computer, a blank screen sneering back at her as her thoughts turned to dust. It wasn’t so much a writer’s block as a writer’s mountain. ‘Every time I try to type, nothing comes out. It killed me.’

‘You know, Winston Churchill said that success is jumping from failure to failure without losing enthusiasm. Well, something like that. Where’s your enthusiasm?’ Hugh demanded.

Cesca sighed. ‘I managed the failures all right. It’s the success that’s elusive.’

‘You’re not going to bloody find it in a cat café, are you?’ He shuddered. ‘All that hair, and people drinking coffee. Disgusting.’

She wasn’t sure whether he was referring to the cats or the coffee. In Hugh’s opinion both were unseemly, but coffee usually got the biggest rant.

‘I haven’t found it anywhere, Uncle Hugh. I’ve looked and looked and it’s gone. In the end there’s only one conclusion to make: I was a one-hit wonder. And that hit wasn’t even any good.’

‘That’s a load of poppycock and you know it. My God, Cesca, you won a national competition at the age of eighteen, with a play the judges described as brilliant. You don’t get those sort of accolades unless you’re hugely talented, you know that.’

She didn’t want to think of those days. For a few brief months she’d been riding a wave of excitement, only to have it come tumbling down around her. Cesca had been in her final year at school when she’d entered the competition, absolutely certain that her play would end up at the bottom of the pile. To have it win Novice Play of the Year and then get picked up for production had been a dream come true.

‘Talent means nothing.’

‘So you’re just going to give up?’

‘I have to accept that I’m not meant for writing. So I’ll keep trying these jobs until something sticks.’

‘Nothing’s going to stick.’ Hugh stood up, striding over to the fireplace. He lifted a photograph, holding the silver frame between his fingers. Cesca recognised the portrait of her mother, standing on stage, holding bunches of roses after a spectacular first night. ‘Look at your mother. The theatre is in your blood, it flowed from her to you. And you can pretend it isn’t there all you like, because it won’t go away. Your mother was born to act, and she did it wonderfully. You were born to write, and when you wrote your first play it was amazing. Prize-winning. Don’t let the actions of an immature pretty-boy stop you from fulfilling your potential.’

There was a truth in his words that brought the tears back to Cesca’s eyes. Of all the sisters, it was Cesca who had loved the theatre from the moment she was born. Cesca who had begged as a toddler to sit in the wings and watch her mother as she acted on the stage. She’d been hooked from the moment she’d smelled the greasepaint and musty old costumes.

‘I can’t do it. I promise I’ve tried. But every time I do, I hear these voices telling me I’m useless, that I’m lying to myself. That Sam Carlton leaving for Hollywood was a blessing, because I’m not meant to be a writer.’

Hugh sat down beside her, his knees clicking as they bent. ‘We both know that’s not true. You just need to give yourself a bit of time and space. Somewhere to think, to breathe, to let the words flow.’

She laughed. ‘Not really possible in London.’ At least not the part of London she lived in, surrounded by Susie and her married boyfriends. It was hard enough to breathe, let alone process her thoughts.

‘Maybe you should get away.’

Cesca smiled at him fondly. ‘Where to? I can’t afford to pay next week’s rent, there’s no way I can find the money for a holiday.’

‘I’d give you the money.’

There it was again. She instantly tensed. ‘No. No thank you. I know you want the best for me, but I’ll pay my own way.’

‘What if there was another way?’ Hugh asked, looking suddenly crafty. ‘What if there was something cheap you could do? I could lend you the cash and you could pay me back.’

‘Unless it was exceedingly cheap, I’d never be able to pay you back. And as my namesake said, “never a borrower nor a lender be”.’

Hugh smiled at her Shakespearean reference. ‘Then we’ll make it exceedingly cheap. Plus with the lovely writing you’ll be able to do, you can pay me back in no time.’ He leaned back and rubbed his chin for a moment, deep in thought. Then he sat straight up, clicking his fingers. ‘I’ve got it!’

‘What?’

He ignored her question. ‘Stay there, I just need to make a phone call.’ He stood, putting his cup on the table beside him.

‘I haven’t exactly got anywhere to go,’ she pointed out, as he walked out into the kitchen.

Five minutes later he was back, a big smile on his face.

‘You look like the cat who got the cream,’ she told him, wincing at her own joke.

He laughed loudly. ‘I just spoke to some old friends. I’d heard on the grapevine they were having trouble finding a house-sitter for their villa in Italy.’

Cesca raised an eyebrow. ‘Well that’s convenient.’

‘Don’t look at me like that,’ Hugh chided. ‘I’m not stretching the truth or making anything up, it’s simple serendipity. They have a live-in couple that takes care of the place, but they want to go away for a few weeks, and need somebody they can trust to stay in the house. You won’t have to do very much, apart from keep an eye on the place, so there’ll be plenty of time to write. Plus if you agree to it, they’ll pay for your flights and food while you’re there.’

Sceptical didn’t even cover it. ‘And where is this villa that needs a messed up failure to take care of it?’ she asked.

‘It’s on Lake Como, just outside a pretty little village called Varenna. Villa Palladino – that’s where you’ll be staying – has been in their family for centuries. I’ve been there myself, it’s absolutely beautiful. What’s more, it’s secluded and quiet, and nobody will interrupt you there. You can breathe in the lake air, take lots of walks, you can even lie on the beach if you want to.’ He paused, glancing up at her again. ‘Or you can write.’

She was so torn it almost hurt. Part of her wanted to get up and jump up and down, show some excitement and thank her uncle for saving her life. The other bit – the Cesca who had been running the show for the past six years – was telling her it was too good to be true, that things like this didn’t happen to her. She was being set up for a fall, and was going to let her godfather down once again.

‘I can’t hold down a job,’ Cesca whispered, ‘so what makes you think I can do this one?’

‘I know you can do it,’ Hugh replied, ‘because there’s nothing to do but write and get your head straight. It’s what you should have done all those years ago after the play folded. I should have insisted upon it. Instead you got yourself into this downward spiral, and you’re spinning so fast that nobody can catch you.’

It was impossible to ignore the truth in his words, and Cesca didn’t bother to try.

‘If I do go,’ she said hesitantly, still not quite able to bring herself to agree, ‘then I’ll need to sort some things out. Like a passport, and clothes. Plus I need to work out what the hell I’m going to write.’

Hugh gave her a beaming smile. ‘Those are the easy things, we can get them arranged tout de suite. Getting you to agree to it is the tricky one.’

‘Do you have a photograph of the villa?’ Cesca asked. ‘How big is it?’

Hugh shrugged, glancing away. ‘Oh, it’s medium-sized. I don’t think I have a photo, they’re very private people. There’s enough rooms for you not to bump into the couple who look after the house while they’re there, but it’s not so big that you’ll be overwhelmed after they leave.’ Sensing her reluctance, he reached out for her arm. ‘Just give it a try. Do it for me, for your dad – goodness, do it for your mother if you have to, but get on a plane and go to Italy. If you hate it, I’ll talk to my friends and we can think again.’

‘I don’t know . . . ’

‘Stop thinking and just say yes,’ Hugh told her. ‘Look at this as rock bottom, and now you have a chance to start climbing back up.’

He was right, she knew he was. It was crazy how little she had left to lose. There came a point in everybody’s life where you either accepted that things were never going to improve, or you took hold of the wheel and actually started thinking about where you were going. Sitting there, in that London flat, Cesca realised this was the moment for her.

Could she ignore it? Could she bear to walk away and only look back with regrets? She already had enough of those to last a lifetime.

‘OK, I’ll do it,’ she said, causing Hugh to let out a relieved sigh. ‘I’ll go to Italy and I’ll look after that damn house and I’ll try to make some changes in my life.’

Hugh pulled her up into an uncharacteristic hug. Stunned, Cesca returned the embrace, her hands on his back, feeling the bones pressing through his thin frame.

‘Good girl,’ he whispered, ‘I’m so proud of you.’

His words touched her, and made her feel wistful. There was a time she was proud of herself, too. If only she could feel that way again.

‘When do you leave?’ her father asked, looking at her over the rim of his mug.

‘Tomorrow,’ Cesca told him. ‘I catch a flight from Heath-row in the morning.’ She glanced around the kitchen. The walls were shabby, paint peeling away from the plaster. The sink was piled up with dirty dishes. It was crazy, really. The house itself was worth a lot of money, but Oliver had neglected it for years, more interested in studying insects than the interior decor.

She felt a twinge of anxiety about leaving her father behind. Though he was still a good-looking man, sitting across the kitchen table from her he looked frailer than she remembered. Older.

‘Have you told your sisters you’re going?’ he asked.

‘I spoke to them this morning. On Skype.’

‘On that video phone thing?’ Oliver questioned, shaking his head. ‘It’s amazing how you can all see each other, even though you girls are scattered far and wide.’

She smiled softly. She’d never get used to sitting in this kitchen without them. It held so many memories for her. Lucy desperately trying to make their packed lunches for school, Juliet painting a picture on the old wooden table. Kitty glued to the ancient television perched on the kitchen counter. It felt so quiet now, in comparison. As a child, this house had been full of life. The Shakespeare sisters had been vibrant and noisy. But now all that was left were the ghosts of their past.

She could almost see her mother in here, too. Looking as glamorous as ever, leaning down to kiss each one of them before leaving for the theatre. She’d always smelled delicious, like a bouquet of flowers. Sometimes, Cesca caught a whiff of that same perfume and it brought everything back.

‘Will you be OK while I’m gone?’ she asked her father.

‘Of course I will. I’ve got my work to keep me busy. Plus Hugh called to invite me to dinner. Oh, and Lucy will probably pop down from Edinburgh at some point.’

Thank goodness for Lucy. Their oldest sister always seemed to have everything under control. ‘I’ll try to call you,’ she told him.

He waved his hand. ‘I probably won’t pick up. And I still can’t work that damned answering machine. Why don’t you send me a postcard instead?’

‘I can do that.’

He was looking down at his crossword, tapping his pen against his mouth. She’d lost his attention again. ‘Dad, you will take care of yourself, won’t you?’ she asked, aware of the irony of her words. ‘Make sure you eat properly.’

Pulling his pen from his mouth, he scribbled an answer. ‘I always eat properly,’ he said. ‘Though not as well as you, I expect. Italy has some wonderful food.’ Finally, he looked up at her. ‘What are you going to do over there anyway?’

She sighed. ‘Like I told you, I’m going to look after a villa. And I’m going to try to write again.’

For the first time, his face lit up with interest. ‘A play?’ he asked.

‘If I can. I’m a bit rusty though.’ Understatement of the year.

‘That’s wonderful news. Your mother would be so proud if she was alive. She always dreamed that one of her daughters would follow her into the theatre.’

‘I know.’ Cesca looked down. ‘I don’t think she’d be proud though. I’ve turned out to be a disappointment.’

‘Of course you haven’t.’ Oliver shook his head. ‘All you girls, you’ve done so well. It wasn’t easy for any of you after Milly . . . ’ He faded out, tears springing to his eyes. ‘Well, anyway, do your best. That’s all you can do.’

For a moment there she’d thought he was going to open up to her. But she could see him withdrawing in front of her eyes. He carried on filling in his crossword puzzle, as she finished her mug of tea.

He was right, though. Her best was all she could do. But would it be good enough?
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