
Chapter One

The first Wednesday in March was going to be a peculiar day for Petra Flint but it would take another seventeen years for her to consider how seminal it had been. Usually, school days were utterly dependable for their monotony, with daytime plotted and pieced into fifty-minute periods of quality education. The reputation of Dame Alexandra Johnson School for Girls and its high standing in the league tables was built on courteous, bright girls achieving fine exam results and entry into Oxbridge and the better Red Bricks. The school was sited in a residential street just off the Finchley Road, east of West Hampstead. It occupied four Victorian houses, somewhat haphazardly interconnected, whose period details sat surprisingly well with blackboards, Bunsen burners and the students’ adventurous artwork. All members of staff were upright and eager, and it was as much the school’s edict to impart a similar demeanour on the girls as to teach them the set curriculum. The headmistress, Miss Lorimar, was of indeterminate age, looked a little like an owl and could swoop down on misconduct or mess in an instant. She infused the girls and staff alike with a mixture of trepidation and respect. Ad vitam Paramus, she’d often proclaim, in morning assembly or just along the corridors, Ad vitam Paramus.

Petra liked school. Miss Lorimar had only ever had cause to bark praise at her. Petra wasn’t staggeringly bright, nor was she tiresomely popular but in keeping a naturally quiet and amicable profile, she was well liked by her teachers and classmates. She liked school because it provided respite from home. On her fourteenth birthday last year, she had been summonsed to Miss Lorimar’s office.

‘Sit.’

Petra had sat. She had sat in silence glancing at Miss Lorimar who was reading a letter with great interest.

‘I see it is your birthday,’ the headmistress had announced, ‘and I see you are having a rotten time at home.’ She brandished the piece of paper which Petra then recognized as coming from the pad of light blue Basildon Bond that was kept in the console drawer in the hallway at home. ‘Your mother has disclosed the situation with your father.’ Petra’s gaze fell to her lap where she saw her fists were tightly clenched. ‘I shall circulate this information in the staff room,’ Miss Lorimar continued, as if referring to a case of nits. There was a pause during which Petra unfurled her fists and worried that her fingernails weren’t regulation short. Miss Lorimar didn’t seem interested in them. ‘Happy birthday,’ she said, her bluntness at odds with the sentiment. There was another pause. When Miss Lorimar next spoke, the steely edge to her voice had been replaced with an unexpected softness. ‘Let school be your daytime haven, Miss Flint,’ she said. ‘You can be happy here. We will care for you.’

And Petra was happy at Dame Alexandra Johnson School for Girls and she did feel well cared for and now, a year on from her parents’ divorce, home was no longer a place to trudge reluctantly back to.

That first Wednesday in March, double maths, first break and double English were blithely pushed aside as Miss Lorimar strode into the Lower Fifth classroom after assembly.

‘I wanted to call it Task Force,’ she bellowed and no one knew what she was talking about, ‘but the governors thought it sounded too military.’ She narrowed her eyes and huffed with consternation. Twenty-eight pairs of eyes concentrated on the dinks and notches in the old wooden desks. ‘So we are calling it Pensioners’ Link instead. One lunch-time each week, you will go in pairs and visit pensioners in the locale. You will do odd jobs, a little shopping and, most importantly, you will provide company.’ She looked around the class. ‘The elderly have started to become forgotten, even disposable, in our society,’ she said darkly. ‘It’s an outrage! They are the cornerstones of our community and much is to be learned from them. You will sit and you will listen. Thank you, ladies.’ A spontaneous hum from girls desperate to chatter erupted, though a withering look from Miss Lorimar soon silenced it. With a tilt of her head towards the classroom door, a group of people filed in. ‘We welcome members of social services who will be your chaperones today. You will be back in time for final period before lunch – and the concert.’

The concert. Oh yes, the gig. Noble Savages, the band made up from Sixth Formers at nearby Milton College Public School for Boys, were playing in the hall at lunch-break. What a strange day for a school day. Rather wonderful, too.

Petra had been paired with Darcey Lewis and they’d been teamed with Mrs McNeil who was eighty-one years old and lived on her own in a flat in the mansion block above the shops near Finchley Road underground station.

‘I didn’t know people even lived here,’ said Darcey.

‘God you’re a snob!’ Petra said.

‘I didn’t mean it that way,’ said Darcey ingenuously. ‘I meant that I haven’t ever bothered to look upwards beyond McDonald’s or the newsagent or the sandwich shop.’

‘It is pretty spectacular,’ Petra agreed, as she and Darcey craned their necks and noted the surprisingly ornate brickwork and elegantly proportioned windows of the apartments sitting loftily above the parade of dog-eared shops.

‘This is such a skive!’ Darcey whispered as the lady from social services led them into the building. ‘Missing double bloody maths to chat with an old biddy.’ Darcey’s glibness was soon set to rights by the dingy hallway and flight after flight of threadbare stairs. ‘Why do you make someone so old live up here?’ Darcey challenged social services.

‘Mrs McNeil has lived here for twenty years,’ was the reply. ‘It is her home and she does not wish to move.’

The walls were stained with watermarks from some long-ago flood and from the scuff and trample of careless feet. The building smelt unpleasant: of carpet that had been damp, of overheated flats in need of airing, faint whispers of cigarette smoke, camphor, old-fashioned gas ovens, a cloying suggestion of soured milk. Mrs McNeil’s front doorknob was secured with a thatch of Sellotape, the ends of which furled up yellow, all stickiness gone.

‘She won’t let us fix it,’ the social services lady told the girls, as she rapped the flap of the letter-box instead.

‘Bet she smells of wee,’ Darcey whispered to Petra.

‘Shut up,’ Petra said.

Mrs McNeil did not smell of wee but of lavender cologne, and her apartment did not smell of sour milk or mothballs. It did smell of smoke but not cigarettes, something sweeter, something more refined. Cigarillos in cocktail colours, it soon transpired. She was a small but upright woman, with translucent crêpey skin and skeins of silver hair haphazardly swooped into a chignon of sorts. ‘Hullo, young ladies,’ her voice was a little creaky, but her accent was cultivated and the tone was confident, ‘won’t you come in?’

They shuffled after her, into the flat. Mrs McNeil’s sitting room was cluttered but appeared relatively spruce for the apparent age and wear of her belongings and soft furnishings. A dark wood table and chairs with barley-twist legs jostled for floor space against a small sofa in waning olive green velvet with antimacassars slightly askew, a nest of tables that fitted together from coincidence rather than original design, a tall ashtray from which a serpentine plume of smoke from a skinny pink cigarillo slicked into the air. On the walls, pictures of sun-drenched foreign climes hung crooked. Around the perimeter of the room, butting up against the tall skirting boards, piles and piles of books, all meticulously finishing at the same height. Petra thought they looked like sandbags, like a flood defence, as if they were protecting Mrs McNeil and keeping her safe within these walls. Or perhaps they kept mice out. Perhaps the tatty patterned carpet simply did not fit properly wall to wall. Petra looked around her; there just was not the room for enough shelving to house that many books. And the walls were for those paintings of somewhere hot and faraway.

At that moment, surrounded by decades of life and so much personal history, Petra deeply missed having grandparents of her own. She took Mrs McNeil’s bony hand, with its calligraphy of veins and sinews and liver spots, in both of hers.

‘It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mrs McNeil,’ she said, looking intently into the lady’s watercolour-pale eyes. ‘I’m Petra Flint.’

‘You may call me Lillian, Petra Flint,’ she said.

‘Hullo, Lillian,’ Darcey said slowly and loudly with unnecessary stooping. ‘I’m Darcey Lewis.’

‘You, dear, can call me Mrs McNeil,’ Lillian said tartly.

And so began a friendship between Petra Flint and Lillian McNeil which, though it would last less than three years, was deep in its mutual fondness and, for Petra in particular, longstanding in its reach. On that first visit, while Darcey sat on the green velvet sofa and helped herself to ginger snaps, Petra asked Mrs McNeil if she would like her pictures straightened.

‘I’ve never been abroad,’ Petra said. ‘Please will you tell me a little about them, as I straighten them?’

‘Let’s start here, in Tanzania,’ Lillian said, peering up at a painting. ‘I lived there forty years ago. I loved it. This is Mount Kilimanjaro at dawn. I sat beside the artist, under this baobab – or upside-down – tree as he painted.’

After that, whenever Petra visited, often twice or three times a week, the paintings she had previously righted were crooked again. Invariably one was more skewed than the others and that was the one that Lillian McNeil planned to talk about that day. Darcey rarely visited Mrs McNeil again. She swore Petra to secrecy, bunking off Pensioners’ Link to meet her boyfriend for lunch at McDonald’s instead.

From the tranquillity of Mrs McNeil’s flat, Petra and Darcey walked straight into an overexcited buzz back at school. There was usually something going on in the school hall at lunch-times, but it was more likely to be drama or dance club or one of the classes practising a forthcoming assembly. In its hundred-year history, this was the first lunch-hour in which the school had been put at the disposal of five boys and their impressive array of rock-band paraphernalia. Miss Golding the music teacher, a sensitive creature for whom even Beethoven was a little too raucous, looked on in alarm as if fearing for the welfare of her piano and the girls’ eardrums. While she backed herself away from the stage, her arms crossed and her eyebrows knitted, other members of staff bustled amongst the girls trying to calm the general fidget and squawk of anticipation. It was only when Miss Lorimar introduced the members of the band that the students finally stood silent and still.

‘These are very Noble Savages,’ their headmistress quipped, tapping the shoulders of the singer and the drummer. ‘First stop: Dame Alexandra Johnson’s, next stop: Top of the Pops!’ She made a sound unsettlingly close to a giggle before clapping energetically. The girls were too gobsmacked to even cringe let alone applaud. But before Miss Lorimar had quite left the stage, before Miss Golding had time to cover her ears, the Noble Savages launched into their first number and the varnished parquet of the hall resounded to the appreciative thumping of three hundred sensibly shod feet. Just a few bars in and each member of the band had a fan club as yelps of ‘Oh my God, he’s just so completely gorgeous,’ filtered through the throng like a virus. ‘I’m in love!’ Petra’s friends declared while she nodded and grinned and bopped along. ‘God, I’m just so in love!’

Nuclear no! Arlo Savidge sang as Jonny Noble, on rhythm guitar, thrashed through powerful chords and Matt on drums hammered the point home.

Government you are meant

to seek peace

not govern mental.

Time to go! Nuclear no!

The girls went wild and the majority of them made a mental note to join CND at once. After thank-yous all round from the band, Jeremy skittled his fingers down the run of piano keys, took his hands right away for maximum drama and then crashed them back down in an echoing chord of ear-catching dissonance.

Jailed for their thoughts

Caged for their beliefs

Imprisoned behind bars of bigotry

But still their spirits fly

Set them free

Set them free

We must

Set them free.

The older girls were shaking their heads, while hormones and concern for political injustice sprang real tears to their eyes.

‘Free Nelson Mandela,’ Darcey said to Petra with a very grave nod.

Petra closed her eyes in silent supplication.

‘Do you think the drummer would like to free me of my virginity?’ Amy asked and her classmates snorted and laughed and gave her a hug.

‘Do you think the one with the red-and-white guitar would like me in a big red bow and nothing else?’ Alice asked.

‘Shh!’ Darcey hissed, beginning to sway. ‘It’s a slowy.’

‘“Among the Flowers”,’ the singer announced, his eyes closed.

While gentle chords were softly strummed by Jonny, Arlo caressed the strings of his guitar. The sweetest melody wove its way through the crowd as “Among the Flowers” floated like petals through the hall. The harmonies seduced even Miss Golding who tipped her head and appraised the band with a timid smile. When Arlo began to sing, it was without the strident, Americanized preach of “Set Them Free” and “Nuclear No!”; instead it was deeper and pitch-perfect, wrought with emotion and, one felt, his true voice.

I see her walking by herself

In a dream among the flowers Won’t she wake

Won’t she wake

And see how I wait

See how I wait

For her

Is she walking all alone

Is she lonely in the flowers

Can I wake her and take her

Take her with me through the flowers

Out of her dream

And into mine

Out of her dream

And into mine.

He sang with his eyes shut, his mouth so close to the microphone that occasionally his lips brushed right over its surface. Arlo only opened his eyes when the piano solo twinkled its romantic bridge between the verses. All eyes were on the band but the focus was on Arlo who had eyes for one girl alone.

Is he looking at me?

No, he’s looking at me!

Fuck off, it’s me he’s looking at.

It’s me, thought Petra, he’s looking straight at me. Aren’t you. Hullo.

‘Out of her dream,’ Arlo sang to Petra, ‘and into mine.’


Chapter Ten

‘Are you going to tell?’

Paul Glasper forsook the history A level essays he had settled down to mark, to pose the question to Miranda Oates in an excitable whisper, as if it was the juiciest secret to hit the school.

‘What? Tell what?’ asked Nigel Garton as he came into the staff room, as bleary-eyed as the pupils to whom he’d just taught double physics.

‘Who?’ Arlo Savidge asked, a step behind him. ‘Tell what who when?’

Paul held his hands up. ‘It’s not for me to say,’ he said with a slow and obvious wink to Miranda who rolled her eyes and flicked him a ‘V’ with her fingers.

Miranda shrugged. ‘I’m going for a job interview.’

‘A job?’ said Nigel. ‘What sort of job?’

‘A teaching job, of course.’

‘But you already have a teaching job,’ said Nigel.

Miranda shrugged. ‘Head of English.’

‘You’re Head of English here, aren’t you?’ Arlo said.

‘Yes, but I don’t want to base my entire career here at Roseberry Hall. Unlike you two.’

She looked at them while they looked at each other, baffled.

‘Don’t know why not,’ Nigel muttered, a little affronted.

‘It’s easy to forget that there’s life outside Roseberry Hall,’ Miranda said.

‘But isn’t the sense of belonging, of community, the point, surely?’ said Arlo.

‘You sound like the school’s prospectus,’ Miranda said. ‘Anyway, how about “Good luck, Miss Oates”?’

‘Good luck, Miss Oates,’ Nigel said flatly.

‘Good luck,’ said Arlo, ‘of course good luck. But you’d be sorely missed if you left.’

Paul noticed how a sparkle enlivened Miranda’s eyes, that the smile she shot over to Arlo was laced with a glance of hope.

Roseberry Hall was not a large school in terms of population, but in terms of acreage it was vast. The estate was contained, yet also heralded, by the original fine stone wall, something of a rarity in the hedge-bound locality. It was some eight feet high, crowned every few yards by a small decorative turret echoing those which were a feature of the Hall itself. From a distance and depending on the time of year, ramblers walking the Norse Lyke Wake Walk could look down on the Roseberry Hall estate in its entirety; from that perspective, the buildings and grounds and the wall running the entire perimeter resembled a well-constructed sandcastle complex. The eighteenth-century Hall itself, with its turrets and thick-silled casement windows and magnificent arched doorway, managed to be imposing in its grandeur without being intimidating. The founder of the school, Radcliff Lawrence Esq., a wealthy philanthropist whose special interests were education and architecture and the consequences of the one on the other, was sensitive to the effect that entering through that portal could have on a schoolboy. Lawrence believed that a school’s job was to teach by nurturing, not by fear. A child will not want to learn in a building he is intimidated to enter; but if the building inspires awe then the passage to the classroom will be an eager one. Lawrence’s ethos has lasted as well as the buildings themselves and to this day, despite the school being called Roseberry Hall Public School for Boys, the pupils themselves continue to be known as Radcliff Lawrencers.

It wasn’t a league-topping school in terms of academic excellence but in terms of producing well-mannered, bright and confident boys, it was exemplary. Everyone who worked there and every parent who paid handsomely for a son to be educated there, understood this to be the higher point. Roseberry Hall wasn’t about bullying astronomical grades out of the boys nor was it about saturating Oxford and Cambridge universities with alumni. Rather, the school was about not forcing a child to learn but inspiring them to want to listen. David Pinder, headmaster for over two decades, would reiterate in every speech he gave – to the boys, the parents, the governors, his staff – ‘Manners Maketh Man: our pupils join us as boys and leave us as fine young men, fully equipped to deal with the world at large.’ It was a proclamation that could be repeated by rote – by parents, pupils, governors and the staff alike. As if carrying Radcliff Lawrence’s torch, Mr Pinder, with his jolly demeanour and ebullient commitment to the school, instilled in everyone connected with Roseberry Hall his belief that the school occupied an important and enviable niche within the British public boarding-school system. For the staff and the three hundred and fifty boys from the ages of eleven to eighteen, no one could doubt that the school also occupied a privileged niche of English countryside. Tucked safely and scenically into genteel grassland at the foot of the North York Moors, the school was positioned twenty minutes from stunning coastal scenery yet just a short journey to many of the most picturesque villages in the area. The lie of the land was perfect for sports: manicured pitches within the school’s grounds opening out to serious cycling and running country. It was as if Roseberry Hall sat in state, receiving the varied gifts of the region. Depending on the weather conditions, even the plumes and fugs of effluence, the occasional colossal flares from the monstrous ICI works stretching for miles like a space-age city outside Middlesbrough, were considered to add drama and aesthetic intrigue to the big skies above the school.

The demarcation of work and rest was another of Radcliff Lawrence’s philosophies, thus schooling was contained in either the main Hall itself or in the newer science block built sympathetically from local stone with a more modern take on the turret emblem. The boys were lodged in five accommodation houses with sizeable apartments for the housemaster or mistress and their families, and lesser apartments for their deputies. The rest of the staff were scattered through the grounds, either in annexes, or in quirky little turreted follies just large enough to comprise a living room, kitchenette, small bedroom and compact shower room. Miranda Oates had a folly. Paul Glasper was deputy housemaster of Armstrong House. Nigel Garton’s rooms were part of the pavilion on the sports field. Arlo had a folly. Steven Hunter, the art teacher, lived above the decidedly grand boat-house. David Pinder resided in the headmaster’s house, an ornate turreted cottage that looked a little like a cake. After prep each evening, the Hall was shut, as if it was as important for the building to have a rest from the scamper and flurry of school-time as it was for the community to have a break from school. If the staff wanted a place other than their private quarters to spend their evenings, they used the Old Buttery, a self-contained building whose atmosphere was part staff room, part den. It was a healthy mix of shabby old leather suites and a huge plasma screen; Cook’s home-made cakes and the staff’s lethal home-brew. The evening of Miranda Oates’s interview, fortunately a Friday night, the Old Buttery was heaving with her colleagues glad of the excuse to test Barrel number 4 which had been fermenting since the New Year.

‘How did it go?’

‘Pretty damned well – if I say so myself.’

‘When will you know?’

‘By half-term.’

‘Have you told Pinder?’

‘He’ll take it personally, you know.’

‘Bet he cajoles you into staying.’

‘Go on, Oatcake, stay!’

‘Look, I haven’t got the bloody job yet!’

‘Christ, this stuff is good.’

‘Bet your new school won’t have beer this brilliant.’

‘Bet it bloody will, Nige. Anyway, will you all just quit! You’ll jinx me.’

‘Where’s Arlo?’

‘He said he’d be along.’

‘Speak of the devil.’

Arlo arrived with a bag of tortilla chips and an affable smile to bat away the taunts and jests from colleagues already well under the influence of Barrel number 4.

‘He loves to make his entrance, does our Mr Savidge.’

‘And lo! He comes bearing gifts of frankincense, mirth and Doritos.’

‘Shit – I left the frankincense behind. But here – Doritos.’

‘Look at you, all primped and preened and perfumed. Anyone’d think you were on the pull, Savidge.’

‘Thanks, Glasper – you know I’ve always had a bit of a thing for you.’

Arlo held the pint glass up to the light, observing the cloudy liquid the colour of burnt caramel, the head on the beer not so much a creamy foam as a rather unnerving beige spume. ‘Barrel number 4, hey?’ He tasted it. He was never really sure if, objectively, their communal efforts at home-brewing created a great-tasting beer, nor whether, penny for pint, the financial savings were worth forsaking the excellent beer of the local pubs. But really the pleasure was in the process – the anticipation of when they would be drinking their carefully nurtured product – and ultimately the beer’s status was lauded before a drop had been tasted.

‘Hey, Miranda,’ said Arlo, ‘how did it go this evening – did you get the job?’

Later, much later, with Barrel number 4 running dry, the Doritos all gone and Cook’s cake nothing but crumbs on the floor, the staff congregating in the Buttery began to bid each other goodnight; envy from those who had to be on duty for Saturday morning school or sports fixtures, relief from those who didn’t. Barrel number 4 had both emboldened Miranda and loosened Arlo. With the prospect of a new job, a getaway clause, she could afford to take liberties with her current position.

‘Walk me home,’ she nudged Arlo.

‘I can practically see your front door from here!’

‘I’m pissed. Give me a piggy-back. Go on.’

‘God almighty, woman, come on then.’

To depleted cheers and a drunken nudge-wink from Paul, Arlo set off from the Buttery with Miranda humped against his back. It felt weird, to him, to have such close physical contact in such a prosaic manner. But for Miranda it felt wonderful to be against the body she desired; even if her legs were being pressed slightly too tightly against his sides. She tried to cross her ankles tantalizingly close to his groin but the effects of Barrel number 4, or perhaps Arlo’s stride, made this awkward. She could, though, let her lips linger enticingly close to his neck.

‘Thank you, kind sir,’ she said, her mouth just catching the back of his left ear.

‘My pleasure, milady,’ Arlo said, wondering whether it was the beer that made her feel heavier than he’d expected, or whether he simply wasn’t as brawny as he used to be. ‘Here we are.’

‘Down, boy!’

‘Easy there. Well, goodnight, Miss Oates.’

‘Arlo – come in?’

Her features – illuminated becomingly by the poetry of moonlight and the effect of home-brew. His body – feeling suddenly chilled by not having her against him.

‘Me come in?’

‘Yes. Just for a mo’. I wanted to – show you something.’

Arlo glances around her room looking for what it is she might show him. Those old sepia photographs of a relative, perhaps? The two goldfish in a tank with a small fake skull as their playground? The painting on the wall, not a very good one, of Roseberry Topping? Please don’t let it be her own artwork. The ethnic rug that looks slightly greasy? Not that ugly old clock. The half-bottle of blue-label vodka, perhaps?

No, Arlo. None of those. None of my things. I just want to show you that I really really fancy you.

Fuck. She’s kissing me.

[image: image]

Kiss me back. Why don’t you kiss me back?

‘It’s late, Miranda. I really must go.’

‘No, you don’t. You really can stay.’

Why are you shaking your head? Christ, I’m a sure thing, Arlo. And last time I checked I was a pretty attractive package. And I’ll probably be leaving the sodding school anyway so I don’t even come with any strings attached.

‘I have to go, Miranda.’

‘Well, that’s a shame.’

‘It is late.’

‘Sure, Arlo, it’s late.’

‘Yes, very late. But sleep well, Miranda. Sweet dreams.’

‘You could stay?’

‘No. I’d better go.’


Chapter Eleven

‘It’s one minute past midnight,’ Petra says to the sleepy silence of her flat. ‘It’s Friday. It’s officially his birthday now.’

She sends him a happy-birthday text message and waits a long ten minutes for no reply.

She is not to know yet that the day Rob turns thirty-five will be the day that her life will change. And even then, it will take some time before she will see that the change is for the better. For now, though, she goes to sleep. Drifts off, dreamlessly, with sixteen paperbacks and almost 40 carats of tanzanite under her mattress. She doesn’t sleepwalk and she wakes feeling rested and excited about the day ahead.

‘You look chipper,’ Eric said to Petra who had bounded into the studio with cappuccino for everyone, and doughnuts too.

‘It’s Rob’s birthday today.’

‘You’re not expecting us lot to sing, are you?’ said Kitty, pointing her safety-back needle file at Petra. ‘Don’t stick your tongue out at me.’

Petra laughed and stuck out her tongue again. Then, with eyes a-sparkle, she drew the velvet pouch from her bag. ‘Look.’

‘Sweet Jesus, she’s brought in her tanzanite,’ said Eric, feigning a faint.

Gina, Kitty and Eric crowded round. The upper side of Petra’s hand was outstretched and steady. Placed over the line between her index and middle finger, the tanzanite dazzled. The other jewellers had seen it before but still they stared, momentarily speechless, as if seeing it for the first time. Gently, Kitty took Petra’s wrist and moved it so that the gem’s kaleidoscopic colours shot out according to the axis.

‘I know I should be most impressed by the size of it, the cut, that it’s perfect and flawless,’ Kitty said, ‘but what gets me is the colour. I’ve never seen colour like it.’

‘Colours,’ Eric quantified and for once Kitty didn’t chip back at him.

‘Trichroic – I love that word,’ Gina said, holding out her own hand onto which Petra carefully placed the stone.

‘Part of tanzanite’s great allure is that it is trichroic,’ said Petra, ‘that it actually radiates a different colour from each of its axes. It’s not a trick of the light. Those different colours exist, simultaneously. Look through it this way – how vivid is this blue? Now look that way—’

‘As dreamy-violet as Elizabeth Taylor’s eyes.’

‘God, you’re so gay, Eric.’

‘Sod off, Kitty. It’s as if a violet-blue flame burns at the heart of the stone.’

Gina had gone very quiet, mesmerized by the tanzanite nestling on her fingers. ‘And you won’t sell it? You really won’t sell it?’

Petra shook her head.

‘Thought not – and still no clearer what to do with it?’

Petra gazed at the stone. ‘I have ideas – but I don’t know yet what this stone wants to be.’

‘It would make one huge fuck-off ring,’ Kitty laughed.

‘Isn’t tanzanite too soft for rings?’ Eric asked.

‘That’s a bit of a myth really,’ Petra said. ‘I mean, tanzanite is nowhere near as hard as diamonds – but it’s still a 6–7 on the Mohs scale so it’s hardly soft.’

‘Shaun Leane produced some stunning rings with tanzanite.’

‘But I don’t know if my tanzanite wants to be a ring. I feel it should be seen in the round. Somehow.’

Gina passed the stone to Kitty who smiled and smiled, a warm gentleness washing over her face as she gazed into the depths of the stone. ‘It seems to go on forever,’ she said.

‘I think it was of its time to leave the pavilion at the base open, not finish it to a precise ridge or point – possibly because they didn’t have the cutting technology in the 1960s that they have nowadays. But in all other respects, the proportions of the cut are near perfect.’

Kitty admired the flat table at the topmost part of the stone, then the crown facets, the girdle, the pavilion.

‘My go,’ said Eric, who held it up to the natural light, moving it between finger and thumb so that colour and light and energy shot out. He draped the velvet pouch over an upturned plastic cup and balanced the tanzanite on top. ‘If that’s not the ultimate touchstone of inspiration for us all today, then what is!’

And they set to work. Every now and then looking up intentionally or otherwise to catch sight of the rare profound blueness, the flashes of violet, the sparkle and the beauty. The gem seemed to hum, to have a resonance that flowed into the room and touched the tools, charging the jewellers’ hands as they worked.

‘The thing is, even when you’ve made it up into something – will you actually be able to sell it then?’

‘It depends if I win the lottery in the meantime,’ said Petra.

Mid-afternoon, Petra announced that she was sloping off. ‘And the tanzanite is coming with me.’

‘Spoilsport,’ pouted Eric.

‘Don’t stick your tongue out at Petra,’ Kitty barked.

‘I’m taking it straight back to my bedroom. Then I’m going to nip round to Rob’s flat before I meet him in town this evening. You know – scatter rose petals, put champagne on ice, a silk blindfold on fresh sheets.’ Though she said it lightly, Petra’s Studio Three could see how earnest she was.

‘He doesn’t deserve you,’ Gina said, so kindly that Petra heard it only as a compliment. And though Kitty made vomiting gestures, she did so with a soft wink.

‘Well, have a lovely time,’ Eric smiled but with a sly barb to his voice. ‘You can thrill us with the details when we see you on Monday morning.’

Petals. Can one actually buy petals or must I demolish entire flower heads? Do roses have a season? How far will the petals from a dozen roses stretch? Perhaps I ought to buy two dozen. And will they still be fresh and fragrant by late tonight or might they wilt and discolour? How can I prevent that? Perhaps I should ask the florist for the tricks of the trade. A florist or a wedding specialist. Or a romantic novelist. Oh shut up, me.

Champagne. I don’t really know much about champagne because I don’t really like it. But Rob does. Isn’t Bollinger a bit clichéd? Bolly this, bolly that? I could buy pink champagne to colour-coordinate with the rose petals but Rob probably won’t notice that. And perhaps pink champagne is naff. Look at the choice, even here in my local offy. I can’t pronounce that one – but fortunately I can reach it. It’s pretty expensive so it must be good.

I’ll take my Diptyque candle – and some matches – and I’ll light it as soon as we’re through the front door. Chocolates! Hand-made truffles! There’s that shop in Islington – it’s walking distance from Rob’s. I’ll go there on my way to his.

What else what else what else.

Does Rob have a bucket?

Music! I can’t work his iPod so I’d better set up a CD and then all I’ll have to do is press Play when we get back later.

Play indeed. This is fun! I hope he’ll love it. I hope it touches him. I hope he’ll really love me for it.

But maybe this is all a bit over the top. Perhaps it’ll irritate him. Perhaps it’s not his thing at all, though it’s very me. Maybe I should just go and meet him in Soho as arranged and not bother with all of this.

But just before six o’clock Petra arrives at Rob’s flat, laden with all the things she can think of, all the things she can just about afford, and a couple of things she can’t really afford, to make his birthday unforgettable. To ensure his birthday goes with a bang. To guarantee this will be a memorable day in their relationship. She’s proud of herself and excited. And she’s just let herself into Rob’s flat.

Something is wrong. Instinctively, Petra knows that something is very wrong. She surveys the scene fast. Everything looks almost as it should. But only almost. Because there are two pairs of shoes that have been kicked off near the sofa and only one set belongs to Rob. And Petra allows herself just a moment to think that it would be fine, it really truly would be fine, if perhaps those spike heels were actually his too and simply exposed a secret cross-dressing proclivity. That it would be all right. Funny, even.

However, in those heightened milliseconds of being able to circumnavigate the entire scene of her imminent destruction, Petra knows that her straw-clutchingly pathetic notion is far from the truth. Somewhere in Rob’s flat is the naked truth – possibly the butt-naked truth – but Petra doesn’t want to go looking. She sits down on Rob’s sofa and does not look at the shoes. She concentrates on holding tight to the flowers and the chocolates and the champagne and the tin-foil which she was going to wrap around the bucket to cool the champagne. She’s holding on as tight as she can while she sits there waiting to be found.

Rob saunters through, whistling, and stops abruptly and says, Fucking hell, Petra, what are you doing here? And Petra stands up and says, I was going to give you the best birthday ever. And then Laura walks in – Rob’s workmate, the nice one, the one who was kind to Petra that night in town quite recently. And the thing is, it’s not as if they’re naked. So maybe they were in Rob’s bedroom because Laura wanted to see, just wanted to see – his built-in wardrobe. Or his ensuite walk-in shower. Something like that. Because Petra heard the shower going. Because perhaps Laura has – just bought a flat. Or something. Innocent as you like. Because they have their clothes on. And it’s six o’clock on a Friday. And Rob is meeting Petra in town, for his birthday, in an hour’s time. But all this reasonable blamelessness lasts just a split second.

Their hair is damp. And, at the very moment that Petra clocks Laura’s bare feet, Laura says, Oh God, Petra! Oh shit! It’s not what it seems! It’s just – you know! And in a glance Petra can see that Rob’s expression is telling Laura to shut up, shut the fuck up.

‘Rob?’

‘Petra – I can explain.’

‘Go on then.’

But he can’t very well explain with Laura there so Laura says, Oops! I’d better go. And once she’s gone, Rob looks at his girlfriend of ten months and he shrugs.

‘I didn’t mean to hurt you, Petra,’ he says. ‘Honestly. It’s nothing serious.’

‘Nothing serious? The thing is, Rob, I don’t know if you’re referring to me – or her.’

‘Her!’ Rob says too quickly. ‘We just got pissed at lunchtime – you know what it’s like.’

But Petra doesn’t because Rob inhabits a world so different from hers.

‘It was stupid. It didn’t mean anything. It doesn’t matter.’

But it matters very much to Petra. It means everything to her. And she feels very very stupid. And rather sick. She drops all the things she’s been holding onto so tightly, all the accoutrements for a stupid bloody happy sodding birthday. And she bolts from Rob’s flat and out into the lively thrum of Upper Street, Islington, which is buzzing on a Friday evening as people start to celebrate the end of the working week and all the fun of the weekend ahead of them.


Chapter Twelve

What is she going to do?

What can she do with this information?

What is she going to do with her night, with her weekend, with her life, with her tomorrow?

Who can she turn to right now? No one should have to weather a trauma like this alone.

Petra Flint may be a romantic but she’s also fairly sensible. She would quite like to throw up in the middle of Islington but she breathes slowly and methodically instead, to calm herself and quell the nausea. She could easily collapse into sobs at the bus stop but she bites down on her lip and decides to hail a taxi. What price the security of home?

And quickly, please. I know it’s rush-hour but if you could drive like the clappers I’d be grateful.

Train to catch, love?

No. I just want to be home.

Well, it’ll be sticky up the Archway, love, but it’ll ease out after that.

Sticky up the Archway. Sticky up the arch way. Stick it up yer archway. To Petra, just then, it sounds bizarrely vaudevillian and she is taunted by an image of a sticky sweaty Rob pushing up into Laura.

[image: image]

Petra is home.

The solitude and safety of her own space render obsolete the composure she maintained so brilliantly in Islington and in the taxi. She closes her front door and presses her back hard against it. Then she doubles over, clutching her stomach. She drops to her knees and cries, No no no, hammering her knuckles against the carpet. She curls herself onto the floor just inside the door even though she’s within arm’s reach of the sofa. She can’t cry properly and it is painful. The sobs are caught like sharp obstructions in her throat and she can no more swallow them down than she can wail them up. Her tears try to itch and ooze their way past aching eyeballs as if her tear-ducts are constipated. She is light-headed but the pit of her stomach is leaden. Her brain is having difficulty computing all the immutable information and her heart hurts. It simply hurts. From a situation so sordid, comes pain so pure. It’s all unfathomable.

She woke up pleased to find herself still on the floor near the door, because such a trauma could well have had her sleepwalking way past Whetstone. Common sense told her not to mope and not to be alone and the hands of her watch said that, at just turned tomorrow, it would be breakfast-time again in Hong Kong.

‘Luce?’

‘Stay right there – I’ll phone you straight back.’

The beauty of your oldest, closest friend is that, in a crisis, she has no compulsion to do anything other than come to your rescue. She puts her life on hold as she steps into your shoes to fight your corner for you. Because she can feel your pain, so she can take just a little bit of it away. She won’t mince her words or indulge you, she’ll talk to you straight and tell it how it is. But she’ll also intersperse her constructive help to there-there you like a mother. In Petra’s case, in lieu of her mother. And she’ll carefully lay the foundations of her advice on a soft bed of much-needed sympathy.

So Lucy listened and gasped and squeezed her handset tight as if it was Petra’s hand or Rob’s sodding neck. She was livid and distressed and frustrated by the distance that separated them. She was outraged and felt Petra’s pain as keenly as if it was her own. After Lucy had done listening because Petra was done talking, she soothed her with utter sympathy and a genuine croak to her own voice. Encouraging Petra to use the phone call to sob all she wanted, Lucy willed her affection and her support to traverse the Pacific or bounce off the telecommunication satellite or whichever route was the quickest to go down the phone and into Petra’s soul. And only then did Lucy take charge of the situation and of her friend’s immediate future.

‘This will not damage you, Petra, because the problem is his and not yours. It’s your opportunity to wrest your life back from the hold he had over you. You are allowed to hate him. You can enjoy it. Then you might well pity him. And soon enough – I promise you – you simply won’t think of him at all. If you find yourself missing him, ask yourself what it is you miss.’

‘But I worked so hard at loving him.’

‘You worked too hard at loving him for too little return.’

‘But he didn’t love me.’

‘You are right – but that’s his shortcoming, not your failure.’

‘I tried so hard.’

‘It is not your fault. He probably does love you in his own half-baked way. Love means different things to different people. It’s the centre of your world – but it’s on the periphery of his. But he’ll probably make a play to get you back.’

‘Do you really think so?’

‘You shouldn’t be sounding hopeful – you should be sounding horrified. You are better off in the long run. Please believe me. If he comes crawling and begging and dripping with diamonds please say no.’

‘It’s all right for you, Luce. You’re married and sorted. I’m on my own.’

‘Better to be on your own than settling for so little. You shouldn’t be with Rob to make yourself feel better, because I’m telling you, Rob did not love you as you should be loved. And he won’t miraculously change. You know what I think, Petra, I think deep down you were never sure about his feelings for you and that’s why you tried so hard. God, it was like a full-time job – the effort you bestowed. You worked so hard at being a sexpot, a wifey, a fascinating person, an amazing girlfriend.’

‘What more could I have done? Why wasn’t that enough?’

‘You are trying to measure yourself against how much affection you could inspire in him. That’s why you’re feeling so wretched – because you are judging yourself on how little he loved you. All you expected in return was respect, affection and fidelity – none of which he gave you. But you listen up, Petra – he didn’t not love you because you’re unlovable, my darling. He’s emotionally imbecilic. You must not take this personally.’

‘How can I not?’

‘I know. I know. At this stage, that’s impossible. Answer me this, though. If he came round right now and asked you to marry him, would you say yes?’

‘Yes! I would! I would say yes yes yes!’

‘Petra, if he came round right now and asked you to marry him tomorrow, would you say yes?’

The line went silent.

‘Petra?’

‘I …’

‘Would you? Would you marry Rob tomorrow? I’ll come over – I’ll go to the airport right now. Will you marry him tomorrow? Marry him tomorrow and forever?’

Silence.

‘Petra?’

‘I wouldn’t marry him tomorrow. Not tomorrow. No.’

‘Good girl. You will see that actually, it’s nothing to do with the love, or lack of, that he had for you. Ultimately, you’ll see that you didn’t really love him enough to be with him for good anyway. The more you doubt someone’s love for you, the harder you work at trying to secure it. It’s bizarre. Perhaps you set out to see if you could be the one for him without stopping to truly consider whether he was the one for you?’

‘Oh, Luce.’

‘He’s not worth your tears, my darling. And the person worthy of you won’t make you cry like this. I promise. Phone Eric first thing because you’ll feel very unsure again when you wake up. So phone him. OK?’

‘OK.’

‘And Petra?’ Lucy paused. ‘You’re beautiful and gorgeous and it would be wrong to settle for anyone less than a man who adores you.’

‘OK.’

‘And Petra? Double-lock your door tonight. Hide the key in the coffee jar right now and put the coffee jar at the back of your cupboard and balance something like a shoe on top of the cupboard door so it will clonk you if you open it. Go on. Just in case. You know how trauma can set you off.’

‘OK. But I wish you were here, Luce, really here. Round the corner, like you used to be.’

‘We’ll be back later in the year. We’ll be back for good in a couple of years’ time.’

‘OK. But please don’t hang up yet.’

Petra didn’t sleepwalk, she didn’t have nightmares, she didn’t even dream. She slept without knowing she slept; hours of uninterrupted nothingness making time pass, giving the brain a rest, allowing the heart to beat a little more calmly. And when she awoke, she was momentarily tricked by the charm of those first gentle minutes of reverie, by sunlight seeping in through the gap in the curtains promising a fair spring day. It was only when her slumbery focus sharpened to settle on the strange sight of her Birkenstock sandal perched on top of her ajar cupboard door, that she recalled what had caused her to sleep to such numb depths.

Sandals.

Cupboard.

Coffee jar.

Door keys.

Sleepwalk.

Lucy.

Rob.

Birthday.

And Laura.

And not me.

Her spirits tumbled with the thudding realization of the horrible truth. She closed her eyes though she knew it was pointless – there would be no sleep while her heart was busy beating double time and the cogs of her brain were in overdrive. And closing her eyes didn’t stop her tears and it didn’t prevent her from staring straight into the bare facts of the situation.

Yet looking around her room, she suddenly hated every inch of it. She hated the trickery of the sunshine. It was all a lie. It wasn’t a nice spring day at all. How could it be. She was waking up very alone, and for Petra that was a terrible place to be. A whole day – more, an entire weekend – stretched ahead of her as one long enervating slog.

I’ve spent my adult life avoiding weekends on my own.

Petra stumbled from bed and hurried to phone Eric.

‘He’s been shagging someone else.’

‘I’ll bring wine I’ll bring fags I’ll bring chocolate I’ll bring scented candles I’ll bring Jerry Maguire I’ll bring my Eve Lom stuff and give you a facial that’ll make the world seem all right again. I’ll bring all this stuff with me – and much much more. I’ll be over at lunch-time.’

Petra clung to the phone and loved Eric very much just then.

He brought a carpet picnic fit for a queen.

‘I haven’t heard a word from him,’ Petra said quietly, having eaten her fill.

‘He was shagging someone else! There is no explanation!’ Eric protested. ‘You deserve so much more. It’s shitty and it hurts – but it’s for the best. He was no good for you, the tosser. I never much liked him. None of us did. He’s not your type – and you’re not his.’

Petra ruminated over this. ‘But why didn’t you say something sooner?’

‘We did try but you were so full of how much you loved him. Note – you loved him. You were very happy to love him, too. You wouldn’t have heard me. Anyway, you wouldn’t have listened.’

‘He didn’t love me,’ said Petra, her strength rapidly sapping. ‘I tried so hard.’

‘Love should never be such a one-sided effort. Anyway, do you know what I think? I think he’s a sad fat fuck, that’s what. He probably did love you in his own way, to his own inadequate limit.’

‘That’s what Lucy says.’

‘Petra, much better to have your propensity for great love – big generous sexy caring love – than his limit for only so much lukewarm love. You’ll be able to bestow it on a very lucky chap – and next time, it’ll be reciprocated.’

‘I don’t want to be alone. I don’t want to be on my own.’

‘That’s why you worked so hard on Rob. Not because he was worth it but because you didn’t want to be on your own.’

Early evening, a text message bleeped through to her phone and in the instant she prayed it would be from Rob, Eric prayed it would be from Lucy. Petra’s prayer, it seemed, was heard first.

u ok? I can xplain!! plus jamais!! promise!! xxx

‘Christ,’ Eric muttered, ‘if ever there was a time to go easy on exclamation marks.’ But he felt bad when he saw how his cynicism, however reasonable, had swiftly stripped the hope and joy from Petra’s face.

‘Three kisses, Eric – he never usually does kisses at all.’

Eric decided not to comment but to give Petra a look instead which said, I’ve known you for over fifteen years – will you please just trust me.

‘But maybe it’s only now that he realizes that he does really love me,’ Petra said, ‘and he’s come to his senses.’

Eric gave Petra the look again. He thought how if Kitty was here she’d be yelling at Petra and physically shaking her. Or if Rob were here then yelling at him and physically shaking him too. But harder.

‘Are you going to forgive him?’ Eric asked, feigning nonchalance by laying out his jars of Eve Lom facial products like a chef preparing to cook up a treat.

‘I read somewhere that we all make mistakes but it’s how we make amends that defines us.’

‘Petra, it’s easy enough to think, Ooh, desolate text message! Ooh, three Xs. But are you intending to forgive a man who didn’t bother with kisses until now – and, more to the point, who’s been fucking someone else behind your back but claims it’s readily explainable?’

‘You’re not helping, Eric – and anyway, who says he was pathologically unfaithful? It was just the once. It was his birthday. He was a bit pissed. He never meant for me to walk in.’

‘And that makes it OK? Petra, why are you defending him? He hasn’t been nice enough to you – from the start. Please use this as an opportunity to walk away. Please. You’re too good for him. He doesn’t suit you.’

Oh God, won’t you just take your Eve Lom lotions and potions and sod off. Petra went quiet, not because the sense of Eric’s sentiment struck home, nor because he was slathering a thick, aromatic gloop on her face. She was really tired of talking, tired of trying to think, she didn’t have the energy to know what she ought to do next but she just wanted to be allowed to make up her own mind as to whether Rob was as much of a sod as those who loved her best decreed him to be. It was a strange thing: desperate not to be alone yet suddenly wanting to be all by herself.

So, when Eric suggested they crack open the wine and watch Jerry Maguire, Petra told him that actually she’d rather go to bed because she was exhausted. Before he left her flat, he checked all the windows were locked and then hid her keys, texting her the next morning to tell her under which cushion they could be found.


Chapter Thirteen

She may think she’s all alone, she may bemoan the fact that her best friend lives abroad and that Eric’s facial didn’t really help much at all, but although a little self-pity can be constructively cathartic in times of crisis, if it lasts too long it becomes destructively self-indulgent. Sunday morning finds Petra very quiet. The sunshine is tauntingly brilliant, Rob has re-sent his text message to her and she feels she needs someone to tell her what to do next. Kitty has left the sweetest message about a friend of a friend who does voodoo and though Gina has sent a text inviting her to supper in SW3, Petra suspects neither approach is what she needs just now. She could catch Lucy, she could phone Eric again but they wouldn’t have any new answers for her. They’d be happy to hear from her, they’d be pleased to be there for her, they would sweetly say the same things they said yesterday and they wouldn’t mind her repeating herself and crying afresh, but until Petra gives them her thoughts, they can’t really shed any new light on her situation.

She goes back into her bedroom and gets back into bed, sliding her hand under the mattress for her tanzanite, her touchstone, perhaps today her crystal ball. She tries to lose herself in its mesmeric colours and facets but she sees only its pure beauty which lifts her spirits but gives her no answers. What it does do, though, is transport her back in her mind’s eye to peaceful afternoons spent in the company of this tanzanite’s original owner. What succour was to be found with Lillian McNeil.

Petra at just-turned sixteen. Having a tough old time of it at home and a crap time at school because mocks loomed after half-term and she hated maths and didn’t understand why it was compulsory at O level when she felt sure she’d fail anyway. Plus, she wasn’t picked for the first or second netball teams and she’d rather not play at all than be a reserve. And her dad has gone away on his second honeymoon and her mum needed to sort her head out so she’s gone to a Tibetan centre in Scotland.

‘Bizarrely, the climate and the soil in Tibet are similar to areas of Scotland and they share many indigenous plants and herbs,’ Lillian McNeil said carefully because she had yet to ascertain who was looking after the child.

‘Oh. Did you ever live there? In Tibet or in areas of Scotland?’

‘I am Scottish but I haven’t been back for years – and I’ve never been to Tibet.’

‘Oh.’

‘How is your revision going, Petra?’

‘Well, I revise hard at the stuff I find easy – at the expense of the stuff I find hard.’

‘I’m sure your mother will be helping you?’

‘She’s in Scotland.’

‘Silly me. You did say. Well, who do you have to test your French vocab instead?’

‘Well, you could, if you like. I could bring a list along next visit? Shall I come back tomorrow?’

‘Yes, do – but I mean, I’m sure whoever’s house-sitting could help you with maths this evening?’

And from Petra’s embarrassed smile, Lillian McNeil had her answer: the child was alone.

‘When is your mother back?’

‘When her head is sorted, she said.’

The elderly lady and the schoolgirl looked at each other, aware that the dynamic had swung completely. The point of Pensioners’ Link was that Petra could pass on any concerns from or for Mrs McNeil. Just then, her pensioner was wondering whom she could contact on Petra’s behalf.

‘Please don’t tell,’ Petra pre-empted. ‘Please.’

Mrs McNeil lowered her voice. ‘Do you have money and food?’

Petra nodded and Lillian thought, What on earth is the value of money and food when there’s no parent to nourish the child?

‘My mum said it was a credit to me that she felt she could go.’

‘If you have a sleeping bag, you are welcome to stay with me, Petra.’

‘Oh, I’m fine. Thank you. If anything, I get more revision done without my mum doing her chanting or getting me to henna her hair.’

‘And you feel safe?’

‘Oh yes.’

‘And not too lonely?’

‘Oh no.’

‘Well, do come and visit me tomorrow. I’d like that. Will you buy me a quarter of ground coffee from Carwardines in Swiss Cottage – my usual? And bring some French vocab with you.’

‘I will. I’ll come in the morning.’

‘And stay for lunch.’

‘Thank you.’

You always knew what to do, Mrs McNeil, you knew what I needed. When I came in that following day with that bump on my head and a bruised elbow because I must have sleepwalked into a wall, you had a bottle of distilled witch hazel and you dabbed it on and it worked. You also had a little chore for me, every day during that half-term, and that worked too. And when my mum came back, magically there were no more chores. You knew what to do because you knew about everything. From Tibet to Tanzania. From French vocab to witch hazel. You had a remedy for any situation. You were wise and kind and sensible. What would you say to me today? If you were here? What would you have me do?

‘I would say, Petra, my dear, you ought to have a jolly good look at yourself in the mirror. Don’t give yourself a talking-to. Just stand and see yourself from the inside out, from beyond the reddened surface of your cried-out eyes.’

I’m looking, I’m looking and I look like shit. I feel ten times worse than I look.

‘If you think of Rob, do you glow? What does the thought of him do to your eyes?’

I’m looking. I’m thinking. I’m seeing how my eyes dull down and I look anxious.

‘A man should release your sparkle, not deflate your bounce.’

I’m very good at putting on a brave face.

‘From necessity. That’s nothing to be proud of. It’s a little sad.’

I don’t want to be alone.

‘None of us does. You want to believe in happy-everafter.’

What’s wrong with that?

‘Nothing at all. But you have to be happy with the person involved for the concept to be workable.’

Do you think he’s as wrong for me as Lucy and my Studio Three seem to think?

‘Only you can know that. And there’s no point kidding yourself. No point at all. It’ll take you further away from happy-ever-after and that would be a daft place to end up.’


Chapter Fourteen

Petra doesn’t inform Rob that she’s on her way. He never goes out on a Sunday morning anyway. He wears boxer shorts and his old university rugby shirt until lunch-time and drinks a lot of strong coffee. He sprawls around with all the papers spread about and Radio 4 as background sound. Petra could never get him to change his schedule no matter how appealing her suggestions: a trip to the farmer’s market off Marylebone High Street, a visit to the Huguenot house in Folgate Street, a day out at Hampton Court, a picnic on Hampstead Heath as a change from his de rigueur brunch at the same crowded Islington brasserie. Today, this finally irks her. Sitting on the top deck of an empty bus, Petra really resents Rob and it feels quite liberating. Ten months’ worth of Sundays when she hasn’t had her say. Just before her stop, she briskly scoops up her hair into a pony-tail. The natural twists and tumbles of her hair give a lively bounce every time she moves her head.

But it seems she can’t take her empowerment with her as she disembarks the bus. By the time she’s jaywalked across Upper Street, she’s taunting herself that she’s probably five minutes away from coming across Rob in flagrante again. She can almost hear him at it. The sod. The domineering, controlling, adulterous sod who’s been telling her what to do with her Sundays while he does what he wants behind her back. And she’s within a stone’s throw of finally being able to tell him what he can do with his bloody Sundays.

Every corner she turns, a new mood sweeps over her. Anger. Reluctance. Trepidation. Foreboding. Only when she finally turns into his street do the negative but determined feelings subside, replaced outside the front door to his building with rushes of adrenalin carrying surges of hope and delusion. She releases her pony-tail and hides behind a screen of ringlets.

She has keys but she daren’t use them so she rings the bell and wonders if he’s in or out. A moment’s wait feels like an hour.

He must be out. So I think I’ll just go.

Oh God, he’s in. So I think I’ll just go.

He looks tired and wan, which is a good sign, isn’t it – he’s suffering, he’s atoning, he does love me after all.

‘Babe,’ he says, his voice hoarse; he opens the door wide but they stand still, on either side of the threshold, worlds apart. He shrugs. Petra waits. Their eyes dart across each other’s faces for reasons and answers and who’s going to speak first and say what.

‘Tell me I was sleepwalking,’ Petra whispers, locking in on eye contact like a torpedo to its target. ‘I was only sleepwalking, wasn’t I?’

Rob looks pained and says nothing and won’t meet Petra’s gaze and she can’t misread this so now she has her answer.

‘Wake me up?’ she says in a meek, final bid. And she wonders whether to hit him, to see if he’s real – and if he is real, she’ll really want to hit him again.

But Rob has walked into his flat and she shuffles in after him. His flat is really tidy, apart from the surface detritus of the Sunday papers. Petra was hoping for a hovel; that he’d have turned his world upside down in his remorse, in his search for life-changing answers. Actually, his life is personified by this flat. Swank and gadgets and gloss and a little mess on the surface that can be dumped at the end of the day. He stands, turned away from her, clasping his hands behind his head as if he’s trying to stretch away the stress of it all. She can’t see his face, she can’t read his expression. She can only guess. And it’s that which decides her. Without even seeing his face she realizes she’ll always guess wrong with Rob. She wants him to be wearing an expression of torment and repentance. However, when he turns around he just looks harassed. But though he looks like shit and though it hits her in the gut, she is able to force herself to see that there’s no love in his eyes for her.

‘Coffee?’

‘No.’

‘Anything?’

‘Nothing.’

He pinches the bridge of his nose. It’s something that he does when he’s hassled. Petra has seen him do it often; when the Japs are giving him gyp or when dealing with the Yanks is a total wank. He pinches his nose when something or someone is getting right on his bloody nerves.

‘I wasn’t sleepwalking, was I?’

Rob shakes his head and regards her blankly, his gaze so level it hurts her all the more. ‘I know I can tell you that Laura is no big deal – that we’re just fuck-buddies. But you won’t get it, Petra. We’re too different, you and me. I like living as I do. It’s a shame you have a problem with it.’

Is he actually implying that this is Petra’s failing?

Petra is desperate for something to say. But while she is silently mulling soliloquies, her instinct takes over and suddenly she hears her voice and it’s strong and cutting and it’s out in the open, loud and clear, slashing across the detachment on Rob’s face.

‘Actually, I only came for my bucket and my tin foil, you cunt.’

And as she walks purposefully away from Rob, strides from his flat and out into Islington, she doesn’t know whether to sob or giggle, only she’s all cried out and she can’t quite summon the energy to laugh just yet. But she does know how proud everyone who loves
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The Tanzanite Foundation carefully monitors methods of practice and conduct and works to maintain the integrity of tanzanite’s route-to-market while highlighting the importance of social consciousness and ethical methods of operation. Committed to making a real difference to the lives of the local community at tanzanite’s source, the foundation funds social and economic upliftment. Initiatives are meaningful and sustainable and, to date, include a medi-clinic, a community centre, the Nasinyai Primary School and a new secondary school, infrastructural upgrades to the roads, the Small Mines Assistance Programme, and fresh water supply to 2000 villagers and 4500 head of cattle.

I am indebted to Alex Duxbury and Gabriella Endlin at the Tanzanite Foundation for letting me spend many an absorbing hour in their company, for providing me with fascinating research material and for allowing me sit in ‘the cage’ surrounded by stunning tanzanites. Thank you so much.

From Hatton Garden to Runswick Bay, researching Pillow Talk was a real treat – a true perk of my job. I’m so grateful to Dan and the staff at Bellore (39 Greville Street, London EC1N 8PJ, www.bellore.co.uk); also to Louise Fennell, Shaun Leane, Ana de Costa, Andrew Howe at Wright & Teague, Kate Reardon, Petra Bishai and her students at Kensington and Chelsea College – thank you all for letting me natter and/or loiter.

Special thanks to Sam Barbic for so generously opening the door to her somnambulant world and allowing me to peep inside and poke around. Here’s to a good night’s sleep.

To Nigel and Jennifer Garton – thank you for the loan of your names and your fantastic hospitality Up North.

When I was at school, the teachers often complained about my propensity for daydreaming. Nowadays, part of my job requires me to do just that! However, my words would be stuck in the clouds, or confined to my laptop at the very least, were it not for the expert collaboration of the skilled team supporting me.

My heartfelt gratitude to everyone at my publishers, HarperCollins – particularly to Lynne Drew my brilliant editor and pal, Claire Bord and Victoria Hughes-Williams; to Amanda Ridout; to Lee Motley; to Damon Greeney, Karen Davies and Sylvia May; to Elspeth Dougall, Wendy Neale and Clive Kintoff; to Leisa Nugent and Lucy Upton; to Marie Goldie and the Glasgow crew.

However, were it not for my wise and wonderful agent, I’d be stuck for a publisher – I am thus indebted to Jonathan Lloyd a.k.a J.Llo, at Curtis Brown Ltd, and to Alice Lutyens and Camilla Goslett who summon Mr Lloyd from Very Important Meetings and Very Long Lunches when I want to speak to him. Mary Chamberlain, my diligent copy-editor, and Sophie Ransom, my industrious publicist, complete Team North.

My thanks to all of you, for the support, the fun – and the success.

To Haringey Library Services, particularly Susan, Hilary, Germaine and Lai-Ming, thank you for my magical space and those much appreciated cups of coffee.

Thank you, Jonny Zucker, for the Fabs and Minstrels and office goss.

Behind the scenes and after office hours, my warmest thanks to the Cohens, the Sutcliffes and Jerney de Vries. Also to the Earls Farm savvy club, especially Souki, Sue and Sarah.

Finally, to Jo and Luce and Kirsty and Sarah (again), to Kle and Jeanette and Cousin Kate and Melanie and Karen. When it comes to friendship, you are priceless gems and I love you.

www.cancerresearchuk.org (in memory of my beautiful friend Liz Berney, 1968-2005)

www.rhysdanielstrust.org
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