


Chapter 1

Jessica stood alone in the silent space, contemplating the Long Gallery in front of her – a beguiling, empty corridor of oak floorboards. She started to move, her roller-skates stiff and uneasy as they rumbled across the uneven wood. The growl of creaking ball-bearings drifted upwards, dissipating on its way to the arched ceiling until it was absorbed into the crumbling plasterwork.

   Patches of sunlight illuminated her progress as she swept past the tall windows, her fat black plaits flying out behind her. Doric columns framed the windows, their white marble grubby and chipped, while busts of assorted Caesars stood guard at regular intervals, looking down their imperial noses with disapproval. The walls were powder blue. Gold-edged rectangles framed large areas of blankness where there had once been pictures.

   Jessica Fontaine was seven years old, a sturdy, grounded-looking girl. Fat, according to her two boy cousins, bonny according to her distracted, unobservant mother. Her brown eyes, flickering with feverish excitement, were focused ahead of her for a change, shaken out of their normal downwards slant. Today she had to look where she was going.

   She almost laughed out loud. This was joy. Air rushed past her, a wind in her ears that banished the outside world. She was exhilarated by the freedom of her solitude. Her feet were setting a rhythm, arms and body moving in harmony, as she sped past fireplaces, ornate silver-edged mirrors, a plaster frieze depicting the siege of Troy, everything as it had always been, but now fleeting, tenuous, inconsequential.

   A few yards from the end, she realised that she didn’t know how to stop. The vast panelled door loomed ahead, approaching faster than she had expected. She put her feet together, hoping this might slow her down, then stretched her arms out as a collision became inevitable.

   Her hands slammed into the door but failed to stop the progress of the skates. Her feet kept moving until they could go no further, and she fell in a small heap, her bottom thumping heavily on to the floor and her hands stinging with pain.

   She sat there for some time, coming to terms with the abrupt cessation of speed and her aching body. But none of it cancelled out the experience of flying, the weightlessness, the liberation. Inside, she was still moving.

   ‘Jess!’

   It was her sister, Harriet, from somewhere inside the house, searching for her, as always.

   Jessica wished she could curl into an invisible hole, and remain separated. She wrapped her arms round her legs, dropped her head and rolled over on to one side. I’m tiny, she thought, non-existent. She pressed her eyes tightly together and saw kaleidoscope patterns in the darkness. Brilliant flecks of gold and red, swirling and throbbing inside her head.

   She was disturbed by shrieks of laughter outside the window.

   ‘It’s by the fountain,’ called a boy. ‘“Ding dong bell, Pussy’s in the well  . . .”’ She recognised the voice of Philip, her cousin.

   ‘No, it’s in the clock tower,’ shouted Colin, who always automatically argued with his brother.

   There were three cousins, the two boys and Judy, racing through the garden with children from the village, following a treasure hunt organised by Jessica’s mother.

   Jessica uncurled herself and crept over to the nearest window seat to peer out. She rubbed with her sleeve at a small, grimy pane of glass until it came clear, and then she could see them all, bounding across the courtyard, heading for the distant clock tower. Jessica knew they were going the wrong way because she’d seen the clues earlier, but they were enjoying themselves so much that accuracy was irrelevant.

   Her mother was with them, her miniskirt sliding up her legs, leading the crowd, laughing more than anyone else, not prepared to give anything away. She arranged a treasure hunt every Wednesday at two o’clock during the summer holidays for Harriet and Jessica, the cousins, their friends and anyone else who wanted to join in. They congregated by the lions on either side of the big wrought-iron gates. Jessica’s mother was always there, on time whatever the weather, dividing them into groups, handing out the first clue on little strips of paper. Each clue had been copied out several times the day before. Harriet usually helped, forming slow but accurate letters. Jessica dashed off a few if compelled to, but her mother complained that she wrote them too fast and they were unreadable. The standard of the clues varied from simple to impossibly obscure – to give everyone a chance, her mother said.

   The previous afternoon, they had prepared for today’s treasure hunt, sitting round the kitchen table with orange squash and flapjacks. Afternoon tea, their mother called it.

   ‘What does this say?’ said five-year-old Harriet, studying a list of clues.

   ‘Hoop-la,’ said Jessica.

   ‘Oh yes,’ said Harriet, as if she understood. She copied it on to a piece of paper in large wavering letters. ‘But what does the “la” bit mean?’

   ‘Nothing,’ said Jessica. ‘It’s to do with fairs. Where you throw the hoop over the prize you want.’

   ‘Oh,’ said Harriet. ‘So what does the clue mean? Where do you go?’

   ‘Somewhere on the croquet lawn. Obviously.’

   ‘Jess,’ said their mother. ‘Don’t be patronising. You don’t want Harriet to think she’s stupid.’

   ‘That’s right,’ said Harriet, and licked her pencil as she started on the next one.

   Their mother leafed through the book of quotations in front of her and wrinkled her nose, shutting her eyes as if she was smelling something delicious. ‘I love treasure hunts,’ she said.

   She had long, straight, honey-coloured hair down to her waist, which she tied into a single plait for most of the day. In the evening, after supper, when she and Jessica’s father settled down in the drawing room to watch television, she let it out and it swayed sleekly, dense and shiny, enveloping her shoulders in a silken shawl.

   Jessica watched her outside with the other children. Her mother liked to laugh a lot and wanted other people to laugh with her. The treasure was always a great disappointment to Jessica. It was usually only a few lollipops that had to be shared by everyone, but no one else seemed to mind. It was as if the real treasure was the hunt, the running, the fun.

   Jessica heard a noise behind her and turned round to see Harriet’s shiny black shoes placed neatly in front of the window seat.

   ‘There you are,’ said Harriet, her delicate, elfin features lit up with satisfaction.





Chapter 10

We were going to have to wait until the end of my second year at university before getting married. There was a problem with money – we didn’t have any. Andrew’s parents offered to pay for the wedding, but Andrew refused. My father was prepared to let us have the reception at Audlands as long as it didn’t involve too much expense. ‘Profits are low at the moment,’ he said.

   ‘Nonsense,’ said my mother. ‘The macaroons and iced fancies have been doing really well.’

   ‘Your mother imagines she knows everything about the business world, Jessica,’ he said. ‘She’s wrong, but I’ll do my best. Just don’t expect unalloyed extravangance. Unless Andrew wants to contribute, of course.’

   ‘I don’t think he’ll be able to,’ I said.

   ‘No,’ he said. ‘I didn’t think he would.’

   Andrew wasn’t interested in details. ‘We could get married tomorrow, Jess, if we wanted to. Or in fifteen days’ time, anyway, if we go down to the registry office tomorrow.’

   I didn’t want to sneak off as if we had something to hide. I wanted to show everyone that it was a sensible decision to get married while I was still a student, that it was a proper event, worthy of serious attention. ‘If we wait till next summer and let my mother save a bit, we could have the reception at Audlands.’

   ‘Brilliant.’ I knew he would agree. He loved Audlands. But then he had another thought. ‘Ask your mum and dad if we could have a few spare rooms for a flat. It would save us a fortune.’

   We didn’t have a fortune to save. ‘I don’t think it would be very practical,’ I said. ‘There’d be too much work.’

   ‘Your mum knows how to restore everything.’

   ‘She’s spent a lot of money on it.’ Besides, not many of her renovations would stand up to a detailed inspection.

   I couldn’t think of anything more alarming than living at Audlands. I didn’t want to look out of my bedroom window every morning and see my mother on an early morning jog in scarlet shorts and headband, hair tied up into a pony tail, sweat pouring down her face and dampening her vest. Or hear hysterical laughter from Harriet and her friends as they messed around in boats on the lake, played croquet, thumped tennis balls at each other in the distance. Or come out of my door and collide with my father as he shuffled off to the library with a tray of breakfast and The Times tucked under his elbow.

   ‘We need to find somewhere else,’ I said. ‘Mary says we could get a rent rebate.’

   Andrew refused to abandon the idea. I found him one evening, crouched over the kitchen table with my mother, examining a diagram of the first floor.

   ‘You could have this room as a living room,’ she was saying. ‘And you could use a back staircase up to the next floor for your bedroom. Use the maids’ rooms. Nobody ever goes up there.’

   ‘What about a kitchen?’ I asked.

   My mother ignored me. I didn’t feature in this little conversation they were having together about their plans for my future. ‘Of course, you’d need to do a lot of work.’ I could see her eyes running up and down his body, assessing his strength, measuring his muscles. I guessed what she was thinking. It would be useful to have a young man on the premises. She could send him up on the roof, into the attic, get him to move heavy furniture around, paint ceilings. He would be an improvement on my father, who never did anything. But I knew that my mother had the wrong man. Andrew was no good at fixing things. She would only be disappointed in the end.

   ‘No problem,’ said Andrew. ‘I can do anything.’

   Except finish his degree, or do something he could do, like play the violin.

   ‘What about heating?’ I said. ‘It’s freezing up there.’

   ‘Why don’t we go upstairs and have a look?’ suggested my mother.

   ‘Great,’ said Andrew, springing lightly to his feet. In my mother’s presence he acquired energy and agility, became physical in a way that was not normal for him.

   I sat down at the kitchen table and let them go off without me. There was a heaviness inside my head, an ache behind my eyes, and every action seemed to require enormous effort. Recently I had been waking too early in the morning. I’d be fresh and clear for a few seconds, then a desolate, sinking sensation would creep into my mind, spreading like melting ice, steadily numbing all the earlier optimism. I would lie there for some time, struggling to give the feeling a shape, or at least bring back the dream that must have set it off, but I was never able to reach the centre of the problem.

   I could see the lake through the window. An autumn gale was sweeping rain through the willows on the central island, whipping them backwards and forwards with a malicious glee. Sometimes the branches were bent double, then they were released and sprang back up, ready for the next gust to blow them over again.

   I wasn’t sure how I felt about growing up or getting married and leaving. I had always seemed to be wandering without a map through a confusing and unexplained world. How did I know if I was doing the right thing?

   It’ll be fine, I kept saying to myself. We’ll grow up together, mould each other. You can manufacture your own future.

   Harriet came into the kitchen. ‘Hi. What are you doing here on your own?’

   ‘Andrew’s gone with Mum to look round upstairs. He wants to live here when we’re married.’

   Harriet stopped in front of me, her face serious. ‘That’s a really bad idea, Jess.’

   ‘I know.’

   She went over to the Aga and opened one of the lower ovens that was used for slow cooking. ‘I’ve got such cold feet.’ Sitting down on the small rocking chair next to the cooker, she put her feet inside and sighed. ‘That’s better.’

   ‘Don’t let Mum catch you doing that,’ I said. ‘You’ll get chilblains.’

   ‘She does it herself all the time.’

   ‘Only when there’s no one around.’

   She grinned. ‘Mum’s very immature sometimes, isn’t she?’

   Harriet was two years younger than me, and in the Lower Sixth, but she was frighteningly like a middle-aged woman. Where did she get all that common sense, her ability to judge situations and assess people so accurately?

   ‘You don’t have to marry him, you know,’ she said.

   I sprang into an instant position of defence, mentally crouched down and wary, resentful of the implied criticism. ‘I want to,’ I said.

   Harriet got up to lift the hood on the cooker and place the kettle on the hot plate. She had her back to me. ‘Do you?’ she said. ‘He’s not very – considerate.’

   What did Harriet know? Seventeen years old, the world’s greatest oracle, in training for the post of guru to anyone who would listen.

   ‘He’s fine,’ I said. ‘You don’t always see the best side of him.’

   ‘But has he got a best side?’

   I got up from the table. ‘I’ll go and see how they’re getting on,’ I said, and left the room.

   I could hear my mother and Andrew laughing as I climbed the stairs. My mother was the real teenager at Audlands, giggling too much at things that weren’t funny, full of an unnatural excess of energy. She was always ready to leap up and race around, as if she had a desperate need to wear herself out. Like a gas fire that has to burn on full for a while until it stabilises and you can turn it down. She was in her forties. She should have been calm and motherly, but her growing-up mechanism had somehow failed.

   ‘The view,’ she was saying as I came through the doorway. ‘Have you admired the view yet?’

   I tested each floorboard before putting my full weight on to it. They all creaked alarmingly. There was a large hole in the ceiling where plaster was hanging down, held together by a mass of cobwebs.

   ‘I love the view,’ said Andrew. Laughing didn’t suit him. Lines appeared in all the wrong places, and his skin seemed to stretch unnaturally, stiff from years of neglect.

   The window where they stood together was letting in the rain, its swollen, rotten wood jamming it perpetually open. I decided to go and look for a flat on my own.





I stood in the centre of the bedsit and tried to work out how big the space was.

   ‘You’ll have to share the bathroom, of course,’ said Miss Stacey. She was very wide – I’d already wasted precious time trying to calculate her hip measurement, but given up as the numbers became too unrealistic to contemplate – and tightly contained in a tweed suit. Her face was smooth with foundation, a large, empty expanse with a careful blush where the cheekbones should be. ‘But there’s an extra loo just along the corridor.’

   There was a brown velour sofa and a low sideboard in light oak. The bed fitted into an alcove on one side of the fireplace, up against a wall, with a small bedside table next to it. The other alcove was filled by a built-in wardrobe. A tiny kitchenette was separated from the rest of the room by a beaded curtain. It contained a wall cupboard, a cabinet, a cooker and a sink. A square table just fitted into the corner, with two stools tucked underneath. I imagined sitting there with Andrew, eating toast and marmalade.

   Despite its lack of space, I was pleased by the bare, unlived-in emptiness of the room. Audlands had begun to feel crowded recently, with too many people around, talking, planning. I wanted to be alone with Andrew, not share him with my mother.

   ‘How many other flats are there in the building?’ I asked Miss Stacey.

   She was surprised by the question. ‘Oh – let me think – at least four, I should think – no, five. There’s one in the attic.’ She seemed to be proud of this. The more the merrier. ‘Of course they’re all out during the day. Medical students, most of them.’

   I saw myself lying in the bed under the window, hearing the future doctors moving in their flats, their footsteps squeezing through the walls, their low voices echoing under the ceilings, breathing into every available space, exhausting the oxygen—

   It wouldn’t be like that. They would be separate from us.

   ‘Can I check with my – boyfriend?’ I couldn’t quite bring myself to say fiancé. It sounded so pretentious.

   ‘Of course,’ said Miss Stacey. ‘But you’ll need to let me know quickly. There’s a very high demand for flats near the university.’





‘It’s great,’ said Andrew. ‘Just what we need.’ He seemed to have abandoned his plans for Audlands – maybe he appreciated the built-in kitchen, knowing he wouldn’t be required to do anything practical.

   ‘You don’t think it’s a bit small?’

   He put his hands round my waist and whizzed us both round, just missing the coffee table, forcing Miss Stacey to step back into the kitchen area with a cry of alarm. ‘See,’ he said as we came to a halt. ‘There’s even room to swing a cat. This is it. Our first home.’

   He was impressed by how low the rent was, although he didn’t give Miss Stacey any indication of that. ‘We’ll take it,’ he said.

   It was an ideal first home. We couldn’t expect much more. If the other tenants were students, there would be long holiday periods when they weren’t there. There was a good view across the city. The space was in the sky, around us. I could lean out of the window to breathe.

   ‘Can we afford the deposit?’ I asked.

   ‘No problem,’ he said.

   ‘No unmarried couples,’ said Miss Stacey.

   ‘We’re going to be married,’ I told her. ‘Soon.’

   ‘Good,’ she said. ‘Meanwhile, you can’t share the flat.’

   ‘Wow,’ said Andrew. ‘You really stick to your principles.’

   ‘She still gets the rent,’ I said. ‘She doesn’t lose out.’

   So Andrew moved in, and I stayed at Audlands until the wedding.





Andrew’s mother arranged to meet me outside the Barber Institute one lunchtime a few weeks before the wedding and offered to buy me lunch. I hadn’t been able to find a way to avoid it, so I took her to the Students’ Union. We carried our trays of steak and kidney pudding, peas and mashed potatoes to a table near a window. We were surrounded by groups of smoking students devouring platefuls of egg and chips and arguing about effective protests against the Falklands War.

   ‘They all look like Andrew,’ said Miranda, leaning towards me and attempting to smile.

   ‘That’s because he was born to be a student,’ I said.

   ‘Except that he isn’t one any more.’

   ‘No.’ Every time we met, Miranda told me how much she wanted him to go back to university and finish his degree. She seemed to imply it was my fault. ‘He didn’t really like doing the work,’ I said.

   Miranda tackled the steak and kidney pudding with unexpected enthusiasm. ‘Well,’ she said after a few mouthfuls, ‘this is fun.’

   Did she mean the atmosphere and the intense debates going on round us, or was she enjoying the meal, appreciating its nostalgic school-dinner flavour? I didn’t believe her. She would be much more at home with waiters, a respectful hush and a huge bill.

   ‘And what job is Andrew doing now?’

   He wasn’t communicating with his parents. I was the one who told them about the engagement, rang them occasionally to let them know what was happening, turned down their offer to pay for the wedding. I did this because Mary told me to. ‘You shouldn’t disown parents,’ she said. ‘It can lead to terrible unhappiness. I know families who haven’t talked to each other for ten years, and nobody can remember what it was all about in the first place. It’s not worth it.’

   How did Mary know people like that? She was a peacemaker, someone who saw the good in everyone. How did she cope with a situation that involved taking sides?

   But I took her advice and maintained the contact. ‘You know that his idea of becoming an electrician didn’t work out? He couldn’t get on with the man who was training him.’

   ‘Of course not,’ she said.

   ‘It wasn’t his fault. The man hit him, you know.’

   ‘Why ever did he do that? Andrew must have antagonised him.’

   ‘Well – it was something to do with Andrew refusing to climb on to the roof when he was asked to, because it was too dangerous, and being told that he was the apprentice, and that’s what apprentices did. Then Andrew told them that things had moved on since “The Little Chimney Sweep” and that Dickensian Britain had passed away with the nineteenth century.’

   ‘That sounds like my son.’

   Her voice was hard and cynical, so unlike her manner a year ago on the day of the concert, when she had sat in the front row of the audience radiating pride and belief, anxious to be identified as his mother. I took a sip of water and felt it wash through me, tainted by a guilty wave of sadness. Maybe she was a bit arrogant, but it wasn’t pleasant to see her lose her dreams for her son in such a brutal way. I felt as if I had contributed to the end of her hopes. ‘He’ll be all right,’ I said. ‘He was thinking of trying bank work.’

   ‘Could you really see him in a bank?’

   I couldn’t see him anywhere except with a violin under his chin, and Miranda was obviously thinking the same thing.

   ‘I expect he’s told you all sorts of terrible stories about how I pushed him, forced him to practise against his will?’

   I hesitated, then nodded. I had been given a very clear picture of a monster mother. Miranda went to every violin lesson until Andrew left home. She took notes and even taped the lessons so that they could go through the whole thing again, daily.

   ‘He was a gifted child. He could sing in tune at the age of two, pick out melodies on the piano, even before he talked. He was always meant to be a musician.’

   Andrew’s perspective didn’t allow for talent. How easy it was to take a set of facts, rotate them slightly and find that there were two opposing versions of the same story, equally convincing. How did you know which to believe? Each side was true.

   ‘But children need to be happy,’ I said.

   Miranda smiled, the skin drawing so far back from her mouth that she revealed the gums over her upper teeth. ‘He was happy. He’s just forgotten.’

   How could she be so certain? ‘He says he never enjoyed it,’ I said.

   ‘Then he’s not telling you the truth. It gave him pleasure and a sense of pride that he doesn’t have any more. You’ve heard him. Nobody could play like that without wanting to. Don’t you think he enjoyed it?’

   ‘Maybe he didn’t have the chance to try anything else. He thinks he was deprived of a normal childhood.’ This was a bit bold, but it seemed better to talk about it openly rather than whisper in secret with Andrew.

   Miranda’s eyes stared out from beneath her drooping eyelids, and I could feel my cheeks start to burn. ‘He didn’t miss out on anything,’ she said, ‘until he was a teenager, when he couldn’t be bothered to move a muscle more than necessary.’

   ‘He’s older now,’ I said. ‘Let’s wait and see. Once we settle down, he’ll sort something out.’

   ‘Of course.’ It was clear from her tone that Miranda didn’t believe this. ‘I’m sorry I had to take the violin away,’ she said. ‘But I couldn’t risk him selling it.’

   ‘Andrew wouldn’t do that.’

   She laughed. ‘Oh, dear. You don’t know him very well, do you?’

   I know him better than you do, I thought.

   ‘We made huge sacrifices for that violin. We’re still paying for it.’

   I was shocked. I’d assumed it had been easy for them to afford. ‘So you’ll sell it, then?’

   ‘Oh, no, we’ll hang on to it for the time being.’ Just in case, she meant, although she didn’t say so.

   ‘There’s no point,’ I said. ‘If he ever decides to play again, we could buy something cheaper, one that doesn’t matter so much.’

   ‘But it would matter, wouldn’t it? He’d know the difference.’

   She was right, of course. Once you’d played on an instrument of such quality, nothing else would do. I had fallen in love with Andrew through the sound of that violin. What was he without it? ‘How will you know if he wants to play it again?’ I asked.

   ‘He’ll tell me,’ said Miranda with complete conviction.

   I was ninety-nine per cent certain that she was wrong, and it made me feel better.

   When we got up to leave, Miranda grasped my arm briefly. ‘You will let me know what’s going on, won’t you? I want to help you both.’

   ‘Of course.’ I was surprised by the small intimacy of her touch. She was trying to express affection in a way that was unfamiliar to both of us, and I felt the need to reciprocate, but didn’t know how.

   ‘Have you found somewhere to live?’

   ‘Andrew wanted to use some rooms in Audlands, but even he had to agree it wasn’t practical. Plastering ceilings and putting down floorboards isn’t quite his scene. So we’ve found a flat – well, a bedsit really. It’s not brilliant, but it’s cheap, and we’ve put our names down for a council house.’

   Miranda’s smile was bright but unconvincing. A council house would not be what she’d had in mind for her son. ‘Jessica  . . .’

   ‘Yes?’

   She hesitated, her manner less confident. ‘You know, you don’t have to—’

   I was confused by her uncertainty. ‘What?’

   ‘You don’t have to go through with it – the wedding – if you don’t want to. Nobody would think any less of you for changing your mind.’

   I couldn’t acknowledge my doubts. They did exist, but they were deep inside, in a safe with a timed lock, reinforced in concrete. Because Miranda and Harriet had both challenged me, the steel bars descended even more rapidly, alarm bells rang and security forces came charging in.

   ‘I don’t want to change my mind,’ I said. ‘I want to marry Andrew.’

   We said goodbye outside the Barber Institute, and I watched her walk away. Had Andrew painted a fair portrait of her? Who wielded the more honest brush, him or her? I longed to see clearly through the accumulation of paint, the technique, the brushstrokes, to the canvas beneath. Why wasn’t it easier to go straight to the truth without having to scrape through layers and layers of camouflage?





My dress was borrowed from Mary’s cousin. It was made of white polyester satin, tailored above the waist with yards of material sweeping out generously below. I put it on every night in my bedroom, wondering at its ability to transform me from my familiar clumsy self into someone elegant and unrecognisable.

   My mother had been racing round Audlands for weeks in preparation for the reception, applying fresh coats of emulsion, supervising a group of cleaning ladies from the village as they scrubbed and polished and hid clutter behind cupboard doors. The marble busts in the Long Gallery shone as white as they could, mirrors gleamed, the wooden floorboards basked with pleasure after their first contact with polish in years. Nobody dusted the chandeliers – they were too high to matter – but the cobwebs were swept away. And somebody removed the advertisements for Fontaine’s Crunchy Chocolate Brownies in the entrance hall.

   Harriet had made buttonholes for everyone from the roses that were still flourishing in the neglected rose garden. They were held together by silver foil and a safety pin, but they didn’t stay in place very well. The flowers kept bending round in the wrong direction, so you could only see the stems. I had a bouquet of white carnations and violet asters, round and pretty with a lace doily behind them, keeping them in shape.

   ‘You must wear make-up,’ said Harriet. ‘Even if you never wear it again in your entire life, you should put some on for your own wedding.’

   Nail varnish, lipstick, mascara. I sat motionless while she applied them, prepared for once to accept her advice. I was no longer myself. I was capable of doing anything.

   Then she pinned a veil on my head with a headdress of daisy chains. We’d sat in the middle of the croquet lawn the night before, weaving the daisies together. We tried floating them in water overnight to keep them fresh, but they shrivelled and lost their dewy whiteness. So we started all over again early in the morning, cutting slits in the plump stalks with our varnished fingernails, trying not to damage them in our haste.

   When I was ready, I stood in front of my bedroom mirror and stared with astonishment. Was it really me?

   ‘Yes,’ said Harriet, pleased with herself. ‘You’ll do.’

   Mary had given me the gold necklace that I’d worn on the day of the concert. ‘I can’t take that,’ I said. ‘It was your grandmother’s.’

   ‘I want to give you something special, something that requires a sacrifice from me,’ she said, ‘and this is ideal.’

   I couldn’t think of a single occasion when I’d sacrificed something of real value for anyone else. ‘I don’t deserve you, Mary.’

   ‘It’s not a question of deserving. If we’re friends, we’re friends.’

   Harriet left me alone for the last half-hour before we were due to leave. I sat quietly on the side of my bed, trying to make sense of it all, wanting to appreciate the enormity of the step I was taking but not able to think clearly enough. The whole thing had become an unstoppable machine, lumbering heavily forward, crushing everything in its path. There was no brake, no one with the expertise to disconnect the right wires and bring it to a halt. It was better to let it go rolling on until it ran out of petrol and regulated itself naturally.

   Andrew came in through the door. He was wearing a pale blue suit with a waistcoat and a white tie. He hadn’t managed to harness his hair, which looked as abandoned as always, but otherwise everything was perfect. It was the first time I’d seen him in a suit for a year, and I was instantly captivated, thrilled that he’d made an effort, despite his performance of casual nonchalance.

   But I couldn’t believe he had come. ‘What are you doing here? Shouldn’t you be at the registry office?’

   ‘Not likely. My parents are there. I don’t want to talk to them.’ He shut the door behind him. ‘You look very nice, Jess.’

   ‘Is that all? Nice?’

   ‘What do you want from me? Amazing, beautiful, astonishing, chic, elegant, gorgeous—’

   ‘Any of those would do.’

   He nodded. ‘OK. Take your pick.’

   A sense of disappointment was creeping through me. The same indefinable heaviness that appeared every morning when I woke up.

   ‘I just wanted to let you know we’re leaving straight after the wedding,’ he said.

   ‘I thought we were going back to the flat after the reception.’

   ‘Everything’s changed. My ex-housemates have paid for a honeymoon as their wedding present. A last-minute offer. I booked it yesterday.’

   This was unexpected – Andrew’s dealings with his housemates had not been harmonious. Maybe they were worried he would change his mind, abandon the wedding and return to live with them. They must have felt that a generous gift would help him on his way.

   ‘Where to?’

   ‘Let’s just say we’re flying there.’

   ‘But what about passports?’

   ‘You’ve got one and I’ve got one. Where’s the problem?’ He tapped his pocket. ‘I’ve got the tickets. It’s a surprise. We have to leave immediately.’

   ‘After the reception?’

   ‘No, straight after the wedding.’

   I stared at him. ‘We can’t do that. Everything’s arranged. Audlands is all ready for the reception.’

   ‘That’s the surprise. We’ll be gone.’

   ‘But we have to have photographs.’

   ‘Oh, there’ll be time for a few and we’ll need to come back here anyway, to change. Then we go.’

   ‘What about cutting the cake?’

   ‘Absurd ritual. I don’t want to stand there, one arm round your waist, the other brandishing a knife, poised over a nonsensical edifice of white icing, pretending to smile.’ He demonstrated, one arm bent round a space beside him, the other holding an invisible knife like a dagger, bringing it down dramatically to carve up the air.

   But I wanted to do all the traditional stuff. ‘Our families, our friends, they’ll all be expecting—’

   ‘They can enjoy themselves without us. There’s plenty of food, they can dance. Whether we’re there or not is irrelevant.’

   There was some logic to his argument, but it upset me to think of them doing all this without us. ‘It’s our wedding,’ I said. ‘We should be there.’

   ‘Rubbish. They won’t care. Why should we?’

   ‘They will care. Your parents—’

   His lip curled and I regretted mentioning them. ‘We don’t need to worry about them.’

   ‘What about my family then, and Mary?’

   He smiled, and the two creases appeared in his cheeks, familiar and intimate, illuminating his face. ‘Wait until you find out where we’re going, Jess. Then you’ll see that none of the rest of it matters.’

   ‘It matters to me.’ I tried to hang on to the argument, desperate to assert myself. I could imagine everyone’s surprise and disbelief when we disappeared. I didn’t know how to explain it without embarrassment. Tears were forming in my eyes, and I blinked rapidly. I was wearing mascara for the first time in my life and didn’t want it to run.

   He was watching me, so I tilted my head back slightly to hide the tears. ‘I hope you’re not going to be difficult,’ he said with a hard edge to his voice.

   ‘No, of course not, only couldn’t we delay it all by an hour or two?’

   ‘Oh come on, Jess. What do you expect me to do? Phone the airport? Frightfully sorry, could you just delay the flight for two hours? It’ll affect your other flight patterns? Surely you could be more flexible. It is our honeymoon, you know. Everyone else can wait.’

   ‘Since when have you cared about other people?’ I shouldn’t have said it. I knew I was being unreasonable. If the tickets were for a certain flight, there was no choice.

   He stared at me, his smile fading. ‘Oh, I see. I never think of you, of course. I wouldn’t dress up in a ridiculous outfit for the wedding or book tickets for a honeymoon to please you. I do all that for myself, I suppose, because I like making a fool of myself.’

   ‘I’m sorry,’ I said, and the tears were spilling out now. I tried not to think about the mascara.

   ‘I didn’t realise it was so important to you, being in the limelight, dressing up, prancing around for the sake of ancient rituals.’

   What could I say? To defend it all seemed petty and hypocritical. But I loved the new person I had become in my wedding dress. I’d thought that I would be able to forget myself for a while and act out a new role, transform myself into a traditional bride for a day. I would slip back into my normal self tomorrow, but it seemed that tomorrow was going to come sooner than I expected. ‘I thought it would be fun for a while,’ I said eventually.

   ‘Fun? Fun?’ He placed his face directly in front of mine. ‘Who are you, Jess? I was under the impression we saw things the same way.’

   I wanted to look away, but he was too close. ‘We do,’ I whispered. He was unravelling before me, redesigning himself into my cousin Philip, tall and blond, a hard cruel mask instead of a face. Why had I never seen the resemblance before?

   All I could see was his eyes, right in front of mine, still and expressionless. Green, surrounded by a clear, innocent white, his eyelids pale pink and edged with long pale eyelashes. How did people read expression in eyes? They were just physical objects. There was nothing there that could speak. They were not even attractive.

   I tried to move, but he put his hand behind my head to hold it there. ‘Let’s start as we mean to go on,’ he said in a tight, clipped voice which I hardly recognised. I started to shake, my legs juddering uncontrollably.

   ‘Jess!’ It was Harriet calling from downstairs.

   I made myself stare back at him. I didn’t want him to know that I was afraid.

   ‘Jess!’

   He released the pressure suddenly, so that I nearly fell over, and smiled, charming again. ‘It’s all right,’ he said gently. ‘Don’t cry.’

   He held his arms out and I stepped into them, my cheeks hot against the rough fabric of his jacket. ‘We need each other, Jess. We’re not like other people. No one else would have us.’

   ‘I’m sorry,’ I whispered.

   ‘I know,’ he said. ‘It’s just nerves.’ He reached over, took a paper tissue from the box on the dressing table and wiped my cheeks.

   He examined my face. ‘Perfect,’ he said. ‘Beautiful, angelic, divine. See you at the registry office.’

   And he was gone.

   ‘Jess, it’s time to go!’

   ‘Coming!’ I called, testing my voice to make it sound normal. ‘Won’t be a second.’ I glanced quickly into the mirror and discovered that waterproof mascara really worked.





My father had asked his accountant to drive us to the registry office in his Rover 2000. He had tied white ribbon on the front of the car and scattered orange blossom along the shelf in the back window, although it was already starting to wilt in the heat.

   I sat in the back with my father, the spare seat between us, and we looked out of opposite windows. I was trying not to think of what had happened in the bedroom with Andrew, worrying about how to explain that we wouldn’t be at the reception. I could say it was very last-minute, that all the later times were booked. Andrew’s friends had bought the tickets, and we could hardly refuse them. It was sounding reasonable. I began to feel better.

   My father cleared his throat. ‘Jessica . . .’

   ‘Yes?’

   ‘You know, you don’t have to do this if you don’t want to. We can cancel it, even now.’

   Had he been talking to Harriet? Had he heard my conversation with Andrew?

   ‘Don’t worry about all the arrangements. It’s better to be happy than to do things because you feel you have to.’

   What could I say? All those people. All those presents. All the food waiting at Audlands.

   I thought of Andrew playing the violin. The way he had reached inside me and touched a part previously unknown to me. I remembered how his tears outside the station had moved me, and the thundering sense of pride as I realised that he needed me.

   I could handle him, help him to mature and mellow.

   ‘It’s all right,’ I said. ‘I want to do it.’

   We arrived at the registry office and my father climbed out first, then put out his hand to help me. Nobody had ever helped me out of a car before. I stepped on my train, caught a sleeve on the door handle, nearly lost my balance and grabbed my father for support. He remained solid and still.

   There were people with cameras waiting for us, and I stood bewildered for a few seconds, trying to work out who they were. Eventually I recognised Harriet, Mary and other friends. My father stood by my side for a while as we beamed into the cameras. Then he put his arm out, horizontal to the ground, elbow bent. It looked odd and unnatural.

   ‘Put your hand on my arm,’ he whispered.

   I met his eyes. We smiled at each other and walked towards the entrance.

   I like my father, I thought. He’s a kind, supportive man. Why had I never noticed this before?





Chapter 11

I sat on the plane next to Andrew, my stomach churning as we started to taxi. I had never flown before. I had been to France every summer with my family, but only on the ferry. My father had never been persuaded that air travel was worth it, despite my mother’s desire to be more adventurous.

   ‘Far too expensive,’ he always said. ‘And you can’t take the car.’

   ‘Relax,’ said Andrew, taking my hand in his. I could feel the warmth of his skin, but it wouldn’t penetrate. There was a wafer-thin barrier between us, like a film of hand cream, that meant our contact was only superficial. My mind was still on the wedding.

   ‘What do you mean you’re not staying?’ said Harriet, a plastic cup of champagne hovering just below her mouth. Her bridesmaid’s dress, a pale, watery pink, draped elegantly. She’d chosen the pattern and made it herself.

   ‘The flight is earlier than we expected  . . .’ My voice wasn’t secure enough to be convincing.

   Harriet turned to Andrew. ‘You’re not serious?’

   ‘Can’t be helped,’ he said. ‘It was a cancellation – the only one we could afford.’

   ‘So what about all this?’ She waved her hand in a grand gesture, indicating the people, the food, the freshly cleaned drawing room, the French windows opening out into the garden to let in the warm summer air.

   ‘What about it?’

   ‘What’s it all for?’

   He leaned towards her and spoke softly into her ear. ‘It’s for our wedding. It’s called a reception.’

   She flushed with irritation. ‘What’s the point in having a reception when the bride and groom aren’t present?’

   ‘We are present,’ he said, his face slipping into the boyish, amiable look that I couldn’t resist and Harriet could.

   ‘But you’re going in a minute,’ she said.

   ‘Yes,’ he said.

   The photographer came over, a well-built, well-padded man. ‘We need to cut the cake,’ he said. He worked for my father as a quality controller. I imagined him spending every day eating cakes and biscuits, rolling them round in his mouth while his eyes drifted up to the ceiling in appreciation. ‘Yes,’ he would say. ‘A delicate marzipan with a subtle aroma of Mediterranean breeze.’ Or, ‘No. A touch more sugar would do it, I think, to chase away that aftertaste of swamp gas. Mustn’t let our customers believe we’re skimping on quality.’ Did he spit the samples out again, like a wine-taster?

   ‘I don’t think we’re doing the cake,’ I said.

   The photographer raised his eyebrows. ‘Everybody cuts the cake. It’s part of the tradition.’

   Andrew took my hand. ‘Come on, Jess. There’s no need to be melodramatic. We can do it quickly and still be in time for the flight.’

   He put his arm round me, exactly as he had demonstrated earlier. We held the knife together and thrust it into the cake with an exaggerated, artificial movement. He’s enjoying this, I thought. Who does he imagine is on the receiving end of the knife? His mother?

   ‘You’ll be so pleased you have that photograph,’ said the photographer to me. ‘Now, we just need a few more portraits. On the steps by the entrance, perhaps.’

   ‘No,’ said Andrew. ‘There won’t be time for that. We have to get away.’

   ‘Jessica,’ said my mother, coming up behind us. ‘What’s Harriet talking about? You’re not leaving already?’

   ‘We have to,’ I said. ‘It was the only flight available.’

   She stared at me. ‘But this is your wedding. We’ve done all this for you.’

   Andrew beamed at her. I couldn’t get used to this smile, which had been hovering all day, brought out with a flourish, fully polished, whenever anyone expected it. It didn’t suit him. ‘We really appreciate it. You’ve done a wonderful job.’

   ‘But what about the dancing?’

   Even I could see that this was a thin argument. We all knew the dancing was for my mother, not for me or Andrew. ‘You’re the world expert, Connie,’ said Andrew. ‘You don’t need us.’

   ‘Yes, well  . . .’ she said. ‘I’d expected you to join in.’

   He put an arm round her waist and grabbed her other hand, swinging her towards him dramatically. They danced away, through the hall and towards the drawing room, where the heady scent of freshly picked roses wafted through the crowd of guests. Andrew was talking as they bounced inexpertly together and I could hear my mother’s rich, open laughter echoing in their wake.

   I turned to the photographer and shrugged an apology. He moved away, pointing his camera at groups of guests, calling them to look up just before he snapped.

   Harriet came up again and I tried to smile. ‘You shouldn’t have let him talk you into it,’ she said. ‘It’s not right.’

   ‘It wasn’t a matter of letting him,’ I said. ‘We had no choice.’

   She studied me for a while, and I started to feel threatened by her intensity. She opened her mouth to speak.

   ‘Yes?’ I asked, knowing that I didn’t want to hear what she was about to say.

   ‘Nothing,’ she replied.

   Andrew came back without my mother. ‘Time to get changed,’ he said. ‘Tim’s coming for us in fifteen minutes.’

   I went upstairs to my bedroom. This won’t be my room any more, I thought. I gazed round, gripped by a sudden sense of loss that bordered on panic. Would I ever be able to sit on my own and study the fir tree outside my window again? I caught sight of myself in the mirror, and examined the unfamiliar image. Not bad, I thought. Quite nice, even. I would probably never look this good again.

   I became aware of the time and unzipped the dress. It fell rustling to the floor, too eager to leave me. As I stepped out, it settled into a round, puffed hollow with a life of its own, barely affected by my absence.

   Andrew called through the door. ‘Are you ready, Jess?’

   ‘Coming,’ I said, throwing on my jeans and T-shirt.

   As we came downstairs, we could hear Andrew’s housemate Tim hooting outside. Music had started in the drawing room, and the volume was increasing, becoming more earnest. Everybody was in there – I could hear the DJ talking through a microphone, the pounding beat, the thumps of mass movement. Plates of half-eaten food and discarded plastic cups lay on the sides of the stairs. There was no one in the hall.

   ‘Come on,’ whispered Andrew. ‘Let’s go before they see us.’

   I hesitated. It seemed so ungrateful. ‘Surely we should say goodbye.’

   ‘No,’ he said. ‘They’ll know we’ve gone. It’s traditional to creep off unnoticed.’

   I didn’t know that.

   He held out his hand. ‘Are you coming with me, Mrs Courtenay?’

   I smiled and stepped towards him.





The aeroplane gathered speed. I was overwhelmed by the scream of the engines, the power beneath my feet, the thrust as we surged forward. I gripped my armrests and looked out of the window. We had already left the ground. The airport buildings were below us, getting smaller, dwindling in the distance as we tilted upwards and climbed into the sky.

   It’s all right, I thought. I can do this.





Our hotel was on the east side of Majorca, away from the popular beaches near Palma. It had character, but not much luxury. Not as good a bargain as Andrew had thought. In our bedroom the light bulb was so dingy you couldn’t read by it. When I switched on the bedside lamp in the morning, sparks flew out from a kink in the wire. I turned it off immediately and opened the curtains instead.

   ‘We’ll complain,’ said Andrew, stretched out in bed, watching me.

   ‘No, it’s all right. I don’t mind. We won’t use it.’ I didn’t want any rows or unpleasantness. This was our honeymoon.

   ‘No point in paying good money for rubbish.’

   ‘You didn’t pay. Your housemates did.’

   ‘Hmm.’

   ‘Shall we go for breakfast?’

   ‘Come back to bed. We’ve only had five hours’ sleep.’

   ‘I’m hungry.’ We’d not had time for food at the reception, and there hadn’t been much opportunity to eat on the journey.

   He turned his back on me. ‘Please yourself. I need at least two more hours.’

   I went down by the stairs. We’d come up in the lift the night before and I wasn’t willing to repeat the experience. Two of us and our luggage seemed to have placed a great strain on its ability to function and we’d juddered upwards for several nerve-racking minutes, not at all certain that we’d make it. The stairs creaked with every step, but at least I felt in control.

   In the dining room I sat at a table on my own, eating with my eyes down, in case anyone tried to talk to me.

   When I went back up Andrew was asleep, stretched out diagonally across the bed. I didn’t know what to do. A thin shaft of sun was creeping past the buildings on the other side of the road and into our room, a dazzling slice of light piercing the dust and gloom. I wanted to go outside and explore but I didn’t like to wake him. I went to the window and looked out. Most of the windows opposite were hidden behind shutters, as if everyone’s purpose in life was to avoid the sun. There weren’t many people in the street below, mainly women and old men with bags of shopping. I imagined them all hurrying home before the town was flooded by midday sun.

   I didn’t feel normal, standing here alone in a foreign country. I’d never before spent a whole night in the same room as someone else, let alone in the same bed. I had the sense that I’d given up something precious. I was now Jessica Courtenay, wife of Andrew, grown-up, a married woman for the rest of my life. But I felt like a small child, sent off to boarding school and forced to sleep in a dormitory. The space around me had shrivelled and compressed, as if I was breathing with a plastic bag over my face.

   ‘Andrew,’ I whispered.

   He didn’t respond.

   ‘Andrew,’ I said a little louder. ‘I’m going out. I’ll be back in an hour.’

   He was burrowed into the pillow, his skin slightly damp from the heat of sleep, the side of his face squashed and creased. He didn’t look like the Andrew I knew, but a stranger, someone who had no connection with me.

   I wrote a note on a piece of paper and put it on his bedside table – ‘Gone for a walk’ – then left the room quietly.

   The light outside had a brightness and intensity that took me by surprise, and I had to shade my eyes with my hand until I grew accustomed to it. I climbed the steps down to the beach and slipped my sandals off.

   I’m abroad, I thought. I’m doing what everyone else does. My family had never reached the Mediterranean on our French holidays, preferring Brittany and the Dordogne. Small waves lapped at the edge of the beach and I walked towards them, expecting warm water.

   ‘I only swim in the Mediterranean,’ a girl had once told me at school. ‘The water’s far too cold anywhere else.’

   ‘No it isn’t,’ I’d said. ‘It’s fine.’ But I knew she was right. She was rich and experienced and I was just an ignorant peasant who only knew about shivering in the Atlantic when we went on holiday, swimming as fast as possible so that we wouldn’t freeze.

   I stepped into the water and back out again with shock. The water wasn’t warm at all. It must be too early in the morning. Two girls ran past me in skimpy polka-dot bikinis, their pony tails wet and stringy, their teeth chattering. I recognised them from the plane the night before and looked over to where their mothers sat on a blanket farther back. They were wearing shorts and strappy tops, which revealed vast expanses of white, unprotected skin.

   I sat down in the soft sand and examined my surroundings. The bay had rocky cliffs on either side. Our hotel was behind me, small and picturesque. White plastic tables and chairs were scattered around on the veranda, facing the sea. It was too far away to see the peeling green paint and the cracks in the tiled floor. A new hotel was being built on the edge of the bay, about twenty-five storeys high, already superior in design and ambition. I could see men in hard hats, busy behind glassless windows while the sound of their labour echoed out into the morning air.

   There weren’t many people on the beach yet. A boat drifted lazily across the sea, its little motor chugging, missing a beat every now and again, gasping for a last breath but then recovering just as you thought it had died. It parted the still, glassy water, leaving an ever-expanding arrow behind it.

   I sifted the sand with my fingers and examined the tiny, multi-coloured grains. It was warm on the surface, but cold lower down. I dug into it with a piece of driftwood, expecting to find a damp layer, but it remained dry and loose. I could feel the sun on my back, warm and friendly, soaking into my bones.

   I knew I should return to Andrew, but I didn’t want to move. It was pleasant sitting here alone, no one to speak to, no one to know me. A curious lethargy crept through me, an inability to move. I wanted to stay here for ever. Would anyone ever notice? They would in the evening when the beach cleared. They probably had lifeguards who would ask me what I was doing there.

   Waiting, I would say.

   Who for?

   Nobody.

   You can’t stay here.

   Maybe I’m not waiting. Maybe I’m escaping.

   A family walked across the almost empty beach and put their things down about five yards from where I was sitting.

   ‘Can we swim?’ asked the little boy. He was pulling his T-shirt over his head.

   ‘No,’ said his mother. ‘You’ve got to wait an hour after eating.’

   ‘Old wives’ tales,’ said his father, who was setting out chairs and blankets and bags. It was a military operation. They were camping down for the day. He started to put up a screen, knocking the posts deep into the sand.

   It won’t stand up, I thought. The sand’s too soft.

   ‘It’s not an old wives’ tale,’ said the mother, who was pale-skinned and freckled. She was pouring suntan lotion into her hand and smothering both children while they hopped up and down. ‘Stand still, James.’

   ‘I want to go in the water,’ he wailed, his voice rising on a wave of resentment.

   ‘No. When you eat, the blood collects in your stomach and you can get cramp.’

   ‘I really wanted to know that,’ said her husband. ‘About the blood.’ He went back to the first post he’d knocked in, which was already tilting at a dangerous angle.

   Actually, she was wrong. It’s a myth. Our biology teacher explained it to us in the upper fifth.

   I got up. I didn’t want to, but I couldn’t stay and listen to this family.





I knew as soon as I opened the door that Andrew was angry. He was standing by the window and the light behind him made him tall and dark, his face unreadable.

   ‘Where have you been?’ he said in a low voice.

   ‘I went for a walk. I told you.’

   ‘No,’ he said. ‘You told me you were going for breakfast.’

   ‘Well, I did. And then I came back up, but you were asleep, so I went for a walk. I left a note.’

   ‘You didn’t think I might worry?’

   I’d thought he might be annoyed. I hadn’t considered worry. ‘I just wanted to explore a little.’

   ‘Oh, I see. I was expecting us to explore together, but you thought you’d do it alone.’

   ‘I can go again. I don’t mind.’

   ‘It won’t be the same, though, will it? Now that you’ve been first?’

   When I was in the sixth form, we’d had a discussion forum once a week and I remembered the time we’d discussed the traditional roles of men and women.

   ‘Some men like to dominate,’ said Mrs Taylor. ‘They want you to be a victim.’

   None of us could understand battered wives. ‘Why don’t they just leave?’ asked Helen.

   ‘It must be partly the women’s fault – they must enjoy it.’

   ‘You have to stand up to bullies and then they’ll give in.’

   I knew it was more complicated than that. Philip was never far from my mind.

   ‘I’d kill him,’ said Jane. ‘When he was asleep.’

   ‘But then you’d go to prison. It’s easier to leave.’

   That’s right, I thought.

   ‘If you want respect,’ said Mrs Taylor, ‘you have to make it clear that you won’t accept the situation.’

   ‘That’s silly,’ I said to Andrew, turning away with a smile. ‘Do you want to go into the bathroom first? You’ll miss breakfast if you don’t go down soon.’

   He grabbed me by my arm and dragged me back.

   ‘What?’ I said.

   ‘Did you just call me silly?’

   ‘I didn’t mean you personally,’ I said. ‘Just the idea that we can’t explore together.’ My voice was light and I could still breathe.

   ‘You know very well what I mean.’ The Andrew that I’d encountered just before the wedding had returned, all fired up and ready for action.

   ‘You have to make it clear that you won’t accept the situation.’

   ‘Let go,’ I said. ‘You’re hurting.’ I tried to pull away, but his hand was clamped round my arm like a steel bracket. My powerlessness against his strength was frightening.

   ‘Let’s get one thing straight,’ he said. ‘You’re married now. You can’t do whatever you want any more.’

   ‘They want you to be a victim.’

   ‘I’m still a person,’ I said, refusing to allow my voice to tremble, refusing to cry. ‘I can make my own decisions.’ I would not let him take over Philip’s role.

   ‘I’m your husband. We made vows. Remember the words yesterday?’

   I struggled to remember anything from yesterday. Somewhere in the distant past there was a crowd of people laughing, eating, dancing. Audlands was watching over them all. There was space around them, everywhere, in the rooms, in the garden, down by the lake, high above them, in the arched ceilings and the dome of the hall.

   But Andrew and I weren’t there. There was a vacuum where we should have been, and nobody seemed to have noticed our absence.

   I’d lost my silence, my spaces, without even realising that I’d done it.

   Reality was here, in this dingy hotel room where light struggled to penetrate, where the people above us were stamping around as if they were trying to defeat a plague of ants, where there was a choice between rickety stairs and a lethal lift if we wanted to escape. There wouldn’t be any fail-safe emergency mechanisms here. It was too old. Reality was the Andrew in front of me.

   ‘You have to stand up to bullies.’

   ‘What about you?’ I said. ‘You promised to love me too. Does that involve twisting my arm and threatening me?’

   He blinked for a few seconds and laughed. ‘OK,’ he said softly, letting go of my arm.

   I thought it would be all right again. A brief slip into irrationality and then out again. An uncomfortable stumble before he recovered his balance. ‘Do you want to go into the bathroom first?’ I said.

   ‘Why would I want to go into the bathroom?’

   ‘For a wash, a shave?’ This was such hard work.

   ‘Why would I want to shave on holiday?’

   ‘Please yourself,’ I said, opening the bathroom door. ‘I thought you might like to keep up some appearances.’

   I shouldn’t have said it. He grabbed me by the shoulder this time and swung me round. ‘What are you playing at?’ he said.

   ‘I’m not playing at anything.’ I tried to keep my voice innocent, convincing myself that I wasn’t criticising him, just making an observation. All the anger that had dissipated a few moments earlier was back, a sheet of flame shooting up from dying embers, aimed directly at me. As if he spent most of his life hiding it, while all the time he was secretly feeding it, offering it little scraps of wood, holding it back until it was ready to flare up and prove its worth.

   He pushed me against the wall and held me there with his arm. ‘Cut the games, Jess,’ he said. ‘You are now Mrs Courtenay, and the sooner you recognise it the better.’

   ‘I’m not denying it,’ I said, resenting the tremble in my voice. ‘But I still don’t see that it gives you the right to order me around.’

   He raised his hand and I watched him form it into a fist, tensing his muscles, closing the fingers deliberately, summoning the strength.

   I put my hands up to pull away his other arm, but it was like trying to shatter concrete or pull iron railings out of the pavement. His eyes were distant, looking inwards, not really seeing me.

   I gave in to my fear. ‘Go on, then,’ I screamed. ‘Hit me! That’s what you want to do, isn’t it?’

   He still didn’t move.

   I can’t do this, I thought. I can’t stand up to him.

   I dropped my eyes and let myself go weak. ‘Andrew,’ I said gently. ‘Stop it.’

   He stood motionless for what felt like hours until the tension slowly seeped out of his fist. Both arms dropped to his side.

   ‘Come on,’ I said. ‘Let’s start again. We don’t have to be like this.’ I even tried a laugh. ‘What a way to start married life!’

   His face started to crumple. ‘Why do you do this to me?’ he whispered. ‘You know I love you.’

   He hardly ever said that. I let my head flop on to his chest. ‘It’s all right,’ I said.

   I could hear his breathing, ragged and distressed, as his body folded in on itself and he put his arms round me, burying his face in my hair. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said in a muffled voice. ‘I don’t know what came over me.’

   I didn’t know what had come over him either, but I knew I couldn’t go through that again. My sixth-form discussion group was wrong. Mrs Taylor was wrong. Sometimes you just can’t stand up to people. They don’t back down. They don’t know how to.

   I had to learn how to manage him, not let him fall into this state again. I patted his back rhythmically, complicated messages of love making me maternal.

   ‘Let’s go and find you some breakfast,’ I said.





Chapter 12

The dark green front door of Audlands stood half-open, its six Palladian panels glinting in the morning sun. The delicate, Adam-style tracery of the fanlight above the door allowed shards of sunlight to scatter like mosaics on to the hall floor behind Connie, who stood waiting, her hand resting impatiently on the door knob. Just above her head, a life-sized brass lion’s head glared down, its teeth bared, with the two sides of a knocker protruding from its nostrils like eighteenth-century nose studs.

   Connie was watching a truck amble its way up the drive. Every time it hit a pothole, it lurched to one side as if it would never recover and caught the low-hanging branches of the horse chestnuts. She could hear them scraping over the top of the driver’s cab, breaking off and falling into the open back of the truck.

   In the distance, twelve-year-old Jessica was playing scales. Up and down, up and down, automatic and energetic, quite inappropriate on this languid summer day. This wasn’t what Connie had expected when she’d agreed to piano lessons. Even when Jessica practised real music, with tunes that you could grasp hold of, she approached them obsessively, repeating sections so often that they ceased to have any meaning. The scales dominated, as if they had found a little niche in Jessica’s brain that had been waiting for their arrival, a mathematical corner that was thirsty for patterns and shapes.

   Connie had tried to discuss the matter with Mrs Gulliver. ‘Is it necessary to play scales so much?’ she asked.

   Mrs Gulliver had reacted with appalled indignation. ‘Mrs Fontaine, I spend my entire life arguing with my pupils about the need for scales. Jessica is a gift, a natural. I love her scales.’

   She stood and glared at Connie, taller than her by several inches, tilting forward, her eyes steely. She did not look like someone who loved anything.

   Connie could now see the driver and his companion inside the cab. Their heads were bouncing up and down with each bump, rolling loosely in rhythm with the truck.

   Once they had passed the tenth tree from the house, she decided that she could allow her enthusiasm to show. ‘It’s here!’ she called, in a brief moment between scales, expecting everyone to come running.

   Nothing happened.

   ‘Harriet!’ she called. ‘Jessica! It’s arrived.’

   The scales started up again. A door banged somewhere in the distance and Harriet came down the stairs, crossing the hall to join her mother in the doorway. ‘Where is it?’

   ‘There, in front of you.’

   ‘Not the truck, the statue.’ Harriet’s voice was calm and matter-of-fact, as if she was explaining something to a younger child.

   ‘The statue is in the truck, Harriet.’

   At ten years old, Harriet troubled Connie. She was charming, friendly and helpful, with dozens of friends who regularly turned up at Audlands in groups. They participated in treasure hunts, played hide and seek inside on rainy
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