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Chapter Eight







ITEM: four glass Murano bowls, various colours, made in Venice in the official Murano factory







Venice, 2006



Gina pauses by a quartet of glass bowls, each studded with hundreds of tiny beads like multi-coloured floral gems. Every shop in Venice seems to be selling Murano glass but these are particularly intricate: the colours glow with peculiar intensity – crimson, emerald, gold, midnight blue.

She loves the contradiction of them. Liquid, but solid; delicate, but weighty. The skill of moulding the molten strands of glass passed down from father to son to grandson, on and on. Holding the bowl is like touching their fingers across the centuries. 

‘Aren’t these gorgeous?’ she murmurs.

Stuart’s not even looking. ‘They’re OK.’

Gina presses her lips together, biting down the irritation that’s been rising since the walking tour of the hidden churches this morning. You really find out what people are like on holiday, she thinks. They’ve been together a year, and she’d had absolutely no idea that Stuart moves his lips while he reads. Gina noticed that on the plane on the way out. Now she can’t stop noticing. 

Don’t be a hormonal cow, she tells herself. That’s just PMT talking.

Because the rest of this minibreak is living up to expectations: Venice is everything Gina dreamed it would be from her History of Art A level. The hotel is tucked away and romantic, the sheets are about a million thread count, and Stuart’s anniversary present to her came in a tissue-filled Agent Provocateur box. Dusk is falling over the squares she’s longed to explore since she was a teenager, although she’s unable to enjoy the glittering lights on the water because Stuart keeps reminding her that the place is full of pickpockets who’ll steal her bag, given half a chance.

Gina realises that he’s probably hoping they will, both to prove him right and to give him something to do.

She focuses on the pretty bowls, even prettier under the spotlight in the cabinet. They’re the most beautiful things she’s seen in ages and, better than that, they represent something. A tradition, a skill.

‘Wouldn’t they be a lovely memento of our first proper holiday?’ Gina offers one to Stuart so he can feel its weight.

He holds it as if it were a cricket ball. ‘What would you do with them?’ 

‘Display them. Just have them in the house. They’re beautiful. Beautiful things don’t need to do anything.’

‘Apart from collect dust.’

His stubborn refusal to see the beauty or the skill involved makes Gina snappish. He was just the same about the Basilica San Marco. That wasn’t PMT. He’s got no excuse for that.

‘Can you stop being so dismissive?’ she hisses, aware of the owner hovering proudly behind the counter.

‘I’m not being dismissive!’ Stuart’s face is creased with affront.

‘You are. You’ve been really critical of everything.’

‘I have no idea what you’re on about.’

Gina watches him fiddling with a dish, as if determined to find a flaw in it. Normally, Stuart’s very easy-going. But when he’s grumpy, it’s never about the thing he’s outwardly grumpy about. His moods just escape through the path of least resistance, like volcanic lava, but without the heat and force. Stuart is more of a sulker. The Mount Etna of sulkers.

‘What. Is. The. Matter?’ she demands under her breath.

She doesn’t even need to prod him. ‘It’s thirty-two degrees in Sharm, and Jason’s just seen half the England cricket team on the golf course,’ he informs her.

Oh, so that’s what it is. The text from Jason earlier. He’d rather be in Sharm el-Sheikh with Jason and Naomi, out on an artificial golf course with the England cricket team.

Gina bites her lip. Sometimes it’s easy being with Stuart: he makes her feel sexy and secure, and he says what he’s thinking, eventually. But at other times, especially recently, Gina’s found herself baffled by how little he understands her. Trying to explain why certain churches make her heart sing takes all the wonder out of it. Discussing them with Kit – or even Naomi who didn’t do History of Art but is a part-time Catholic – only unpacked more magic.

Gina pushes that thought out of her head. It’s not fair. ‘Shall we go back to the hotel?’ she says, keeping her voice even. She knows she should try harder to defuse this.

‘Are you sure there aren’t any more museums open? There might be one we haven’t trailed round yet.’

She turns away. For that, she is having the bowls. She fishes her guidebook out of her bag and approaches the desk.

‘Scusi,’ she says to the shopkeeper carefully. ‘Quanto sono queste ciotole?’

‘For you, five hundred euros,’ he says, with a flourish.

Whoa. Gina had guessed they’d be a hundred and fifty at most. That’s all her spending money for the holiday, and she’s still got to get her mum and Naomi something.

‘Grazie,’ she says. ‘A bit too much.’ She turns to Stuart. ‘Come on, let’s go.’

‘No,’ he says stubbornly, and marches back to the counter. ‘Bongiorno? How much for the bowls?’

The shopkeeper smiles and points to the price. ‘Five hundred euros.’

‘No, really, mate,’ says Stuart, with an answering smile. ‘How much?’

Gina feels awkward. She knows you’re meant to haggle in markets but there’s a way of doing it. A way of making it a respectful ritual, not a dismissive stand-off.

‘I don’t think you’re meant to haggle in a shop, Stuart,’ she mutters.

‘You are,’ he hisses back. ‘I read it in one of your guidebooks. They expect it.’ He turns back to the shopkeeper. ‘A hundred for the four.’

The shopkeeper looks stunned, then amused. He spreads his palm and says, slowly, ‘Five. Five hundred euros.’

Gina tugs his sleeve. This feels wrong. It’s spoiling the bowls. ‘Stuart, please. I don’t want them that much. Let’s get some supper.’

He gestures to her. ‘See? She’s leaving.’

‘OK. Four hundred,’ says the shopkeeper at once.

Stuart gives her a quick, triumphant smile, and Gina feels foolish. ‘A hundred and twenty.’

The shopkeeper laughs, but he’s less confident now. There’s something terrier-like about Stuart. She’s seen it on the pitch: he never stops till he’s got the ball, working harder than most players of his height and position would bother to.

‘I do three fifty and that is my final offer,’ says the shopkeeper.

‘A hundred and twenty,’ Stuart repeats. ‘Come on. We’ve got the cash here.’

Gina can’t watch. The fact that Stuart can’t speak Italian and is making no effort to do so doesn’t seem to matter to the shopkeeper, although for some reason it does to her. She hates looking like a crass tourist when this city makes her feel like a masked princess. Or it did. For a bit.

Why? she asks herself. Why does it matter? Stuart’s getting her the bowls, like she wants.

He’s not listening to her, that’s the problem. He’s doing what he thinks she wants, but he hasn’t actually listened to why she wants it.

Stuart wasn’t listening on the Murano glass-factory trip because he’d already decided it was just an extended sales pitch designed to part them from their cash. Which, Gina concedes, it partly was, but there was also something mesmerising about the ancient skill, the liquid glass, the colours. The idea of something fragile also being heavy and strong. Like love, she wanted to tell him, but she’s getting the sinking feeling that it might be a metaphor too far. 

‘There!’ Stuart turns round, triumphant. She sees the shopkeeper wrapping up four identical bowls, Stuart counting out a hundred and eighty euros and the shopkeeper theatrically counting it back. Then he hands the bag to her.

‘Happy anniversary,’ says Stuart, with a smile that Gina thinks means he’s enjoyed getting some sport out of the weekend.

‘Happy anniversary!’ cries the shopkeeper. ‘How long you married?’

‘Oh, not married yet.’ Gina shakes her head, and the shopkeeper wags his finger.

‘You should! Both of you! Belli, belli!’

They are quite belli. They look like two honeymooners, Gina thinks, as they make their way across the square, lit up now with tiny lights strung between the street lamps like low stars. He’s handsome, she’s glowing. She could do a lot worse.

Her mother certainly thinks so. Naomi likes him. Everyone likes him.

I like him, Gina reminds herself.

Stuart puts his arm around her waist and she concentrates on how lovely Venice is. How lovely the hotel is, how romantic the four-poster bed will be. Gina leans her head on Stuart’s shoulder, and they walk in silence in the warm Italian night air.

‘I got you what you wanted,’ he says, and if it hadn’t sounded like a prompt Gina would have agreed. 

‘You did,’ says Gina. ‘But—’ She stops herself. 

‘But what?’

They come to a halt, under a street lamp near the hotel, and Gina hears her voice carrying on: ‘But do you have any idea what I love about them?’

‘What do you mean by that?’ The moment is teetering on the edge of something now. The canal water beneath the bridge glitters blackly with the reflected lights.

‘I don’t know. I just feel like . . . like you don’t . . .’ Gina can’t find the right words and they’re staring into each other’s faces, the atmosphere thickening between them.

Gina suddenly has a very sharp thought: His face is so familiar, but I don’t know him at all. What he loves, what inspires him, what scares him. If anything really does. It’s fine, this relationship, but she can’t see where it ends. Not in a ‘we’ll be together for ever’ way, but because it doesn’t seem to be going anywhere. They’re getting used to each other, not sharing an adventure. This isn’t what she wants for the rest of her life. And she’s twenty-six. Her and Stuart – they’re seventeen in pontoon, a nearly full-stacked Buckaroo. Not perfect, but then what is? The trouble is, Gina knows what is. 

End it, says a clear voice in her head, and she has no idea where it’s come from. End it now, before . . . 

‘I do,’ says Stuart, his face confused with emotion. ‘Whatever it is you think I don’t do, I really do. I just . . . can’t express it as well as you.’

Then before Gina can reply, he leans forward and kisses her, and the kiss goes on for such a long time, Gina’s back pressed against the cool stone wall of the hotel, that it pushes all the voices away. 

Maybe we’re eighteen, she thinks. Eighteen’s worth sticking. 







Stuart’s I love you danced in front of Gina’s eyes when she shut them, stark white, not black. 

A mortified relief followed the pain. It was definitely over now – for both of them.

When she opened her eyes again, Nick was staring at her, his own embarrassment forgotten in his concern for her.

‘Are you all right?’ He looked so genuinely worried that she nearly told him, but her self-respect kicked in, just in time. You’re at work, she reminded herself. He is a client, one whose wife thinks I’m provincial. Gina tried to distract herself with the rudeness of that and failed.

‘I’m fine,’ she croaked, but the sobs had turned into involuntary hiccups. ‘Fine,’ she repeated, frowning, only to hiccup again.

‘You don’t sound fine.’

Gina screwed up her face and flapped her hands at herself, willing it to stop. Stop it. Stop it. Naturally, that only made her sob-hiccup more. ‘I am, it’s just shock . . . Sorry, this is really embarrassing.’

Why do I even care? She thought, as her brain mercilessly flashed the words up again. I don’t love him. 

They stood without speaking for a moment or two, until Nick cleared his throat awkwardly. ‘Um, Gina?’

She opened an eye. Nick was rubbing his chin. He winced, and ran the hand through his hair, damp with sweat from his run. ‘You overheard what I was saying to Amanda,’ he said.

Gina pulled herself together. ‘For the record, I’m not provincial.’

‘Of course you’re not.’ Nick looked sheepish. ‘We hired you because you know this area. We don’t want this house to look like something we could have bought in Fulham. Look, I’m sorry. I hope you don’t feel . . .’

She blinked. Did he think she was crying because of what she’d heard? 

‘I’m not crying about that!’ Gina blurted out. ‘Not that I don’t think it’s bloody . . .’ The hiccups overtook her again and she turned away with a groan.

His phone rang, and he grimaced apologetically while he answered it. ‘Hello? Hey, Charlie, yes, I’m working on it right now. Yup, I’m at my desk doing it . . .’

Gina stared at Nick’s running gear, trying to get her breathing under control. Her attention was drawn to the T-shirt: it looked like an old favourite, one that had been washed so often the faded cotton was paper-soft. His trainers were pretty battered, too. Part of the architect’s plans included a high-spec yoga/Pilates studio for Amanda with special lighting and floor-to-ceiling mirrors, but Nick was clearly more of an old-school baggy-shorts-and-trainers runner. 

Casual Nick and focused Amanda weren’t the most likely pair, she thought, but she could picture them in the Style section of a Sunday paper, him in bare feet, her in oatmeal loungewear, drinking aeropress coffee in their architectural kitchen, and talking about their unorthodox transatlantic lifestyle. Amanda, particularly, had that polish that made everything Gina said feel gauche. 

‘. . . by this afternoon? I can email you the jpegs and you can choose which ones you want me to retouch . . .’

Whatever it was, Nick and Amanda were together. She and Stuart were not. And now Stuart was rebuilding a life with someone else, starting again in that exciting romantic-text phase. Thrilling every time the phone bleeped. Gina turned the knife, tormenting herself to get the feelings out of her system faster.

When she looked up, Nick had finished his call.

‘I’ve been at my desk all morning, honest,’ he said. ‘Were you waiting long?’

‘I’d just arrived,’ she said brightly. Pretend this never happened. ‘So! Let’s talk about your cellars!’ Then she hiccuped, and groaned. 

‘Come inside,’ he said, and jerked his head towards the house.



Nick left her at the kitchen table with a glass of water, and went off to shower. ‘Back in a sec,’ he said, without turning, and Gina was grateful. She sipped the water and the hiccups began to recede.

Upstairs, the hot-water pipes clanked as Nick ran the shower, and Gina could hear the distant sound of the builders’ radio, some intermittent banging. Sunlight fell on the pitted kitchen table, a brief spot of warmth directly on her arm. She pressed her thumbs into the hollows at the side of her skull, and let the old smell of wood and damp and bare stone flood her senses until she wasn’t thinking about Stuart at all, but about the house.

She didn’t hear Nick padding back into the kitchen until he was right behind her.

‘Can you do me a favour? It’ll only take a minute.’ Without waiting for a response, he held out three eggs, two pale blue, one opaque white. ‘Can you hold these eggs for me? Cup your hands . . . No, like this.’ Nick positioned her hands, curving one on top of the other until they made a nest. Gina watched, as if the hands weren’t her own, as he carefully laid the eggs in the hollow.

She looked down at them, since she didn’t know where else to look. They were perfect. The smooth satin curve of the shells made her own hands seem like a relief map of lines and cracks.

‘There.’ He straightened up, holding his hands over hers as if to set them in place. ‘Careful. They’re my last ones, so don’t break them.’

Nick leaned back and, without looking, picked up an old-fashioned Polaroid camera that lay on a chair, its squat lens facing upwards. ‘Already had a couple of incidents this morning. Turns out you can’t hold fresh eggs and photograph them at the same time.’ He paused, and took a quick snap. ‘Is that a country saying? Don’t answer that. Just keep very still. Brilliant.’

Gina breathed in and out, big, slow breaths that filled her lungs with the cool air. The tension in her chest was slackening. All her concentration was fixed on the three eggs filling her hands. She had the weird sensation of everything else outside her peripheral vision blurring backwards into nothing.

Nick ripped the photo from the camera, and stuck it under his armpit. 

‘Are these duck eggs?’ she asked.

‘Yup, from the farm over that hill,’ said Nick. He peeled back the paper, frowned, then took another. This time the photo seemed to be right, because he put the Polaroid down and picked up his modern digital camera. ‘Lovely, aren’t they?’

He was standing directly above her, leaning round to get the light right; she could smell his freshly washed hair and the fabric softener on the clean white shirt. Her other senses seemed sharper now she couldn’t move. ‘One more. Lift your hand a little? Left hand? Perfect. OK. Perfect.’

The steady click and whirr of his camera. The distant sound of birdsong. The soothing, encouraging murmur of his voice. Gina’s concentration focused on her hands until her whole body felt centred on the eggs, and an unexpected serenity settled over her shoulders, as if something was pressing down on her, very gently.

It went on for several minutes, the clicking and adjusting.

‘Why am I doing this, please?’ Gina asked, feeling she ought to say something. Her voice sounded loud in her head.

Nick answered without taking his eye from the camera: ‘It’s for a friend’s website. She makes silver jewellery but the site’s called Duck Egg Blue and she wants some photos. I don’t know if she’s ever seen a duck egg. I could probably have used three eggs from the fridge, come to think of it. Photoshopped them. Dur.’

Click. Pause. Adjustment.

Gina had never really looked at a duck egg before. Lots of her clients wanted duck egg blue kitchens, but this was prettier than any paint colour she’d sourced. Elegant, almost green. Too nice to eat.

‘You should have got Lorcan to hold them for you. The contrast would have been better.’

‘Ah, great minds. No, I tried it with Lorcan’s hands, but apparently there was a bit too much contrast there. It looked like the eggs were in a chain mail glove. His words, not mine, I should add. It’s my fault for leaving it so late. It’s a good thing that you came over, actually – I used Amanda’s hands for the test shoot but she’s not coming back until next week.’

Click. Pause.

‘Although you probably heard all about Amanda’s itinerary,’ he added. ‘Out there.’

‘I wasn’t listening.’ Gina kept her eyes fixed on the eggs. She had a strong mental image of Nick’s face: wry, apologetic. 

‘Sure you weren’t listening.’

‘I wasn’t. What does she do?’ Gina asked, to change the subject. ‘I don’t think I asked before.’

‘Amanda’s a Mergers and Acquisitions partner in an American law firm. They fly her all over the place to hammer out deals. Her airmiles are insane, but she gets things sorted out in half the time anyone else can. Sorry, can I . . .?’ A slight twist of the finger, a gesture that managed to be very intimate but detached at the same time. ‘I’m sorry she’s not around this week. I’m sure you’ve got questions for her. But if you write them down for me I can discuss them with her tonight.’ 

There was a pause, in which the other, unheard half of Nick’s phone conversation hovered between them.

‘Just so you know, it’s completely normal to have massive rows when you’re renovating a house,’ said Gina, since she didn’t have to look at him. ‘Anyone who tells you different is either lying or they’ve forgotten. It’s very stressful, finding out that someone you thought you knew has very strong views about, say, which way round a bath goes.’

‘Oh, we know.’ Nick gave a mirthless laugh. ‘That’s why I insisted we got a third party in to manage things. When we were doing up our last house, a vase ended up going out of a window during a discussion about dimmer switches. I was about ten seconds away from following it. I can’t actually remember why we thought it would be a good idea to do up another wreck but there you go. I guess it’s like childbirth. You forget.’

‘Where was your last house?’ 

‘East London. We bought a semi-derelict Georgian place in Clerkenwell that had been split into flats and got an architect to put them all back together again. Lots of glass and interior staircases, very stylish. Hot-tub-on-the-roof type of thing. Sold that last year and bought a flat in the Barbican, and started looking for somewhere more rural.’

That was exactly the house Gina had imagined the Rowntrees in. She could see the kitchen now: four shades of white, lots of glass and no handles.

‘Wow,’ she said. ‘So how did you go from there to here?’ 

‘Well, it’s got serious cellars for the bad home-brewing hobby I fully intend to take up, and I wanted a barn to make into a studio.’

‘No, I mean, why would you choose Longhampton? Do you have family connections? Did you holiday here?’ Gina was genuinely curious. ‘It’s not somewhere people often choose of their own accord.’

Nick looked up from his camera. His eyes were unusual: pale grey, like a wintry sky, and they seemed to look right into her. He wasn’t scared of eye contact, but then, Gina reasoned, he was used to looking at people all day. ‘Why are you here?’

‘I grew up in Hartley. Have you been to Hartley yet? It has a garden centre.’

‘You don’t have a local accent, though. So you must have moved out and come back at some point.’

Gina hadn’t realised it was so obvious. She wondered what else Nick Rowntree had noticed about her, and looked down at the eggs again. ‘Sort of,’ she said, as Nick gently moved her hands into a new position. ‘It’s not a bad place to live. But people don’t tend to move into Longhampton unless they . . . well, unless they have to. For work. Or . . . family.’

‘That’s kind of the point. We wanted . . .’ He stopped, reconsidered, then started clicking again. ‘I wanted to buy a house somewhere secret, where you can just step out of the world for a bit, not one of those Cotswolds villages that fills up on the weekend with all the people you’re getting out of London to avoid. Somewhere with seasons, and proper weather. A house that hasn’t had all the history modernised out of it. I’ve always wanted a house with a few ghosts.’

‘Lorcan was joking the other day, you know. This house isn’t haunted – if anything, I get a very happy feeling from it.’

‘Do you? Is that your professional opinion?’

‘Yes,’ said Gina honestly. ‘Most houses have one room that’s the obvious heart, usually a big kitchen, but this has several – the kitchen’s going to be amazing, the panelled sitting room’s got that fabulous view of the lawns, that dining room is a fantastic entertaining space, the gardens are begging to be enjoyed . . . It’s a house designed for people to live in. It feels lived in. In a good way. Don’t you think?’

Nick looked at her as if she’d put something into words that he’d been thinking himself. ‘I do. I don’t want to lose that in the renovation. The fact that people have lived here before us.’

‘You won’t,’ said Gina, and glanced down at the eggs. ‘Is this what you do?’ she asked, before the conversation got any more personal. ‘Egg photography?’

‘I usually do people.’

‘What? Weddings?’ 

‘God, no. I’d rather do eggs than weddings. Portraits. I was a news photographer originally.’ The camera started clicking again. ‘Spent ten years in London working for The Times, when they still had lots of staffers, couple of years freelancing in New York when Amanda was working there. I did a bit of food photography, bit of PR fluff . . . You know. You do what comes up. Some days it’s MPs, others it’s eggs.’

‘I’ve never met a photographer before.’

‘Well, we’re just regular people, despite what you might read in the papers.’ 

She took a side glance at Nick, close-shaven and clean, in his jeans and loose blue shirt. His feet were still bare, tanned and smooth. Beach feet. Pretty brave on a building site.

‘You might want to put some shoes on,’ she said. ‘Speaking as your project manager. Lorcan’ll bill you for the time it takes to drive you to the surgery in town when you stand on one of his handmade renovation nails.’

‘Good point. Let me just finish this.’ Nick pulled a shutter half across the big kitchen window and made a channel of light fall on Gina’s hands. It threw shadows across her fingers; she’d never looked so closely at her hands before or noticed the tiny lines under lines, like the hatching on a banknote, the soft pads of flesh. ‘Sorry it’s so dull. Won’t be long.’

‘It’s fine. It’s quite . . . relaxing,’ she added, because it was. Something about the shape of the eggs, the light, the stillness had completely dissipated the shock of Stuart’s text.

It doesn’t matter, she told herself. Let it go. Let it be just another thing you’re handing over to someone else, like the juicer.

Silence spread between them, knitting together her stillness with his precise, economical movements, all around the eggs. Gina had the unusual sensation of floating in the moment, just enjoying the simple beauty of three fresh eggs. Their colour, their strength. Their satisfying smoothness.

I should say something, she thought. This is too weird. I didn’t come here to have some kind of out-of-body experience.

‘I’m sorry . . . about . . . earlier.’ She stumbled over the words.

‘Don’t be. I hope I didn’t interrupt some bad news.’ Nick carefully raised her cupped hands a few millimetres and turned them towards the light. His touch was soft but firm, and made her feel part of the image, as much as the eggs.

‘Not really. I got a text that wasn’t meant for me.’

‘From someone you know?’

‘Unfortunately, yes,’ said Gina, bitterly. Her brain was so relaxed that the words slipped out. ‘Funny how you only find out how romantic your exes are after you split up, eh?’

As soon as she’d said it, she wished she hadn’t. She didn’t know this man. He was like her friend, the way he spoke, the way they seemed to have things in common, but he wasn’t her friend. 

‘It’s surprising the number of things you find out about people just after you split up,’ he said evenly, without taking his eye from the viewfinder. ‘Sometimes you think, God, if you’d been like that six months ago . . . But then people change all the time.’

Gina didn’t reply. She felt the mood between them balancing on an edge: one more comment would tip things into overshare. Just as she could smash the eggs with one tiny squeeze, she could completely screw up this very, very important contract with one more comment.

She bit her lip, hard.

Nick took a few more photos even though she couldn’t tell what difference, if any, he was picking up, then finished. ‘There, all done.’

He put the camera down and removed the eggs from Gina’s hands. She rubbed them together to dispel the ghostly sense that lingered on them.

‘Thanks for doing that.’ His tone had gone back to normal. ‘I don’t suppose I can persuade you to put some rings and a bracelet on for me? She’s sent over some really nice engagement-type ones, lovely little diamonds that you—’

Gina opened her mouth, but before she could speak, Nick flinched, and looked cross with himself. ‘Oh, shit, no, I’m sorry. That was really tactless. I have no idea how that even came out of my mouth. I’m so sorry.’

‘It’s fine. Really.’ 

‘Can I make you a cup of tea?’ Nick gestured towards the kettle, and she nodded. A quick cup of tea wouldn’t hurt. It would reset the mood. Then straight back to business, with the measurements and the windows. Her eye hunted around for distractions.

‘I didn’t know you could still get Polaroids,’ she said, seeing the plastic camera on the table. 

‘You can’t. Well, you can get new versions, but that’s an original.’ Nick was over by the counter; she could hear him opening and closing tins. ‘Do you know how much film costs for that thing?’

‘Er . . . a fiver?’

‘Forty quid a pack. If you can find it. They don’t make it any more.’

‘What? Really?’ Gina looked at the camera with new respect. It was an actual antique. ‘So why do you use it?’ she asked, over the sound of the boiling kettle.

‘I like to make sure I’ve got the shot exactly right before I start shooting. And the Polaroid makes me concentrate on what’s actually there, not what I can put in later.’ 

Nick wandered back and put the mug in front of her. Gina realised he hadn’t asked her what she wanted to drink. She peered into the mug. Peppermint tea. 

‘Calming,’ he said, seeing her expression. ‘And also ideal for when your builders have finished off the last of the milk. That’s one of the few things I learned from the London project.’

She sipped it. It was too hot but it was actually exactly what she wanted. Green and fresh. She reached for the Polaroid camera, which was bringing back some vivid memories. ‘My friend used to have one of these.’ There’d been a time when every party at Naomi’s house had been a blizzard of Polaroids. Naomi’s dressing-table was covered with browning photos Blu-tacked to the mirror, the white margins covered with biro scribble. ‘You always looked like you were having fun. Very difficult to look good, though.’

‘That’s why I like them. They capture a moment, just as it is. Digital’s like that in some ways, but you can always go back and improve it. Take stuff out, put stuff in. You can’t tamper with a Polaroid. It’s very raw.’

‘Too raw,’ said Gina. ‘My nose always looked huge in her photos.’

‘You were probably just too close to the camera,’ he replied. ‘That’s a photographer failure, not yours.’

She laughed and cupped her hands around the plain white mug. ‘It’s probably a good job most of them ended up in the bin.’

Nick sat down on the other side of the table and clicked a few keys on his laptop, which had been whirring gently in the background.

‘So, listen, about the cellars,’ said Gina. ‘I should maybe call your architect direct and ask him if he’s . . .’

‘Do you want to see the actual photos? Of the eggs.’ He gestured towards the laptop. ‘They’ve been downloading.’

‘Oh. No. It’s OK. I hate seeing photos of myself,’ she said quickly. ‘I never look like I do in my head.’

Nick’s mouth twitched. ‘I was only photographing your hands. You’re not one of those women who thinks even their hands look fat, are you?’

‘No.’ Gina put the tea down. She didn’t know how to express the jolt she felt inside when she saw a photograph that was supposed to be her, yet featured an older woman, with straighter hair and a sharpness about her face that she didn’t recognise as her own. The woman she expected to see – dark, curly-haired, diffident, angling her stance to hide her thick waist – wasn’t there. An almost-twin stranger was in her place. An actress who looked a bit like the original character, but not quite.

‘Let’s see, then,’ she said, not wanting to have to explain all that to Nick, and he turned the laptop towards her.

It didn’t look immediately like a pair of cupped hands. At first glance, the three perfect eggs seemed to be held in a textured nest, composed of hundreds of greys, the fine etching pushing the smoothness of the eggs into focus. It was simple but striking, the strength of the eggs and their dormant potential glowing in the centre of the screen, like something from a myth.

‘Or . . .’ Nick slid his finger around the track pad and a different image flashed up, this time with her hands as the centre of the photograph, almost religious-looking, lifting the three eggs up to the viewer like an offering. Again, Gina wouldn’t have recognised her hands, but for an entirely different reason. They were pale and long, and the light had bleached out any lines so they resembled a marble effigy’s, folded quietly over a sleeping chest.

They’re beautiful, she thought, surprised, and glanced down at the hands resting on the table by the mug. They weren’t actually in bad condition at the moment, but the ones in the photo didn’t look like hers. They were elegant but powerful, the hands of a more dramatic woman, even without seeing her face. A saint. A young woman. An actress.

How could hands look so different?

‘Or . . .’ Nick fiddled with the settings, making her hands paler, playing with the contrast of the eggs, and suddenly Gina didn’t want to see any more. She didn’t know what it was, the ease with which he was changing her, the detachment of his observation. Or maybe that the mood wasn’t quite what it had been half an hour ago. The sadness had returned. 

It was as if a spell had worn off, and she wanted to go somewhere and cry. Cry properly, this time.

‘They’re lovely,’ she said, reaching for her bag. ‘Um, I’ve got to get back to the office, actually.’

‘What?’ Nick looked up, confused. ‘I thought we were going to talk about the cellar. Did I say something? Was it when I mentioned home-brew? That was a joke.’

‘No, I just . . . I should call the architect directly and explain the situation.’ It came out wrong, too brusque, and she felt bad. ‘You’re busy, and there’s some other paperwork I can be getting on with. Better than Chinese whispers.’

Nick scrutinised her. ‘Are you sure you’re all right?’

‘I’m fine.’ Gina glanced down at her hands. ‘Sorry, I don’t know what it was. Something about my hands obviously freaks me out.’

My wedding ring, she thought. It was seeing that dint in my hand where my rings were, and now aren’t.

She shouldered her bag and gathered up her notebook from the table. 

‘Here.’ Nick touched her on the shoulder and she turned. He had something in his hand: the Polaroid. ‘Would you like this?’ he asked. ‘It’s actually rather beautiful, in that little square.’

Gina looked at the pearly eggs, cupped in her hands. It was beautiful. She could see it on the white wall in her flat, like a miniature. 

Nick smiled. ‘Consider it your model fee?’

‘Thanks,’ she said, and put it into her bag.


Chapter Eighteen




ITEM: a hospital wrist tag




Oxford, 12th June 2001


Kit’s in a private hospital. It’s very different from the NHS A&E department to which they were airlifted after the accident, but the second Gina sets foot in the echoing foyer the taste in her mouth comes flooding back – the calmly rushing staff, the smell of disinfectant and human fear. 

She grips the carrier-bag with her offerings in it: magazines, some grapes, CDs of their favourite music. She wasn’t sure what to bring, what Kit might be up to enjoying, because no one will tell her exactly how he is, but she didn’t want to bring anything that gave the wrong message. She wants her presents to say, You’re going to be fine.

The presents have to say that because Gina can’t believe anything will be fine again. Her brain is foggy with grief and shock, not helped by the codeine she’s on for her broken collarbone. Nothing feels real, but that’s not a problem because she still hopes that at some point she’ll wake up and this will all have been a dream.

She shuffles on the plastic seat outside his room and adjusts her shoulder brace, which is digging into her bruises. The nurse went in five minutes ago and hasn’t come out. Gina wonders if they’re having to cover Kit up, or prepare him, and a cold sensation runs across her skin.

The nurse reappears and she leaps up with a wince.

‘Sorry to keep you waiting – we’re short-staffed today.’ She’s a young trainee nurse, flustered with too much to do. ‘I can’t find Mrs Atherton. I think she’s been sent for a lie-down by the doctor. She hasn’t left since Christopher was brought in.’

Gina’s secretly relieved: she’s not sure she can handle Anita’s grief on top of her own. She doesn’t know what to say. She hopes just talking to someone who loves Kit too might be a comfort. ‘It’s OK,’ she says. ‘I can keep him company.’

‘Are you family?’ The nurse is checking her notes.

Everything in Gina is screaming, No, I’m his girlfriend, but some Naomi-ish instinct makes her say, ‘Yes.’ She has to get inside that room. Even it means lying.

‘That’s fine then,’ says the nurse, and opens the door. ‘Just till your mum gets back. Ring the bell if you need me.’

‘Thanks,’ says Gina, and she goes in.

It’s a big white room, full of light, and there are vases of flowers everywhere. Pink lilies, orange roses. Jarringly bright in the whiteness, not smelling of anything. In the middle of the room is a white hospital bed, surrounded with cold metal machines, and inside, tucked up under the blanket like a six-foot tall child, is Kit.

A cold hand clutches Gina’s innards and grips her so hard she’s scared she’s going to lose control of her bladder.

His eyes are closed and circled with dark shadows. His long lashes seem even longer now he’s so pale, but his beautiful hair’s been shaved to a pale golden suede for wires to be attached under the stretchy bandage that covers part of his head. He doesn’t move when she comes in. But the machines keep humming and flickering, and Gina stares at his chest until she sees it rise almost imperceptibly, then fall, holding her own breath until she see his.

Her head fills with loud, violent emotions that she feels too small to contain. It’s so unfair. She’s never seen Kit so still. Even when he was asleep he seemed to glow with energy. Now he’s there, but he’s not. He’s different.

‘Kit,’ she breathes, perching on the chair by the bed. ‘It’s me. Gina.’ 

Of course there’s no response, and Gina hates herself. What did she think? That he would spring up, that she would wake him with a kiss? Already the hope she’s been nursing for the past days seems like the relic of a stupider time: Kit looks lucky not to be dead, as she overheard her mother say, while she was slipping in and out of anaesthesia. 

Her eyes skim the room, looking for clues about his condition. The monitors seem linked to everything. He has breathing equipment, as well as a heart monitor; that can’t be good.

Gina notices that there’s no stubble on his soft jaw. It only takes a day or two for a scratchy layer to speckle his smooth skin. One weekend they’d spent the whole time in bed and she’d joked she’d seen it grow. Someone’s been shaving it for him.

Her heart aches with irrational jealousy and she touches his hand. It’s cool.

‘Kit, I’ve brought you some music,’ she whispers, reaching into her bag. ‘I’ve made you a compilation of all our songs, in case you can hear them. Well, I know you can hear them. And I’ll come every week, and read to you. Whatever you want. Travel guides, if you like. I’ve made a list of those plantation houses we were going to visit on our driving tour. We can still do that.’

Tears are running down her face at the cruelty with which that dream was crumpled and tossed aside in one careless second. 

‘I’m here,’ she whispers. ‘I’m not going anywhere. I promise. We’ll get through this. You’re strong and I’ll do everything I can and—’

The door opens and Gina hears an audible gasp – she turns, realising it’s not the nurse.

Anita Atherton, Kit’s mother, is standing by the doorway, staring at Gina with a look of such absolute fury and disgust that her skin feels as if it’s burning.

Gina opens her mouth, but already she knows she was wrong about Anita too: there’s no way Anita wants her comfort. She looks about ready to kill her.

Her hooded brown eyes are boring into Gina’s the way Kit’s did, with the confidence that comes from Oxford conversations and smart dinners with well-connected friends. Gina hopes Anita can see her love for Kit, but she’s terrified the woman can see her gnawing fear too – that she won’t be strong enough, that she’ll fail Kit in the same way she’s failed her mother, drowning and cut-off in her own overwhelming grief. A grief she had stirred up even more by her actions.

She juts her chin. Be brave, she tells herself. You’re doing the right thing. 

‘Please leave,’ says Anita, polite but determined.

‘Can’t I stay five minutes? I’ve brought him some music, some things to keep him connected. I can read to him, if you want, while you’re taking a break . . .’

Anita is across the room in a flash, and takes hold of Gina’s upper arm, with a grip that would hurt if Gina was taking any notice. She looks down at the hand stupidly. Anita’s long fingers are banded by rings – gold and diamonds and artistic lumps of semi-precious stones. She’d been fascinated by them at the dinner table, that time Kit had her to stay; the way they flashed and sparkled as Anita’s hands waved in witty debate with her guests.

‘I’m sorry, but no one would answer my calls,’ Gina babbles. ‘I can come at a different time if this isn’t convenient.’

Anita is marching her to the door. Gina can barely believe it. ‘It’s me,’ she says, bewildered. ‘It’s Gina.’

‘I know. Please leave,’ says Anita, in the coldest voice Gina has ever heard. 

Gina takes one last long look at Kit, tucked in the white bed, and remembers it all: his smooth chest, and his confident hands, never still, making every nerve in her tingle, jumping together at gigs, crushed in the moshpit, talking and talking into the night, their conversations ebbing and flowing between deep, urgent kisses and then silent exploration of each other’s bodies, waking and sleeping together. The smell of his sweat and the heavy warmth of his arm thrown over her, never wanting to let her go. 

That’s all gone. Like a book that’s finished, the characters are still in her head, but there will be no more story. It’s over. Gina wishes she knew what to do now, in these precious last seconds, but she doesn’t. They’ve already gone. 

Anita is closing the door in her face.




Weeks had now passed since Gina had reported her bike as stolen, and there was still no sign of it turning up. More to the point, no one had come forward to claim Buzz, so he was officially handed over to Four Oaks as a stray to be rehomed.

Although, as Rachel observed, Buzz was looking less and less like a stray each day. He spent Mondays and Tuesdays in the Stone Green Projects office with Gina, supposedly to help his slow rehabilitation with strangers, but really because his quiet company under her desk while she worked made him the best kind of office mate, barring the occasional digestive indiscretion. At lunchtime Gina turned off her laptop instead of working through, and they stretched their legs together along the canal, where the tall green nettles were getting lush in the warmer weather and the ducks were even prettier close up than when she’d watched them through her window. 

At night, Buzz still crept into her room after she’d gone to bed, not before, and curled up by the door to sleep. Gina was sometimes woken by the sound of him scrabbling and kicking as if in a nightmare, his muffled whimpers cutting straight through her, but they seemed to be lessening as his ribs became sleek and the snowflake patches of white on his grey coat began to shine. She’d begun to stick her Polaroids on the back wall of the sitting room, alongside the list of a hundred things, and already Gina could see the difference between the first picture of Buzz – him sleeping with his nose laid carefully along his paws – and the latest of him happily licking tomato ketchup off his nose.

It made her happy to think she’d helped bring the light back into his eyes, but also guilty that at some point Rachel would find a home for him and she’d have to let him go.

It hadn’t taken much for Rachel to persuade Gina to become his official fosterer, and as part of the deal she had to take him up to the vet for his microchip, vaccinations, and any other care George the vet thought he’d need to persuade someone to adopt a third-hand failed greyhound.

George had the sort of reassuring countryman presence that could have calmed a rampaging elephant but even so, Gina could see Buzz was quivering as George ran his hands over the greyhound’s legs, feeling for old injuries. Every so often, Buzz would glance in her direction for reassurance, and his fearful expression tugged at her heart. 

‘Is he in reasonable nick?’ Gina stroked Buzz’s trembling haunches while George pulled back his lips and pressed his gums. ‘I think he’s put on a bit of weight since I got him.’

‘I can see – that brindle’s really starting to come out in his coat. Pretty snowflakes too, very unusual. You’ll be a handsome chap before long.’ George stroked Buzz’s narrow head. ‘Well, his teeth are pretty terrible and we’ll have to start from the beginning with vaccinations but he’s not the worst greyhound I’ve seen.’

Gina’s mind shied away from what that might mean. ‘Are they all as nervous as him?’

‘No. Normally greys are pretty easy-going. Poor Buzz must have had a rough time of it for him to be so scared of men. But he’ll get there. I reckon he’s about five, so he’s got a good seven or eight years of better life to enjoy. Worth waiting for, eh, lad?’

Gina stroked Buzz’s knobbly spine and felt him lean into her, a sign of affection that she’d started to enjoy. She’d rescued him from that old life. Cheap, for the price of a bike she’d never wanted. ‘Rachel said he might have been badly treated in the past. Shouldn’t he be with someone who knows how to deal with traumatised greyhounds?’

‘He seems to be doing all right with you,’ said George. ‘Just keep doing what you’re doing.’

‘But I’m not doing anything.’

He smiled, and his craggy face softened into a surprising sensitivity. George had kind eyes; Gina found herself being soothed in the same way that Buzz obviously did. ‘Sometimes,’ he said, ‘nothing’s absolutely the right thing to do.’


Gina had just got Buzz clipped into the car harness now fixed to the rear seat of her Golf and was about to set off home when her phone rang.

It was Nick. As she picked up the call, Gina inwardly hoped there wasn’t a new problem over at Langley St Michael. She and Lorcan had spent most of that morning talking to a specialist electrician about the best way to tackle the ancient wiring system that coiled around the Magistrate’s House, like electric cobwebs. Lights had a habit of blowing all round the house, and nothing seemed linked to anything else on the enormous antiquated fuse box.

Amanda’s architect was proposing an elaborate system of recessed spotlights and remotely controllable dimmers that the electrician had immediately explained wouldn’t work, and might not meet building regulations. Nick had been fascinated by the technicalities, and Gina had left Lorcan explaining it to him in his patient Irish accent, drawing big diagrams on the back of some lining paper. Gina was pretty sure it was going to cost a small fortune, and whether or not Amanda would be prepared to pay it for a rental property, she didn’t know.

‘Hello,’ said Nick. ‘Are you still at the vet’s?’

‘Just finished,’ she said. ‘Did Lorcan manage to explain the magic of electricity to you?’

‘Hello? Lighting is something I actually understand, missy,’ said Nick. ‘I feel as if I owe it to the house to know what I’m doing to it.’

‘At least you know what you’re paying for.’

‘Yeah. Um, on that note . . . I know you’re on your way home, but do you think you could possibly come over and have a chat on Skype with Amanda? She’s got a free hour between meetings and wants us to walk her round the house so she can see what’s been done so far.’

‘OK,’ said Gina. They’d managed to do a fair bit, but the work at this stage was slow-going preparation, and most of it wouldn’t be visible to Amanda’s eye. It certainly wouldn’t tally with the amount of money it had cost. At least when clients were on site they could feel damp plaster and see the skips filling outside the house. ‘When’s she calling?’

‘She’s going to ring when she’s free, but she’s aiming for lunch her time.’

‘And where is her time this week?’

‘New York.’

It was several weeks now since Amanda had been in Longhampton for longer than a flying visit, although she’d replied to Gina’s updates and queries promptly by email. The meetings in New York had expanded, she explained, but she made no mention of her daughter or her ex-husband. It was another strange aspect of Gina’s growing friendship with Nick that she knew one Amanda from what he told her, and a very different Amanda from the emails and brief phone conversations. And, more worryingly, while Nick seemed to be settling into the house, it was harder, from the dispassionate way Amanda talked about the ‘project’, to imagine her living there at all.

Gina pushed those thoughts aside: none of her business. ‘So six, seven?’

‘If you could come over about six, it’d be brilliant.’

She glanced at the car clock. ‘Nick, you do realise it’s a quarter to six now?’

‘Is it?’ He sounded surprised. ‘God, so it is. Sorry, the electrician had the Wi-Fi down most of the afternoon so I’ve been trying to catch up with some work. Can you come over now? Is that too soon?’ 

Gina looked over to the back seat where Buzz was curled up in his harness, braced for the journey. He was quite a good traveller, lifting his grey muzzle up to the open window and closing his eyes in the breeze.

‘It’s going to take me . . .’ she did some rapid mental calculations ‘. . . about twenty minutes to get home from Rosehill, then another ten minutes to feed Buzz, then get back out to you, so . . .’

‘Bring Buzz with you,’ he said easily. ‘If you think he wouldn’t mind a bit of mess.’

‘You don’t mind?’

‘No! What’s to mind? I’d quite like the look of a greyhound around the place. I’m sure it was on one of Amanda’s mood boards, a pair of greyhounds. And they’re quite heritage, aren’t they? Elizabethan? They’re probably on some council list of approved dogs for the building.’

‘Yeah, you’d never get a Labradoodle past Keith Hurst.’ Gina smiled. ‘Fine. I’ll be with you in about twenty minutes, then.’

‘Thanks. I really appreciate it.’ Nick paused, and she could see him pinching the bridge of his nose. ‘Just so you’re prepared, Amanda was talking about the latest invoices and the rental idea again.’

‘I’m always prepared,’ said Gina, but she was glad she still had all the files in the boot. 


Lorcan was still there when Gina arrived, rehanging the heavy back door on its hinges with one of his apprentices.

‘Shouldn’t you be at home by now?’ she asked. It was gone six. ‘Won’t the lovely Juliet wonder where you’ve got to?’

‘She’s baking a million cupcakes for someone’s wedding. I’ve been told to stay well away till the icing sugar’s settled.’ Lorcan stood back and gestured to the doorway. ‘How’s that, then?’

The door hadn’t been much to look at a few days ago, but now, with the layers of thickly applied paint stripped away, the fine details of the beading had reappeared. It was a classic Regency door, with six beautifully proportioned oak panels, and Lorcan had had it sanded in his workshop, ready for painting. Under the layers of cheap white paint there were traces of a rich holly green, the original door that had been opened by butlers and dashed through by girls in petticoats.

‘I’ve sent the knocker for cleaning,’ he added. ‘That’ll look grand, nice big lion’s head, it is.’

‘Looks fabulous.’ Gina ran a finger over the newly smoothed wood. ‘But haven’t you got more important things to be doing than doors?’

He raised an eyebrow. ‘I’ve heard Nick on the phone, telling Mrs Rowntree what we’ve been doing, and I reckoned something she can actually see might give her a better picture of how things’ll be when they’re finished. You can flash your iPad all round that roof space and she’s going to have no more idea than Nick about how much better it all looks. At least with this there’s a bit of interest.’

‘I know.’ Gina had been going over the past weeks’ work in her head, searching for interesting nuggets to spice up the rather dull insulation facts. There weren’t many. ‘And we can’t start any of the big plans until the consent comes through – and from what I’ve managed to find out, they’re going through the application with a fine-tooth comb at the council, which isn’t going to make her very happy. It’s not going to be finalised for at least another fortnight at the earliest.’

Lorcan gave Gina a look she’d seen many times before. ‘Whatever they’re paying you, Gina, sure it’s nowhere near enough.’

‘Ah, so now you want to go home,’ she said. ‘No, honestly, it’s fine. Go on.’

‘Nick can explain it perfectly well.’ He handed a bag of tools to Kian the apprentice and sent him to tidy up outside. ‘He’s asked me if I’d give him some plastering lessons. Says he wants to feel like he’s had a hand in putting the place straight.’ Lorcan rubbed his chin. ‘Normally the last thing you want’s some random client let loose on their own house, but you know what? I reckon he’d actually be pretty good.’

‘What’ll I be good at?’ Nick appeared behind them, carrying the builders’ crumb-strewn tea tray. He smiled at Gina, but he looked tense already: she’d noted a faint line between his eyebrows.

‘Plastering,’ she said. ‘Look, Lorcan’s already letting you carry the tea tray. Took Kian three months to be allowed to do that.’

Lorcan patted the sanded door. ‘What do you reckon? It’s come up really nice.’

‘Perfect,’ said Nick. ‘Exactly what a back door should look like. Well, apart from the paint. Maybe needs a bit.’

‘See? He’s an expert already,’ said Lorcan, at the same moment as the incoming FaceTime tone rang out on the iPad Nick had balanced on the tray. 

Amanda’s face flashed up – not her red bikini, Gina observed. This looked more like a business headshot: she was glaring sternly from a grey background, her hair pinned into a Hitchcock ice-blonde pleat.

‘Ah. I believe that’s my cue to depart,’ said Lorcan. ‘I’ll see you two tomorrow.’ He gave a quick salute to the pair of them before striding off towards his van. To make sure he wasn’t dragged into the conversation, he got out his phone and started making a call.

Nick glanced at Gina, flashed a quick smile, and pressed the answer button.


‘. . . you can’t see properly here but we’ve re-insulated, and replastered all the attic space with the eco insulation the architect recommended,’ said Gina. ‘I’ve got photos of the work in progress that I can email. And some of the wool, if you want to see it?’

Nick wafted the iPad in the general direction of the sloping ceilings in the attic. There wasn’t much to see, apart from the smooth pinky-grey plaster that was now dry and ready for painting. To Gina it looked like a big ‘done!’ tick; to Amanda, she knew, it would look like a flat nothing. 

‘Wait? Is that scaffolding all round the house?’ asked Amanda.

Nick stopped wafting the iPad.

‘Yes,’ said Gina. Her voice echoed in the cavernous empty space around them. ‘The roofers are up there sorting out the lead valleys. There’s plastic sheeting covering the bits of rotted woodwork where they’ve taken off the tiles and started replacing the joists. It’s repairs mainly – we need to wait for the official go-ahead to tackle that ornamental skylight because it’s part of the consent application.’

‘Still no word on that?’

‘No, sorry. But I’m on it.’

‘Can’t you hurry them up?’

Gina pressed her lips together. It was all very well Nick standing behind the iPad at all times: it wasn’t giving her much chance to relax her face between bouts of impatient questioning from Amanda. Her tone was polite but even brusquer than normal; she obviously hadn’t had a very good morning so far. ‘It tends to work in the opposite direction,’ she said. ‘The more you hurry them up, the slower they like to go. They think you’re trying to hurry them past some dodgy detail.’

‘That’s ridiculous.’

‘Sadly not. I used to work with these people. It’ll take as long as it takes, but while we’re waiting Lorcan’s getting a lot done. The first-phase jobs are well under way, and I’ve got the specialists lined up, including the electrician.’

‘Yes, I wanted to talk to you about the electrical quote Nick mentioned this afternoon. It seems extraordinarily high.’

‘That’s not final,’ said Gina. ‘Stephen’s going to send me a breakdown, so we can discuss it, maybe with the architect as well. He quoted a ballpark figure because there’s always going to be some margin for unknowns in a renovation like this, but with a house this size, and the amount of work you want to do on it, you really need to start from— Hello?’

She thought Amanda was being unusually quiet, and realised the screen had frozen. Then it went black.

Gina looked up at Nick. ‘She’s gone.’

‘What? She’s hung up?’ He turned the screen round, and groaned. ‘Oh, you know why? The power’s off again. The Wi-Fi’s down.’

It was still light outside, the sun slowly fading
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A Q&A with Lucy Dillon







What would be at the top of your list of a hundred things?

Top of my 100 things list would be my dogs, Violet and Bonham – they bring a lot of happiness into my life, not just with their lugubrious expressions and wrinkly feet that smell of biscuits, but because every time we go out for a walk, I notice something that I’d probably have missed otherwise – a pink-streaked sunset, or fat blackberries in the hedges, or the change in the air when spring’s coming or summer’s fading. They’re good company, and are always pleased to see me, and they’re beautiful to watch when they’re tracking an invisible scent, ears flapping and tails up like question marks.



What is your earliest childhood memory?

Playing on the beach outside my parents’ house in Seascale – the smell of salt, and sea rosehips, and Ambre Solaire SPF50 suncream, and hot sand, and the sound of the waves in the distance. I know it must have been 1976 because it never seemed to be that warm again for a long time.



Do you collect anything?

I collect old romance novels – I love those old-fashioned dust jackets with winsome nurses in clinches with handsome doctors. And Vivienne Westwood shoes (they’re quite rare in a size 8), old postcards of the village I grew up in, costume jewellery, cookery books, especially American ones from the 50s and 60s . . . I sympathise with Gina and her houseful of boxes.



When was the last time you wrote or received a handwritten letter?

I’m a bit old-fashioned about postcards: I have a box of them on my desk by my computer with some stamps, and I try to send them instead of thank you emails or texts. It’s always nicer to get post than a text, and I keep postcards friends send me in the pages of cookery books, so I find one now and again and have a nice moment, thinking about them.



If you had the opportunity to live one year of your life over again, which year would you choose?

Any of my three years at university probably. But this time round I wouldn’t worry as much about my Finals, I’d say no to the hairdresser who cut off my long hair aged 20, and I’d pluck up the courage to join Footlights instead of mooching about college, miserable that I’d never find anything original to say about Jane Austen. No one has anything original to say about Jane Austen. If Jane Austen came back now, even she’d struggle. Those three subtle changes would free me up to enjoy more of the things I didn’t have time to enjoy. Having said that . . . I do genuinely believe that the best year of your life could well be one that hasn’t happened yet, so I might want to book in 2014, or 2020.



What three things would you take to a desert island?

A Nespresso machine, my guitar and the dogs to keep me warm at night.

When was the last time you did something for the first time? What was it?

I’ve just started running – actually, running is probably overstating it a bit. It’s mainly stumbling, interspersed with jogging, at the moment, but I’m putting my faith in the ‘Couch to 5k’ regime to get me running eventually! I’ve always been envious of runners, with their long strides and serene expressions (and great legs), so I thought it was time I made a final concerted effort to join them while my knees are still up to it. I also learned to make choux pastry this summer. Hence the running.



What did you buy with your first pay cheque?

A Mac lipstick, in Russian Red. My first, very low paid, job out of university was as a press assistant in an office over the road from Selfridges on Oxford Street: I used to walk round the Beauty Hall and Food Hall in my lunchbreak in a state of consumer rapture, even though I couldn’t afford to buy anything more expensive than the occasional sandwich. When I finally got paid, I splashed out what felt like an outrageous sum of money on a lipstick, after the make-up artist spent ages finding exactly the right shade for me. I wore it every single day, right down to the swivelly tube: it made me feel really glamorous and ‘London’, and I’ve only ever worn red lipstick since.



What’s your favourite food?

Bread. I love bread, particularly something called a beacon loaf which I’ve only ever found in the village bakery in Gosforth. It’s a delicious treacly, malty loaf and it’s the crack cocaine of the bread world. When my sister and I were little, my mum used to have to buy three at a time, because we would scoff a whole one in the three-mile drive between the bakery and our house. It’s the only recipe I don’t actually want to have, because if I learned how to make them, I would turn into a gigantic beacon loaf, in the manner of Veruca Salt.



Tell us about a guilty pleasure.

Mascarpone mashed up with icing sugar. I urge you not to try it. The slippery slope to Hell is covered in mascarpone, with Irish Dairy Milk handrails.



What’s your favourite karaoke song?

I do a mean ‘If I Could Turn Back Time’ by Cher. Especially the low honking parts.



What was the last song you listened to? 

The last song I listened to was The Viking Literally Song from Horrible Histories. No day is complete without a bit of HH.



What’s your secret special talent?

I can waltz, cha cha cha and foxtrot.



What can you always be found with?

A cup of coffee.



What’s your idea of perfect happiness?

A huge sofa, a new hardback, a coal fire, dogs each side of me, and rain lashing down on the windows. Or a night of Scottish reeling that never ends, with a bar that never runs dry.


A Note from Lucy Dillon







Cancer, especially breast cancer, is something that will, sadly, probably touch all our lives at some point; currently, in a lifetime breast cancer affects 1 in 8 women (and 1 in 868 men). I won’t presume to go into detail about such a complicated and important topic here, but I found Macmillan Cancer Support (www.macmillan.org.uk) and Breast Cancer Care (www.breastcancercare.org.uk) straightforward and helpful sources of information and support while I was researching this book. The stories and everyday bravery of women just like Gina were inspiring, and I’m even more admiring than ever of the work the fundraisers, supporters and researchers do to help those facing breast cancer.
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‘Such a brilliant book. . . I'll be passing it on to all my friends.’

SOPHIE KINSELLA
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