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PART ONE

Sussex 2005


Patrick leant forward a little towards the woman in the chair opposite. ‘I’ve explained that an increase of symptoms is a sign that the remedy is taking effect,’ he said. Still worried, she looked back into his eyes, wanting – needing – to trust his words. He regarded her steadily, sure from long experience that this was the crisis, the moment when the internal fever, so to speak, would break and the temperature – an emotional temperature, in this case – would subside. As she held onto his gaze, he felt that she was willing from him an essence of the reassuring wisdom she sought.

‘How can I start to feel better when I still don’t really understand what’s wrong with me? I know you’ve explained, but—’ She grimaced apologetically.

Patrick smiled. His desire for the satisfaction of healing was every bit as deep as hers: the healer also reaped powerful rewards. And he sensed how this woman would feel more profoundly healed if the cure he offered were given up at some psychic cost to himself. He knew, without understanding or even questioning the process, that it was because he could and did pay this price that his patients recommended him so highly. Exactly what the cost was he chose never to analyse, though he sensed that it was his reticence to which his patients responded most powerfully.

He spoke kindly. ‘It’s about past emotional trauma, do you remember?’

She nodded doubtfully. Although twenty years older than he, she nonetheless craved both his authority and his authenticity.

‘An inherited predisposition,’ he continued. ‘It may be in your life, or your family, or even your distant ancestors, something that leaves a residue which has a negative impact on the vital force.’ He held her anxious gaze. ‘Eat healthily, attune yourself to nature’s cycles and seasons, and the remedy I’ve given you will stimulate your body’s healing powers to restore absolute well-being.’ He leant forward to cradle her right hand in both his own, his eyes crinkling at the corners as he smiled. ‘Trust life. Allow yourself to be healed.’ Her shoulders dropped. She sighed deeply, briefly closing her eyes as if in silent prayer. When she opened them again, he could see that the immediate crisis had come and gone. She had accepted his permission to feel better.

Ten minutes later, he saw her out, his last patient of the day. He always welcomed that moment of silence alone in the office. Now that the practice had achieved some success, it was inefficient not to employ a receptionist, but he resisted the loss of this solitariness. Patrick never liked to feel observed; he refused to conform to the logic of someone else’s work patterns, and felt this private moment as his reward for having faced the needy, coaxing, prying eyes of his patients all day.

He tidied away his repertories and other books, the dilutions, tinctures and additional preparations of his Materia Medica, closed down his computer, stowed the day’s cheques in a desk drawer. As he locked the door of the former shop to which he’d re-located after Daniel’s arrival – there were plenty of such premises available around Brighton, village stores forced out of business by out-of-town supermarkets – he took his usual pleasure in the brass plate screwed onto the wall: Patrick Hinde DipHom, RSHom. It was an idyllic summer’s evening. The shadows of the elm trees across the road were beginning to lengthen, and he straightened his spine and breathed in the quiet air as he walked up past the side of his building to the yard at the back where he parked his car. He still felt guilty that he drove here every day from Brighton – he who counselled his patients to live natural, organic and carbon-neutral lives – but needs must. He looked at his watch, feeling the first stab of anxiety.

But Daniel seemed fine when he picked him up. He was a stalwart little boy of eighteen months but, every so often when left with his childminder in the mornings, he would grow distressed and cling to his father. Then Patrick found his son’s hot, tearful face unbearable, and felt himself enacting a terrible betrayal every time he clawed himself free of the child and handed him over to Christine. She was a no-nonsense, comfortable woman, the same age as he – thirty-five – yet already, unbelievably, a grandmother. On these occasions, shutting himself into his car outside Christine’s unruly terraced house, Patrick would briefly wonder what negative emotion he had passed on to his son, what shameful residue that he was helpless to relieve. Next, he usually found himself with his key in the door beside the brass plate, the drive on to Ditchling accomplished without conscious awareness. But returning this evening he found Daniel chatty and bouncing, wriggling like a trout as Patrick buckled him into his child seat, and gave in to his son’s demands for his favourite CD of nursery songs for the drive back through the velvety Downs.

At home, Daniel’s buoyant mood continued and Patrick assured Belinda that he would bath the boy and get him ready for bed while she made supper. In echo of the homeopathic premise that water retains an energetic memory, he relished the amphibious pleasure of a baby in water. Since Daniel was a few months old, he had regularly taken him swimming, though he dreaded to think what compounds the Lido at Saltdean might contain. So bath-time was pure fun, especially with summer sunlight still streaming into the narrow room onto Daniel’s sturdy wet limbs as he thrashed at the water, releasing delicious throaty chuckles as his father willingly let himself be soaked.

Patrick read Daniel a bedtime story then, retaining the warm imprint of the boy’s sleepy body against his, re-entered the kitchen where Belinda was tossing a salad. Ever since first meeting her, he had enjoyed watching Belinda prepare food. More even than when she played the piano or her violin, her actions seemed to sum up who she was: precise, yet tolerant of mess, exercising instinctive judgement about how much or how little was required, tasting as she went along, unreflectingly optimistic about the results. He sat down at the table, smiling.

‘Good day?’ he asked.

‘Very. Emma heard she got an interview with the Royal College of Music.’

‘Well done.’

‘Even the principal was pleased.’

‘That’s a first.’

Belinda grinned as she placed the salad bowl on the table. ‘Do you want bread?’

‘I’ll get it.’ As he reached around her, he nestled his hand into the curve of her waist; she was as willowy now as when they first met, less than a year before she fell pregnant.

She turned, placing her hands on his chest, pressing herself against him. ‘Hello.’

In answer, he kissed her, losing his other hand in the warmth beneath the mass of hair that covered the back of her neck, anticipating the pleasure of later love-making. Then both went about the business of putting food on the table and sitting down to eat. He valued the ease of their silence, their shared assumption that all would undoubtedly be said in due course in a tangle of naked limbs and urgent mouths. Whatever it stemmed from – maybe her brain was hard-wired for music rather than for speech – he found his wife’s constitutional incuriousness about words immeasurably restful.

When she did break their comfortable silence, it was, as usual, to deal with practicalities. ‘I’m afraid I ran up a huge bill shopping for your parents. I’ll make fish pie for tomorrow night. Will your father survive without meat for three days?’

‘There’s nothing he likes more than having something to be unhappy about.’ He threw up his hands theatrically. ‘Why the hell can’t they stay in Europe and retire to the Italian Lakes rather than move to bloody Esher.’

‘Or France, near your grandmother.’

‘Ha!’

‘What?’

‘Dad can do business in three and a half languages, but outside of work he refuses to converse in any of them. Except for emergencies.’

‘Remind me which one’s the half?’

‘Dutch.’

‘Oh yes. Impressive.’

Soothed by the security of Belinda’s disinterest, Patrick went on eating, but the familiar nest of vipers had been disturbed and, after a few more mouthfuls, he found himself thinking aloud. ‘It’ll be Josette’s ninetieth in October. I guess Maman will think she has to throw a party.’

‘Well, it’d be nice to meet Josette at last. For Daniel, too.’ Spearing another tomato, she missed Patrick’s unconscious glance towards the door, the nearest escape route. ‘He’s her great-grandson, after all,’ she continued. ‘Be fun to get a photo of them together.’

Patrick’s mouth tightened. He pushed away his plate.

‘Anyone else you want to invite over while they’re here?’ she asked. He shook his head. ‘Pudding? There’s a bit of lemon pie left.’

‘You have it.’

‘Maybe later. I want to practise that sonata again, if you don’t mind?’

‘I’d love it,’ he said, letting out a breath of relief.

He cleared the dishes then followed the sounds of the piano into the sitting room. Belinda, intent on the score, didn’t register his presence. He lay back in his favourite armchair, admiring her total absorption, her graceful movements. Gradually the tiny surge of flight-or-fight adrenaline that had hit him in the kitchen subsided. Focusing now on the differences of speed and emphasis in each repeated passage of music, he was glad to be able to relax his guard. He settled down, suspending all thought until, forty minutes later when she had played the entire piece through to her own satisfaction, she turned, ready to be rewarded with his slow smile of approbation and desire.

*

Patrick heard his parents’ Audi draw up on the gravel outside the house. There was room for only one car in front of the semi-detached Edwardian villa, so he had already moved his to the street. He picked up Daniel, who protested mildly at having his play disturbed, and, shielded by his son, went out to greet them. He saw Agnès in the passenger seat, waiting for Geoffrey to open her door. It would never occur to his mother to sit like this except when it was her husband driving, and Patrick resented how the familiar mixture of love, exasperation and pity arose in him almost the moment he set eyes on her. His father clocked him, nodded curtly, and continued on around to open the passenger door for his wife. When Agnès emerged, she went immediately to plant warm bisous on the cheeks of her son and grandson, while Geoffrey retrieved their small suitcase from the boot. Only then did he shake hands with Patrick and pat Daniel approvingly on the head.

‘Come in, come in.’ Patrick went to the bottom of the stairs and called ‘Belinda!’ just as she appeared at the top. Watching her descent, he couldn’t prevent himself glancing at his father, hoping that he too took in her beauty, her sensuality. Belinda, who had previously met her expatriate in-laws only three or four times, greeted them with due consideration.

‘Tea? Coffee?’ she offered. ‘Or would you like to go up to your room first? Patrick will take your case. Here, give Daniel to me.’ She disappeared with the boy into the kitchen, leaving Patrick to show his parents the way. Suddenly the staircase seemed narrow and steep, the house small and insignificant, and he a child again. Not that Geoffrey and Agnès had lived in luxury; the procession of rented apartments and houses in Brussels, Geneva, Frankfurt and elsewhere that had been the lot of a middle-ranking multinational company executive had been comfortable, good for entertaining, but somehow never suitable for full-time occupation by a boy or teenager.

Now his parents were house-hunting in Surrey, where a few former colleagues had washed up contentedly enough; and this was the topic of conversation over a cup of coffee and slices of Belinda’s banana loaf. Something modern, hassle-free, where they could grow old without having to worry about repairs or too big a garden. The lease on their apartment in Geneva was up in two months, by which time they hoped to have chosen a new home and could decide how much of their furniture and possessions to ship over.

Patrick noted that Agnès nodded blandly to virtually every suggestion, even when contradictory, all the time watching Daniel in his highchair fussily picking minute pieces of walnut out of his loaf. Her hands fluttered nervously as if she might catch the morsels before they were scattered on the floor. Regarding this as a brilliant new game, Daniel instantly sought to outmanoeuvre her, happily pulverising his cake to create new supplies of ammunition. Patrick laughed as his son responded to her ineffectual attempts to calm his giggles by flinging crumbs even further afield. But, at the point at which Agnès glanced surreptitiously at Geoffrey, Patrick’s heart sank. A louder squeal of delight caught Belinda’s attention, and, laughing, she whisked Daniel up out of his chair.

‘Little monkey!’

Belinda’s obliviousness to Agnès’ muted cry of relief caused a sugar-rush of love in Patrick towards his wife, enabling him to ignore Geoffrey’s infinitesimal frown. He got to his feet, placing an arm around her shoulders, conscious of the image they presented of the happily united family. ‘Let’s go out somewhere!’ he cried.

The sea was sparkling, almost painful on the eyes, and the weekend beach crowded. Belinda walked beside Geoffrey, who had taken control of Daniel’s buggy. Agnès had linked her arm through her son’s. ‘Patrice,’ she murmured lovingly. ‘Patrice.’

Out of earshot of his father, Patrick questioned her. ‘Will you be happy in a modern house, Maman?’

‘Oh, I’ve never minded that much about the roof over my head. You know that.’

‘But it’s different this time. This will be your own house at last. A proper home.’

‘It’s wonderful that Belinda goes on teaching, with the infant.’

‘She works four days a week. And of course gets the school holidays.’

‘And I suppose you can fit your hours around him, too. That’s wonderful.’

‘Would you have liked to work, if you’d stayed in one place long enough?’

‘Me? What would I have been any good at? Besides, I had you to look after. There was always so much to do at home.’

Out of habit, Patrick let it pass unchallenged. ‘So what’s your plan for retirement? Are you sure you wouldn’t enjoy a garden?’

‘I don’t think so. And Geoffrey doesn’t want the bother of hedges and grass to cut.’

‘What about a cat? Or a dog?’

‘Didn’t I tell you? For our anniversary, he gave me a pair of yellow canaries. The infant must come and see them. They’re in a sweet little cage, like an antique.’

Patrick looked at his father and hated him anew. Now Geoffrey was stopping at an ice-cream van, the kind that sold a sugary emulsion extruded from a machine into a cone, and telling Daniel that, because he had been such a good boy and not made a fuss, he could have one as a treat. Belinda caught Patrick’s eye. He merely shrugged: let it happen, they were helpless.

Daniel buried his little face in the creamy confection, and Geoffrey tried to instruct him how to lick, not suck. Belinda laughed, while Agnès hunted in her bag for a clean tissue. Patrick left them, walked over to the railing that edged the promenade and looked out to sea. In both directions, hundreds of people – families, couples – covered the beach: did all of them, he wondered, find life so hard, so overwhelming? The gears of life always grinding and clashing, never meshing perfectly so one could effortlessly accelerate ahead and get clear? He fought the temptation to thread his way through the crowds and simply walk into the sea, let the waters meet over his head, enclosing him in silence. He felt a hand on his back, heard Belinda laughing: ‘I wish I’d brought the camera! Just look at him!’ He turned, smiled at their son’s incredulity at the joyous mess he was making, and chided himself. He was being ridiculous!

Re-joining the others, he ignored Daniel’s futile protests and wiped his face clean. They strolled on along the sea-front. Patrick returned the pleasant half-smiles from strangers who wished shyly to acknowledge the harmonious group they presented, three generations enjoying a day out together, and resolved to view his family as others clearly did.

At dinner, Geoffrey jovially introduced the inevitable topic that Patrick dreaded. ‘So, found a cure for cancer yet?’

‘Homeopathy doesn’t really deal in cures. It has more to do with healing.’

‘The placebo effect!’ declared Geoffrey, delighted to win the first point so easily.

‘I’m not going to fight with you, Dad.’

‘Who’s fighting? Don’t tell me your ideas can’t withstand some healthy debate, a little honest scepticism.’

‘Nearly everyone in France uses homeopathic remedies,’ murmured Agnès.

‘Absolutely,’ crowed Geoffrey. ‘Billion-euro industry. There’s big money in astrology, too, I daresay.’

‘Patrick is having to turn away patients,’ said Belinda proudly. ‘People come from miles away to see him.’

‘If he’s that good, then all the more shame he threw away a medical career. He could’ve been a top surgeon by now.’

‘I like what I do. The way I do it.’

‘You never would be told.’

‘No.’

‘Your fish pie is delicious,’ Agnès addressed Belinda. ‘You must give me the recipe.’

‘Thanks. It’s very easy. I’ll write it out for you.’

‘You wouldn’t treat Daniel your way, though, if he was ill?’ demanded Geoffrey, adding, out of politeness, ‘Or Belinda, either, of course. You’d take him to a proper doctor?’

‘Of course he would!’ declared Agnès.

‘We’re perfectly responsible parents,’ said Belinda lightly, starting to clear the dishes. Patrick pushed his plate towards her, wishing for silence to engulf him.

‘Children go down with things so rapidly at that age,’ fretted Agnès. ‘You used to get so ill when you were little.’

‘I didn’t, Maman. No worse than any other kid.’

‘But I used to worry so.’

‘I left my glasses upstairs.’ Geoffrey pushed back his chair and walked out of the room. Agnès looked at Patrick wide-eyed.

‘It’s all right, Maman. Everything’s okay.’

They heard a door close upstairs then, a few moments later, the chirruping sob of Daniel woken from sleep.

‘He’s disturbed the baby!’

‘No,’ soothed Belinda. ‘He’ll turn over and go back to sleep.’

‘He won’t be used to hearing strange people in the house! He may be afraid.’

‘No one’s afraid, Maman.’

‘But—’

‘Everything’s fine. Nothing’s happened. Dad’s only gone to get his glasses. He’ll be down in a minute for his pudding.’

‘It’s fruit salad,’ offered Belinda. ‘Or there’s some cheese,’ she added hopefully.

‘Why is she like that?’ Belinda asked as Patrick got into bed beside her. ‘Does he beat her, or something?’ He sighed, not saying anything. ‘What’s she so scared of?’

‘Nothing. He’s never hit anyone. He hardly ever even shouts. He means well, he just can’t imagine anyone not desperately wanting precisely what he wants. And he’s so incredibly tense all the time. They both are. They think it’s normal.’

‘How on earth did you cope as a kid? All by yourself, not even a brother or sister?’

He made a joke of it. ‘Who says I coped?’ Before she could say more, he pulled her to him, covering her mouth with his, his hand already stroking her hip. Both relaxed into the kiss, in no hurry to take it further. He twisted round to switch off the light, then let his conscious mind contract into the single easy focus of his desire for her. But, as they touched each other, he picked up the murmur of his father’s deep voice through the wall, a couple of feet away from his head, heard the bedhead knock lightly against it as one of his parents moved. He groaned, rolling away onto his back.

‘Never mind.’ Belinda kissed his cheek and turned over, snuggling her behind close against him. ‘Sleep well.’

But he couldn’t sleep. He lay there, almost expecting to hear, as he had done in his childhood when his father was abroad on business, the sound of his mother getting up and tiptoeing around the house, checking the locks, making sure the kitchen taps weren’t dripping, that the gas was off. Repeatedly. Sometimes eight, nine times, up and down the stairs, in and out of the kitchen, before she finally remained in bed long enough to fall asleep. The more Geoffrey stayed away, the worse it got. Or, as it had finally occurred to Patrick to wonder after he’d left home, was it the other way around? That the worse it got, the more his father chose to stay away?

The next morning, the family set off to climb the Downs. Patrick led the way, Daniel in a carrier on his back, smothered in sunscreen and wearing a cute cotton hat. The footpath was steep, but he preferred this route because it was less frequented than the more popular trails, especially on a Sunday in July. The sky was cloudless. The hot weather had held for several days now, and was forecast to continue for the rest of the week. Patrick enjoyed the exertion, feeling the muscles in his calves and thighs begin to stretch and relax. Agnès came up beside him, catching at Daniel’s waving hand.

‘You like being up high, with your papa!’ she said to him brightly. Patrick smiled at her. Perhaps today they’d all relax and begin to enjoy one another’s company. ‘You’re a lucky little boy,’ she continued. ‘I never even met my papa.’

‘We’re hoping maybe this year we’ll start a brother or sister for him,’ Patrick told her happily.

‘Oh!’ As usual, he could see that her genuine delight was almost immediately clouded by a rush of anxiety as all the catastrophes that might attend a pregnancy and birth engulfed her.

‘Wouldn’t that be great?’ he instructed her firmly.

‘Yes. Oh, yes, Patrice, of course.’ Bravely, she banished the dread, yet he watched her hand flutter to the buttons on her shirt, then pat her pocket to ensure the handkerchief was not lost, before checking both earrings were still in place.

‘Maybe I could give you a remedy that would boost your confidence, Maman. You deserve to enjoy yourself once you’re all settled here.’

‘A remedy … yes. Not that I need anything, I’m really quite all right. But if you’d like me to have one, I’d like that. I’m sure it would help, if it came from you.’

When they reached the top, there was the slightest of breezes and, with the detail lost in the heat haze, a view of Sussex that seemed timeless. Belinda gratefully removed her own backpack, which contained the picnic, then lifted Daniel out of the carrier. While she handed out cups of water, followed by a splash of white wine, Patrick kept watch over his son’s explorations. He was amused at how swiftly Daniel became engrossed in an investigation of the striped snail shells and dried-out rabbit droppings he discovered in the cropped grass.

Tired by the hot climb, the adults were content to pick at the food – French bread, Brie, green olives and tomatoes – and enjoy the view in companionable silence. Conversation resumed as Daniel napped on his special blanket in the shade of an umbrella propped up on the grass beside him, and Patrick was pleased that their quiet talk of music and concerts and changes in the countryside flowed in an easy way, skirting any potential rocks that might have sunk their pleasant Sunday afternoon torpor. At that moment he felt proud of them all for being a normal family; then, with a cynical laugh to himself, reconsidered the thought: surely no real ‘normal family’ would ever give themselves a pat on the back for being one.

Once Daniel woke up, he wouldn’t sit still. Stumbling on the uneven turf, the toddler discovered that he could roll a little way down the slope. Shrieking with theatrical fear, he began to throw himself down deliberately, rolling over two or three times before Patrick, stationing himself below, caught him and placed him back on his feet, ready to do it all again. Geoffrey watched approvingly: a proper boy, he’d be a good sportsman one day, but each time Daniel began to roll a little further, Agnès became alarmed. She tried to hide it, to join in the laughter, but eventually was overwhelmed. ‘He might tear his clothes!’ she protested anxiously.

‘Won’t matter,’ answered Belinda, not appreciating the scale of her mother-in-law’s distress. ‘He’s nearly grown out of them anyway.’

‘Surely that’s enough, now?’ Agnès pleaded. ‘He’ll be sick.’

‘He’s never sick,’ Belinda responded stoutly, still unaware.

Agnès kept quiet, but her hand flew to her mouth when it looked at one moment like the child might wriggle out of Patrick’s grasp. Finally her fear escaped her: ‘What if he hits his head on a stone?’ she cried.

Patrick took the cue, caught Daniel and held him firmly. ‘That’ll do, young man. Let’s find a quieter game now.’

But as Daniel struggled to escape his grip, Patrick’s foot slipped slightly on the short grass and he trod backwards a single step. He easily regained his balance, but too late to stop Agnès scrambling to her feet in terror, crying, ‘They’re going to fall! They’ll fall!’

Before Patrick could get to her to reassure her, let her touch her grandson and feel for herself that he was perfectly safe, Geoffrey was beside him. ‘For God’s sake, get that child out of here!’ he hissed. ‘Can’t you see he’s upsetting her? Take him away.’

Stretched out on either side of them were the smooth, massive humps of the South Downs, above them a vault of clear blue sky. There was nowhere to go.

Supper that evening was a subdued affair. Agnès commented apologetically that maybe they’d all had a little too much sun, while Geoffrey failed to grumble even about the lasagne being vegetarian. In an effort to distract them, transport them to another time and place, Belinda cheerfully asked what plans they had for Josette’s ninetieth birthday. Maybe they could all go to France together? For a moment no one spoke, then Geoffrey observed that Agnès usually went on her own to visit her mother. ‘Now Josette is so old,’ he added, ‘she may find it confusing to have strangers descend on her en masse.’

‘Strangers?’ queried Belinda. Patrick parried her look of incredulity.

‘She’s as sharp as she’s ever been,’ answered Agnès. ‘I’m sure she’d like a celebration. And she loves children. Doesn’t she, Patrice?’

‘Yes, Maman.’

‘You were very happy there with her, just the two of you, weren’t you?’

‘Yes, Maman. Always.’

‘She would love Daniel, just as she loved you. And me.’ Agnès turned to Belinda. ‘My papa died at the very end of the war, before I was born. Ma mère never remarried. Once I left France to marry Geoffrey, she was alone.’

‘It seemed a kindness for us to let Patrick spend the school holidays with her,’ expanded Geoffrey, and Patrick recognised the familiar dialogue. ‘Much better for a boy to have space to run around instead of being cooped up in an apartment.’

Patrick saw Belinda’s head shoot round in surprise. ‘You never said you spent holidays with your grandmother.’

It was Agnès who answered, in well-worn phrases. ‘It gave him continuity. It would have been unnerving for him to keep coming home from school to different houses, different countries. Josette offered him familiarity, a home from home … didn’t she, mon chéri?’

‘Yes, Maman.’

‘You were seven when you started boarding, weren’t you?’ asked Belinda. Patrick nodded dumbly, concentrating on swirling his wine around the glass.

‘British executives who worked abroad had their children’s public-school fees paid by the company,’ Geoffrey informed her, with subtle pride.

‘So when did you three get to see each other?’

‘I didn’t spend the whole of every vacation in France.’

‘And remember, I was travelling on business all the time,’ added Geoffrey, seeking to clarify matters. ‘I wouldn’t have been around much anyway.’

‘So it was Josette who more or less brought you up?’ Belinda made no attempt to disguise her amazement at only now discovering this about her husband.

‘I told you I used to stay with her,’ protested Patrick. ‘And Maman used to come, too, sometimes.’

‘Yes, but I thought it was just an occasional visit. I’ve not heard you talk about her as if she was such an important part of your life. I never realised—’

Patrick could see that Belinda was stumped. He wouldn’t have blamed her if she had risen from the table, picked up her violin and begun to play, immersing herself in a language that made perfect sense and evading the chaos contained in this ostensibly sensible conversation. But instead, she was staring at him, her forehead uncharacteristically furrowed.

‘You didn’t even invite her to our wedding!’

‘She doesn’t speak English,’ explained Geoffrey patiently. ‘Never leaves France.’

Patrick gave Belinda the open, candid look he gave his patients when they were confused or distressed. ‘I guess a child’s memory of time is different. I was pretty young.’

She nodded, but continued to observe him as if for the very first time. He shrank from her sharp gaze, imagining himself as some chemically stained organism taped under a microscope.

‘Well,’ said Geoffrey, leaning back in his chair, ‘that was quite a meal, Belinda. Thank you.’

The expression on Belinda’s face as she looked at them all around the table, thought Patrick, was the same as when she accidentally struck a dissonant note on an instrument. But, with a slight shake to clear her head, she set about removing the plates. As she went to the fridge to fetch the apple snow she had made for pudding, he became aware that he was breathing through his mouth, that his heart was beating rapidly. Fearing to give himself away, he fought the urge to make a run for it.

After Agnès and Geoffrey had gone up early to bed, he told Belinda he would clear up. That done, he sat at the kitchen table, tracing the grooves in the scrubbed pine surface with a finger, waiting for silence above. Only when he hoped his wife was fast asleep did he go upstairs.

It was with relief that Patrick shut himself in the car the next morning for his drive to Ditchling. Belinda didn’t teach on a Monday, so Daniel didn’t go to the childminder. It had been arranged that Geoffrey and Agnès would stay until Tuesday, but although Patrick had re-scheduled some of his patients, he apologised that he nonetheless had to go to work on Monday, though he would come home early. Meanwhile, Belinda would take them out somewhere, maybe to Charleston Farmhouse or Firle Place.

At Ditchling he parked in the yard and walked down the side of the building, opened the door to his office, and breathed in the still air of rooms unoccupied over the weekend. The solitude acted like a balm, and by the time his first patient arrived, promptly at half-past ten, he felt less bruised, more able to deride his susceptibility to his parents’ dysfunctions. Really! So his poor mother’s anxiety had developed into Obsessive Compulsive Disorder, and his father, given half a chance, tended to be avoidant. But hadn’t he escaped from all that, made his own life? He had stopped considering his parents as ‘home’ when he left school. Though he admitted that marriage had been largely Belinda’s idea, he’d been content to go along with it. He loved being a father and everything seemed to be working out pretty well. Now, sitting opposite him was a forty-year-old man in loose faded jeans and work boots, a local builder, who had originally come to him with a bad back and open scepticism and was now arriving at the point where he could admit to having sexual problems. What could be better, on a Monday morning, than to win the trust of a decent, unassuming man like this, and perhaps even be able to help him?

And yet, as the day wore on, that ability to help, to heal, seemed to elude him. All practitioners got stuck from time to time, hit an invisible wall when none of their insights proved useful, when none of the selected remedies, so carefully thought out, appeared to make the slightest difference. And he knew that at such a disjunction his colleagues would advise confidence, clarity and vigour, the courage to see homeopathy as not just a science but an art – an art that took depth and originality to accomplish well. He was experienced enough not to blame his patients for their lack of beneficial response: it was he who was stuck, not they. And it wasn’t as though he had far to look for the reason! His negative state of mind had left him susceptible to an accumulation of unresolved past actions which had imprinted on his vital force. When he had time, he would consult a colleague for a remedy to dispel such influences but, meanwhile, the awkward frustrations of the morning forced him to acknowledge how much his ability to heal others sustained him, too. Yet he resented the insight. He needed such self-awareness to remain unthought, to stay just out of reach, so that the alchemy of the healing encounter remained unself-conscious. The moment that healing became a conscious act of will, an act, then something precious, the something of value he offered his patients, was irretrievably lost.

And so, when he reached home, even though his family had enjoyed their day out, he was unable to shake off his impatience. Agnès was touched that he had remembered to bring her the promised Rescue Remedy and was certain it would do her good, even though she was equally certain she didn’t need rescuing. Over dinner, the others chatted about their visit to Daniel’s favourite zoo park, fondly recounting his delight in the otters’ aquatic acrobatics, and Patrick admired the scarf Geoffrey had bought Agnès in the Charleston shop. Yet, despite the positive mood of the evening, Patrick could barely wait for Tuesday morning when his parents would leave.

*

It started in the spare bedroom with a tussle over who should carry the suitcase down. As Patrick had anticipated, with Agnès’ anxiety provoked by their imminent parting, breakfast had been tense. Now Geoffrey took his son’s appearance in the doorway as a challenge to his dominant position in the pride of lions and, glad of a release for his tension, began roaring that he wasn’t so past it yet that he couldn’t carry his own luggage! So Patrick followed his father submissively down the stairs to the hallway, where Belinda was getting Daniel ready to go with Patrick once Agnès and Geoffrey had departed.

‘What’s the best route onto the M23?’ Recognising Geoffrey’s man-talk as a peace offering, Patrick gave the appropriate responses. Agnès came out of the kitchen, where she had insisted on washing up the breakfast things, and stood watching uncomprehendingly as Belinda put on Daniel’s shoes. She turned to Patrick. ‘Doesn’t the infant stay home with you?’

‘Patrick’s working,’ explained Belinda.

‘Oh,’ exclaimed Agnès, relieved. ‘He goes with you to work. I didn’t realise.’

‘He comes with me, yes.’ Patrick looked at Belinda, willing her to interpret correctly his appeal to say no more.

But her head was bent over the shoes. ‘Patrick drops him off at the childminder,’ she said carelessly.

‘The childminder?’ queried Agnès. ‘I don’t understand.’

‘We should get on the road,’ chivvied Geoffrey. ‘Everything’s packed up.’

‘You leave him with a stranger?’

‘Hardly a stranger!’ said Belinda. ‘Her name’s Christine. Daniel has a good time there with the other kids.’

‘Go and powder your nose, or whatever you need to do,’ Geoffrey ordered his wife.

‘He’s little more than a baby!’

Belinda straightened up to put an arm around Agnès, giving her a hug. ‘Honestly, Agnès, he’s absolutely fine with Christine. We’d never leave him if he wasn’t. Would we?’

She appealed to Patrick, but he found it impossible to look at any of them. He longed to bend down and pick up his son, hug the child to him, but he was frozen.

‘You never told me he went to a childminder,’ cried Agnès, ‘to a woman you barely know.’

‘Time to go!’ Geoffrey put in desperately.

But Agnès could not be distracted. ‘How can you be sure if he’s happy or not?’ Her voice rose. ‘You can never tell how your child is, if you are not there!’

Geoffrey dived at Daniel, scooped him up from where he sat contentedly at his mother’s feet, and thrust him at Patrick. ‘Take him away! Get rid of him!’

Startled, Daniel began to cry. Patrick cradled him, cradling himself, too, against the little body.

‘What’s wrong with you?’ Belinda demanded of Geoffrey, but he was hauling Agnès towards the door.

‘Get in the car! We’re going now. We have to go.’

‘No, wait!’ Belinda’s words made Geoffrey pause in the doorway. ‘Please wait.’

Patrick could hardly bear to look at Agnès standing distraught beside her husband. He knew what he would see: his mother was alternating between wringing her hands in a compulsive gesture that seemed almost comic and checking the buttons on her blouse. He sensed rather than saw Belinda’s mute appeal for him to say something, do something.

‘Stay and have another cup of tea. Don’t leave like this,’ Belinda begged, while he continued to stare fixedly down into Daniel’s soft, downy hair.

Geoffrey now spoke more gently. ‘You can see it’s hopeless. Best we get off. Give you a ring tonight.’ He picked up the suitcase and shepherded his wife outside, leaving Belinda to follow them out to their car and see them off.

Patrick stood in the hallway, rooted to the spot, holding Daniel, slowing his breathing as he counted each golden hair, until he heard the crunch of gravel as the car drew away and Belinda returned. ‘What was all that about?’ she asked, stroking Daniel’s head. Patrick said nothing. ‘Poor baby,’ she crooned. ‘Silly old them. Just silly-billies, aren’t they?’ Calmed, the child nestled his head in under Patrick’s chin, his thumb in his mouth. ‘He’ll probably sleep in the car,’ Belinda said to Patrick. ‘Maybe you should just go, then he can drop off. He’ll have forgotten all about it by the time you get to Christine’s.’

Patrick’s next conscious action was turning his key in the lock beside the brass name-plate and entering his Ditchling office. The rooms already felt close and airless and he opened the windows before crossing to his desk to check his diary for the day. Seeing an extra name scribbled in, he remembered that a regular patient had rung the day before requesting an urgent consultation, and he’d agreed to fit her in over his lunch break. Two other appointments were with new people, which he always enjoyed. He looked at his watch, surprised to see he still had ten minutes to himself.

He was mildly aware of a dragging undertow of distress but, determined not to let it rise to a point where it would disturb his interaction with his patients, he turned on the computer. He would chase a few late payers before the first arrival, when it would be vital to block out all personal distractions, all conscious self-reflection. It wasn’t that he didn’t listen to people’s actual words, but he needed simultaneously to attend to tone, hesitation, body language, in which he could perceive at an innate, intuitive level what they were striving to communicate. He always looked forward to entering the set phase of solid concentration which an appointment with a new patient demanded. He found the experience intensely calming. He once heard a heroin addict describe on television the sense of well-being that flushed through his system on taking the drug, and recognised the same cravings in himself: he thought how lucky he was to have discovered a way to self-medicate without opiates.

The bell rang, and Patrick went to greet his first patient. Over the course of the morning, during which he saw three people, each with a very different ailment, he was aware that, as usual, there were several phone calls while he was occupied. Sure enough, at lunchtime the message light was blinking, but he only had time to grab an apple and a cup of tea before his extra lunchtime appointment, so he left the calls to deal with later.

Meghan, who soon arrived, had been coming to him for a couple of years. She both amused and exasperated him. She often requested a last-minute consultation like this, presenting with some acute physical symptom, but the core issue to be resolved generally turned out to be something that she had said or done and now regretted. Meghan made him feel like a priest in the confessional, granting absolution; before she began coming to him, she had no doubt sought similar relief from her GP or her hairdresser. But he was willing to offer it because, while she might not be prepared to admit her faults directly to herself, she was nonetheless attempting in this roundabout manner to account for her sins. For that measure of self-awareness he liked her and was prepared to indulge the moral subterfuge. Today she’d come because she’d had a falling-out with a neighbour on some village committee – a sure sign, she told him, that she was out of balance and needed a new remedy.

Patrick’s next patient was already waiting as he showed Meghan out. This stranger was his second new patient of the day, and he was carefully writing up his notes afterwards when, at three o’clock, he became aware of the sound of a siren. A moment or two later he glanced up to see blue flashing lights through the trim Venetian blinds, followed by the noisy bulk of a fire engine pulling up against the big shop window of his office. For a few minutes he went on with his notes, but now found it impossible to concentrate. He went to the door to investigate just as one of the fire crew came looking for him. The man was bare-headed; his face was white and his sweat looked clammy and cold in spite of the heat of the afternoon.

‘Is that your Renault parked round the back?’ he asked. ‘If so, we need the keys.’


PART TWO

France 2010


I

The pharmacist, whose crisp make-up and white tunic were pristine thanks to the fierce air-conditioning, indicated over Leonie’s right shoulder, ‘Mais, c’est lui-même!’

Leonie turned to see a long-legged, tallish man with very blue eyes. The pharmacist, introducing him, took evident care to pronounce his name correctly. ‘Monsieur Hinde.’

‘You’re English?’

‘English father, French mother,’ he replied. ‘Patrice. Or Patrick. Take your pick.’ He smiled – an attractive smile – and held out his hand. She shook it happily.

‘Leonie Treadwell. I work for Gaby Duval, and one of our clients needs an English-speaking homeopath. How perfect is this!’

He frowned slightly, looking to the pharmacist for clarification, but she was already attending to another customer.

Leonie explained. ‘We do holiday lets – bastides and farmhouses – and we’re on call for any snags. There’s a six-year-old with an allergy to something in the house and the parents hope a homeopathic remedy might do the trick.’

‘More than likely.’ He fished in his wallet and handed her a printed card. ‘Here’s my number. I’ll do my best to fit her in quickly.’

‘Him, actually, but thanks. I’m sure they’ll call you straight away. They’re threatening to pack up and go home if the poor kid doesn’t stop wheezing.’

He smiled down at her again, and Leonie found herself wishing there was more to say, something to detain her beside this man whose presence she instinctively liked. But, thanking the pharmacist, she said her goodbyes, left the shop and returned to the July sunshine.

The phone rang as she was closing the office shutters at the end of the day: it was the parents of the allergic child, singing their praises for the homeopath’s prompt and effective help. They were sure the remedy he supplied would work, and they could now stay on for the full three weeks they had booked. Leonie added Patrice Hinde’s details to the database and all but forgot him until, a busy week later, she was crossing the square at lunchtime when the persistent ringing of a bicycle bell made her turn. Without thinking, she greeted him familiarly with a bisou. It was his infinitesimal recoil, like some wild creature too wary to approach, that instantly endeared him to her. Yet, despite that momentary flare of alarm in his eyes, it was he who suggested they take their baguettes and sit together on a bench in the shade of the medieval church.

When they parted, he said nothing about meeting again, and during the course of the long, hot afternoon she recalled with shame how they had each talked about their work: he spoke engagingly of imbalances, stored griefs, chronic conditions and relieving distillations; she told of mice, blocked lavatories, extra pillows and where to buy baby food late at night. Why had she imagined such an apparently thoughtful man would be interested in the mundane concerns of her job?

As she came outside at the
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