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       			 			PROLOGUE


      Sometimes I picture it. I know I shouldnt, but sometimes I cant stop myself. I find myself imagining what she went through. The astonishing colour that bloomed in the water all around her, the bright, bright red of arterial blood, as she drifted in and out of consciousness, the world still briefly present for her, then slipping and spinning away. How she moved down through the water, feeling its heavy, deadly pull, the drag of it on all her limbs, because nothing had been left to chance, her pockets were weighted with stones. How she held her breath and held her breath, then couldnt hold it any more. They say its pain youd feel then, dont they? A searing pain in your lungs, as the water surges into you. That drowning may be the most painful death. I think of that sometimes: to open your mouth and breathe in pain, feel death come rushing in.

    

    




    
  CHAPTER 1

 Its pleasant here in Karens kitchen, talking about our children, sipping Chardonnay, with before us on the wide oak table the wreck of the childrens tea. I glance around the circle. You can tell that everyones dressed up in honour of the partyFiona has glittery earrings, Michaela is wearing a clingy wrap top that frames her lavish cleavage. But only Karen has a proper costume: she always feels that as hostess she has licence, and today shes a rather glamorous witch, in a black chiffon frock with a raggedy hem and with lots of Rouge Noir on her nails. Behind her on the windowsill there are lighted pumpkin faces, and the candle flames shiver and falter in the draught that sneaks in round the frame.
 The children yell. We turn towards the open door of the living room, watching as the magician pulls some spiders out of his sleeve. Leo, Karens husband, whos in there keeping order, applauds with great enthusiasm. The magician is exceptional, everyone keeps saying soKaren was brilliant to find him. He looked quite ordinary, arriving in his Transit van, prosaically dressed in jeans and a Coldplay T-shirt. But now, in his cloak of indigo silk with a silver pattern of planets, he has a presence, a mystery.
 I do like clever hands, says Michaela. Can I take him home with me?
 He flings two scarves up into the air, that come down tied together. The children watch wide-eyed. All their own outfits look a little random nowmasks hanging off, cloaks slipping from shoulders. Josh, Karens son, is at the front, with stick-on scars from Sainsburys on his arms, and Lennie, her little girl, is sitting next to Sylvie, dressed as a witchs black cat. Sylvie has bunched up the skirts of her snowflake dress and is absently sucking the white ribbon hem. She really wanted to be a cat like Lennie, but the black cat costume in Clinton Cards was one of the most expensive, and I took the cheaper snowflake outfit from its peg and held it against her, hoping to persuade her without her getting upset. She looked at herself in the mirror. The dress was white and frothy, of some muslin-like material with trailing ribbons. She has hair like lint, no colour, the slightest smudge of freckles on her nose. Pale things suit her. For myself, I like colour, Id love to dress her in the rainbowbut too much brightness seems to overwhelm her. She smiled at her reflection, pale and perfect against the whiteness of the dress, and to my relief she was easily persuaded. Though I hate these moments, always, the everyday abrasions, the things I so long to buy for her that Im sure would make her happy, at least for a little while. None of the other mothers round the table, I suspect, would understand this, nor would they know the panic I feel when Sylvie grows out of her shoes, or at the arrival of a birthday invitation, requiring a present I havent budgeted for.
  The women are exchanging the numbers of party entertainers. I let their voices float past me. Through the window behind Michaela I can see into Karens garden, where the brown light of evening is draining down into the wet, heavy earth. The shape of the tree house where Lennie and Sylvie play in summer is sharp as though cut with a blade against the luminous sky. Its so still todaynot a breath of wind, not a sigh. When we came here, Sylvie and I, when we parked and got out of the car, the stillness fell over us, a stillness like a garment, unbroken and entire. Even the wind chimes hanging from someones apple tree were silent, no sound at all in the wide parked-up street but the clear sweet pipe of a bird. There was a rich smell of October, of earth and rot and wet leaves. Sylvie ran on ahead of me. Id put her in her white summer sandals to match the snowflake outfit, and they have hard soles that made a clear click click in the stillness. I called after her: Be careful, Sylvie, dont get too far ahead. She turned to face me, standing on tiptoe, reaching her arms out to either side, her face intent with concentration, as though she were balancing in a tricky, difficult place. As though she could fall off.
 I can hear my feet, Grace. I can hear them.
 Yes, I said.
 Ive got noisy noisy feet. I could be a dancer. Listen, Grace. Im a dancer, arent I, Grace?
 Yes, youre a dancer, I said.
 She did a neat pirouette, pleased, self-aware in her elaborate dress, then ran on again, white as a wisp of smoke or mist against the grey of the pavement, at once so pale and so vivid, as if she were the only living thing in the whole still darkening street.
 A few doors up from Karens house, someone came out with a pumpkin and put it on their windowsill and lit the candle inside. We stopped to admire the pumpkin. The face was carved with panache: it had a toothy, rakish grin.
 Hes smiling, Grace, isnt he? Hes smiling at us.
 Yes, hes smiling, I said.
 She was happy for a moment, trusting, feeling the world to be benign. I wrapped my hand around hers. Her skin was cold, but she nestled her hand quite firmly into mine. I love it when shes happy like that.
 The magician is building to his grand finale. He wants a volunteer. All the children have raised their hands, urgent and eager, frantic to be chosen. Sylvie too has put up her hand, though not so keenly as the other children. Theres often a little reserve about her, something held back. I will him: Please dont choose her, please please dont choose Sylvie. But he does, of course, drawn perhaps by her reticence. He beckons to her, and we watch, all the mothers, as she walks out to the front and he seats her on his chair.
 Karen glances towards me, with a quick reassuring smile.
 Shes doing great, she murmurs.
 And shes right: for the moment Sylvie seems quite poised and controlled, clasping her hands together neatly in her lap. Her lips are pursed with concentration; the expression is precisely Dominics.
 The magician kneels beside her.
 No worries, OK, sweetheart? I promise not to turn you into a tadpole or anything.
 She gives him a slight smile that says this is naive of him, that of course she knows how the world works.
 He scribbles in the air with his wand, mutters something in Latin. A flourish of his cloak entirely covers her for an instant. When he flings back the silk with a slight air of triumph, a real live rabbit is sitting in Sylvies lap. The children applaud. Sylvie hugs the rabbit.
 Fiona turns towards me.
 Thats your little girl, isnt it? she says. Thats Sylvie?
 Yes, I tell her.
 Sylvie is stroking the rabbit with cautious, gentle gestures. She seems oblivious of the other children. She looks entirely happy.
 Im not surprised he chose her, she says. That white-blonde hair, and those eyes.
 She was sitting right at the front, I guess, I say.
 Shes just so cute, says Fiona. And Im always fascinated by the way she calls you by your Christian name Of course, in our family were rather more traditional.
 That didnt come from me, I say.
 But she isnt really listening.
 Was it something you felt very strongly about? she says.
 Her crystal earrings send out spiky shards of light.
 Not at all, I say. It was Sylvies choice. It came from her. She never called me Mum.
 The womans eyes are on me, taking in my short denim skirt, my jacket patterned with sequins, my strappy scarlet shoes. Shes older than me, and so much more solid and certain. Her expression is opaque.
 Just never said Mama? What, even when she was just beginning to talk?
 No. Never. I feel accused. I swallow down the urge to apologise.
 Goodness. She has a troubled look. So what about her dad? What does she call him?
 She doesnt see him, I tell her. Im a single parent. Its just usjust me and Sylvie.
  Oh, Im so sorry, she says. As though embarrassed that she has called out this admission from me. That must be quite a struggle for you, she goes on. I honestly just dont know how Id cope without Dan.
 Theres a surge of noise from the living room, where the children are tidying, under the watchful eye of the magician. The rabbit is in a basket now.
 Hes doing the games, as well, says Karen. Isnt that fabulous?
 Leo comes to refill his glass. Hes wearing a polo shirt that doesnt really suit him: hes one of those substantial men who look best in formal clothes. He greets us with the exaggerated bonhomie that men always seem to adopt on joining a group of mothers. He comes from Scotland and has a mellifluous Gaelic accent. He puts his arm round Karen, caressing her shoulder through the chiffony fabric of her frock. I can tell he likes the witch outfit. Much later, perhaps, when the party is over and the clearing up is all done, he will ask her to put it on again.
 Michaela leans across the table towards me. She wants to talk about nurseries. Am I happy with Little Acorns, where Sylvie goes? Shes heard that Mrs Pace-Barden, who runs it, is really very dynamic. She has her doubts about nannies. Well, you never get to see what theyre actually up to, do you? She heard about this nanny who fed the kids on a different flavour of Angel Delight every lunchtime, because the mother said to be sure to give them plenty of fruit. I turn with relief from Fiona. In the living room, the magician is setting up a game of apple-bobbing. The girls make an orderly queue, though Josh and some of the other boys are racing around at the edges of the room.
 The wine eases into my veins. I have my back to the living room now; I let my vigilance relax, enjoying this conversation. I love to talk about Sylvies nurseryits my one big luxury; I was thrilled when they gave her a place. The candles glimmer and tremble on the windowsill, and behind them, in Karens garden, darkness clots and thickens in the hollows under the hedge.
 Out of nowhere, some instinct makes me turn. Its Sylvies go at apple-bobbing; shes kneeling by the bowl. I dont see exactly what happens. A commotion, a scrabble of boys near the bowl; and then water everywhereall over the stripped pine floor, and on Sylvies hair and her clothes. I see her face, but I cant get there in time, cant undo it. Im too late, Im always too late. Shes kneeling there, taut as a wire, the other children already backing away from her: tense, white, the held breath, then the scream.
 The children part to let me through. I kneel beside her and hold her. Her body is rigid, shes fighting against me; her screams are thin, high, edged with fear. When I put my arms around her, she pushes against my chest with her fists, as though I am her enemy. Everyones eyes are on us: the other children, fascinated, a little superior, the women, at once sympathetic and disapproving. I glimpse the magicians look of startled concern as he gathers the other children together for the next game. I try to sweep her up in my arms, but shes fighting me, I cant do it. I half carry, half drag her into the hall. Karen comes after us, closes the living-room door.
 Grace, Im so sorry, she mouths at me through Sylvies screams. I forgot Sylvies thing about water. Its my fault, Grace, I should have told him Look, dont forget her party bag, there are pumpkin biscuits She thrusts a coloured plastic bag in my direction, but I cant take it, my hands are full with Sylvie. Dont worry, Ill keep it for her. Hell, Grace
  I kneel there clasping Sylvie on the pale expensive carpet in Karens immaculate hall. Sometimes when Sylvie works herself up like this shes sick. I know I have to get her out.
 It was a lovely party, I tell her. Ill ring you. Sylvies screams drown out my words.
 Karen holds open the door for us.
 I manoeuvre Sylvie down the path and along the darkening pavement. Her crying is shockingly loud, ripping apart the stillness of the street.
 When I get to the car I hold her tight against me and scrabble in my bag for the keys and manage to open the door. I sit in the driving seat, holding her close on my lap. We sit there for a long time. Gradually she quietens, the tension leaving her; she sinks into me, crying more gently. Her face and the front of her dress are wet, from the water that splashed on her, and her tears; her eyelashes are clumped together, as though with cheap mascara.
 I dry her face and smooth her hair.
 Shall we go home now?
 She nods. She climbs into the back and fastens her belt.
 My hands on the steering wheel are shaking, and Im cautious at junctions, I know that Im not driving well. My car smells as always of pollen, from the flowers I deliver; I flick a broken frond of fern from the dashboard onto the floor. I glance at Sylvie in the rear-view mirror. Her face is absolutely white, like someone coming round from shock. Theres a dull weight of dread in my stomach, the feeling I always try to overlook or push away: the sense I have that theres something about Sylvie that is utterly beyond me. Theres too much sadness in her crying, too much fear.
 
  * * *   

 My flat is in Highfields, in a street of Victorian terraces. Long ago, this was an imposing address, now its the red-light district. In the street near my door, there are smells of petrol and urine, and the thick unwholesome perfume of rotting melons from the market. The sky is the colour of ink, and absolutely cloudless; later, once its fully dark, there will be lots of stars. A couple of prostitutes are huddled on the corner, next to Somerfield, bare-legged and quietly talking, a blue vague haze of cigarette smoke around them.
 Theres a nervousness I feel always, coming back to our home. The flat is on the ground floor, with an alleyway beside it, and I worry about intrudersabout the rootless, drifting people I often see in the street. Sometimes I think I should have chosen somewhere different, more rational. And its draughty, high-ceilinged, hard to heat, with a temperamental boiler in the bathroom. My elderly landlady, who smells of eucalyptus and wears a moth-eaten leopardskin coat, explained about the boiler when we moved here, but Ive never got the hang of it. And it all has a rather empty feelthe flimsy wicker furniture that was all I could afford is really too insubstantial for these high-ceilinged rooms. But it has French windows and a scrap of gardena patchy lawn, a wall of yellow London brick, a mulberry tree thats trained against the wall. To be honest, I probably chose it because of the mulberry. It was fruiting when we first came here, and, urged on by the landlady, I picked a mulberry each for Sylvie and for me. Sylvie held her hand out; I put the mulberry onto her palm.
 Hold it lightly, I told her. Careful you dont crush it.
 Her eyes were round and very bright. She kept her hand flat, lowering her mouth to her handwith a kind of reverence, almost, as though the fruit were some precious thing. I thought she might not like itthat the taste would be too complex, too subtle, the winey sharp-sweetness of itbut she loved it, ate it slowly, ceremoniously. Her hand and her mouth were stained with vivid juice.
 I open up, turn the light on. Everything is as it should be. My living room greets me, orderly and tranquil, the calico curtains, the apples in a bowl. Some sunflowers I brought back from the shopnot fit to sell, but still with a day or twos life in themare glowing on my table.
 Sylvie is exhausted now. When I sit on the sofa and pull her down beside me, her body is heavy, her head droops into my chest. I breathe in the scent of her hair. As I watch, her eyelids flicker wildly; between one breath and the next, she sinks deeply into sleep. I lay her down on the sofa, carefully, scarcely breathing, as though she could easily break. I cover her with the duvet from her bedroom, tuck in Big Ted beside her. When she wakes shell be fine, as though none of this had happened.
 I sit there for a while, relishing the silence and the sound of her peaceful breath. I think of the women at the party, sitting around Karens table, their orderly lives and platinum wedding rings and confident opinions. I wonder what they have said about me, about Sylvie. I imagine their conversations. Poor Grace, what a pain for her Of course kids have tantrums, but not like that, not when shes nearly four Its so important to let them know where you stand. You have to be consistent Well, of course, Grace is on her own. That cant help when it comes to discipline
 And Karenwhat will she be thinking? Will she be joining in? Solicitous, concerned, perhaps a little disapproving? Karen matters so much to me. Im grateful for her friendship, yet always uneasy because it feels so unequal. I could never ask her and Lennie to visit us here; I know just what shed think about the syringes in the street. We always meet at her place, where theres a family room thats full of books and toys and sunlight, and the whole wide garden to play in with its tree house and velvet lawns.
 I met Karen on the maternity ward, after giving birth to Sylvie. It was a strange time. Youre opened up, your body breached, all your defences down. I scarcely slept at all, the ward was so noisy at night. Instead Id lie and stare at Sylvie through the transparent walls of her cot, just stare and stare; I couldnt believe that such a perfect creature existed. Or in the day Id hold her for hours, feeding her or just rocking her in my arms. Thinking, She is mine. My daughter. And when she startled when a door banged, and I felt the fear go through her, I thought, She only has me. She only has me to keep her safe. I knew that I would do anything to protect her, that Id die for her if I had to; I wouldnt have to choose, Id just do it. Theres a kind of exultant freedom in that knowledgeto love someone more than you love yourself. Not by any effort of will, but just because you do.
 Sometimes I thought of Dominic, imagined that maybe hed come. It was just a little bright flicker of hope that wouldnt be extinguishedlike those novelty birthday-cake candles that keep relighting however often you blow on them, that simply wont be put out. In my half-hallucinatory state after the nights of insomnia, Id think I could hear his voice, which is rather loud and authoritative when he isnt being intimate, or his firm step coming down the ward. Id picture it all, too vividly: how hed come to my bedside and scoop Sylvie up in his arms and hold her against him; staring at her as I did, loving her as I did. I couldnt stop thinking these things. Though the rational part of me knew it was just a crazy fantasyit was spring half-term, he was probably skiing at Val dIsre with his family.
 I was aware of a woman watching me from the opposite side of the ward: dark hair trimly pulled back, a serious, sensible look. She had an older boy and a constant stream of visitors. I knew that her baby was called Lennie: that shed been born a little early, and had lots of bright black hair that would fall out in a day or two. This woman noticed things, I could tell that. I knew shed have seen I hardly had any visitors. Just Lavinia, my boss, who came dripping beads and bracelets, with a worn, exquisite silk scarf that shed found in a Delhi market looped around her head, and bearing greetings and gifts. Some woolly things shed knitted and some Greenham Common wire that shed kept since the seventies, when shed gone on an Embrace the Base demonstration with thousands of other women and had cut off a bit of the boundary fence with wire-cutters; and a tape of whale sounds that she promised would help Sylvie sleep. Flowers, too, of course, a lavish bunch of them, the yellow day-lilies I love. My life was far from perfect, but at least I knew my flowers were the loveliest on the ward.
 She peered down at Sylvie.
 Shes so beautiful, she said. Little bud. Touching her with one finger, on her brow, like a blessing. Little perfect thing. And then, hugging me close, Youre so clever, Gracie!
 I was happy with Lavinia there; it was almost like having my mother back. But after shed gone I cried, I couldnt stop crying, holding Sylvie to me, pushing the tears away so they wouldnt fall on her face.
 Karen came over then, Lennie in one hand, box of Milk Tray in the other. She sat beside me and put the chocolates down on my bed.
 It can all feel a bit much, cant it? she said. Last night I had to sit in the bath for hours before I could pee. And that bloody woman who came round this morning to talk about contraception. I told her that intercourse wasnt exactly top of my To-Do list at the moment She pushed the chocolates towards me. Come on, get scoffing. You need to keep your strength up.
 Watching me, her clear steady gaze. She knew it wasnt the pains of birth that made me cry. But we bonded over these things, the scars and injuries of labour. She lent me a rubber ring to sit on, which helped with the pain from the stitches; she was a great advocate of salt baths; she fed me on her chocolates. And I told her about Dominic, and she listened quietly. Knowing her as I do now, I can see how generous she was to me. Karen is a traditional wife: theres a deep conservatism in her. She reads newspapers that are full of adultery stories, and photos of once-glamorous women who dress too tartily for their age. She buys whole books about how to bake cakes. She might well have judged me: that would have been her instinct. Yet she was so accepting: she welcomed me into her life. And Ive always been grateful for that, the way she reached out to me then.
 Look at our two, shed say. Astrological twins. We must meet up when were home. They could grow up together
 I go to the kitchen to ring.
 Karen. Im so sorry. It was such a great party. Your Halloween parties are always so brilliant, I say. She loved it. Really. The magician and everything
 I can hear Mozart playing in her living room.
 I shouldnt have forgotten about the water thing. Her voice has an anxious edge. Its not like you hadnt told me. I was stupid, I should have warned him.
 No, its my fault, I tell her. I should have kept an eye on her. I hope we didnt spoil anything.
 For Gods sake, says Karen. Its just a shame you had to leave
 Yes, I say.
 Theres a little silence between us. The music spools out, the balanced phrases, perfect, poised. I dont want to hear what I know she is going to say.
 Grace, I hope you dont mind me mentioning this. Theres caution in her voice, shes choosing her words with care. But we think you really need to get help.
 I feel a kind of shame.
 All kids have tantrums, dont they? I say. I just try not to get too worked up about it.
 Of course all kids freak out sometimes, she says. But not like this, Grace. Not like Sylvie She just sounds sowelldesperate And, when I dont say anything, Basically, Grace, we think you need to see someone. A psychologist. Someone professional.
 I hate the we. I hate to think of them sitting there in Karens opulent kitchen, discussing me and Sylvie.


    




    
  CHAPTER 2

 When I get to Jonah and the Whale on Monday morning, Lavinia is already busy. Shes taken down the pumpkins from the Halloween display, and shes potting up autumn gentians on a table of curled wrought iron; the table is rusting but elegant, one of her flea-market finds. She has lots of bracelets on her wrists, and shes fixed back her hair with a sweep of magenta muslin, a tie-dyed scarf from Gujerat, which has a long silky fringe and a gold thread woven through. The thick, sweet smells of the flower shop wrap themselves around mewet earth and mingled pollens.
 Lavinia is a widow, her husband was an orthopaedic surgeon and I always feel he was a difficult manthough she only ever speaks of him with affection. He died ten years ago, of cirrhosis of the liver. Shed been a physiotherapist and opened the flower shop after his death with the insurance money, wanting to make a fresh start. Why Jonah and the Whale? I asked once, expecting something deep about loss and new beginnings, but she smiled in that way she hasenigmatic, a little self-mockingand said that she just liked the way it sounds. She lives alone, but she never seems lonely, she knows so many peopleBuddhists, artists, performance poets, from her hippy days. On Sunday, she tells me, she had three rather decrepit musicians round for paella, and they played Cole Porter in her living room.
 I tell her about the party, about what happened with Sylvie. She turns to me and listens till Ive finished, her quiet eyes taking me in.
 Poor kid, she says then. Poor you.
 Her eyes linger on me. Theres a little crease pencilled between her brows. She never gives me advice, and Im grateful for that.
 I put flowers out on the pavement at the front of the shopbuckets of lilies with reddish pollen that stains your skin like turmeric; hydrangeas of the richest, densest blue. Ive planted the hydrangeas into azure metal pots, choosing the containers with care. I love the way the clashing colours seem to shimmer and sing. Theres a winter rawness in the air, the cold scrapes at my skin. My hands are always chapped, working here. I own numerous pairs of fingerless gloves that I dry out on the hotwater pipes in the back room near the boiler, and I change them during the day and yet, whatever I do, in winter Im never quite warm.
 Its a slow morning, as Mondays usually are, and Lavinia sends me off in my car to do the deliveries. First a big traditional bouquet, roses and carnations, for a silver wedding. The woman who answers the doorbell has stiff, curled hair and a ready smile, and behind her an orderly house that smells of lavender polish and detergent. This fascinates me always, the glimpses of peoples houses, these slivers of other lives. Next, theres a planted arrangement, some winter cyclamen, for a nervous young woman whose hair falls over her face. The cyclamen seem so right for herthese fragile, pale, self-deprecating flowers. She stands on her doorstep and looks at me with an uncertain, surprised airas though this is all a mistake, as though she feels shes not the kind of woman people would buy flowers for. As she talks she keeps touching the side of her face, in a little self-comforting gesture. I drive away, feeling a loneliness that might be hers or mine.
 The last call is to one of those modern estates where the numbering doesnt make sense. I need number 43, but 37 seems to lead straight to 51. I stop the car and get out, walk down the road and peer into all the alleyways, trying to find the right house.
  

 Its how I met Dominic, delivering flowers. I was eighteen. Id only just begun working for Lavinia. I was thrilled with the job after temping in tedious offices ever since Id left school.
 It was a planted arrangementthe most expensive we doin a wicker basket. Id written out the card myself; Id been the one to take the call. An older woman, a privileged voice, with cool, immaculate vowels. Happy Birthday, dearest Claudia, with all my love, Mama. A spiky bit of wicker from the basket had worked loose, and as I took the flowers out of the car I snagged my finger. The cut was surprisingly deep. I wrapped a tissue round it. The blood soaked rapidly through, but I only noticed after Id rung the bell.
 He was a big man, forty-something, and wearing a linen shirt with rolled-up sleeves. He looked at me as though I amused him. I was wearing my usual kind of outfit: a little cord skirt and stripy tights and boots with high, spindly heelstoo high to drive in, really. I was suddenly very aware how short my skirt was.
 Flowers for Claudia Runcie, I said.
 He was looking at me; he didnt look at the flowers. He still had that pleased, amused air.
 Well, he said.
 He took the basket from me and noticed my hand.
 Whatever happened? he said.
 I cut it, I said.
 OK. Stupid question, he said. Youd better come in. Youre dripping on my doorstep.
 He thrust a huge handkerchief at me. I wrapped it round my hand.
 It was a large airy kitchen, with that pale, distressed kitchen furniture that looks as though its been sourced from some Provenal street market. I thought, If I had a proper kitchen, this is exactly how Id like it to look. There were photos on the mantelpiece, of a boy and a girl, black and white, in silver frames. The photos were rather beautiful, soft focus, cleverly lit. There were masses of birthday cards and a silver helium balloon, for Claudia presumably.
 Im Dominic, he said.
 I told him my name.
 He hunted in the drawers of the cabinets for an Elastoplast.
 Where the hell does she keep them? he said.
 I had an immediate sense of his wife, of Claudia, as the centre of things, the heart of the home, the one who held it together: who knew the best photographers and where to find exquisite kitchen units and whose Elastoplasts had their allotted place in her drawer. I sensed his absolute dependency on her. What I didnt know then, but was soon to learn, was that they never made love: it was a comfortable, prosperous marriage but with no sex or closeness. At least, thats how he told it.
 He found the packet of plasters. I put out my hand, but hed taken one out and was peeling off the backing.
 Give me your finger, he told me.
 Right from the beginning, I did just what he said.
 He stuck the plaster in place with rather excessive thoroughness, but I wasnt going to move away. He had a faint scent of leather and cigars, a very male scent. His closeness felt extraordinary, thrilling with a shiver of sex, yet somehow safe too, as though he were familiar to me, as though I knew him already. I felt how much bigger he was than me. I liked that.
 Better now? he said.
 Yes. Thank you.
 He stood back a pace and smiled at me. A sudden smile of startling candour, with on one side of his mouth a little crease. Its weird thinking about this now. Its Sylvies smile exactly. Where his hair was starting to recede, the skin had a vulnerable lookI wanted to reach up and touch it. The thought sent a clear bright line of sensation through me.
 So. Grace. I think you should have a coffee. After losing all that blood.
 Thanks, I said.
 You do drink coffee, dont you?
 I nodded.
 Thats a relief. Claudias into this foul herbal stuff. Camomile. Its like hay. Why would anyone drink hay?
 I felt he was telling me too much, giving too much awaythat he shouldnt be criticising her like this to me, a stranger, even about such a very trivial thing.
 While the kettle was boiling, he found a place for the flowers on the mantelpiece.
  Good flowers. Did you do them?
 Yes.
 Theyre rather lovely, he said. Well, you look the arty type. I can tell from the stripes. He gave my legs an appraising look.
 We drank our coffee. Somehow he learnt a lot about me.
 When I left he asked would I be OK to drive, and I said I was fine, I didnt feel faint in the leastthough that wasnt true exactly. Two days later, he rang the shop and asked me out to the Alouette for a meal, where he effortlessly seduced me.
 Eventually I find number 43, down an alleyway. The man who opens the door is unshaven and in his pyjamas. Hot air from a sick room brushes against me, with a smell of camphor and stale sheets. Hes embarrassed, seeing me there. It must all have been going on for a while: the house is rearranged to accommodate his illness. I can see the living room behind him, with the sofa made up as a bed. Theres opera on the stereo, a vigorous soprano, her voice pulsating with passion. The contrast is saddeningthe music with its fabulous energy and emotion, and his wasted, restricted life.
  

 For lunch I buy baguettes from Just-A-Crust. On the way back, as always, I linger outside the patisserie on the corner. They sell the most wonderful cakes there, all decorated with jewelled marzipan fruit, and with names that sound like the names of beautiful women. We eat our baguettes in turn in the back room.
 The afternoon passes slowly. At three Lavinia goes out for a walk and a smoke.
 Just after shes gone I see a woman approaching the shop. Shes in her seventies perhaps. Shes wearing a crisply cut jacket, her hair is a lacquered grey helmet, her eyebrows are plucked and thinly pencilled in. Everything about her is polished and exact. Seeing her, it enters my mind that this grooming has a defensive purpose for heras though this slick, varnished surface will somehow keep her safe. I watch as she draws nearer, tapping along the pavement on her pointy shiny shoes. At the door she hesitates, just for a heartbeat, then clears her throat, walks determinedly in. I know what shes come for. I feel a brief apprehension. I wish Lavinia were here.
 The flowers are for her husband, she says.
 The funeral director said hed take care of it all, but I wanted to choose them myself. It seemed important somehow.
 Her hands are clasped tight in front of her. I can feel the tension in her, her fear that she might come undone.
 I bring her a chair and show her our catalogue. But she cant choose. The decision has too much importance: its as though she believes that if only she can choose with absolute precision, everything will be mended and shell somehow bring him back. I understand: Ive felt that.
 I turn a page of the catalogue. A photo catches her eye.
 Maybe something with cornflowers, she says. They were his favourites. He always loved that blue.
 She looks away then, her eyes fill up, the tears spill down her face. The massive grief washes through her; theres nothing she can do. Shes embarrassed but cant stop it happening. Tears make glossy streaks in her thick cake make-up. Im relieved for her that the shop is empty. Shes a private person; I know how she hates this extravagant public display.
 Im going to bring you a drink, I tell her. You just sit there till youre ready. Weve got all the time in the world.
 I go to the back room and make her a coffee. Her grief has got inside me; my hand shakes, holding the spoonful of coffee, the soft brown powder sifts down.
 Shes grateful. She wraps both her hands around the mug, as though needing something to cling to, as though the world seems insubstantial to her. She tells me about her husband. He was diabetic, hed been taken into this nursing homeit was just for a week, shed felt she needed a resthow could she have been so selfish? They didnt do his blood sugars properly, not as shed have done. Its all her fault he died
 I listen, not saying much, not comforting her, or telling her that everythings OK: I know that wouldnt help. And when weve chosen the wreath, I take her to the back room so she can tidy her face, because I can feel that matters to her.
 Bless you, she says when she goes.
 Her grief hangs around in the shop for a while, pressing down, a heaviness. I think of my mothers death, of sitting in the crematorium chapel, feeling that empty swing of sickness through me, thinking about her life and all its limitationsthe bitterness that had never left her after my father walked out: and that now it would never get better, now she was out of time. The bleakness of that.
 We close at five-thirty. We mop and tidy up, and I peel off my soggy gloves and hang them by the boiler.
 You get yourself an early night, says Lavinia as we leave.
 Im all right, I tell her.
 Her eyes rest on me a moment, but she doesnt say anything more.


    




    
 			CHAPTER 3

There are several different routes to Sylvies nursery. I take the one that goes down Newgate Road. I know I shouldnt do this. The decision is made somewhere deep inside me, almost without conscious thought.
I park a few yards from the house. The darkness is thickening; no one will see. Im invisible here, a faceless person, a shadow in the street. I wind my window down an inch; theres a cold scent of autumn, a tang of smoke and rotten leaves, and the high, sharp bark of a fox. I tell myself Ill only stay a moment.
The blinds are still up in the drawing room that faces onto the street, and tawny lamplight spills across the paving in the garden. Tonight Im lucky: Dominics car is here; he must be at home. In the room, you can see all the things that Claudia has chosenthe subtle grey shades of the walls, the sketches in thin metal frames, on the mantelpiece a single orchid, of a cool watery green. The room seems so enticing in the mellowness of the light. I suddenly feel how cold I am, sitting here, still chilled from the day. I wrap my arms tight around myself to try and stop myself shivering. I feel a deep, dangerous loneliness.
As I watch the drawing room, Charlie, their son, saunters in. Hes still in his school uniform, but rumpled, his shirt hanging out. Hes tall now, visibly taller every time I see him, coltish, his hands and feet too big for him, a pale thatch of hair on his head. He looks around vaguely for something, then ambles out of the room.
I feel the quick fever of excitement that always comes over me here. I wonder if I will see Dominic.
But its Claudia who comes in. She walks right up to the window, which is a little open, and leans out, her arms on the sill. If she looked really hard she might see me now, but Im sitting quite still in the shadowand anyway, would she even know who I am? Does she know about me and Sylvie? Dominic never told me, theres so much he never said. She lingers there for a moment. Maybe like me shes just breathing in the scent of rot and bonfires, the smell of approaching cold that paradoxically seems so full of promise. Then she closes the window and reaches up to pull on the cord of the blind. Her head is back, and briefly the lamplight catches on the arch of her throat and the bright blonde fall of her hair. Shes thin; she has a figure that speaks of Pilates classes and always being a little hungry: her arm looks angular, stretching up, the amber brightness gleaming on the bony curve of her wrist. Then the blind slides down.
I watch for a moment longer. Theres another shape in the room now, a shadow choreography behind the blinds. But the shapes are vague, indeterminateits Charlie again, perhaps, or Maud, their daughter: I cant tell whether Dominic is there. I think of this life of his that I am excluded fromthat I was always excluded from, even when we were closest. The everydayness of him that I know nothing about. What hes like at family mealtimes, or at dinner parties with friends, or kicking a football around with Charlie in the garden. I never knew him doing any of these things. I knew him only as a lover: tender, passionate, curious, in those lavish afternoons wed spend together in my bed, when Id feel a complete, exact pleasure in his insistent fingers, his easy, deep slide into me, the sweet assiduous movement of his mouth. Or cool, closed-off, rejecting, in that terrible moment at the Alouette, the moment we couldnt get back from. Id been taking antibiotics for cystitis, but I hadnt known that antibiotics could interfere with the pill. I told him I was pregnant, saw the instant retreat in his eyes. Cold crept through me. His look told me everything: his narrowed eyes, the way he stared at me as though I were his enemy. I knew the whole thing was fractured before he started to speakexplaining in his measured voice that of course Id want to get it done privately, that he knew a good gynaecologist, that naturally hed pay.
A familiar nausea rises in me. I sicken myself. I cannot live like thisparking near his house, ringing him just to hear him on his voicemail. Looking in on another life that isnt mine, that can never be mine. This is wrong, I know that. Im bitterly ashamed of it. Id never admit to anyoneKaren, Laviniathat I do this. I try to move on but nothing seems to work for methe introduction bureau, the speed-dating evening at Crystals nightclubnone of it gets me anywhere: no other man seems quite real. Theyre too young, too insubstantial, they dont overwhelm me as he did. I have to make myself like them, check off their good points. Like with a man I met at Crystals, who seemed to have an interest in me, I spelt it all out in my headhis perfectly ironed white shirt, his floppy Hugh Grant hair, his smell of soap and cologne. Trying to convince myself.
I resolve that this is the last time. I promise myself I will never do this againnever, never. I drive off rapidly, but the nausea doesnt leave me.
 		   

 		 	At the nursery its Beth who lets me in. Shes arranging the childrens artwork on a table ready for home time. Shes Sylvies favourite assistant: she has curly hair haphazardly pinned up, and warm brown eyes.
She smiles at me.
Sylvies in the story corner, she says. Ohand I think Mrs PB wanted a wordshe told me to tell you.
Theres a scurry of anxiety at the edges of my mind.
Has Sylvie been OK?
Beth makes a little rocking movement with her hand.
So-so, she says. You knowmost of the time.
I know shes trying to smooth something over.
I go into the Garden Room. There are alphabet posters, and trays of toys in gorgeous fruit-gum colours, and the warmth is welcome after the chill of the streets. I always love to come to Little Acorns. Our life may not be perfect, but in sending Sylvie here I know I have done my best for her.
The children who havent yet been picked up are on cushions in the story corner: one of the assistants is reading them Where the Wild Things Are. Its a favourite book of Sylvies, with its fabulous monsters at once predatory and amiable, but she isnt paying attention. Shes hoping for me; she keeps looking towards the door. As I go in, she comes running across the floor towards me. But she doesnt fling herself on me, the way another child might. She stops just in front of me and I kneel and she reaches her hands to my face. She gives a theatrical shiver.
Youre cold, Grace.
I wrap her in my arms. She smells so good, of lemon, gingernuts, warm wool. I breathe her in and for a moment I am completely happy. I tell myself, This is where I should be livingin the present, with Sylvienot always looking behind me and longing for what I cant have.
Ah. Ms Reynolds. Just who I wanted to see.
Mrs Pace-Barden is at her office door. She has cropped, greying hair and dark conservative clothes. Theres something wholesome and vigorous about her; I always imagine her as a hockey teacher, urging recalcitrant young women to keep their minds on the game.
She bends to Sylvie.
Now, Sylvie, I need to have a word with your mum. Would you go and get your coat, please?
Sylvies fingers are wrapped like bandages around my hand. I sense her reluctance to let go, after a whole day without me. I dont know what will happenwhether shell do as shes told, or instead just stand here, mute and clinging, with her opaque, closed face and her fingers clenched around mine. Karen once said to meexplaining why she likes to stay at home with her children: The thing is, you know your own children inside out, like nobody else doesyou know just what their triggers are. I mean, Lennie hates having her food mixed up and is horrible after chocolateand Josh used to have this thing about heads apart from bodies You always know how theyre going to react Saying it with the certainty that Id nod and say I agreed. And I thought, But I dont, I dont know, not with Sylvie.
But this time its OK, she holds on just for a moment, then heads off to the cloakroom. She must have been using pastels; her fingers have left a staining like ash on my hands.
Now, why I wanted to see you, says Mrs Pace-Barden. Im afraid we had a bit of a scene with Sylvie again today. Shes lowered her voice, as though anxious to save me from embarrassment. It was when the water-play came out. Unfortunately Sylvie can be rather aggressive when she gets upset
I feel a hot little surge of anger. Ive told them over and over.
You know shes scared of water-play, I say.
Of course we do, says Mrs Pace-Barden. And we took that into account, we were careful to see she was on the other side of the room. But, as Im sure youll appreciate, we cant stop the other children from enjoying a full range of activitiesnot just for one child. Im sure you can see that, Ms Reynolds.
Yes, of course. Shame moves through me.
To be honest, I just cant figure her out. Im not often defeated by children, but this Some unreadable emotion flickers across her face. We need to talk about it. Wouldnt you agree?
It isnt a question.
Yes, of course, I tell her.
Id like to make an appointment for you to come in, she says.
But Im not in a hurry. We could talk about it now.
Id really rather have a proper discussion, she says. I think we owe that to Sylvie.
Her seriousness unnerves me.
Perhaps a fortnight today? she says.
I know this isnt negotiable.
We fix the time. She goes off to her room.
Sylvie comes back with her coat and slips her hand into mine, and we go out into the foyer.
Now dont go forgetting your picture, Sylvie, says Beth. She turns towards us, holding out the drawing. Its one of her houses, she tells me.
I glance at ita house in pastel crayons, precisely placed in the middle of the page. Just the same as every day. Shes been drawing houses for several months, and she draws them over and over. Theyre neat, exactly symmetricalfour windows, a chimney, a doorand theyre always bare and unadorned. Never any peoplethough she knows how to draw stick people now, with triangle skirts for the women and clumpy big boots for the menand never any flowers in the garden. Sometimes she draws blue around the house, not just for the sky, but all around, a whole bright border of blue, so the house looks like its floating. I said to her once, Its such a nice house in your picture. Does anybody live there? But she had her closed look, she didnt tell me anything.
I hold the picture by its corner: pastel smudges so easily. We say goodbye to Beth and go out into the night.
 		   

 		 	In the middle of the night I wake, hearing the click of my bedroom door. Im afraid. Just for an instant, a heartbeat, taking in the shadow in my doorway, dark against the crack of yellow light from the hall, I think that someone has broken in, that someone is looking in at mea stranger. I cant make out her face, shes just a silhouette against the hall-lightbut I can see the shaking of her shoulders as she sobs.
Im drenched with sleep; I cant get up for a moment.
Oh, sweetheartcome here.
She doesnt come.
I put on my bedside light and drag myself out of bed. My body feels heavy, lumbering. I go to her, put my arms all around her. Her skin is chilly; she doesnt feel like a child whos just tumbled out of a warm bed. Sometimes in the night shell kick off all her covers, however securely I tuck her duvet in around her, as though her dreams are a struggle.
She lets me hold her, but she doesnt move in to me. Shes clutching Big Ted to her. Her face is desolate; she has a look like grief.
What did you dream about, sweetheart?
She wont tell me.
She moves away from me, makes to get into my bed. I slip in beside her, wrap her in my arms.
Its all over, I tell her. The nightmares over. Youre here with me now. Everythings OK.
But shes still shuddering.
Its not real, Sylvie, I tell her. Whatever you saw, whatever happened in your dream It didnt really happen, it was only a dream.
Her eyes are on me, the pupils hugely dilated by the dark. In the dim light of my bedside lamp, theyre a deeper colour than usual, the elusive blue-grey of shaded water. The terror is still on her. When she looks at me, its as though she isnt seeing me. Nothing I say makes sense to her.
I try again, needing to say something, anything; hoping my voice will soothe her.
Thats what a dream is, I tell her. Its something your mind makes uplike a picture-show in your head. Sometimes a horrible one. But its gone now, its over. It doesnt mean anything.
The front of her pyjama jacket is damp from all the crying. I feel I ought to change it, but shes starting to quiet; I dont want to rouse her again. I stroke her hair.
This is the real world, sweetheart. You and me and Big Ted and our home and everything
Quite suddenly the tension leaves her. Her hand thats clasping the teddy bear eases open, her fingers are lax and fluid; her eyelids flutter and close. I want to say, Why do you do this, Sylvie? Why are you so unhappy? But shes asleep already.


    




     			CHAPTER 4

On Saturday something cheering happens. Even the timing is perfectbecause Sylvie and I are about to set off for Karens: if hed rung a moment later, wed have been gone. This timing is a good omen.
Now, am I speaking to Grace Reynolds?
A mans voicelight, pleasant, with a smile in it.
Yes, I tell him, a fragile hopefulness flaring up in me.
Grace, its Matt. We met at that weird evening at Crystals, remember?
Of course I remember.
Grace, to get to the pointId love to take you out to dinner. If youd like that.
Id like it a lot, I tell him.
Great. He sounds relieved, as though it matters.
We fix the time, the placenext Thursday, and we will go to Welford Place. Its a restaurant by the river Ive sometimes driven past; it used to be a gentlemens club. Quite different from the Alouette, I guess: no red-checked cloths or accordian music or menus scrawled on a board. I imagine silkily ingratiating waiters, and a silver trolley thats heaped with indulgent desserts.
I cant recall if I told him about Sylvie; its probably best to make sure.
Ill have to fix a babysitter. For my little girl, I tell him.
Of course, Grace. Look, just ring if theres a problem.
I put down the phone and stand there for a moment. I remind myself of his white linen shirt and the hair falling into his eyes; I remind myself I liked him. I have a
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