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A violet bed is budding near,

Wherein a lark has made her nest:

And good they are, but not the best;

And dear they are, but not so dear.

Christina Rossetti


It’s shortly after six o’clock on a Sunday evening. I’m sure of the time because I’ve just listened to the headlines on the radio.

Sleet spatters the windscreen. I’m driving through low countryside, following the occasional fingerpost toward the A road and London. My headlights rake the drizzle, passing their silver glow over gates and barns and hedgerows, the ‘closed’ signs hung in village shop windows, the blank muffled look of houses cloistered against the winter evening. Very few cars are out. Everyone is at home, watching TV, making supper, doing the last bits of homework before school tomorrow.

I’ve taken the right fork out of Imberly, past the white rectory with the stile. The road opens up briefly between wide exposed fields before it enters the forest. In summer, I always like this part of the drive: the sudden, almost aquatic chill of the green tunnel, the sense of shade and stillness. It makes me think of Milton’s water nymph, combing her hair beneath the glassy cool translucent wave. But at this time of year, at this time of day, it’s just another sort of darkness. Tree trunks flash by monotonously.

The road slides a little under my tyres so I cut my speed right back, glancing down to check on the instrument panel, the bright red and green and gold dials that tell me everything’s fine; and then I look back up and I see it, just for a second, caught in the moving cone of light.

It’s nothing, but it’s something. A shape through the trees, a sort of strange illumination up ahead on the left, a little way off the road.

I understand immediately that it’s not right. It’s pure instinct: like the certainty that someone, somewhere out of immediate eyeshot, is watching you.

The impulse is so strong that before I’ve even really felt a prickle of anxiety, I’ve braked. I run the car into the muddy rutted margin of the road, up against a verge, trying to angle the headlights in the appropriate direction. Opening the car door, I pause and lean back in to switch off the radio. The music stops. All I can hear is the wind soughing in the trees, the irregular drip of water on to the bonnet, the steady metronome of the hazard flashers. I shut the door behind me and start to walk, quite quickly, along the track of my headlights, through the damp snag of undergrowth, into the wood. My shadow dances up ahead through the trees, growing bigger, wilder, with every step. My breath blooms in front of me, a hot white cloud. I’m not really thinking of anything at this moment. I’m not even really scared.

It’s a car, a big dark car, and it’s on its side, at an angle, as if it is nudging its way into the cold earth, burrowing into it. The funny shape I saw from the road was the light from its one working headlamp projecting over a rearing wall of brown bracken and broken saplings. In the next few seconds, as I come close to the car, I notice various things: the gloss of the paintwork bubbled with raindrops, the pale leather interior, the fact that the windscreen hasn’t fallen out but is so fractured that it has misted over, become opaque. Am I thinking about the person, or people, inside? At this moment, I’m not sure I am. The spectacle is so alien and so compelling that there’s not really any space to think about anything else.

And then I hear a voice, coming from within the car. It’s someone talking, quite a low, conversational tone. A sort of muttering. I can’t hear what is being said, but I know it’s a woman.

‘Hey – are you all right?’ I call, moving around the car, passing from the glare of the headlight into blackness, trying to find her. ‘Are you OK?’ I bend to look down into windows, but the dark is too thick for me to see in. As well as her voice – which murmurs and pauses and then starts again, without acknowledging my question – I can hear the engine ticking down, as if it’s relaxing. For a moment I wonder whether the car is about to burst into flames, as happens in films, but I can’t smell any petrol. God, of course: I have to call for an ambulance, the police.

I pat my pockets in a panic, find my mobile and make the call, stabbing at the buttons so clumsily that I have to redial. The operator’s answer comes as an overwhelming, almost physical relief. I give her my name and telephone number and then, as she leads me through the protocol of questions, I tell her everything I know, trying hard to sound calm and steady, a useful person in a crisis. ‘There’s been an accident. One car. It looks like it came off the road and turned over. There’s a woman in there, she’s conscious; there might be other people, I don’t know, I can’t see inside. Wistle-borough Wood, just outside Imberly, about half a mile past the Forestry Commission sign – up on the left, you’ll see my car on the road, it’s a red Fiat.’

She tells me help is on its way and I hang up. There’s quiet again: the trees creaking, the wind, the engine cooling. I crouch down. Now my eyes have adjusted, I can just make out an arm, thrown up against the side window, but the light is so dim that I can’t see any texture on the sleeve. Then she starts to speak to me, as if she has woken up, processed my presence.

‘Are you there?’ she’s asking. She sounds quite different now. There’s fear in










































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































Harriet Lane has worked as an editor and staff writer at Tatler and the Observer. She has also written for the Guardian, the Telegraph and Vogue. She lives in north London.
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The Story Behind Alys, Always

When the idea for Alys, Always came along (and it arrived suddenly and quite complete one spring afternoon as I sat in a garden watching my husband playing football with the children), I recognised it straightaway. I knew it meant business. This could be interesting, I thought as I hurried inside to get my little orange jotter. I wonder if I can make it work.

If things had panned out as they were meant to, would I have written a novel? Probably not. In my old life, the itch to write had been scratched, fairly satisfactorily, by my career as a journalist; and in any case I had no time. But in 2008 I was diagnosed with an auto-immune disorder affecting my optic nerve, and since then my sight has been balanced on a knife-edge, stabilised (mostly, not always) by handfuls of pills. I’d loved my work, but now I was losing that too. It was, in a way, a double bereavement.

I still needed to write. It was a sort of ache. Someone told me about a local creative-writing course. I hadn’t attempted fiction since school, but I turned up one Thursday lunchtime, sick with shame and  nerves. The room was half full: a yoga teacher, some retired ladies, a girl with plaits curled around her ears like Princess Leia. Once I’d got over the embarrassment (what was I doing, sitting around, making stuff up?), I felt excited. Alive. Liberated from something. We weren’t being taught as much as being given permission to think differently.

Suddenly stories were everywhere. In class, I wrote about motherhood, domesticity, GPs’ waiting rooms: the current inhibiting boundaries of my world. ‘Oh, Harriet,’ said the tutor after a few months, ‘I do wish you’d get out of the kitchen occasionally.’

When the outline of Alys, Always came to me in the garden, I grabbed hold of it precisely because it had so very little to do with my life. It was a chance – yes! – to be someone else for a change, someone who starts off powerless and gradually discovers she can exert some control over events after all. It was, I suppose, a peculiar kind of wish-fulfilment. So I wrote the book for that reason; and because it made me happy; and because (most mysteriously, most unexpectedly of all) I found I could.


For Discussion


	What does the Christina Rossetti epigraph lead us to expect in Alys, Always?

	‘I do my best reading in cafés. I find it hard to read at home, in absolute silence.’ Why is that, do you think?

	Why does Frances take Polly’s umbrella?

	‘Maybe it’s not really lying if you barely know you’re doing it. It should be true. It’s the way it should be, in an ideal world.’ What does this tell us about Frances?

	Is being a good listener a dying art?

	How does Frances feel about Alys?

	‘Sometimes it seems we all live in the same places.’ What does Frances mean by this?

	‘I’m always affected when I see people unable to gauge a situation.’ How are you affected in a situation like that? What do you feel?

	To what extent is Alys, Always about control?

	What is chasing Frances in her dream?

	What do you think of Laurence?

	‘I understand people, their ambitions and desires, their fears and weaknesses.’ Is Frances right to be so confident?

	‘I’m confused by the way this makes me feel: should I be gratified to see her go, or should I be offended that I’m unfit to use her things? It’s hard to know what to think.’ Why does this confuse the usually secure Frances?




In Conversation with Harriet Lane

Q  The idea for Alys, Always came to you very quickly – where did it spring from, do you think?

A  It was a combination of factors which had probably been knocking around in the back of my mind for a while. I heard (second- or third-hand) about someone who came across the scene of an accident and was asked by the paramedics to sit with the injured driver, who later died. Some time later, there was contact with the bereaved family. I kept thinking about this. There was something in it that really gripped me. The moment when I saw a story in it came, I think, when I put that fragment together with an atmosphere, the place Frances comes from, the place she wants to escape. The story then crystallised for me into: what if a certain sort of person found herself in this situation? What might happen?

Q  Have the terrible problems you have had  with your eyes changed the way you physically write, and if they have, has this changed your writing?

 

A  No, thankfully I am still able to read and write without difficulty. I just need strong light or a large font. I suspect that as I’ve become more aware of what I have lost or have to lose, I’ve also become a more ‘visual’ writer than I might otherwise have been. Someone said that while reading the book she was struck by the quality of light in it. I thought that was interesting.

Q  Do you like Frances?

A  Ah, that’s tricky . . . I do know that while writing the book I absolutely loved her company. Every day I’d spring out of bed thinking, ‘Oh goodness, I wonder what on earth she’ll get up to today.’ She thinks and does the things I generally don’t allow myself to, and I find that a bit thrilling. But, you know, she’s complicated. She shocked me sometimes. Still, despite all this, I guess I feel for her. As a friend said to me, ‘Well, look what she’s up against.’

Q  What aspects of Alys, Always are you most pleased with?

A  I like Frances’s voice. As soon as I found it, I thought: Oh, OK, this could be fun. I like her sharpness, her mercilessness. I’m also pleased with the slow reveal. I like that Frances’s character is revealed incrementally (which is, after all, the way we get to know people in real life: in stages, as different aspects of their personalities come into the light). Hopefully, this contributes to a general air of unease.

Q  Silence or music while you write? If music, who do you listen to?

A  I wrote Alys, Always in a garden, mostly, in the summer: no R3, no 6Music, just birdsong and distant traffic. But thinking about it, there is a piece of music that I’ll always associate with the book: ‘A Forest’ by The Cure. It has a fantastic atmosphere: mysterious, uneasy, urgent. That summer I became obsessed with it (to my family’s irritation). I suppose I used it to make myself feel a little tense and on edge before I started to write, or while I was mulling over ideas.

Q  What authors do you admire and why?

A  I get a real kick out of books that leave space for you to make up your own mind: where something dawns on you, perhaps, or where you realise that things aren’t quite as straightforward as you imagined they were. I like the unsettling sensation of being made to question my initial assumptions about character or what I’m being told. So, books-wise: Kazuo Ishiguro’s Never Let Me Go, Zoë Heller’s Notes on a Scandal, David Vann’s Legend of A Suicide, Sarah Waters’ The Little Stranger. And I keep going back to Patricia Highsmith and Shirley Jackson for the way they use quite plain language to create a powerful atmosphere of dread. You don’t know exactly what’s going to happen – but you know it won’t be good.

Q  What comes first for you – plot or character?

A  I can’t really separate them.

Q  The last few questions are the type ‘you’re never meant to ask’ – why not?

A  When doing journalism, I always asked those questions! The nitty-gritty, the mechanics and rituals of writing: they’re interesting, aren’t they? They give you an ‘in’. I used to love that series in the Guardian Review on writers’ rooms. But some literary people are snobby (or superstitious) about that sort of thing. Frances is, anyway.

Q  What’s your most treasured possession?

A  A portrait painted by my grandmother. It’s an oil painting of a rather severe-looking woman in black, with a beaky nose. We call her Mrs Danvers. There’s an atmosphere to it which I love. You just know there’s a story there. There’s a family story that goes with it, of course, which is pretty good in itself. But the painting has a life beyond that, too.

Q  What single thing about you would surprise us the most?

A  I’m really nothing like Frances.

Q  Does Frances change through the novel?

A  I think that’s open to interpretation. Does she change, or are different aspects of her personality revealed as events unfold? Over to you . . .

Q  Any clues about your next book – any snippets for us?

A  I have a few vague ideas, but I guess I’m waiting for the moment of combustion. For the last few years, I’ve mostly been working off the kitchen table, which hasn’t been ideal, but I’m pleased to say I’ve recently rearranged everyone’s bedrooms, and the upshot is that finally I have a study of my own, with a door I can shut. So this feels like a step in the right direction.


Suggested Further Reading

Rebecca by Daphne du Maurier

The Chimney Sweeper’s Boy by Barbara Vine

The Talented Mr Ripley by Patricia Highsmith

The Ambassadors by Henry James

A Vicious Circle by Amanda Craig




Read on for an exclusive look at Harriet Lane’s new novel, Her

Published June 2014
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Two women;

two different worlds.

Emma is a struggling mother who

has put everything on hold.

Nina is sophisticated and independent –

entirely in control.

When the pair meet, Nina generously

draws Emma into her life. But this isn’t

the first time the women’s paths have

crossed. Nina remembers Emma and

she remembers what Emma did …

But what exactly does Nina want

from her?

And how far will she go in

pursuit of it?


Nina

It’s her. I’m almost sure of it.

It’s late afternoon, a Friday towards the end of July. I’ve just left the off-licence with a cold bottle wrapped up in paper, and I’m crossing the square, thinking about the afternoon’s work, whether I’m getting anywhere or whether it’s going to be yet another dead end. The sky, through the shifting canopy of plane leaves, is still saturated with heat, and the golden air is viscous with pollen; but it’s tainted, too, with the disquieting scent of the urban summer: the reek of exhausts and drains and sewers, the faraway stench of the ancient forgotten streams that seep through the rocks and silt deep beneath my feet.

I’m thinking about that exact shade of violet – wondering if I’ve got it quite right against the greens and muddy browns – when I see her. She’s on the other side of the square, stooping a little, reaching out to a toddler. The sensation of it, of finding her there in front of me after all this time, is almost overwhelmingly powerful: like panic, or passion. I feel my hands curl into fists. I’m very conscious now of my lungs filling with air, and then releasing it.

Quickly I change course, walking over to the community noticeboard and standing in front of it, as if I’m taking an interest in yoga workshops and French conversation classes, and all the time, while the scene unfolds right there in front of me, I’m watching her, noting the thin matelot top and the rolled-up jeans, the ugly German toe-post sandals they all wear around here, the hair hooked behind her ears.

I watch as she takes something out of her pocket, a tissue or a cloth, and spits on it and bends over the child, wiping its face. ‘Oh, goodness, Christopher, look at the mess you’re in,’ she says. ‘Ice-cream in your hair! How did you manage that?’ and her voice is still the sort that carries, so I hear how tired she is, the way she finds the words without thinking about them. When she tucks the tissue in her pocket and straightens up, I can see she’s pregnant, maybe four months.

The boy breaks free from her hand and staggers off unevenly; a rolling gait, a sailor’s, or a drunk’s. He’s reeling across the square towards me, and now I feel a moment’s terror: Emma’s heading in my direction, she’ll smile at me in a spirit of ersatz apology as she comes level, expecting me to be charmed by the boy, and maybe she’ll recognise me. Or maybe she won’t.

But then he saves me by falling over, stumbling on the gravel and pitching forward onto it, almost comically, like some creature in a cartoon, and in the dreadful moment of silence that follows this she moves swiftly and strongly towards him.

I walk away across the square, not looking back, as the high scream begins, and I’m thinking: Emma. It’s you. I’ve found you. And when I pay for the bread and cheese at the deli, my hands are trembling, just a little.

I go home. Without Sophie and Charles in it, the house feels exotically empty and novel, as if it barely belongs to me; it always takes me a few days to get used to solitude, on the rare occasion when I’m alone. Lenka has been and gone, leaving the scent of detergent and ironing hanging agreeably in the air. I wander through the rooms, opening windows and correcting Lenka’s corrections, switching the flowers back to the side table, removing the drinks coasters she has placed fussily under the candlesticks. In Sophie’s room, I find Henry curled up on the bed. He pushes his head against my hand as I bend over him, then lies back, patiently exposing his throat, allowing me to give him more attention. I oblige, and then I go to the chest of drawers and find the packet of cigarettes Sophie has forgotten about, hidden under her school jerseys.

I take the Cook’s Matches and a glass of the Sancerre out onto the terrace and sit there looking out over the garden, smoking. I haven’t smoked for several years, and the cigarette is stale and dry and burns strongly, with a sort of crackle, making me feel a little giddy and sick. The smoke drifts through the honeysuckle and the white poppies, whose papery petals will soon litter the grass.

Charles rings when I’m on the second glass, and I’m glad to hear his voice, glad of the distraction, so glad that I wonder whether to tell him, to try to put it into words.

He is in an expansive mood, on the verge of excitement: the flight was delayed, but he made the meeting by the skin of his teeth, and the pitch went well, he and Theo were the last team to go before the panel, and the contractor just rang to say they’ve made it on to the shortlist. ‘It’s a great scheme,’ he says, ‘A fantastic site, not far from the opera house. We could really do with landing this job. I’m going to stay out for a few days, speak to a few people, do some drawings. I can’t draw in the office, everyone’s on my case the whole time. Would that be OK with you, if I extended my stay?’

Fine, I say. We’ve nothing planned.

‘How are things with you, did Sophie get off OK?’ he asks, and as I say what is expected I’m wondering how to mention Emma – although I don’t know quite how to explain it; it’s more of a feeling than an anecdote – when he says, ‘Oh, just a minute, I’ll be with you in a minute …’ and then he says Theo’s turned up and they’re due somewhere for supper. So I say, fine, let’s speak tomorrow, and hang up.

Later, I lie there in bed and go back over the scene under the plane trees, analysing it, looking for clues, trying to remember what else I saw. She had a worn brown satchel on a long strap, which banged against her hip as she hurried after the boy. Her hair was lighter than it used to be: dyed, probably. The matelot top. The rolled-up jeans. The bronze sandals. It doesn’t seem enough.

After that, I’m a little on edge when I’m out in the high street or the park. I’m scared of seeing her, and I’m scared that I’ll never see her again.

Charles comes home. The state schools break up for the holidays; the roads empty. The sound of the neighbours laughing in their gardens keeps us awake at night.

My father calls from the house in the south of France: ‘Why don’t you and Charles fly over for a few days, Clara’s learned to swim.’ ‘Yes, yes,’ calls Delphine, a little way away, ‘Tell Nina we want to see her, don’t we, darling?’ There’s a rustling and scratching on the line, and now I can hear Clara’s breaths, her mouth against the receiver. ‘Is that you?’ I say. ‘Clara, is that you?’ And then my father takes the phone back and says, ‘Well, bear it in mind, you’d be very welcome, either here, or in Paris when we get back.’ I say how lovely, I’ll think about it, but we know this is where we’ll leave the matter. Nothing will come of it.

Sophie sends me duty emails, telling me about the work experience her father has arranged in a midtown art gallery, and throwing in the occasional joke about Trudy’s horror of dairy. Once a week I ring my daughter at the apartment, and if Arnold picks up there’s a little starchy conversation: she’s grown so tall, she has been making cupcakes with the kids, the Crawfords have invited them all to the Hampton Classic so could she stay on for a few days? If I’m especially unlucky I’ll get Trudy, with her up-talk, her noli mi tangere formality, her relentless chirpy competence. I’m afflicted with a hateful shame when I speak to Trudy, when I imagine her imagining me: the Englishwoman, the first wife, the rogue Mrs Setting. A woman who retains Arnold’s surname, ‘for professional purposes, apparently’. Of course, Trudy has kept her maiden name, both for her psychotherapy practice and for the social aspects of the life she shares with Arnold and their rigorously scheduled children, Astrid and Otto, whom Sophie calls the brats – though she finds them tolerable in smallish doses.

‘She paints a little,’ Trudy probably tells her friends. ‘I’m told she’s quite well known, in England.’

The weeks go by, rolling into deep summer. Emma, I imagine, has gone away, like everyone else: maybe to Dorset or Norfolk, maybe to Corsica or Crete. I picture her sitting by a stretch of glittering water in a sunhat and (her bump neat and firm) a practical navy one-piece, while her husband – with freckled shoulders and a few days’ worth of beard – takes a mouthful of beer and gets busy at the barbecue, observing that the charred bits add flavour.

So I stop watching for Emma, and it’s a relief to have the neighbourhood back, the freedom of my familiar haunts. I like London in the lazy grip of August: the empty streets spotted with shade, the grass in the parks turning sparse and yellow, the heat coming in hard shimmering waves off parked cars. I turn down invitations from Kate Farrar and the Sharpes, quite glad to be left alone with my work during the day and spending the evenings at home with Charles, eating supper outside as the dusk brings its cool down over the garden. Making the most of the peace.

During these slow hot weeks, as I walk to and from the studio, my mind has started to fill up with colour and texture: greys and browns and sometimes a startling blue. There’s a softness there, and a roughness too. A coldness. Something has started to happen.

As ever, when I feel this, I try not to think too hard about it, in case it vanishes into nothing. I’ve lost too many possibilities this way and those losses always hurt. I do my best to concentrate on the impulse, rather than its implications. For now, in the studio, the brush feels good in my hand and the canvases collect in the racks: the bands of earth and air and water. One sky after another, low indistinct horizons, the smudged bruised suggestion of the landscape.

Michael from the gallery drops in one morning and goes through the finished pieces, nodding and frowning with what I now recognise as approval. ‘You’re on a roll,’ he says eventually, standing back to look at one of the largest paintings, propped against the wall. ‘They’re very atmospheric. I like the way you’re dealing with the emptiness of the place.’

‘It’s a part of Kent I used to know,’ I say, spooning instant coffee into the mugs, and as I say this I realise it’s true: if it’s anywhere, it’s the marsh. Those broad expanses of scrub, the wind-whipped tussocks and trees shaped by the weather, the dark inlets and drainage ditches and channels pock-marked with birds. And somewhere behind all of this, under all of this, is the sea; and above it is the sky.

Because the work is satisfying, it’s a happy summer. Charles lands the Vienna job, and this fills him with relief and good humour. I doubt he’s conscious of it, but he’s glad Sophie’s out of the way. He does things he doesn’t often do: stopping by the Turkish greengrocer on the way home to pick up wooden boxes of flat white peaches (I prefer the cheaper orange-fleshed ones, though I keep this to myself), ringing me up to say he’s managed to get tickets for the Almeida or the Duchess.

Walking down Dean Street as evening falls, I’m as aware of his vague contentment in being here with me as I am of the sticky residual heat of the pavement beneath my thin-soled sandals. In the old days, he would have kissed me here, near a dark doorway that smells of piss. The realisation almost fills me with melancholy.

The relief of finding a new direction in the studio means my sleep is deep and luxurious. I’m spared the dreams. When I wake up, there’s a point to the day.

I try to put Emma to the back of my mind. But she won’t stay there.

It’s nearly September now. The sun has bleached most of the colour out of the city. At night, I’m woken by the sound of police helicopters wheeling round to the estates at the bottom of the hill. It’s a dangerous time of year: tempers are short. The open windows are an invitation to burglars.

Anything could happen.

I’m in the dry cleaners collecting a silk dress and some of Charles’s suits when I glimpse her through the glass. For a moment, she’s caught unseeingly in my reflection – tall to my slight, rosy to my sallow, bright where I am dark – and then she’s moving past while I stand there in the doorway. We’re so close that I can see the silver bangle on her golden wrist; so close that I can smell her, the freshness of the detergent on her clothes (a green cardigan over a pink linen shift, scuffed white plimsolls). Her hair’s loose this time, rather unkempt-looking, as if she hasn’t had time to brush it.

She’s pushing one of those big triangular buggies, its handles hung with hessian bags, and there’s the child, Christopher, ferociously constrained by the safety harness, his face set with resentment. ‘No biscuits,’ she’s saying briskly. ‘It’s lunchtime.’ When the lights change she crosses the road by the pizza restaurant, and I see the movement as someone seated in the window half-rises and waves at her. I feel in my bag for my sunglasses and put them on so when I walk past the restaurant a few moments later I can look in without anxiety. Emma is seated at a table with a few other women, and the kids are all in highchairs, throwing things on the floor, while the waiter stands back, smiling with pained tolerance, attempting to take the order.

I’d like to know where she lives.

Of course, it’s not the first time I’ve done it, but when I google her, the same thing happens: nothing comes up. She may have someone else’s surname now, but even in her historical incarnation she left no trace, lost among all the other Emma Halls. I shouldn’t judge her for this. We both came of age before the internet, so I can find no evidence of how she spent her teens or twenties or even her thirties, though really I don’t need the proof of what I’ve gleaned from these two brief sightings: the arts degree, the job in magazine editorial or publishing or possibly some sort of curatorial role, and then – just as she was beginning to despair – the chance to bolt, to try out a new life for a while. Transport systems, controlled crying, soft play and coffees in the park with the other older mothers.

Are you enjoying it, Emma? I find myself thinking as I unscrew the cap from the tube of purple madder and squeeze a shiny worm of pigment onto a saucer. Is your life the one you were due?

Sunlight slides relentlessly over the studio’s concrete floor. The metal-framed windows are open and a few storeys below people are talking, popping car boots and lugging things in and out of the storage unit opposite. I don’t have much of a view: the studio overlooks the black windows of empty workshops, a series of flat gritty roofs seamed with lines of asphalt, weeds colonising cracks in the brickwork.

I look up, into the white burning sky.
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