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For Erik





April is the cruellest month, breeding

Lilacs out of the dead land, mixing

Memory and desire, stirring

Dull roots with spring rain.

(T. S. ELIOT)








PROLOGUE

A woman screams in the dawn. But it is silence that rises from her bed, a strangled cry that vanishes like the fading fragments of a dream.

She longs to wake.

It starts quietly, a simple journey to the past. She is in the passenger seat, a familiar blue car, her mother’s hands in leather gloves, a drive through country roads. A house appears in the distance, a tree-lined approach, grass that shines a flawless green.

A scene change: time jumps. The car has vanished, her mother gone. She is walking towards the house, the trees closing their branches into the darkening canopy of a forest.

Reality is shifting, the edges ripping. It is an oil painting transforming into the weeping paint of watercolour.

Maybe she can stop, root her feet into the road, turn around, go home. But she keeps walking. This is the only way she knows.

It is coming for her. She can sense it stir, an uncoiling from somewhere deep inside the house.

A reptile, its body thick and sinuous. She can feel the pulse of its breath, how it matches the beat of her heart. Its face hardens into view.

It comes closer, so near she can see flashes of fire in its lidless eyes. The corner of each enamelled scale is sharp, shining like mother-of-pearl.

The serpent flares up from the ground and the woman’s fear screams into life. Awake now, the creature moves fast, finding her feet, the ground beneath her, the weight of her limbs. It is growing from her legs, circling and writhing above and around her, connected completely.

Its jaws are open, a mouth stretching wide. The serpent is unravelled.

The attack is sudden: first her head, next her shoulders, her body, her waist. It consumes her whole.

They become one: a serpent and a woman bound beneath the green armour of scales.

Every night it comes to her; there is only one way to make it stop.




The doctor closed the door, returned to his desk and pressed the record button on his Dictaphone.

‘4 March 1963 – Westbrook, 11am.

‘Mrs Evelyn Westbrook arrived at today’s appointment fifteen minutes before our scheduled start time. Miss Simmons answered the door as usual, and I continued reading through the notes from last week’s recording. I found myself distracted by her early arrival. Sometimes these things mean nothing, a patient hurrying to get out of the rain. At other times, they mean everything. I couldn’t help but think about what happened between us last week.

‘Today, she positioned herself on the same corner of the sofa and, as always, she took a while to speak, glancing around her as though checking no one else was in here with us. I noticed her gaze linger on the clock above the door. She must have been surprised to see that it was still a few minutes before eleven o’clock. Sometimes I find small changes can be helpful in disrupting the cyclical thoughts and barriers that patients create.

‘After everything she had told me last week, how much more open she had been, it was disappointing to see her discomfort today, how anxious she looked, the words she was trying to say eluding her. So, I suggested a more directed approach – a word association task to help her identify the troubles she was having in speaking how she felt. She was willing to try, though I was wary of the tightness in her lips as we began. I worried she was going to attempt to control and moderate everything she said.

‘Her responses, plus the time she took to speak, any hesitations, signs of distress, are recorded in my usual projective testing folder. However, there was one response that struck me as being worthy of particular attention.

‘The word was “sex”. Always a difficult one for patients, particularly women who are not used to speaking openly about such things, especially with a man. She looked up at me then and asked me to repeat the word. There is no judgement, I said to her. I told her that she was safe with me, that she should let herself say the first thing that came into her head, she did not need to fight it, not here with me.

‘It was only a whisper, but there was no mistaking the word she said.’





CHAPTER 1

Evelyn Westbrook had looked forward to the party all week. She needed this tonight, a reminder of how life used to be, before she was married, before everything changed.

And perhaps it was working. As the taxi pulled up outside the shop, Henry leant over and kissed her on the side of her neck.

A hot cloud of cigarette smoke closed around them as they stepped inside from the bitter cold. The party was to celebrate the opening of a new clothing store on the King’s Road, and the room was already packed with guests shouting to be heard through the music and the laughter and the loud cries of greetings. Evelyn was glad to be able to shrug off her coat, revealing her bare arms in a new silver shift dress. The weather this winter was atrocious, intense waves of cold, not even the city centre escaping the snows and frosts, windows frozen on the inside in the mornings and treacherous sheets of ice on every pavement. The worst weather in two hundred years, everyone said. It was all people seemed to talk about, ever since the first snowfall on Boxing Day. Evelyn was sick of wearing the same practical clothes: she wanted to throw away her sturdy boots and tear her thick woollen stockings into shreds.

Henry mixed her a too strong concoction of gin, vermouth and Campari from the bar, a makeshift wooden plank that balanced across two stools, and they moved together between the mannequins and rows of bright dresses and blazers that hung along metal racks, returning twice to refresh their glasses from the sticky bottles and melting ice cubes. There was an easy energy between them, the argument from the night before forgotten. It suddenly seemed so silly to Evelyn, a trivial nonsense, and she blamed herself for putting Henry through all that drama. The argument had been over something his mother had said to her; but it was unimportant now. It was Henry, not his mother, she had married.

But then somehow they had separated and she found herself among a group of women, a few she remembered from her modelling days, but most of them brand new and fizzing with the strain of trying to fit in and to stand out. A difficult performance to maintain, Evelyn knew, but she missed it all the same.

It was a relief when her friend Lionel led her out of the crowd to a corner where they could talk, but too soon he was gone, called away by a fellow jewellery designer, and she was alone again. Without Henry or Lionel by her side, she felt at the edge of it all, too many new faces, youngsters who seemed to half-recognize her but could not quite place where it was they had seen her before. Her fingers itched for a cigarette, a sure sign she was anxious. Smoking at parties was how she covered her nerves, the unhurried activity of pulling out the cigarette, asking someone to light it for her, the rhythmic movement of her hands.

Evelyn was only twenty-seven years old. But tonight she felt ancient and her hopes for the night were quickly evaporating. She stood silently as she listened to three girls in matching burgundy skirts talk about their latest magazine shoot, a frozen, miserable experience in a wood outside of London. They described how many layers of make-up they applied to stop their skin turning red from the cold, the photographer bellowing at them when they shivered during the shoot. Despite her own memories of similar situations, freezing toes and bitter winds in outfits unsuitable for frost-coated fields, Evelyn had felt a painful spasm of longing.

Her last booking had been two weeks before her wedding day and she had cried on the way home, the taxi driver glancing anxiously at her in the rear-view mirror. Henry spoke about the end of her modelling career as though it was a liberation, an opportunity to escape the long hours, the early starts, travelling with the constant burden of a suitcase packed full of make-up, brushes, combs, rollers, stockings, bras, the aggressive demands of the photographers, the cancelled jobs just hours before a shoot. But even with all these trials, she had loved her work. She missed the satisfaction of earning a living, her own money to spend as she wished. And there was nothing like the thrill when a camera captured the curves and shadows of her body, her aching muscles trembling to be still, the pleasure of seeing the end product, her skin adorned and glowing in the permanence of a two-dimensional image. She loved the fashion awards and shows too, the appraising eyes of the audience, the first steps onto the stage when all heads would turn to her, the parties afterwards where, as a model, she was never alone.

But now all that had disappeared. She was a married woman, no longer one of the bright young girls with their daring haircuts and eye-catching outfits. Evelyn was struggling to understand where she fit in this loud, dazzling group.

She found Henry by the bar. A cluttered mess of tumblers, mostly dirty now, whisky bottles, orange peel, ice melting in a silver bowl, Evelyn looked at it all and felt that longing again. A desire to turn back time.

Henry was laughing loudly with two men, both magazine editors Evelyn recognized from her working days. Cigarette smoke drifted in the air between them. Nestling against her husband, Evelyn wrapped her arm around his waist. When the two men turned back to the bar, she whispered to Henry.

‘Are you ready to leave?’

He nodded. Hand in hand, they wound their way between the guests, collecting their coats from the rack next to the door.



Their home in Pimlico was supposed to be Evelyn’s pride and joy. When they moved in after a two-week honeymoon in France, Evelyn’s friends had processed through every room, exclaiming in astonishment at the size, the light, the two spare bedrooms, the wardrobe already stuffed with Evelyn’s clothes, the kitchen with all the newest cooking appliances, wedding gifts still in their boxes on the countertop. She had been excited then, sharing her friends’ joyful curiosity for the direction her new life was taking, a life of picking out paints and curtains and cushion covers, a life of central heating that worked and a husband to take her out for dinner and love her every day. One man. Not the unsatisfying parade of boys who she hadn’t even wanted, not really.

But tonight, when Evelyn and Henry closed the door on the bitter winter weather, salt from the road sticking to their shoes, Evelyn could not conjure that same passion. Married now for nearly two years, Evelyn was frustrated by how quickly the novelty of her new life had lost its shine.

When she turned on the light in the kitchen, the yellow tiles looked dull and domestic, and the familiar sound of Henry filling a glass of water from the tap made her feel tired. She tried to shake the feeling away by wrapping her arms around her husband’s waist, pressing herself into his back. His shirt was damp, but she didn’t mind, her hands moving lower to his belt.

Turning, he kissed her forehead and took her hands in his.

‘Upstairs?’ he said. It was a question that seemed to offer a promise of more. And yet Evelyn felt the low tug of disappointment, the spontaneous passion she needed to lift her mood vanishing fast. But she nodded, leading the way up to their bedroom. Reaching the top of the stairs, she turned, extending her hand to draw him to her.

There was only empty space, devoid even of shadows, no husband following her up the stairs.

When Henry finally joined her, she had nearly given up on him. She watched from the edge of the bed as he pulled off his trousers, folding them neatly over the back of a chair. Placing his shoes at the bottom of the wardrobe, he lingered there, fastidiously rubbing a mark off the leather with his handkerchief. Evelyn stretched out one leg, studying the long pale gleam of her skin in the dim lamplight.

She longed to find a way to make him come to her. If only he would look at her, truly look at her. She wanted hunger and urgency. She wanted desire. For two years she had tried to make him touch her in new ways, guiding him towards those parts of herself he knew nothing about. There would be moments of connection, fleeting sensations that gave her hope. But then, too soon, they’d return to routine, the same predictable motions ending with the same predictable frustration.



He got into bed behind her and she turned, crawling up the mattress until she was next to him. Slipping beneath the covers, she touched his chest, finding calm from the regular beat of his heart. Henry had a beautiful body, a sturdy athleticism left over from his days of school sports and National Service. Evelyn loved looking at him, how safe it made her feel to be close to him. He caught her watching sometimes, when he was getting changed for work in the morning and she was lying in bed. When they were first married, he’d wink at her in the reflection of the mirror on their bedroom wall, and she’d blush, pretending to hide her face in embarrassment. That playfulness – she longed to get it back.

Henry took her hand and kissed it, his lips at her wrist.

‘Have you thought about our conversation?’ he said, and Evelyn felt her heart lurch.

‘I thought we could wait a little longer,’ she replied, trying to keep her voice calm. ‘There’s no rush, is there?’

Evelyn’s thoughts had, in fact, been dominated by their conversation, an endless cycle of indecision. It frightened her how quickly she’d considered giving in to him, even though it was not what she wanted. This was not a new discussion, but there had been a different intensity to his words recently. She worried it would not be long before his reluctant patience darkened into anger.

She pressed her pelvis into the side of his thigh. A distraction, anything to remind him that it was she that he had married, Evelyn, not a phantom baby who did not even exist. He sighed, barely perceptible, but Evelyn could feel it in the depression of his chest, a balloon deflating.

Reaching across to the lamp, he pulled on the cord, plunging the room into darkness.

‘Goodnight, baby girl,’ he said, finding the corner of her lips for a quick, chaste kiss.

And then he was gone, turned away from her, his shoulders forming a block in the dark. Evelyn blinked, her eyes slowly becoming accustomed to the night, the shapes of the room reforming themselves into grey and fragile shadows.



Once Henry’s breath had loosened into the even rise and fall of sleep, Evelyn slipped out of bed, wrapping her dressing gown around her.

To sleep was impossible. She knew the nightmare would come to her again and she could not face it, not tonight.

As silently as possible, she descended the stairs, turning on no lights, instead letting the street lights of Pimlico filter in between the curtains. Taking a tiny key from an ornamental silver bowl, she unlocked her writing desk, the one Henry had bought her as a wedding gift with its pretty compartments for letters and pens, and pulled out her sketchbook. She lowered herself onto the rug in the middle of the room, her legs crossed and her bare feet tucked beneath her thighs.

Opening a new page, she closed her eyes, settling into the sensation of the pencil pressing lightly onto the paper. It was too dark to draw anything neat, so she sketched without looking at the page. Breathing deeply and letting her hand guide her, she thought back to the party, to her conversation with Lionel, to the decision she had made.



Lionel Diallo was always able to tell when something was wrong, not an obvious problem like the temperature being too cold or the photographer getting carried away with the physical impracticality of a pose. No, it was more that he could dig deep beneath her smiles and her make-up, sensing when she was too afraid to speak out. It was Lionel who had saved her many times when she was young and trusting and too keen to impress on those early jobs they did together.

And it was Lionel, a gifted designer himself, who had encouraged Evelyn to try jewellery design. It was he who had taught Evelyn how to harness her love of art and fashion, how to develop the precise skills of a designer, guiding her on types of metals, jewels, the avant-garde new methods of jewellers who combined precious metals with commonplace materials, how to conjure the dynamism of the creations with paper and pencil. She had taken a course at Goldsmiths, learning the basics of silversmithing, which helped her work to cross the border from sketches into detailed, meticulously planned designs.

But for Evelyn, with her marriage and all the changes it brought, the fantasy of designing jewellery with Lionel had come to an end. It was not possible to continue, not when everything else in her life had moved in a new direction.

Lionel had taken her by the arm when he saw her at the party, ushering her to the back of the shop where two small changing rooms were hidden behind thick red velour curtains. Extracting the drink out of her hand and placing it next to him, he had sat opposite her on the wooden floor of the changing room, the light from the party spilling through in dim red streaks. She imagined that he was a fortune teller in a circus tent, the music from the record player dampening into the strange magic of the air around her. Lionel’s eyes found hers through the dark.

It wasn’t long before she was telling him about the nightmare, her terror every time she woke, the cold sweat that seeped into the sheets. It always started differently: sometimes she was travelling in a car, other times she was packing a suitcase, once it was an obstacle course like the ones she used to do in the dreaded physical education lessons at school. Last night, she was on the school stage, walking up to collect a prize.

She shivered, unsettled by the throbbing pain in her chest that had grown as she was speaking.

‘That sounds terrifying. How many times have you had this nightmare?’

‘Nearly every night. It began a few months ago, but I don’t know what, if anything, starts it. I just know that it is making me afraid to sleep.’

‘I have an idea,’ Lionel said, handing Evelyn back her drink, the condensation dripping onto her leg. ‘A friend of mine, Theo, has been seeing a psychologist. His closest friend died, and he has struggled with the grief, especially when many people didn’t know their friendship was so important to him. His parents can’t understand why he has sunk into such a bad place.’

‘I’m sorry,’ Evelyn said. ‘That sounds difficult. But is the psychotherapy helping?’

‘I believe so. And my friend did mention that this particular psychologist is doing a research paper on symbolism in dreams. Apparently he asked Theo if he could use one of his dreams as a case study.’

Evelyn played with the fold of the changing room curtain, testing the softness of the fabric. She knew she needed help if she was to be able to escape from the nightmare. And there were the other problems too, the ones she hadn’t told Lionel, anxieties far more real than a serpent writhing through her dreams. The ones about Henry, her fear of having a child, the painful visceral panic she felt when she imagined a baby growing within her, the birth control pills she took, obsessively, every morning, despite Henry’s pleas for her to stop.

Perhaps this psychotherapist could help her with that too, give her the courage she needed to move on with her life, to give Henry the baby he wanted, to be calm at last.



Standing and moving to the window, Evelyn peered at the page of her sketchbook, adjusting her eyes to the pool of light that shone down from the nearby street light. Her pencil strokes were uneven, some thick and dark, others barely marking the page. She had drawn the long neck of a woman, just the tip of the chin and the sloping lines of the collarbones in the faintest of pencil. Wrapped around the neck were scores of little circles. She examined them again, trying to work out what it was she had drawn. The shapes were familiar, their meaning just out of touch. Squinting a little, she looked at the drawing afresh.

She knew exactly what these were: four thick rows of pearls pressed tightly into the skin.

Shutting the book abruptly, Evelyn sighed, frustrated. She knew that necklace. She hated it; and she resented the disappointed look Henry’s mother had given her when she refused to wear it on her wedding day, how the one time she did wear it to the opera with Henry and his parents, she had felt as though the air was being sucked from her lungs. A pearl choker, the precious family heirloom, the chains of motherhood, obedience, the safety of following the path of least resistance. Yet she had welcomed the gift when Henry’s parents first presented it to her at their engagement dinner. It was only after Ruth Westbrook asked Evelyn if she was looking forward to giving up all that mucking around in front of a camera that her excitement at taking her place in the Westbrook family had darkened into a breathless panic. But Evelyn, then, was too wrapped up in her feelings for Henry to think to challenge him when he persuaded her that his mother didn’t mean it.

Evelyn ripped the page out of the sketchbook.

As she walked upstairs, she tore the drawing into shreds, white strands of paper falling around her ankles. Tomorrow, she thought, she’d tidy it all away.





CHAPTER 2

A receptionist let her in, guiding her around the corner to a sleek wooden bench that lined one wall of the waiting area. It was the stillness that Evelyn noticed most, the doors to consulting rooms closed and not a sound slipping beneath them. The building felt empty, asleep, and it seemed to Evelyn as though she had left behind the reality of the outside world, entering instead that strange vacancy before the beginning of a dream.

It was only when the neat clip of the receptionist’s heels broke the silence that Evelyn found something real to grasp on to, and she was able to take in her surroundings. The receptionist’s desk was next to the front door, around the corner from the waiting area, and it was disorientating to Evelyn not to be able to see her. She had barely looked at the woman when she’d arrived. Too nervous to do her usual thorough assessment, what she did notice was that the receptionist was young and pretty, and that she smiled brightly with a strong red lipstick that reminded Evelyn of the Max Factor make-up she used to wear in the fifties when she was preparing for a day at a catalogue shoot.

Extricating a magazine from a wooden rack to the side of the bench, Evelyn tried to distract herself. It was a recent edition of Vogue and she felt a faint tug of disappointment that it was far too new for her to be featured in any of the advertisements.

Today, when she looked up, she did see an image of herself, but this time it was a reflection in the mirrored door of a wooden cabinet, her body carved up into the neat squares of the glass. Wearing her coat and a large woollen scarf, she had not warmed up from the bitterness of this January day, and there was a red mottling on her cheeks as though she was slowly and unevenly starting to thaw. She had walked the entire way, an excuse to get out of the house as early as possible. By the time she arrived at Upper Wimpole Street and was ringing the bell of the attractive Georgian town house where the psychologist held his clinic, she was frozen, the soles of her feet stiff and numb.



Lionel had called her the day after the party with the details of his friend’s psychologist, and Evelyn had set up the appointment immediately, before she changed her mind. She was to be a private patient, paying in cash, she told the receptionist on the call. The thought of explaining to Henry what she was doing was a step too far, so cash payments, drawn from her career savings, were essential. But she was willing to try anything to sleep calmly. And maybe, too, for Henry to turn to her again.

And now, less than a week later, she was here in his waiting room. The telephone call with Dr Daley, once the receptionist had put her through, was brief and formal and she had been relieved that he did not try to ask her any of the details of her problems over the phone. She did not know if she would have found the words to speak them, not from her living room with all the smiling photographs from her wedding day surrounding her, the cushions she had chosen with Henry, the soft trappings of domesticity.

Unbuttoning her coat and removing her scarf, she tried to arrange herself more attractively. Her hair was tied loosely in her usual half-ponytail, backcombed a little on the crown to emulate her idol Brigitte Bardot, and the ends were curled under. She looked untidier than she would have liked, the blonde layers around her face falling in her eyes. A smudge of black eyeliner had broken its bounds, and she dabbed at it anxiously, leaning forward to see the mirror more clearly.

At eleven o’clock exactly, a door opened nearby and the sound of footsteps travelled down a corridor towards her. She glanced up at the man walking into the waiting area, uncertain whether this was her doctor or a patient leaving an appointment. Dr Daley had explained to her on the telephone that this clinic was used by a number of psychologists, and that she may encounter other doctors and patients in the waiting room. It was reassuring how careful he was to put her at ease, to explain what to expect from the appointment, how to get there, who would let her in, where she would wait. He told her he was a clinical psychologist with a doctorate from University College London, and while it was true that he was conducting research on symbolism in dreams, their appointments would be confidential. On the call she had thought it was unnecessary how many details he was giving her, but now she was grateful.

The man smiled as he reached her.

‘Mrs Westbrook,’ he said. So this was Dr Daley. She stood and smiled too, offering her hand in greeting.

To her surprise, he did not lift his hand in return. Instead he clasped his hands lightly in front of him, his eyes fixed on hers.

‘Shall we?’ His smile was kind and if he had noticed her awkward attempt at a handshake, he did not reveal it.

He led the way, and she walked behind him, terribly conscious of the squeak of her Oxford flats on the wooden floorboards. She tried to focus on him instead, a trick she had learnt to ease the nerves of a new job, concentrating on the tics and eccentricities of the photographer when her poses were becoming tense. Dr Daley’s shoes were also squeaking, she noticed with a disproportionate sense of relief. They were black ankle boots, one of his trouser legs partially tucked in at the back. He was wearing cream trousers and a collarless jacket, chequered red and brown.

Evelyn found herself staring at his hair as they walked along the corridor, trying to work out its colour: a deep dark brown, nearly black, that tinted auburn when he passed underneath the ceiling lamp. With thick and tight curls that fell untidily towards his shoulders, as well as the dark shadow of a beard, there was something just a little animal about him, she thought. Long hair on a man had always interested her, how deliberate it was, a refusal to conform to the unspoken rules of society. It was rare for the male models she had worked with to have long hair, most of them sticking to the safe choices of side-partings, a quiff or pompadours, or even a bowl cut if they wanted to be a little more daring. And then there was Henry with his regular trips to the barber, the neat trim of his hairline a product of his boarding school days of cadet corps drill practice.

‘You take the sofa,’ he said as they entered the consulting room.

Evelyn’s gaze flicked over the room: all neutral tones, wooden furniture, a leather sofa with a matching armchair opposite, cream curtains hanging either side of the window, a light net curtain covering the glass. Evelyn could just make out a small garden at the back, a patch of frozen grass that surely never saw any sun. A desk was tucked into the corner, a row of books across the back.

She wasn’t sure what she’d expected. A girl she used to work with, Bethany Graham, had seen a psychologist, ‘to be analysed’, she’d called it, rolling her eyes in self-mockery. It was her father who’d made her go, though Evelyn had never found out the reason why. Bethany had described how four times a week she’d lie on a couch while a psychoanalyst sat on a chair just behind her head, so she couldn’t see him. She could hear him making notes every time she stopped talking.

Dr Daley was standing in front of the armchair, waiting for her to be seated. She sat down gingerly, perched far forward on the cushion. Surely, she thought, he would tell her if she was supposed to lie down. After the embarrassment of her greeting, she did not want to get anything else wrong. She placed her handbag and coat next to her, still clutching her scarf. In the silence that followed, while Dr Daley waited for her to settle, she realized she was grasping it tightly, twisting the fabric into an untidy mess. She relaxed her grip and moved her scarf onto the pile with her coat and bag. The room smelt good, a mixture of mint and eucalyptus, and she let the scent soothe her. It made her think of her mother, those steaming bowls of water and mint essence when Evelyn had a cold.

‘Shall we start with you telling me a little about why you are here today?’

He had a low voice with an accent she found hard to place. British, she thought, but with an American inflection that came through in the way he rounded his ‘r’s. His voice, she had thought on the telephone call, had reminded her a little of an English teacher from her schooldays. She had fond memories of Mr Martin, newly graduated and on exchange from Princeton University. Young and full of energy, Mr Martin seemed so different from their other teachers, all women who at the time Evelyn had thought of as ancient and old-fashioned. Mr Martin often read to them in lessons, poems and short stories that set her imagination alight.

Today, however, seeing Dr Daley in the flesh, it was to another time, another voice, another man, that her mind seemed to travel. But she pushed the thought away. That was not why she was here.

Evelyn nodded. She had practised this, thought about how to frame her problems, how to make it clear why she needed help, without sounding deranged. It was a difficult balance to find: she didn’t want him to think she was wasting his time speaking to a bored housewife with a bad dream, a privileged woman who simply needed to embrace her marital duties and put her hysterical nightmares to bed. Nor did she want him to think she was insane.

‘I am here,’ she said in the words she had rehearsed, ‘because I would like to be able to settle into my marriage. I have some problems that are, I think, stopping me from sleeping.’

Already, the sentences were slipping away from her, and she nodded again, gathering herself together. ‘When I married my husband nearly two years ago in March 1961, everything was perfect, a new and exciting life with the man I love. I was sad to give up my job, but Henry didn’t want me to continue with it. I was a model, you see, and the lifestyle wasn’t suitable for a married woman, according to Henry.’

She looked up at Dr Daley, searching his face to see how he was responding to her. It was difficult to know how much she should say. But there was nothing in his expression to help her.

‘Very few of the other girls were married, at least not to someone like Henry: too much travelling, and I know he didn’t like some of the working conditions.’

‘What didn’t he like about them?’ Dr Daley probed.

‘The demands of the photographers, I guess, and the long hours, me traipsing around London with my A–Z. And how I wouldn’t really know what I was going to be asked to do until I got there. It worried him.’ Evelyn could see Dr Daley was about to ask another question, but she ploughed ahead. There was so much she could say about her old career, but that wasn’t why she was here.

‘I accepted his wishes because I was in love and excited about the changes ahead. We had a wonderful honeymoon, moved into our beautiful home, and continued to do all the things we enjoyed when we first met and were courting.’

‘What sort of things?’ Dr Daley said. Evelyn was noticing the way he guided her out of vague statements; he wanted to know exactly what she meant, but Evelyn resisted. She would much prefer for him to work things out for himself.

‘Oh, you know, parties and dinners and seeing friends. Weekends drinking too much and lazy Sundays, just the two of us.’ Evelyn blushed, looking down at her hands. It wasn’t necessary to tell him about Henry’s insistence that they wait until they married to have sex, how Evelyn hid so much of who she was, how she moulded herself into the woman Henry wanted her to be.

‘And something changed?’ he prompted.

‘It was a gradual change. At first I barely noticed it, this nagging sensation that there was a gap in my life. I tried to counter it by going out more, visiting galleries, shopping, seeing my friends, regularly dropping into the flat where I used to live with my friend Diana, spending time with her like we always used to. But I’d always have to leave in time to get home for Henry returning from work. He wanted me to learn to cook, you see. I thought he was joking when he brought up the subject. I could cook just fine. But he wanted me to cook the way his mother cooked, carefully selecting ingredients, wasting nothing, conjuring these miraculous dishes that she had made even during the rationing of the war. I had no interest in spending longer than necessary in the kitchen.’

Evelyn smiled at him, shaking her head with a nervous laugh. He smiled back at her, the tiniest of nods, and she felt her shoulders relaxing.

‘Before I married, I lived with my best friend, in a little flat near Sloane Square. Diana and I have been friends since childhood. Diana is always working: either she’s teaching, or writing, or training teachers, or attending lectures on child development at the Tavistock clinic. Our cooking was completely chaotic, but that was our preference.’

Evelyn paused, sighing. She was getting distracted and she knew she sounded exactly like a bored housewife. Here she was, apparently seeing a psychologist because she didn’t want to cook.

She glanced up and met Dr Daley’s gaze. He was looking at her intently, no sign at all that he thought she was being ridiculous, wasting his time with her petty problems. That look in his eyes, it gave her the confidence to continue.

‘But then Henry started talking about trying for a baby. He wanted me to stop taking the birth control pill but I couldn’t bring myself to do it.’

Evelyn could feel that blush creeping up her neck again. She focused her gaze on the fireplace to the left of Dr Daley, the grate replaced with a large, smooth ornamental stone.

‘Can you tell me how Henry reacted to your decision?’

Evelyn was thankful for his prompt, the guidance she needed to feel that it was acceptable to tell him more.

‘He was a little upset, I think. But he wasn’t too concerned. I guess he thought that I just needed another month or two, that I’d be ready soon. But when he asked again, I still didn’t want to have a baby.’

Evelyn’s hands drifted to her stomach. Without thinking, she pressed them into her dress, gathering the soft wool between her fingers. ‘In fact,’ she continued, ‘the thought of it fills me with dread. And I don’t know why. I’ve always loved babies. When I was younger I used to enjoy imagining myself with a family. Now that the possibility is right in front of me, it all feels completely different.’

‘And is this creating difficulties for you and your husband?’ he asked. Evelyn nodded. She knew she should explain that her goal in coming to psychotherapy was to learn how to tidy away these concerns. Dr Daley, she hoped, would tell her how to find happiness in her married life, exorcizing her nightmares at the same time. She wanted to know how to embrace motherhood with all the excitement expected of her. But she suddenly felt exhausted, as though even the act of saying this goal out loud was demanding too much. Slumping back against the sofa, she closed her eyes, trying to find the will to continue.

When she opened her eyes, Dr Daley was watching her. As she briefly caught his gaze, she realized that he wasn’t making any notes. His hands were empty and there was no notebook on his lap. It was comforting, she found, to be able to talk to him without the barrier of a notebook between them. Somehow that would have changed it all, made her nervous about what he was choosing to write down on the page.

She tried again, pulling herself forward so she was leaning over her legs, her elbows resting on her thighs. It was a gathering together, this physical change that drew her back into the moment.

‘I want to be able to give him a child, I do. But I resent how quickly I have become, I don’t know, not enough for him. When we met, when we married even, we loved to be together, weekends spent with no one else but each other. We were all we needed. He didn’t mind my carefulness with birth control methods then. I think, maybe, he was relieved that he didn’t need to deal with it himself.’

‘So he was happy to use contraception at the start of your marriage? And before?’

Evelyn blushed again.

‘We didn’t sleep together before we were married.’

Dr Daley waited, silent, no apology for the assumption of his question. In the seconds that followed, Evelyn was surprised to realize that she wasn’t offended. Rather, it was helpful. Once again he seemed to be giving her permission to say what she needed, no restrictions, no boundaries.

‘I must have been one of the first women in the country to be prescribed those pills. It was the end of 1961, just after a Christmas spent with Henry’s family. We’d been married for nine months already, but I knew I wasn’t ready to have a child. I think I worried Henry would start suggesting I should stop using the diaphragm. And so I wanted something else, a safety net I suppose. I was afraid that my doctor would refuse to prescribe to me, that I wouldn’t have a good enough reason. But I was lucky. Not every doctor would have asked so few questions.’

‘Did you tell your husband that you were taking these contraceptive pills?’

She looked up at him, trying to hide her astonishment. It was frightening how quickly he had asked exactly the question she found most difficult to answer.

‘No. Not immediately. I continued using the diaphragm, but I was taking birth control pills, too.’

‘How long did this go on for before you told Henry?’

‘A few months, I think. I did tell him eventually, when I was ready.’

It wasn’t a lie, not really. She had told Henry, but only because he’d found the pot of pills hidden in her underwear drawer.

‘And how did he react?’

‘He understood,’ she said, too quickly. He had not understood, not at all. They had argued for days, and she was certain the discovery had accelerated his attempts to persuade her to try for a child. The only way he could trust her again, he seemed to imply, was if she gave him a child.

Dr Daley nodded, but a faint line had appeared between his eyebrows. Evelyn could not repress the shiver that ran down her spine. She knew he did not believe her.

‘It is certainly something important for us to think about together, if you would like to, that is.’ He glanced up to the clock above the door and Evelyn followed his gaze. She felt a little burst of panic. It was forty-five minutes into the appointment and she had not even mentioned her nightmare. She braced herself. She couldn’t leave without talking about it.

‘There is another reason I am here,’ she said, determined. Dr Daley nodded encouragingly and she spoke fast. ‘I have been having a recurring nightmare where I transform into a serpent and then consume myself.’

She paused, doubt overwhelming her. Even though Lionel had recommended Dr Daley for his interest in dreams, she worried he would laugh at her. Here she was, an anxious housewife wasting his time with her fantastical dreams.

‘That sounds very frightening.’

There was something about the way he said those four words that loosened a knot within her. Without any warning, her eyes swelled with tears and her face crumpled. The tears were fast and hot.

She reached for her bag, overwhelmed by a desire to cover her face and dry the tears. It was a relief to find a handkerchief folded neatly inside. As she lifted it to her eyes, she shook her head firmly and tried to push away that unsettling rush of emotion.

Dr Daley waited, the silence building again. Evelyn could feel her mind straining, desperate to find a sound on which to anchor her thoughts. But there was nothing, just a silent space in the gap between doctor and patient.

He seemed to sense, without looking, that the clock had reached eleven-fifty. The appointment was over.

‘We are going to have to stop now,’ he said. ‘But let’s return to this next week, if you would like to continue meeting with me?’

Evelyn nodded. She had barely started. ‘Yes, I would like that.’

He stood, opening the door for her while she gathered her belongings. As she left, saying a brief thank you, she couldn’t help feeling like a child who had overstayed their welcome.

The receptionist met her at the front door, opening it and ushering her out onto the street. The young woman said something to Evelyn, complimenting her handbag maybe or perhaps just a comment on the weather, but she forgot what it was as soon as she stepped outside.

Crossing the street, a freezing wind biting her skin and obstacles of dirty snow lining the pavement, she turned and looked back at the building. The door was shut and the curtains of the front room were drawn. But part of her was still inside, trying to find order in all the things she had said.





CHAPTER 3

Evelyn took extra care with the dinner that night, picking out Henry’s favourite wine and lighting a fresh set of candles. She had trawled through recipe books in the afternoon, searching for a dessert that might conjure the ideal combination of indulgence with home-cooked comfort. Sometimes Evelyn suspected that the way to her husband’s heart really was through food. He was obsessed with meals, in the same way that all men who have spent their lives in boarding schools, university halls, National Service, and then Whitehall, are drawn to the reassuring regularity of an institutional canteen.

‘Good carrot cake, Evelyn,’ he said as he cut himself another slice. ‘Mum used to make this during the war. It was always delicious, despite having less sugar.’ He swirled the tip of his fork into the cream cheese frosting. ‘And definitely none of this icing.’

Evelyn tried to suppress her sigh. Of course his mother’s cake was perfect, even with the challenges of rationing. Evelyn, too, had grown up with a no-waste attitude, but she had never managed to master the effortless ease with which Henry’s mother ran her home.

In the months leading up to their wedding, Evelyn made half-hearted attempts at learning how to be a good wife. Diana had dutifully tried to help, but they both found it impossible to be serious. Back then, there was no sign that Henry would expect his wife to be a devoted homemaker. If only she’d paid more attention: his mother was evidence enough of what was to come.

It was not only the homemaking. There was sex, too, how different it would be from Evelyn’s previous experiences. Diana and Evelyn managed to find an old copy of Married Love by Dr Marie Stopes, and read out extracts to each other in the evenings, until their laughter became too much and they had to stop. When Stopes wrote of the necessity of knowledge and training to be able to achieve mutually pleasurable sex, Evelyn had not worried. Henry would know what he was doing. And she was not exactly new to sex herself.

But when it came to their wedding night, and they’d arrived at their hotel in the foothills of the South Downs, the pleasure of anticipation came to a disappointing end. As Henry pulled himself out of her, a self-satisfied haze in his eyes, her mind had drifted back to that little book, those words of warning she had assumed were not meant for her.

And yet she did have hope. They had their whole lives to discover one another, to find the right touch to make their lovemaking what she believed it could be. She remembered those lines from the book, how it often took several years for couples to discover the delightful results of marriage. But it also said that ‘a noble frankness would save much misery’. There was no such frankness with Henry. Rather it was a courtly but predictable dance with occasional and fleeting attempts to introduce a new, wilder rhythm.

While she had imagined that his tales of adventure in war-torn Cyprus during his National Service were indications of an inner vitality and worldly experience that would emerge when he finally allowed himself to hold her naked before him, she soon realized this was far from the reality. Henry was educated on order and routine, the rhythm of a school bell punctuating his day. As head of his house at a traditional British boarding school, he thrived on drill practice, cadet corps kit inspections, the satisfaction of a perfectly polished pair of boots. When his National Service demobilization came around in 1956, transferring into the Civil Service had suited him perfectly. Evelyn found his annotated copy of The Handbook for the New Civil Servant on his desk one day when they’d just married. This orange booklet of rules and regulations must have been a comforting replacement for the customs of his school days.

Although the start of their sex life had not been what she expected, Evelyn never gave up. She often thought about the first time they met, a chance encounter in the foyer of Sadler’s Wells Theatre. They’d chatted in the box office queue as they collected their tickets, Evelyn adding a special edition pack of Olivier tipped cigarettes for 3 shillings and 10 pence, and then they found themselves seated side by side in the stalls. Henry’s sisters were on the other side of him, too absorbed in one another’s conversation to notice their brother’s attention shifting to the woman on his right. His presence had dominated her thoughts, as though if everything collapsed around her, he would be there to hold her. Stravinsky’s opera-oratorio Oedipus Rex was simply a dramatic pulse beneath her alertness to Henry at her side.

She’d introduced him to Diana two weeks later, a supposedly spontaneous but in truth highly orchestrated meeting in a Sloane Square café. Diana said afterwards that she’d known instantly he was right for Evelyn. It was the look of genuine concern on his face when Evelyn told a story of a recent audition at an obscure studio an hour’s bus ride out of the city. She described how she’d wandered in a growing panic through deserted streets, her trusty A–Z street atlas failing her, and how, when she finally arrived, there were already thirty girls waiting to be seen. Her agent had been mistaken: this wasn’t a modelling job at all, rather a cattle-call audition, with Evelyn rejected and sent home after one brief glimpse from the casting manager.

‘He looked exactly as your father does when you tell him about your London adventures,’ Diana said later that night, the two women applying cold cream to their cheeks in front of the bathroom mirror.

‘What look is that?’ Evelyn replied, smiling at the thought of seeing Henry again the next day. He had tickets to the ballet, so different from the men who took her to alcohol-soaked house parties and showed her off to their friends, the men who didn’t even try to hide their perverse delight in her stories of demanding photographers and daring outfits.

‘The way he looked at you,’ Diana continued, ‘it was a mixture of wanting to murder the man who rejected you, and wishing he could wrap you up in his arms.’

They had failed to foresee that this endearing protectiveness would morph into a depressingly traditional expectation of the roles of husband and wife.

And now, with Henry barely touching her, she had no opportunity to draw him close. She did not know what she could say to challenge him, not when he behaved with such gentlemanly politeness, always respectful, little gestures of love like the flowers he bought for her on his way home from the office, how he praised her attempts at making the house attractive, how he kissed her when he walked through the door.

It was this patience, this promise of a gentle, tender romance, that had first drawn Evelyn to Henry. Diana was right: he was more like her kind, predictable school teacher father than the young men she met at parties.

‘You’re beautiful,’ he told her at the end of their first dinner date together, the two of them walking slowly towards Covent Garden Underground station. Many men had said those words to her over the years. When she was a child she was too young to understand, but she had learnt quickly, too quickly, what was expected in return. Turning to look up at him then, she waited for his words to harden into a kiss, a change of direction, maybe a night club, a dark, hidden corner of the street. But there was nothing, no expectation for more, no suggestion that now she should thank him with her body.

That was the allure, she guessed, to feel she was enough for Henry exactly as she was. Evelyn longed to recapture those early days, back when Henry adored how different she was from his mother and his sisters, a bolder sort of marriage than the model provided for him at home.

Sometimes she wished she was more like Diana, unconcerned by whether she was doing the right thing to make men like her. But then Diana’s sexual education had been so entirely different from Evelyn’s. Diana was more interested in the way things were changing for women, taking every opportunity to challenge the conventions passed down from their mothers. She had queued for hours to be admitted into the public gallery of the Old Bailey to hear the Lady Chatterley’s Lover court case. Evelyn couldn’t help laughing when Diana returned and told her of the prosecutor’s horror that anyone would let their wife or servants read such an indecent book.

Wife or servant. It had interested Evelyn that the prosecutor would place them in the same category.
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