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Chapter 1

1964

In all failed relationships there is a point that passes unnoticed at the time, which can later be identified as the beginning of the decline. For Helen it was the weekend that the Hidden Man came to Westbury Park.

On Friday, she had been preparing the art therapy room for her favourite group of the week—Male Alcoholics—when Gil put his head around the door. Seeing that she was alone, he came in and sat on the corner of her desk, watching as she laid out paper, pencils, charcoal, and paints. A semicircle of easels was arranged around a still life—a wicker chair, draped in velvet cloth beside a table on which sat a vase of tulips, a milk jug, and a bowl of eggs. The doors to the two small side rooms, used by patients who preferred to work in privacy, were half open and he sent a glance of enquiry in their direction, which Helen answered with a reassuring shake of the head before he spoke.

“Kath is going down to Deal for the weekend with the children.”

“Really?” There had been false alarms of this nature before and Helen had learnt not to give in to optimism too far in advance.

He nodded. “Her god-daughter has just had a baby and she’s going down there tomorrow to . . . do whatever it is women do on these occasions. So . . .”

He stared at her with that burning look that he turned quite unconsciously on women of all ages, and his patients, both male and female. Helen had seen this phenomenon at work, but she liked to imagine that it contained a little extra intensity when it was directed at her.

“You could stay at mine?” she ventured. Even though they had been lovers for three years and he had found her a suitable flat and contributed to her rent with just this kind of opportunity in mind, it had been possible no more than half a dozen times.

“If you’ll have me.”

“Well, I suppose. If you don’t make a nuisance of yourself.”

This conversation took place across the width of the room and Helen had continued all the while to sort out materials for the forthcoming class. No one walking in on the scene would have suspected anything unprofessional in their manner. In the early days of their relationship, when passion made them more reckless, the art therapy studio and its side rooms were often used for assignations. Now, they were more careful, or perhaps less passionate. None of their colleagues, from the medical superintendent to the ward orderlies, had any inkling of the affair and if Helen had ever blushed or smiled more than somewhat in his presence, well, so did everyone else favoured by the full beam of Gil’s attention.

“I’ll be over after lunch tomorrow, then. Kath will have the car, so I suppose I’ll have to walk.”

He was thinking aloud, not fishing for a lift. Helen had no car—just a second-hand scooter, on which she rode the four miles from her flat in South Croydon to Westbury Park each day.

“Good. I’ll cook something nice, then. You’d better go. My men will be here in a minute.”

Gil nodded, raking his hand through his thick hair, which was mostly dark but streaked here and there with grey. By some sorcery of nature or grooming, it was always the same untidy length, just below the collar, but never seemed to grow longer or have been cut suddenly shorter.

“I love you,” he said and was gone, his footsteps echoing down the long corridor.

Helen tuned the radio to the Third Programme. A background of classical music, at a volume to soothe rather than stir, had proved to be the most conducive to an atmosphere of calm and concentration.

The room, thanks to her little touches, was the pleasantest in the entire hospital. The colourful mobiles, stirring gently on their fishing-line frames, the prints by old masters on the wall alongside paintings by the residents of Westbury Park past and present, dried flowers in a vase, screen-printed cushions, and an atmosphere of harmony and order were all her doing.

She put on her overall, a white coat just like the doctors wore, but smeared with paint and charcoal dust. The alcoholics were arriving in a pack as they always did, to avoid confronting art alone. They were quite talentless with pencil or paint and had originally signed up, Helen suspected, in the hope of nudes. The still life with milk jug and eggs had been a disappointment, but better than falling back on the imagination, which was treacherous terrain indeed. The chief attraction of the class was as a respite from the hours of group therapy which, along with disulfiram, formed the body of their treatment. In the art room there was no requirement to reflect on their addiction or talk about the misfortunes that had brought them low. Instead, they cheerfully mocked each other’s and their own efforts and were generous in their praise of anything more or less resembling its subject.

Helen’s purpose, as had been made clear at her interview, was to provide them with materials and space and to encourage free expression, but not to teach or diagnose or psychoanalyse or trespass in any way on the work of the medically trained professionals, like Gil. Today, she was distracted from performing even this modest service by thoughts of the weekend ahead. She had failed to share with Gil the complication that was now casting a considerable shadow over their plans.

Three weeks ago, she had accepted an invitation to a family dinner on Saturday night from her brother, Clive, and his wife. The event was to celebrate their daughter’s sixteenth birthday and had been in her diary and on her mind as something to look forward to. She was fond of her niece, Lorraine, who was gawky and lacking in confidence, and of Clive, too, up to a point. His wife, June, she just tolerated. Clive had even taken the unusual and thoughtful step of phoning her earlier in the week to ask if she would like their parents to pick her up on their way. She had refused the lift—her father was an erratic driver with a furious temper behind the wheel, and away from it—but confirmed her attendance. Now, she would have to pull out. It was always the way: Gil’s availability could never be counted on until the very last minute; hers was simply assumed. Only sickness would suffice as an excuse at such late notice and it would have to be something significant to justify cancellation.

In contemplating the deception that would soon be necessary, Helen started to feel the intestinal cramping and queasiness that often accompanied the contemplation of her moral failings. By the time she came to make the fateful call, it might very well not be a lie at all. The other possibility, that she should honour her original commitment and forgo the weekend with Gil, did not even occur to her.

Roland, one of the more diligent members of the group, beckoned her over, rousing her from her brooding. He had started his sketch without considering the layout of the page. Although the vase, jug, and bowl were arranged in a cluster on the table, on paper the same elements were spread out in a straight line, evenly spaced and untethered to any background. The eggs—tiny, flattened pebbles—floated freely above the two-dimensional bowl. It was like the work of a six-year-old, and yet this was a man who could operate a metal lathe in a workshop, fix every kind of motorcar engine, and bang out the chords of any tune you could sing on a pub piano.

“It doesn’t look anything like it,” he said, shaking his head. “What am I doing wrong?”

“You’re not doing anything wrong,” Helen said. “There’s no right or wrong about it.”

“But I want to get better or what’s the point?”

For a moment she wondered whether he was talking about his drawing or his addiction. If only he could be cured of the latter it hardly mattered whether he could draw tulips or milk jugs.

“If it’s the composition that you find difficult, perhaps you could focus on just one item.”

“Can I start again?”

“Of course,” said Helen, retrieving the sketch before he could crumple it into a ball. “Don’t destroy this one. We’ll put it in your folder.”

She was scrupulous and superstitious about preserving her patients’ work, keeping it long after they had been discharged. It was both respectful of their efforts and provided evidence of the value of the therapy. Her mentor at the hospital where she worked previously as a volunteer had been emphatic on this point. “You are not here to teach art and your patients are not here to produce art. They are here to get well. It is the process of painting or drawing or sculpting that can help with that. But you must still treat the outcome of that process with respect.”

It was an argument on this theme that had first brought her to Gil’s attention soon after her arrival at Westbury Park three years previously. Full of enthusiasm for her new role, she had begun by working long after her prescribed hours, cleaning brushes and palettes, sharpening pencils, wiping tables, decorating the studio in readiness for the next day. One evening, returning a rinsed coffee mug to the small room in a distant wing of the hospital where staff could go to make hot drinks or play cards on their break, she walked in on three orderlies sitting together weaving a rug.

They had arrived early for their evening shift and were filling the last few precious minutes before they were due on the wards. They glanced up as Helen came in and seeing from her painting overall that she was not a doctor and needed no special deference, ignored her and carried on their conversation.

Rug-making was one of the popular occupational therapies for patients and for a moment Helen smiled at the notion of the staff choosing to relax in just this way. There was something touching in it that spoke of shared humanity. These elevated thoughts withered abruptly as Helen realised that what they were doing was not making a rug, but unmaking one, pulling out the strands of wool with metal hooks and tossing them into a bag at their feet.

“What are you doing?” she asked, failing to keep a note of astonishment from her voice.

They turned as one and the spokesperson of the three, a solidly built woman with tightly permed curls, said, “We’re just unpicking this blessed carpet, so they can do it all again tomorrow.”

The other two laughed, not maliciously, but it was still a jangling affront to Helen.

“Why on earth would you do that?” Helen asked. She had promised herself she would keep her head down as a new member of staff, fit in, make friends, and avoid conflict, and already she was on the edge of a quarrel.

“We haven’t got enough wool for them to keep making more and more rugs. And where would we put them all? Anyway, they don’t care.”

Helen didn’t need to ask who “they” were. “Who told you to do this?”

“We’ve always done it,” one of the other women said, with slightly less confidence. “We just haven’t got the wool.”

“Right.” Helen took a breath and composed herself. In the uncodified but nonetheless unchallengeable hierarchy of Westbury Park, ward orderlies were (just) below her and it would therefore be unconscionable to berate them for doing no more than their job. She needed to go higher. “May I borrow this?” She indicated the bag of wool scraps. “I’ll return it.”

The three women nodded, humouring her. Helen could imagine the exchange of tutting and eye-rolling that would ensue as soon as she departed.

It so happened that Dr. Rudden’s office was the first that she came to as she stalked the corridors looking for somewhere to vent her frustration. They had not been properly introduced at this point, although she had attended a staff meeting at which he was present, along with the medical superintendent, psychotherapists, social workers, nurses, and occupational and physical therapists. She had noticed him only to the extent that he was the most handsome man in the room, from a field offering no serious competition, but he had mostly kept his head down, writing or doodling on a pad.

She knocked firmly—there was no point in timidity now; she needed to keep things on the boil if she was to carry this through—and a voice said, “Come in.”

He was sitting behind his desk, with his chair angled towards the tall windows, looking out onto the green lawns, where patients still wandered in the early evening sunshine. A cigarette smouldered in an overflowing ashtray, sending a column of smoke up to an already overcast ceiling. On the wall behind him was a print of Richard Dadd’s Titania Sleeping—a painting Helen knew well and would have remarked on, in other circumstances.

He swung his feet off the window ledge and stood up, raising his eyebrows in welcome. “Hello . . . ?”

“Helen Hansford.”

“Helen Hansford. The new art therapist. What can I do for you?” His voice was attractive, soothing, but she didn’t want to be soothed—yet.

“I’m in a bit of a rage, actually.” She held up the bag of wool. “I’ve just come across a group of orderlies unpicking a rug made by patients in OT so that they can do it all over again tomorrow. Were you aware of this?” She dropped the bag on an expanse of leather desktop undisturbed by paperwork of any kind.

He avoided the question, asking instead, “This offends you?”

“Yes. It offends me. It’s disrespectful to the patients; it belittles their efforts and it’s just poor practice.”

He nodded slowly. “But if it’s the process rather than the outcome that is therapeutic . . .”

“Even so, they should be able to see and enjoy the product of their work.”

With a motion of his hand, he invited her to sit down, but she shook her head. It was easier to remain indignant when standing.

“Perhaps if you think of it in the same light as doing a jigsaw or building a house of cards, where the satisfaction doesn’t come from the idea of creating something permanent—”

“It’s not the same at all!” She could feel her voice rising up the scale. “No one expects those things to last. But rug-making is a craft and a rug is a useful thing. It would look very nice in the day room.”

He looked at her through narrowed eyes for a long moment, as though her words warranted deep and considered reflection. The pause grew intimidating and Helen was the first to crack.

“And they were taking it apart with such relish. It made me wonder who was mad and who was sane around here.”

“Well, that’s a very healthy attitude to hold,” he said. “Though we don’t use the word ‘mad’ any more. Not of the patients, anyway.” He seemed to be enjoying himself. “If I can’t persuade you to sit down, do you mind if I do? My back is playing up.”

“Please, go ahead.”

He resettled himself in his chair, without releasing her from his gaze. “You’re quite right, of course. I agree with you.”

“In any case,” said Helen, who had not caught up with this surrender and didn’t want a valid point to go to waste, “has anyone bothered to ask the patients what they think?”

“You’re right. I agree with you,” he repeated. “What would you have me do? I suppose the problem is materials?”

“Yes. That’s what they said. I’m sure they were only trying to help,” Helen conceded, disarmed now in spite of herself.

“Always money,” he sighed. “Well, leave it with me.”

“Thank you . . . Dr. Rudden.”

“Gil, please.”

She left the office with a strange fluttering in her ears, her heart beating a little faster in her triumph. Already there was between them that invisible thread that joins two people who have noticed each other for the first time.

It was only a week later that Helen rode into the car park to find a green van with its back doors thrown open and a man unloading three-foot-square cardboard boxes onto the forecourt. She parked her scooter in its usual space and as she approached the van, she could see that one of the boxes had burst open to reveal bulging packets of woollen yarn. Charlie, the caretaker’s assistant, arrived dragging a porter’s trolley.

“Delivery for Dr. Rudden,” the driver said, pushing the last box off the back of the van.

“I don’t know where he’s going to keep it all,” said Charlie. “He’s not got a big office.”

“Take it to Occupational Therapy,” Helen said. “I’ll tell him.”

Although she had seen him from a distance in the mornings, sweeping up the drive in his Ford Zephyr—the mark of a spiv, according to her father—they hadn’t spoken since that exchange in his consulting room. Now, she made her way straight there to thank him, checking her appearance in the glass panel of the day room door as she passed. There was no reply to her knock, so she returned to the art room, disappointed.

He was already there, ahead of her, standing in front of a print of Dürer’s Melancholy, which she had hung above her desk. It had come with her from her room at college to her lodgings in Hertfordshire and now here. He turned at the sound of the door.

“You’ve made this place lovely,” he said, the first person to acknowledge that the transformation was her doing alone.

“If you have to spend all day somewhere, it may as well be pleasant,” she said, adding, before the conversation could run along a different course, “I came to find you to thank you for the wool. I saw it being unloaded just now. Mountains of it. That was quick work.”

He shrugged. “Oh, it took very little effort on my part, really. I have some private clients who have these philanthropic urges. I only had to mention our problem. It’s you I should thank for noticing it. Sometimes it takes a fresh pair of eyes.”

They locked eyes for a moment and the circuit was only broken by the hesitant tapping that heralded the arrival of the first patients of the day.

“You mean a mental asylum?” her mother had said when Helen called to tell her about her new appointment at Westbury Park. “Oh, Helen.”

She had not expected congratulations; her parents were not the sort of people who took much pleasure in others’ success. In any case, her mother had an aversion amounting to phobia of any kind of disability. “Don’t look at him; he’s a bit peculiar,” she would hiss, dragging Helen across the road to avoid a mumbling old man or a child in callipers. She had stopped going to church because a woman who sat at the back in a wheelchair used to moan and thrash her head during silent prayers.

“It’s not actually called that any more,” Helen replied with some asperity.

“You can call it what you like. It’s still going to be full of very odd people.”

The shudder was audible down the telephone line. This had been more or less her objection to Helen going to art college, which she imagined to be peopled with bohemians, communists, and other degenerates. She had been slightly mollified when Helen emerged from the establishment, apparently uncorrupted, to take a teaching job in a girls’ grammar school in Hertfordshire. This she regarded as a perfectly respectable stopgap until a husband came along, but this latest move was beyond all understanding.

“Weren’t you happy at the school? I thought you liked it.”

“I did. But now I want to do something different.”

“It’ll be different all right. People in straitjackets thinking they’re Napoleon.”

“You have such a Victorian view of these things.” Helen couldn’t help laughing. “People get sick; we try to make them better, like any other hospital. In any case, it means I’ll be moving to Croydon, much nearer to you and Clive.” She offered this up as though greater proximity to her family had been a motivating factor, when it had in fact been rather the opposite.

“Croydon?” her mother mused, having raided her imagination for further psychiatric disorders and come away empty-handed. “I’ve an idea our Kathleen’s husband works in a mental hospital in that part of the world. I wonder if it’s the same one.”

“Who’s ‘our Kathleen’?” asked Helen. Her mother came from a large family, its members estranged by distance and contrasting fortunes, and the name rang only the faintest of bells.

“My cousin Mary’s youngest. Yes, I believe they live not far from Clive and June.”

“And yet you never see them.”

“Well, she’s much younger than us. Closer to your age than mine. And we had a bit of a falling out with Mary when we didn’t have Kathleen as a bridesmaid.”

“But that was over forty years ago,” Helen protested. “Surely they don’t still bear a grudge.”

“Oh, I’m sure it’s all forgotten now. Although we weren’t invited to Kathleen’s wedding. We still sent a gift—a Royal Worcester cruet set from Selfridges. Not cheap.” There was a pause. “We never got a thank you.”

If Helen remembered this conversation, it was only for her mother’s talent for nursing ancient slights and not for the original matter of her cousin’s daughter’s husband being a potential colleague at Westbury Park. By the time she started her new job it had completely slipped her mind and so when she had a telephone call one evening at her lodgings from a Kathleen Rudden, inviting her to dinner, it took more than a moment to make the connection.

The Ruddens lived in a Victorian villa in a suburban street backing onto the playing fields of a boys’ school. A cricket match was in progress and Helen could hear the clop of a struck ball and the crackle of applause as she walked up the driveway, carrying a box of fruit jellies. The sweets had been a farewell gift from a pupil, kept for just such an opportunity as this. She had not pictured Gil, with his air of weary contempt for convention, in quite such genteel surroundings and it gave her courage. The discovery that he was not only married, but to a distant relative, had unsettled her.

Helen knew, without vanity, that she was good looking. The evidence was there in the mirror and in the attention, wanted and unwanted, that she regularly attracted from men. It was rare, though, for her to feel any interest in return. She had never been short of potential partners, but these relationships had always foundered at the point where the man proposed marriage, prompting a wave of claustrophobia and a determination to escape. She was sure she had not imagined the tiny electrical charge that passed between her and Gil at their first proper meeting in his office but, as things stood, he could hardly be more unavailable. It was disappointing, but having dismissed him as a romantic proposition, she resolved to take a purely anthropological interest in studying him in his domestic habitat.

The doorbell growled and a moment later a blurred figure appeared in the stained-glass panel of the front door, which was opened to reveal a slender woman in her mid-forties with blonde hair and a pink complexion, not quite tamed by powder.

“Hello,” she said, sticking out one leg to impede, momentarily, the escape of a tabby cat. “I’m Kathleen. Come in.” She held up a glass, empty apart from a chewed semicircle of lemon rind. “We’re already on the gin.” Looking over Helen’s shoulder, she took in the scooter parked at the kerb. “You came on a motorbike!” she said in admiring tones.

“Oh, hardly. Just a little Vespa. Goes about as fast as a milk float.”

“Handy for nipping about, I should think. Better than our Zephyr. It’s such a beast to park. I can’t see over the bonnet.”

In the hallway, Helen handed over the jellies and Kathleen thanked her so effusively she suspected they would again end up in the back of a cupboard until they could be safely passed on. On the shallow shelf unit running along the wall was an assortment of ornaments and figurines without any organising principle. Chinese dragons rubbed shoulders with porcelain flower girls, commemorative coronation teacups, and carved wooden elephants. A spicey, savoury smell of meat and onions gave Helen hopes of something more appetising than the pork chop and tinned spaghetti casserole that her landlady, Mrs. Gordon, had been preparing as she left.

Gil was sitting in an armchair in the front room, reading The Times and rattling the ice in his glass. He was listening to “The Rite of Spring”—music of a style and at a volume belligerently unsuitable as background to a dinner party. He stood up in polite readiness and then gave a start at the sight of Helen and glanced uncertainly at his wife for enlightenment.

“Oh, Gil, don’t stand there gaping or Helen will think you weren’t expecting her. This is Mum’s cousin Nancy’s daughter. She works at the Park. I told you.”

She strode across to the record player and yanked the arm off the record with a screech that made Helen and Gil wince. The silence that followed was abrupt, brutal.

“Yes, I’m sorry. You did. I must have just switched off at the word ‘cousin.’” He turned back to Helen. “Well, this is a nice surprise.”

“Have you already met?” Kathleen asked, looking from one to the other.

“Yes. Helen came storming into my office in her first week to harangue me about rug-making.”

“Oh, well.” Helen laughed at this version of the event but could hardly deny it. “It worked, anyway. Your rich clients came up trumps with the wool.”

This was an anecdote that had clearly not merited a retelling at home, as Kathleen looked blank and needed the whole story explained while Gil went to the kitchen to fix drinks.

“Yes, my husband has no end of obliging lady clients,” she was saying, when he returned with three clinking tumblers of gin.

It was suspiciously bluish and viscous, and Helen could feel a burning in her nose and the punch of alcohol from the first sip. She was still convalescing, when there was a scuffling from the hallway and a boy and a girl, both in pyjamas, appeared at the door.

“They wanted to say hello before bed,” said Kathleen, beckoning them inside.

The girl, who looked about ten, was thin and pale and almost paralysed by shyness, and the boy, a few years younger, was shiny-faced with a cheeky expression. He had a US Marshal’s badge pinned to his chest pocket and a long-barrelled silver pistol tucked into his dressing gown cord.

“This is Susan and Colin. This is Helen, your second cousin once removed or something like that. Say hello.”

“Hello,” they mumbled, writhing with embarrassment.

“Hello,” said Helen, uncomfortable on their behalf.

It was too bad, being made to perform for strangers. She wished now she had thought to bring a gift for them—colouring pencils or a tin of paints. Something that might make them remember her kindly.

“That’s a very realistic gun you’ve got there, Colin,” she said, feeling that it demanded some acknowledgement.

“It’s a Buntline Special,” the boy replied, blushing fiercely. “I won it in a Wyatt Earp competition.”

“How exciting. What did you have to do to win?”

“Colour in a picture and send it off.”

“Goodness—it must have been quite a day when that arrived.”

“I’ll say,” Gil said. “He’s been lying in ambush and shooting at us more or less constantly ever since.”

“Off you go, then,” Kathleen said, dismissing the children with a nod. “You can read for a bit but no tearing about up there.”

They slouched out, disappointed to be exiled from whatever fun the grown-ups had planned. It seemed early to be sent to bed, Helen thought, with the sun still over the trees and boys out on the field playing cricket. How utterly powerless children were, at the mercy of the whims of their parents. No wonder they clung to their toy pistols.

“I’m sorry if I’ve interrupted their bedtime routine,” she said.

“Oh, don’t worry. They’ll take full advantage.”

“They’ll probably be playing Monopoly all evening while we’re down here,” Gil agreed. “Ruthless little capitalists, the pair of them.”

They ate in the dining room overlooking the garden, at a polished oak table, using what Helen imagined to be the “best” Royal Worcester. She noted that the infamous cruet set did not put in an appearance, casualties no doubt of the usual attrition that depletes wedding presents over the years. In the Hansford household, salt and pepper pots, making convenient missiles, were sometimes flung at the wall by Helen’s father during flashes of temper at mealtimes, but it was hard to imagine the Ruddens indulging in that kind of behaviour.

The goulash—for that was the source of the tempting smell in the hallway—looked promising in the serving dish but grew less so on nearer acquaintance. The cubes of meat were undercooked and resistant to attack by fork or teeth. They were accompanied by mashed potato and tinned French beans, which were tasteless but perfectly edible. Having chewed with polite determination at a chunk of beef and forced it whole down her bulging throat, Helen noticed through watering eyes that her hosts had abandoned theirs entirely and without comment, so followed suit with some relief. The conversation settled inevitably on the two modest patches of common ground: shared relatives and Westbury Park.

“I’m sorry your parents couldn’t come tonight,” Kathleen was saying. “It was such a nice surprise to hear from your mother. I did invite them, but I got the impression that they don’t get out much.”

She helped herself to another glass of claret with an unsteady hand. Helen observed that Gil had poured but not touched his. To stop her drinking it all, she thought, with a flash of intuition.

“It’s my father. He can just about be persuaded to drive over and see my brother, Clive, once in a while, but apart from that he hardly leaves the house. Or the chair, in fact.”

“It’s hard on your mother. Can’t she go out without him?”

“Can’t. Won’t. Who really knows?”

“I expect they’re happy in their way,” Kathleen declared.

“No, I wouldn’t say that. They just sort of co-exist.” Helen had never discussed her parents’ marriage before. There was no one who knew them well enough to be interested, apart from Clive, who knew them too well to relish any further expatiation, and had in any case odd notions of loyalty and discretion. His wife, June, would have been very ready to dissect the failings of her in-laws, but Helen didn’t much care for her opinions, so didn’t ask.

Helen’s parents had been happy once in her lifetime, during the war, but only separately; not as a couple. Her father had volunteered as soon as possible and gone into the Royal Engineers—an abandonment that his wife still recalled with bitterness. He had had the time of his life, a man among men, doing real work. And she had been happier too, in a way, having Helen to herself, down in the New Forest at her sister’s, out of the range of Hitler’s bombs and her husband’s temper.

“Perhaps I should just drop in one day. Would that be all right, do you think?” Kathleen said, collecting up the plates of uneaten beef.

“Yes. Mother would love to see you. Dad will just go down to his shed. He doesn’t like the sound of women enjoying themselves.”

Gil laughed at this—almost in sympathy, it seemed to Helen.

“He sounds quite a tyrant,” said Kathleen.

“Oh, just the regular kind,” Helen replied hastily, in case she might already be regretting her offer to visit. “I think a lot of men are suspicious of any female enjoyment if they aren’t the source of it.” She avoided looking at Gil as she said this in case he thought she was challenging him to respond, but he did anyway.

“You are severe on us, Helen,” he said without a trace of rancour. “I shall have to tread carefully.”

“Yes, do,” said Kath, carrying the plates to the door. “You’re outnumbered.”

“I know. I can sense the alliance against me building.”

“The loyalties of a wife and a colleague are nothing compared to the bonds of womanhood, I’m afraid,” said Helen with a smile.

“Exactly,” said Kath. “Excuse me while I get the pud.”

Gil turned to Helen. “Who interviewed you for your job? I only ask because it’s usually me, and in this case it obviously wasn’t.”

“The superintendent and someone called Dr. Frant.”

“Ah, Lionel.” His voice was carefully neutral. “What did you make of him?”

“I’m not sure. I was more concerned with what he was making of me. He seemed distant, not terribly warm.”

“Yes, that’s him.”

“But the superintendent was lovely. Super, in fact.”

Dr. Morley Holt had taken Helen on a tour of the hospital and grounds himself and shown her the greenhouses and the vegetable garden; the workshop and the print room; the day rooms and the recreation hall with its wooden floor scarred with the indentations of high heels. Everywhere they went, patients would turn like sunflowers to catch the rays of his attention and he would stop to dispense encouraging words. Helen felt like a courtier accompanying the monarch on a royal walkabout.

“He’s a good man. Legend has it that the first thing he did when he started here in the forties was to open the big iron gates at the entrance. They’ve not been closed since. As long as he’s at the helm, the place will be fine. He’s done away with a lot of the bad practices. Dragged us out of the dark ages.”

Helen knew exactly which practices he meant. She recalled clearly her first visit to an insulin ward. The sight of patients lying in the dark in induced comas in an all too realistic approximation of death had seemed to her closer to torture than therapy and everything in her revolted against it. At the doctors’ bidding they would be resurrected by the administration of glucose through a feeding tube. The horror of this had never left her.

“That’s partly why I applied for the job. I’d heard such good things about Westbury Park and when I walked around the grounds for the first time, it looked more like a university than a hospital.” There had been people sitting out on the lawns reading or just enjoying the sunshine. At a careless glance they might have been students but for the variety of ages and the dishevelment of some. Patients worked unsupervised in the vegetable allotment or weeded the flower beds. As she passed an open window she had heard the trickle of a piano.

“Would you like a cigarette?” Gil asked, patting his pockets and producing a crushed packet of Players. “I don’t smoke in the house because Susan has asthma, but we can loiter in the garden.”

“I don’t smoke, actually, but go ahead. My father has a sixty-a-day habit and it rather put me off.”

“No. If you don’t then I’ll do without.”

Kath returned from the kitchen with a brick-sized jelly in which a jumble of strawberries and raspberries was suspended. “Ta-da!” she announced.

“Oh, well done,” said Gil dutifully.

It looked like nursery food to Helen, but the fruit had been soused in cherry brandy and delivered more than a hint of alcohol. It was served in slabs with thin cream and a fan-shaped wafer.

“How did you get into this line of work?” Kathleen asked. “Your mother said you were a schoolteacher until recently.”

“I was teaching art at a girls’ school in Hertfordshire. Then I started to do some volunteering at a psychiatric hospital, working with ex-servicemen. There was a rather amazing woman there called Pam Hickey who ran art therapy classes.”

“I know her,” said Gil, suddenly animated. “Was it at Napsbury?”

“Yes. It was Pam who encouraged me to go for the job at Westbury Park. She said it had a similar ethos to Napsbury and I’d be able to do good work there. I’d been volunteering every school holiday for three years and I’d come to enjoy it more than teaching.”

“You must have met Ronnie Laing, then,” Gil said. 

“Barely. He was in a somewhat rarefied realm. I was just a volunteer. I don’t think he noticed me.”

“Oh, he’d have noticed you all right,” said Kathleen.

“I’m rather an admirer of Laing,” Gil said. “I feel he’s on to something. You should read The Divided Self. He has some interesting things to say.”

“I already have,” said Helen.

He looked up, as though aware that a point had been scored against him. “What did you make of it?”

“I thought it was difficult,” she admitted. “I mean both the language and the ideas. But also exciting.”

“I didn’t get past the preface,” said Kathleen cheerfully.

“He has his detractors,” Gil conceded. “Lionel Frant’s not a fan. But I’m inclined to agree with Helen. I found it exciting, too.”

“If you have any other reading recommendations, I’d be glad to hear them,” Helen said, flattered by this talk of shared enthusiasm. He could have found no surer way to make her his disciple than to treat her as his intellectual equal.

“You can browse the shelves in my consulting room. Borrow anything you fancy.”

They continued to discuss those former colleagues they had in common until there was a creaking on the stairs and Colin appeared, grinding his knuckles into his eyes and saying he had had a nightmare.

“Go back to bed and I’ll be up in a minute,” his mother promised, and this seemed to Helen a cue to depart.

It had been a pleasant evening and interesting to see Gil en famille, where he appeared much less formidable, tamed by the trappings of suburban life, the best china, the three-piece suite, and the fussy little ornaments. Somehow, though, she felt all that was Kathleen’s doing and nothing to do with Gil, who was aloof from his surroundings.

She couldn’t imagine the invitation being repeated. There was no chance of asking anyone back to her lodgings in Croydon with Mrs. Gordon—all meals provided and no visitors after 10 p.m.—but without some element of reciprocation, it was hard to see how the relationship could proceed. She felt sure that now that family obligation had been discharged and curiosity satisfied, she would not hear from Kathleen again.

The following day, Saturday, she wrote a brief thank-you note, praising the food (with no mention of the inedible beef), the conversation, and the children. The proper course would have been to post it first class to arrive on Monday, but instead Helen put it in her bag to give it to Gil by hand, telling herself that a stamp was a stamp, after all.

This stratagem—even if unacknowledged as such—was unnecessary, as Gil was again ensconced in the art room when she arrived. He was sprawled in the wicker chair that formed part of her still-life arrangement, one leg bent, the ankle resting on his knee. He didn’t stand as she came in.

“Hullo,” she said, producing the card and handing it to him. “Thank you for having me on Friday. It was a very jolly evening.”

He snorted at this. “It must have been dull for you.”

“Not at all.”

“I wasn’t expecting you. I thought it was going to be one of Kath’s horde of awful relatives.”

“Well, it was in a way.”

He smiled, picked up the apple from the fruit bowl beside him as if about to eat it, and seemed surprised to discover that it was made of wax.

“If I’d known it was you, I’d have made more effort.”

Helen felt her cheeks growing warm at this compliment that seemed to cross a line. To hide her discomfiture, she took off her jacket and hung it on a wooden hanger, swapping it for her painting overall. Gil seemed perfectly comfortable and in no hurry to leave.

“In what way?” she asked, amused by this display of bourgeois anxiety.

“Oh, I don’t know. Invited some more entertaining company for you.”

She was aware of him watching her buttoning her overall and pocketing round-ended scissors, a rubber, and her favourite charcoal pencil, all items that would disappear if not guarded. In the few weeks since her arrival at Westbury Park, Helen had observed that in the absence of other clues it was possible to discern a person’s status from the contents of their breast pocket. Doctors carried a fountain pen; nurses, a thermometer; patients, a toothbrush.

“I was perfectly well entertained,” Helen said, her preparations complete. “I would just have spent the evening in my digs otherwise, with only Mrs. Gordon’s poodle for company.”

“Mrs. Gordon’s poodle. It sounds like a song by Noël Coward. I suppose I should get to work.” He hauled himself up. “But I find this room very soothing.”

“Well, it’s usually free from one until two while I’m in the canteen. You’re welcome to it.”

“Thank you. But it doesn’t have the same effect if you’re not here.”

Once the door clicked shut behind him, Helen let out a slow breath. She realised she was gripping the back of her chair and her pulse was racing as though from a sudden awakening, a combination of physical excitement with a hint of danger. This sensation was new and quite unlike the placid affection she had felt for her former lover and would-be fiancé. She must avoid Gil at all costs, she told herself, knowing that she wouldn’t and that she was already looking forward to their next encounter.

The following week, at the end of a full day of classes and an upsetting incident with a patient, Helen left the art room later than usual to discover that her scooter wouldn’t start. Turning the key in the ignition failed to produce even a tremor. This was a setback. When she lived in Hertfordshire, she had cultivated a local garage who did all of her repairs and could be relied upon to send out a pick-up truck in this kind of emergency. She had moved to Croydon too recently to make those useful connections and was now quite at a loss. It was at times like this that Helen felt the want of a husband. Romance was of course wonderful while it lasted, but it was for assistance of a practical nature, involving spanners, that a man was worth ten women.

For a second she considered telephoning Clive and then dismissed the idea. It was six o’clock; June would have his dinner on the table and the claims of a wife trumped those of a sister. She would have to get the bus home and call out a mechanic in the morning, chosen at random from the Yellow Pages—a dicey business.

A fine drizzle was falling and she could feel her hair, so carefully set the day before, beginning to kink, so she headed back to the hospital to borrow one of the abandoned umbrellas from the lost property office. At the entrance she ran into Gil, lighting one cigarette from the stub of another, blinking against the billowing smoke.

Her frustration must have been written on her face as he stopped and said, “Are you all right?”

“Yes. No. My stupid scooter has packed up.”

“Can I give you a lift somewhere?”

“No, it’s all right, really. I’ll get the bus and sort it out in the morning.”

Ignoring this, he took her elbow and steered her towards the Ford Zephyr, parked in his usual space near the entrance. “I insist. Where do you live?”

“Addiscombe.”

“Oh, well, practically on my way. Then we’ll get Arthur to have a look at your scooter in the morning.”

“Who’s Arthur?”

“The handyman. Does all the repairs here. There’s nothing he can’t fix.”

Helen had a vague recollection of a white-haired man in tan overalls tackling a blocked sink in the staffroom with a plunger and some choice language. He hadn’t seemed particularly sunny-tempered then and she wondered how amenable he would be to taking on motorcycle maintenance, a task far beyond his remit.

“It’s hardly his job,” she protested as Gil opened the door for her and tossed a pair of pumps and an A–Z roadmap into the back.

The interior smelt of stale smoke and was chaotically untidy, the rear seat taken up with children’s gym bags, crippled tennis rackets with broken strings, men’s dress shoes, and a bundle of magazines tied up with string—evidence of chores parked and awaiting completion. She had imagined him to be proud and possessive of his car, as men so often were, but again she had misread him.

“No, it’s not his job, but if you keep him sweet, he’s surprisingly obliging. I slip him a bottle of whisky now and then.”

“Ah. You have everyone eating out of the palm of your hand,” said Helen.

He shot her a sideways glance. “Not quite.”

The rain was coming down harder now, so he crushed the cigarette out in the full ashtray and wound up the window. They drove out of the Park and were immediately on quiet roads with dripping hedgerows and farmland on either side. Twenty minutes from the building sites of central Croydon—a little city in the making—you could be in open countryside. For Helen, the journey to work, the red-brick and concrete gradually thinning out and giving way to fields and trees, was one of the pleasures of the job.

The issue of the faulty scooter now resolved, she was aware of another niggling problem at the edge of her consciousness, still to be confronted. It back came to her now, in all its unpleasantness, and a gusty sigh escaped her.

“Anything wrong?” Gil asked.

“I haven’t had the best day,” Helen admitted. “There was a scene in one of my classes. I didn’t handle it well. That’s all.”

“Are you going to tell me about it?”

“One of my male patients, Perry—I’ve seen him before and he’s usually fine—was being a bit . . . disinhibited today. Painting sexually explicit pictures, to try to shock me, I think, and then talking loudly about what he’d like to do, getting quite aggressive. Ignoring him seemed to make him shout louder and engaging with him only seemed to encourage him. I didn’t feel in any real danger, but one of the other patients who thought Perry was threatening me tried to intervene and swung a punch, and it all got a bit out of control. I had to call for help and four orderlies came in and put Perry in restraints and took him off. I’ve seen it done before, not here, and it always disturbs me. It looks so brutal.”

“I know.”

“He was screaming, ‘I’m co-operating, I’m co-operating,’ but he was thrashing around and they could hardly hold him. I went to see him later to check that he was all right, but he’d been sedated. It made me feel I’d completely failed.”

“Sometimes you have to put the safety of the other patients—and yourself—first.”

“Has that kind of thing ever happened to you?”

“Of course. And like you, I always feel it as a failure. But over the years I’ve started to feel a lot less uncomfortable about the occasional use of restraint for the control of a patient who is acting violently than about routinely medicating non-violent patients.”

“You don’t think the drugs work?”

“It depends what you mean by work. At best, they may temporarily ease certain symptoms—while causing others. My scepticism goes deeper than that. I think we should be asking what we really mean by sickness and wellness.”

“So, you’re one of those psychiatrists who doesn’t really believe in mental illness?”

“I certainly don’t agree that everything in the DSM can be considered a mental disorder. Homosexuality, for example. Most so-called mental disorders are just behaviour that society doesn’t approve of.”

The windscreen was starting to mist over. Gil leant forwards impatiently and wiped it with the sleeve of his jacket, leaving behind a film of tiny fibres.

“I agree with you. We talked about this endlessly at Napsbury. But how does that kind of theorising help an individual patient who is suffering? How do you actually treat them?”

“Well, with their consent firstly. Anything else is abuse. And with a little more restraint when it comes to putting labels on people. ‘This patient has symptoms A, B and C.’ Ah! then he must be schizophrenic. ‘And what is schizophrenia?’ It’s a condition characterised by symptoms A, B and C. It doesn’t tell us anything.”

“You sound as though you hardly approve of your own profession.”

“Oh, we do all right for some. They come in, in a state of some distress, not usually, it has to be said, on their own initiative, but because they have become too much for their family. And we medicate them and medicate them some more. After a period of weeks or months they learn how to pass as ‘normal’ again and we send them out.”

“What else is there?”

“I’m not saying we haven’t made strides. When I first qualified, women on long-stay wards who had been there decades sat around all day with nothing to do. There was a lot of friction between patients and staff. Now, they have their day rooms with knitting and magazines and music. They can do their hair and bake cakes. The atmosphere changed almost overnight. All that ‘us and them’ antagonism has mostly gone.”

When he started to warm to a topic, his voice lost some of its polish, as though in talking about matters of belief he became his truer self. “But these are small gains. What I’d like to see is a proper community, living together as equals, with no distinction between doctor and patient. There would be no mad and sane; no sick and well, no normal and abnormal. There would be no need for all those worn-out labels.”

Listening to Gil, Helen felt like a student again, in the presence of some charismatic professor, awakened to new possibilities by his superior understanding. It was impossible not to be caught up in his utopian dreams.

“Don’t you think it all comes down to the relationship between therapist and patient in the end?” she said.

He was quiet for a while and then instead of answering her question, he said, “I like talking to you.”

He seemed to be taking a route she didn’t know, down narrow lanes with few passing places, the road surface crumbling and potholed. They passed boarding kennels and a little further along, a wooden shack in which an old woman was sitting selling cherries and bundles of rhubarb.

“Poor woman. What kind of custom is she going to get out here?” Helen said. “Perhaps I should have bought some for Mrs. Gordon.”

“Mrs. Gordon’s rhubarb cobbler. I can see it now.”

“No, you really can’t. She’s a terrible cook.”

As Helen described the pork chops in tinned spaghetti and other atrocities, she felt the spectre of Kathleen’s goulash had inadvertently been summoned and wished she had avoided the subject of food, but Gil just laughed.

“I’ll pick you up tomorrow morning,” he said. “Is eight fifteen all right? I have nine o’clock ward rounds. Then I’ll get Arthur to look over your bike.”

“I don’t need a lift in,” she protested. “I can pick up the 403 so easily.”

He clicked his tongue impatiently. “Helen. It’s not a sacrifice. A twenty-minute car journey with you is almost certainly going to be the best part of my day.”

She felt herself grow hot from this compliment. Later, she would think to herself, that was the moment to stop it, when it could easily have been batted aside without too much awkwardness and never mentioned again. But she didn’t and there was a moment or two of electric silence, then the car gave a terrific jolt as it hit one of the water-filled craters in the road and they both started.

“Oh, God, don’t say I’ve burst a tyre,” Gil said, pulling into the gated entrance to a paddock and getting out to inspect the damage.

Helen sat, rigid with anticipation.

He got back in but made no move to restart the engine. “Seems all right, thank God.”

“That’s a relief.”

Through the windscreen the view of cropped grass, ploughed fields, squat hedgerows, and distant clumps of trees was scattered into thousands of droplets. Within a few seconds the glass had misted over again from the damp of Gil’s wool jacket, sealing them off from the landscape outside. They sat listening to the clatter of the rain without speaking or moving. This moment of quiet communion went on too long; it was not natural. Something had to happen, but Helen felt powerless to act and unable to think of the form of words that would release them from this dangerous intimacy without embarrassment. It was too late anyway: by her silence, she had already declared herself.

At last, he spoke. “Ah, Helen. You know what I’m going to say.”

“Yes, I think so. But say it anyway.” The moment of confession, when it came, was the high point in any relationship and could be experienced only once.

He leant towards her and whispered in her ear. Then he turned her face to his and they looked into each other’s eyes for a long, expectant moment before their lips touched.

Within three weeks he had found her a furnished flat in South Croydon and paid off Mrs. Gordon with a month’s rent. His family home was naturally out of bounds as a meeting place and Mrs. Gordon had old-fashioned views about male visitors.

The new flat was at the top of a large Edwardian house and had a bedroom, sitting room, tiny kitchen, and a long, narrow bathroom, all with sloping roofs and crooked floors. The fireplace in the bedroom was scarcely large enough to hold more than a few twigs, suggesting this must once have been the housemaid’s quarters, but even so the rent was twice what Helen had been used to paying or could afford.

Gil insisted on making up the difference, arranging everything with the speed and expertise that hinted at previous experience. When Helen questioned him on this point he denied it, without any particular force. Curiously, she felt more guilty about the diversion of funds, money that rightly belonged to Kathleen and the children, than about the betrayal of loyalties. Though not guilty enough to call a halt to the affair.

The décor was an unappealing mixture of ancient and modern: formica and wood-effect Fablon in the kitchen; a new divan bed from Allders of Croydon in the bedroom; an art deco compactum wardrobe on the landing; an ornate Victorian sideboard and a plywood coffee table from Heal’s in the sitting room. It took all of Helen’s ingenuity and artistry with fabric and paintings and rugs to disguise this baleful collision of styles, but she had a gift for making the ugly beautiful.

The pillars of their relationship, Gil made clear at the outset, were solid, indestructible, eternal—not things that could be put to the test or negotiated away. (1) She was the love of his life, the keeper of his heart, the one above all others. (2) He would not leave Kathleen until both the children had left school for work or college. As his youngest was only seven years old, this day was so far off as to make the promise all but worthless. He was not opposed to divorce in principle; sometimes it could be seen as the remedying of error, but when children were involved, the remedy had to be deferred.

Helen understood, of course, accepting just what he could spare her and no more. Sometimes in the lean hours of the night when woken by the creaks and knocks of the resting house, she imagined these two pillars, vast, sand-coloured, rising up into a cool blue sky. It was a troubling image, for what possible structure could be supported by just two pillars?

Early on, when mutual fascination meant anything was permitted, Helen asked him why he had married Kathleen. They had left work separately and reconvened at a pub car park a few miles away in the countryside, from where Gil had led her through fields and along footpaths to an ideal place, completely screened from the path, where they could make love in the open air. The fact that he found the perfect spot without any hunting seemed evidence of the universe falling into line to accommodate them.

“It was just the end of the war,” he said, winding a tress of her hair around his finger. “She was in the Wrens. We’d met in Naples where I was serving. I was seeing a friend of hers at the time—Belinda. I don’t know what happened to her. Then when the war was over, I was back in London and I bumped into Kath just by chance in Shaftesbury Avenue. We went for a drink and started seeing one another. Within a month she was pregnant, so we had to get married pretty swiftly. She wasn’t keen on the alternative, not surprisingly. And then on the ‘honeymoon’”—he gave the word a leaden emphasis—“she had a miscarriage.”

Neither of them said anything for a while, the only sound the rustle of wind in the treetops and the seething of insects in the long dry grass at the edge of the field.





Chapter 2

Helen would rather have given her excuses to Clive, but after a long wait it was June who answered the phone on the Saturday morning.

“Sorry, I’m in the middle of making pastry—my hands are all floury,” she said, dropping the receiver with a clunk.

Helen swallowed. Pastry for the party tonight, which she would now not be there to appreciate.

“Hello, June.” She drew the line at faking the watery croak of an invalid, and the note of regret in her voice was genuine. “I’m so sorry, but I won’t be able to make it this evening. I’ve gone down with a stomach bug and I’m feeling lousy.”

“Oh no, what a pity! Lorraine will be so disappointed.”

Helen accepted the lack of sympathy as no more than her due. “I know. I’ve been looking forward to it, too.”

“You don’t think you might be feeling better by this evening?” June asked.

“No.” Helen was firm. “In any case, I wouldn’t want to spread it about to the rest of you.”

“Ah, it’s a shame for you, Helen. Maybe you can pop round one evening in the week for a cup of tea instead. We’ll save you a piece of birthday cake.”

“Yes, I’ll do that. As soon as I’m up and about. Give Lorraine my love. And Clive.”

She replaced the receiver in its cradle, swamped by relief and self-disgust, hoping that no one had overheard her. The telephone, shared by all three flats, was on a hallstand by the front door. Tenants wrote the number and duration of the call in a notebook and the landlord would somehow divine their share of the bill and collect it in cash quarterly.

So persuasive was her performance that it was a minute before Helen remembered that she was not in fact sick at all and could bound rather than totter back up the two flights of stairs to begin her preparations for Gil’s arrival.

The evening before she had made a boeuf bourguignon from her Elizabeth David cookbook and it was now maturing in the fridge in a Pyrex dish. She would serve it with a potato gratin and some braised celery. Gil was not, she had discovered, a great lover of sweet things and so elaborate puddings were wasted on him. However, the occasion merited some effort, so she was planning to make a chocolate mousse—a chore, as she had only a balloon whisk for beating the egg whites.

By lunchtime she had changed the bed linen, taken the sheets to the laundry on the Brighton Road for a service wash; made the mousse twice (the first time the chocolate had seized as it melted, resulting in a further trip out for new ingredients); tidied the flat; had a bath and painted her nails—fingers and toes. There was a full ice tray in the tiny freezer box at the top of the fridge and a lemon in the fruit bowl for gin and tonics. Gil would bring some decent wine and there was half a bottle of red left over from the bourguignon.

They would spend the afternoon in bed, inevitably, and then maybe drag themselves out for a walk over Shirley Hills or Lloyd Park. After dinner he might read to her. He had a deep, mesmerising voice like Richard Burton, which made everything seem both rich with significance and easy to understand, even Shelley.

Recently, he had tried to convert her to modern poetry and had some success with The Whitsun Weddings. She was coming round to Larkin, although privately she preferred Betjeman, whom Gil considered a “silly old maid.” He had other robust opinions: Andy Warhol was a fraud, Virginia Woolf was “mostly unreadable,” D. H. Lawrence was a genius, Graham Greene was “fiction not literature,” television was an abomination, the opium of the masses. He liked the idea of cinema in principle, but never went. Kathleen had dragged him to see Tammy and the Bachelor in 1957 and he had not been back since.

They preferred opera to pop music and he had bought Helen several gramophone records, including Callas singing Norma and Elisabeth Schwarzkopf in Der Rosenkavalier, which could always move them to tears. If tears were not required, they might have another stab at modern jazz, which they approached with gritted teeth, as something that must, surely, be doing them good.

They didn’t like the idea of being stranded in the past and distrusted nostalgia and anyone who resisted change, so they had recently made a diligent attempt to understand the Beatles phenomenon. Gil felt he could hardly be a useful practitioner of psychiatry to young people if he didn’t. They both liked what they had seen of the four cheerful and unpretentious young men. Gil admired John Lennon’s wit and irreverence, and Helen thought Paul McCartney charming. But when they listened attentively to all the tracks on Please Please Me, like anthropologists studying the rites of a newly discovered tribe, they found the songs corny and simplistic.

“Perhaps it sounds better with the screaming?” Helen suggested.

“We’re just too old,” said Gil.

There was a certain sort of popular music, a staple of Two-Way Family Favourites, typified by Jim Reeves and Kitty Kallen, which Helen used to like until Gil told her it was mush. Now, she couldn’t help hearing it through the filter of his disdain and wished he had left her to her harmless pleasure.

Chores completed, Helen changed into a yellow shift dress that she knew Gil liked, and the cream suede pumps he had bought her in the early days of their affair. He had found out her shoe size by stealth and surprised her with the gift, which had seemed more intimate and romantic even than jewellery.

Lunchtime came and went and with it the hour appointed for Gil’s arrival. She wasn’t hungry; food preparation always robbed her of an appetite and in any case, the usual anticipation of being alone with him made her queasy. The metal gate clanged and she leapt up and hurried to the gable window, but it was just Mr. Rafferty from the ground-floor flat taking his whippet out for a walk.

She picked up her library book—The L-Shaped Room—but the predicament of its heroine, lonely and abandoned, did not provide quite the distraction she needed. Instead, she put on A Kind of Blue, convinced that if she listened attentively and with due reverence she would be rewarded by Gil’s appearance.

Closing her eyes, she allowed the plangent notes of trumpet and piano to break over her in a series of waves, rhythmic but not regular, until she felt almost on the threshold of some new appreciation. Beneath the waves was the sound of shingle, perhaps a snare or the hiss and crackle of the recording—and even fainter and more distant, another less welcome sound: a ringing telephone.

“Darling, I’m sorry.”

His words fell like hammer blows, leaving her hopes for the weekend in smithereens.

“Why? What?” she asked, unable to keep the tremor of dismay from her voice.

“Kath’s crashed the car. I’ll have to go and rescue them. They’re all OK, but obviously stranded and a bit shaken.”

“Oh, God. How awful.”

Even at her most jealous and rivalrous, she had never wished for any harm to come to Kathleen, and yet she felt a sort of furious resentment that smothered every sympathetic instinct.

“Yes, I know. Bloody unfortunate timing.”

“It can’t be helped,” she said, trying to be the selfless, uncomplaining woman he thought her. “I hope the children are OK.”

“Yes, all fine. Car’s taken a bit of a bashing. Anyway, I’m sorry it’s ruined our plans. I’m going to miss you desperately.”

“Same here. How will you get to them without a car?”

“My neighbour’s going to drive me down to Sevenoaks. They’d hardly gone any distance, luckily.”

Helen wondered but didn’t ask if Kathleen had been drinking. Surely even she drew the line when she had the children in the car. It was no secret between her and Gil that Kath drank too much, sometimes to the point of unconsciousness, but it was a subject that only he could raise.

“I’ll see you on Monday then, I suppose,” Helen said. The rest of the weekend unrolled joylessly ahead of her, a long, empty road.

“Yes, Monday. I love you.”

There was a click and silence. She sat for a while, marinating in her own disappointment. All of her preparations and scheming had been for nothing and her excuses to June so efficient and final that there was no retracting them. Slowly, she hauled herself back upstairs and peeled off the yellow dress, changing instead into a pair of unflattering trousers and a sweater with a moth hole the size of a shilling on the front. There was no point in looking her best now.

It occurred to her that she experienced their relationship as a series of peaks and troughs; for every high a corresponding low; the thrill of anticipation inevitably followed by an equivalent plunge in spirits. There was always a reckoning: fate had to balance its books.

She wished she could imagine some distant future in which she could hear his name and feel nothing. There had been one occasion, about six months into their affair, when she had been surprised into seeing him through momentarily unclouded eyes. She had been walking through Surrey Street market on a Saturday buying fruit and vegetables for the week ahead. Gil had been a few stalls ahead of her, his daughter, Susan, by his side. He was wearing his tweed overcoat and corduroy trousers, and his dark hair was shot through with grey. For more than a moment Helen didn’t recognise him. Away from the hospital he looked so ordinary—just a tired, middle-aged man buying potatoes. No heads turned as he passed and Helen had experienced the curious sensation of seeing him as everyone else must; as he really was, perhaps. She had ducked out of sight behind a stall selling trays of white eggs, her heart thumping in protest at this unwanted awakening.

The feeling of estrangement lasted the rest of that day, but when she woke the following morning, it had worn off
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