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      The noise was ear-splitting. An almost indescribable mixture of squawks, laughter, shrieks, shouts, general chatter, with the odd scrape and crash of a chair on the hard floor. Forty children between about 5 and 15, were ready and waiting for the rehearsal to begin. The room was full of movement. The younger children were zooming about chasing each other, the older girls chattering in small groups. The older boys were affecting indifference to the girls while they actually tried to get their attention - largely by pushing and joshing each other. Their breaking voices added depth to the general hubbub.

      Peering through the diamond-shaped glass pane in the door and glancing round the room, Tabitha could see clusters of parents - mostly, but not exclusively, mothers - chatting happily, catching up on the week, the occasional burst of laughter giving a peak to the noise levels.

      She allowed herself to gaze warmly on this scene. She loved all the children - yes, even Kieran, who had tried everyone’s patience for a while till he decided he wanted to join in. She was also fond of the parents, who were a loyal band who truly appreciated what Tabitha did for their children - for their whole family, in fact - and repaid her work by supporting her with their time and their energy, first helping with rehearsals, then helping to fill the hall for performances. She felt a surge of pride as she stood watching, appreciating their devotion. Some had been there since she’d first started, and were now bringing their third or fourth child!

      She could spot the new parents immediately. They looked stiff and uneasy as they witnessed the mayhem - a little uncomfortable, unsure, wondering if bringing their precious child to this madhouse had been a good idea, while the “old lags” worked their magic to draw them into their groups. They did their best to involve them in their conversations, chat about their children, get them to join in. But it was uphill. Either they saw the results or they didn’t. And if they didn’t, they weren’t there long.

      Tabitha smiled to herself. Actually practically no one ever left unless they were moving far away from the area. Once they saw how much their child loved her drama school, and - more importantly - they started seeing the results in their daily lives at home, they stayed.

      Involving some of the parents in the school was one of Tabitha’s brainwaves. She needed “minders” for when something went wrong, a child got sick or injured or upset, someone to be able to take the child to hospital if necessary. And she thought at the start that having them there would help with the “discipline” of the group. But she soon found that she didn’t need any help there. The children were gripped by what she asked them to do, and - in fact - would do anything to please her.

      Her little school, which had started with a handful of young children, children who were now the teenagers looking suave and at home, the girls with their long hair and gangly legs, and the boys with the broken voices, had grown far beyond anything Tabitha had anticipated. She had never guessed how popular her school would become locally. She had so many doubts about her ability, from being so undermined at home, belittled. But there were now sometimes as many as fifty children at rehearsals. As many of the parents chose to stay and watch, this made for a full and noisy hall and a busy session.

      Tabitha’s approach to rehearsals was very different from what people would expect - the noise and excitement was encouraged, indeed nurtured. It wasn’t meant to be at all like school. It took new parents a while to accept that their child was not being turned into a hooligan - rather that the creative side of their mind was being opened up.

      This was the most important part of Tabitha’s life. A place where she was valued, supported - loved, in fact. A place where she could be truly herself, without fear of folks’ opinions. In truth, she knew she could do this, and she could do it well. She didn’t have ambitions - any ambitions had long ago been crushed, at home.

      Then, she thought, it was one of the most important parts of her life … For a blissful moment her mind went back to her lazy afternoon in Jamie’s arms, smiling up at her lover’s warm gaze – time with someone who loved her just for herself … Then her thoughts leapt forward to the invigorating and restorative dog walk in the fields she’d enjoy after the rehearsal. Those walks were her escape hatch, to fields, woods, and the wonders of nature: the open views across the fields, the majestic trees in the copses and hedgerows, the wildlife she saw - hares, deer, birds, the stalwarts of the farmyard, the wind causing the grass to sparkle and shine in the spring sunshine; the tiny flowers growing at the foot of the hedge, the brash stalks of last summer’s docks, the perfect flat rosette of a large thistle; the sheep calling their lambs, the sound of the cattle peacefully cudding; the wrens in the hedge, the seagulls following the plough, and the glorious v-shaped skeins of hundreds of chattering geese heading home for the night. The landscape fed her soul.

      And she’d set off as soon as she got home.

      Home to Angus.

      With a deep breath, she prevented the lurch in her stomach turning into the sick helpless feeling she got at the thought of her husband.

      She realised that a couple of small children were quietly waiting behind her. She smiled at them, saying “Hi Annie, hello Jasmine, did you come together from school today?” She breathed in, held her head high, pushed open the hall door for the two girls to scamper in, and entered the hall.

      The noise was so much greater and more immediate once she stepped inside! She was immediately greeted by a gaggle of small boys who grabbed her hands, all shouting at once in their excitement. Two of the youngsters were shoving each other to take her bag to carry it. “Now Luke! Let Matthew carry my bag this time. I don’t want you to pull it in half! I’d love you to go and make sure the table is ready.” Luke raced ahead proudly, while Matthew walked beside Tabitha with her heavy bag, crammed with scripts, attendance sheets and all the rest. “Do you always have to carry bricks in your bag?” he asked in his slow, ponderous voice, as he held the handles up under his chin, using his legs to bounce the bag forward as he walked. Tabitha laughed in reply.

      The noise of the room! Tabitha smiled fondly at them all, then nodded to Sally, her indefatigable helper, who was organising chairs and supervising the tending of a bruised knee and its sniffling owner. The girl who was comforting the child was Jennie, one of those teenagers who’d been in the School for ever. She was dealing with the anguished child gently and calmly and with such a caring manner - the older girls were brilliant at mothering the little ones.

      It was a family atmosphere that Tabitha had taken great care to foster in the group as it grew. She had no time for factions or fights. Shooting Stars worked because everyone was on the same mission - to put on plays that they all enjoyed. To dwell for a while in another world, one without cares.

      Sally was one parent who had been outstanding from the start. Her daughter Maisie was shy and really not very gifted at drama at all, but attending the school had helped to bring her out of her shell. It was a joy to Tabitha to watch the transformation in the children. From bossy to co-operative, from shy to confident, from awkward to accomplished. It was the change she effected in the children which was in fact more rewarding to her than even the success of the surprisingly polished productions. It was the change that she wished she herself had experienced as a child and which she was now passionate about bringing to as many children in her small town as she could reach.

      This close family feel in the school included even the most gauche and untalented of the children, the trickiest parents. Sally was a marvel at resolving problems. And she had the opportunity to spring into action right at that moment. One of the new parents was heading towards Tabitha with a steely expression, apparently determined to give Tabitha a piece of her mind about the chaos in the room.

      “Mrs. Morpeth?” she said firmly as she homed in on her target. Tabitha felt her heart-rate going up, but just at that moment, Sally skilfully intercepted the parent and listened attentively to her protests, allowing Tabitha to continue across the room, in her pre-rehearsal bubble of focus.

      “.. but I really think ..” “I suppose you know best …” “Alright, I’ll give it a try, just for today …”

      Tabitha could hear shreds of the conversation - just the booming voice of the new parent in fact, as Sally was speaking much more quietly - while she detached and centred her mind again.

      Not for the first time, she blessed the day Sally’s quiet daughter Maisie had joined Shooting Stars and brought her mother with her. Sally managed somehow to approach an issue so that the complainer ended up apologising and thanking her for everything she did and offering to join in and help. She had great gifts!

      Right on cue, the new parent was saying, in a much calmer voice, “Yes, of course I can help with the chairs …”

      Tabitha smiled and nodded to the groups of parents as she followed the small boys across to the chair and table put out ready for her. Gauche little Maisie was weaving her way carefully through the moving gaggles of children carrying a glass of water. Most of it remained in the glass, which was deposited in a wet puddle on the table.

      “Thank you, Maisie!” said Tabitha. “That’s so thoughtful of you. You look after me!”

      Maisie was dumbstruck, but gazed up at her teacher as if her heart would burst.

      The older children were already gravitating towards the stage and getting into rows. Some of the younger children, especially the young boys, were still racing around chasing each other until one of the mothers came and touched her son on his shoulder and nodded meaningfully towards the stage, at which he stopped his whooping, clapped his hand over his mouth, and clattered up the steps noisily, hotly pursued by his fellows. So by the time Tabitha was ready for the rehearsal to start, there was already a largely silent mass of squirming, expectant, children waiting for her.

      Tabitha clapped her hands quietly and the whole room was instantly quiet. The last couple of children rushed to their places on the stage, the old wooden floor giving up its particular woody scent with all the feet on it, and the parents took their seats with eager anticipation. The noise of thundering feet on the wooden steps and the scraping of the chairs on the floor subsided. The electricity of forty children in a room still vibrated, and Tabitha was about to channel it into some warm-up exercises. As ever, the children’s eyes shone with anticipation, because they knew just what was coming. Apart from the wriggling of the younger children, they were all still and attentive.

      “Let’s start with breathing,” said Tabitha. “How far should the breath go into your body?”

      “As far as it will go!” chorused the children in unison with an enthusiastic stamp at the end - the impact on the old stage of so many feet making a huge percussive sound. Each child placed hands on tummy so they could feel the breath going right down “as far as it would go”, so they could support the sound they needed to project. After a variety of slow, fast, and deep breathing, Tabitha launched them into some vocal exercises - a mixture of singing and humming, declaiming and chanting.

      This is where the new parents were always bowled over. Tabitha could see out of the corner of her eye that the new parent Sally had been pacifying was sitting on the edge of her chair, watching intently, mouth open with amazement at the sheer volume of sound the children made, their clear voices singing together with precision. What had been a rabble a few minutes earlier, was now a machine producing a loud penetrating sound. The newcomer’s own child, Philip, was joining in as best he could with the group he was already feeling a part of. Tabitha was channelling the energy and excitement that had looked like chaos a few moments before into the focus on producing the sound and the projection that she wanted.

      Each child was totally focussed on her, as they carefully used their bodies to make the quality of sound Tabitha was asking for, without forcing, without straining or pushing, without hunching up their shoulders or becoming stiff and rigid. Just allowing the great sound to come out of them. The warm-up finished with singing some fast tongue-twisters:

      “Peter Piper picked a peck of pickled peppers - a peck of pickled peppers Peter Piper picked,” they chanted in a fair rhythm. Tabitha started them slowly then repeated it, gathering speed, till most of the smaller children gave up and collapsed laughing.

      They moved quickly into “Round the rugged rock the ragged rascal ran,” with an emphasis on bringing the sound forward in their mouths and not swallowing it, then finished with “She sells seashells on the seashore - the shells she sells are seashells I’m sure!” As always these resulted in much laughter and delight.

      “Now here’s something new for you!” The children waited in absolute silence, round-eyed, to hear what new fun they were going to have.

      “I want this half of the stage,” Tabitha waved her arm to indicate who she meant, “to start, with Round the rugged rock. THEN,” she added with a dramatic pause, “this side will repeat it, only faster!”

      The children in the middle of the stage jumped and shuffled towards one side or the other – wherever their friends were – and waited eagerly to start.

      “Remember, I want to hear every single word!” said Tabitha, as she stepped forward from her table and got one side of the stage going. The older children worked hard to enunciate clearly, keep the rhythm, and go faster than their friends in the other section. They got into it physically too, and the stage became very animated. Inevitably it all ended in disarray, and everyone was laughing, all the children, and most of the parents too. Even Philip’s mother was now relaxing and joining in with the fun, nodding with a smile to the “older” parent Sally had strategically placed her beside.

      After a few minutes of this, Tabitha - completely engrossed in her work - called for Act II, Scene 3 to stay on the stage. All the other children scrambled off the stage and sat on the floor or chairs, with rapt attention. There was no need for discipline in this school. The children “disciplined” themselves. They had a thirst for learning, desperate to be up on that stage.

      Even the shyest or most awkward new child could find expression. Tabitha had watched young Philip copying his neighbours - his new friends - and making an effort in the warm-up. Some, like Sally’s Maisie, took weeks and weeks before they would utter a word which wasn’t a mumble. Some had been so conditioned by school to keep quiet and not rock the boat that they were afraid of being themselves. Here was a place where they were encouraged to be themselves.

      Tabitha had created a school which gave children everything she felt she hadn’t had in her own life. The children were her. This was her way to help the Tabitha of old, to reach out a hand to the introverted and suppressed child she had been. To show children that everyone could be the best they could be, no matter their circumstances, gifts or lack of them.

      When the rehearsal was finished, the children were tired and fulfilled. All of them had had a turn at doing something - plays with lots of crowd scenes were always an essential choice. Sometimes this meant Tabitha would improvise and adapt the material to enlarge the cast, and she happily remembered a Christmas play which had had at least seven shepherds and a huge flock of small, wriggly, “sheep”!

      Now Tabitha came back to the moment and dealt with queries, laughed, smiled, acknowledged all the thanks and greetings, and started packing up her things.

      “Yes, I think Jason did brilliantly too!” “Of course, see you next week!” “Bye, Cynthia!” “Mind you get those lines learnt, Cassidy!” “Bye, bye-bye …”

      Her work finished, she relaxed and was able to chat to the parents and laugh with the children. Some of the parents just wanted to be sure to say thank you, others had questions to ask about their child’s progress. They crowded round her, eager to get their goodbye acknowledged before retrieving their child from the melee and heading home.

      Johnny’s mother was worrying as usual, “Do you think he’ll ever be any good?” she asked confidentially, so Johnny wouldn’t hear. She needn’t have worried, as Johnny was at that moment across the room playing chase rowdily with his friends.

      “He’s great, Eileen, really! Just you watch how he’ll come on. Give him time.”

      “I have to tell you, Tabitha,” laughed one of the keener parents, moving into the space left by Eileen, “I was running through Jason’s lines with him the other day, and he said ‘Bring the sound forward, Mum, I can barely hear you.’ I had to laugh!”

      Tabitha laughed too, recognising her exact words from a previous rehearsal. “I love that!” she said, as Jason’s mother added more seriously, “He’s doing better at school too. Holding his own. He used to be afraid of making mistakes, you know? I’m so pleased to see him getting braver, and I’m sure you’ve had a lot to do with it.”

      She reached out and squeezed Tabitha’s hand as she scrunched her lips together to prevent tears. Tabitha returned the gesture warmly, placing her own hand over hers.

      “Thank you, Tabitha dear!” chipped in another mother, “it’s just amazing what you can do with this bunch of street-urchins!”

      Tabitha gave her a beaming smile in response. She knew that she was glowing outwardly as well as inside. She tossed back her dark hair, loose today, as she turned to find another eager parent.

      “Are you going to want some sewing help with the costumes, Tabitha? I’m pretty good with the machine …”

      “That’s wonderful, Beatrice! Do chat to Sally - she’s organising everything. The sewing group could always do with some extra needles - and biscuits!”

      Owen, who was the boy currently experiencing a crush on Tabitha, gazed adoringly at her with a lovestruck expression while he waited his turn. Tabitha was patient and kind speaking to him - she knew his crush would pass and she always tried to head him off to join the others his age.

      “Well, Owen,” she said, “You really looked the part of the handsome young man today - you’ll be snapped up by one of the girls at this rate!”

      Owen blushed, smiled, and darted off to catch Jennie and Amy as they reached the door.

      “Mummy says you’re to come and see her again,” recited Daphne, standing squarely in front of Tabitha.

      “I’d love to!” said Tabitha, resting a hand on Daphne’s shoulder. “Tell her I’ll drop round very soon - this week.” It was true it had been a while since she’d had one of her coffee-and-set-the-world-to-rights sessions with her dear friend and near neighbour, Maureen. She would have to make time for this.

      “Yes, Celia,” Tabitha turned to a rather tubby eleven-year-old who was yearning to be noticed, “you will be getting a bigger part in the next production. I’ve been watching you - you’re doing great! No more talking into your chin - we all heard you loud and clear!”

      Celia positively bounced away, grinning widely, chin jutting upwards, while pretending that she hadn’t been waiting at all.

      Sally waded through the throng round Tabitha to say hello and goodbye - it was the first chance she’d had. But before she could do more than catch Tabitha’s eye, a couple of the other mothers came over together, with their children at foot, still playing their parts and laughing. Sally mouthed to her, “talk to you tomorrow” as she left her to it.

      “Tabitha, you’re a marvel!” said Angela. “The way you get this rabble to concentrate is amazing!”

      “You should do this professionally,” chimed in Linda, the other mother, then blushed and stammered in confusion. “I mean I know we pay a little for this, but I mean - you should be famous!”

      Tabitha smiled and reached toward Linda’s hand briefly to reassure her. “I know what you mean, don’t worry Linda,” she said. “But I could never be famous. I’m … just me. I love what I do, but I’m sure there are plenty of people who are better than me.”

      “Well, we think you’re the greatest!” rejoined Angela, whose young son Thomas appeared beside her chanting, “You’re the greatest, you’re the greatest!” before running back to Sharon, who had tucked her skirt into her knickers and was attempting a cartwheel.

      “And I think you should be famous,” said Linda stolidly. “I can’t thank you enough for what you’ve done for my Sharon. But actually I’m happy that you’re content with just us here. We’d hate to lose you!”

      Tabitha noticed Sally smiling secretly at the two women. She knew Sally felt she was her discovery, and was happy with this level of reflected fame. And she wondered if she’d ever be able to develop the School as she’d really love to - impossible at the moment, of course.

      And after locking up and bidding Sally good night, she drove home, reflecting on this exchange. Yes, she loved Shooting Stars. It was what gave the rest of her life meaning. She was still glowing from the rehearsal, where she was immersed, truly herself. It was what gave her her place in life. Instead of being exhausted after all she’d put into the session, she felt invigorated, energised! She had thought that being a wife and mother would be her place, and that that would be sufficient reward. But being a wife to Angus was so hard – and now she knew there was no hope of any children.

      Her euphoria of the day began to ebb away, the nearer she got to home. She was beginning to realise that she used the school as an escape valve for her situation. The thought hit her amidships - she was hiding in her school to avoid facing the realities of her messy and tangled existence.

      First there had been her stolen time with Jamie. Bliss. Another escape? Jamie always promised her so much, and she knew he did truly love her. But it was a fantasy. He’d never leave his wife and kids - nor could Tabitha want him to, except in their dreamland time together. She could never take a father from his children. No happiness could be built on that.

      She avoided the thought of how Angus would be this evening. Time enough to find out when she got home. She thought instead of the greeting she would get from her dogs. She loved these two uncomplicated creatures so much! They and their predecessors had been her solace down the years. Walking in the fields and woods with them was always wonderful. It allowed her soul to breathe, to rest, to know what was important to her. And these dogs were important! Though they were dogs and she didn’t mistake them for children, they were in a way the children she didn’t have. They were the warmth in her cold home. But for them she may have given up on life long ago.

      And so she could no longer avoid thinking of Angus.

      How would he be today? Would he be angry? Again. Would he have been drinking? Again. Would he be lurking in his study and not be anything at all? Would he perhaps feel good and be like he used to be, solicitous and attentive, enquiring after her day, sitting her down, making her a coffee …?

      Tabitha shook her head sadly. Those times seemed so long ago. Before they were married he swore to her daily how much he loved her, how he wanted her happiness. But things seemed irrevocably different now.

      She drove past Paddy’s woods and the big 50-acre field where she found such escape from her life at home, opening her window to inhale the earthy smell. She saw the lights on in Maureen’s warm and always-noisy house. And as she crunched onto the gravel of her drive, drawing up beside Angus’s car, she could hear the excited welcome barking of Esme and Luigi - the simple devotion she could always rely on.

      She turned off the engine and paused for a moment before getting out. She took a deep breath - transitioning from the pleasure of her school to the friction of her home - gathered her bags, got out of the car and headed for the kitchen door. As she put her hand on the handle she got a very different feeling from when she had opened the door at Shooting Stars just a couple of hours ago. She felt suddenly weary. She knew exactly what to expect from her dogs, but what version of Angus would she get this evening?
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      It wasn’t the sort of day for a bombshell. What sort of day would be a day for a bombshell? Not a day when she had been drowsy in her lover’s arms, then invigorated and absorbed by her work, before returning home to her husband.

      So she came through the door fulfilled, tired. And unsuspecting. The flurry of wagging tails and soggy teddy bears as her dogs greeted her in their accustomed ecstatic fashion brought a soft smile to her face. She peeled off her gloves and started to unzip her coat, wondering why there were no lights on. Angus was doubtless in his room writing as usual. Time to make a coffee and play with the dogs before yet another painful confrontation.

      Then she saw him.

      He was there in the darkest part of the kitchen, leaning against the range, holding onto it to steady himself.

      “Where have you been?” he demanded, in a slow, thick, voice.

      Tabitha’s heart sank as the dogs’ joy waned and they crept back to their beds.

      “Where have you been?” he said again.

      He had been drinking. This was bad. It could only be bad. He’d always enjoyed a drink, but over the last couple of years it had become compulsive with him. And it always led to a bad mood, and more demands.

      “Rehearsals,” she replied evenly.

      “Who with?” Tabitha’s heart sinks. This is an echo of the last time he got jealous and possessive over her. What had sparked it this time?

      Tabitha brushed her hand across her face. She could smell Jamie. For a moment she fled back to the early afternoon, his easy presence, his comforting presence.

      “The usual crowd. You know we’re working on the new production.” Tabitha wondered who it was he had singled out to be jealous over. Last time this happened he decided it was Gerard, the stage manager at School for Scoundrels. Crazy idea! Tabitha was very fond of Gerard, who was besotted with his wife and family and talked of little else. But she regarded him as a friend, no more. As she hotly denied any such thing, he had looked knowingly at her and said, “I see, so it’s the guy in charge. Edward, isn’t it?” She gave up. No one saw her as a “love interest”, least of all Angus. Except, that is, for Jamie.

      “You’re always working on a new production. It’s never-ending, these new productions. Well, I have a new production now.” He gripped the rail on the range as he swayed. “I’ve been invited on a lecture-tour. America. Important. They want me to be a guest lecturer at one of the top Universities. It’s a permanent move. So you need to shelve your new ‘production’ and support me.” He said with a flourish. Then he added, sotto voce, “And stop wasting your time with this drama nonsense.”

      Last time Angus had said that, it was three years ago. He always hated her having fun with her work, her friends. He had friends. But he didn’t like Tabitha having friends. He was jealous of all of them, and worked to alienate them, one by one. She had been in a small theatre company, the School for Scoundrels. It didn’t pay that well - what acting did? - but she had loved it. It was the sort of place where everyone doubled up as something else. So the male lead was also in charge of the props. The stage manager often had small parts to play. And Tabitha, who was content with small roles, could help the Director, do the make-up, research the costumes, live and breathe the theatre.

      It was then that Angus had demanded she spend more time at home. Being on tour for a few weeks, leaving him to mind “those goddam dogs”, having to fend for himself - burning the saucepans and killing the house plants: since when had he become so inept, this man who had lived independently for so many years before marrying her? - was the last straw for him. He made it clear that she had to leave the company, convinced that she must be “carrying on” with Gerard.

      It had broken her heart, but she’d felt she had no choice. She didn’t earn enough to live on. She’d chosen to marry Angus. She had to accept what living with him meant. For Tabitha her integrity was all-important. And she had vowed to stay with this man through thick and thin. How could she have foreseen that fitting in with her husband’s wishes would be so crippling?

      Tabitha looked at him now, his strong aquiline features that she could now make out in the gloom of the kitchen. She had once thought him so handsome. And she had to steady herself too. She held onto the back of the chair she had been going to toss her coat onto, just a couple of happy moments ago. Her friendly kitchen had become bleak and dark. She felt sick. What had she ever done but support him? She had given up so much. Damn her integrity! Damn her old-fashioned ideas about marriage! Angus was making yet more demands on her. And this one was shattering. A bombshell indeed. She felt the blood drain from her face, her lips cold.

      For a moment her heart skipped a beat. Was Angus planning to go on his own, leaving her to look after the house while he was away? She felt a sudden rush of freedom sweep over her. As a young girl she had experienced this same feeling when her beloved old dog Simon had reached the end of his life. He was ill and in pain, and the vet said the kindest thing to do was put him to sleep. Tabitha was distraught. She hated seeing Simon suffer, but couldn’t bear to lose the only constant friend she’d had her entire life. He had been the same age as her. She’d never known life without him and feared facing a future alone. But good sense prevailed and Simon breathed his last in her arms in the vet’s surgery. It was only when his face relaxed as his head sagged that she realised it was herself she’d been thinking of. It was her loss and grief she had considered, and not the release the old dog deserved. Only a few days later she felt that rush of freedom, that lightness of heart that her old friend was no longer suffering. She hadn’t understood till then how badly his pain had affected her. As now, she seemed trapped in a complex and painful situation – so much worse than she had allowed herself to countenance – and this shaft of light that had momentarily penetrated the gloom accentuated the misery of her life with Angus up to now.

      “Well …” she began, lamely. What could she say? Whatever could she do? She was not surprised by her husband’s announcement that he was making plans without mentioning them to her. He was so secretive about everything. She was used to being the last person to know. But that didn’t mitigate the hurt she felt at his latest - totally self-centred - demands. She was shocked into silence. She put her hand to her face again, just to smell Jamie once more, just for reassurance that there was someone who still cared for her. Jamie, who had enabled her difficult marriage by providing what was lacking in it.

      “That’s a great step for you,” she said, trying hard to keep her voice even and hoping not to annoy him. “When do they want you to go?”

      “Autumn term.” Angus replied

      Five months away! Five months to her life being turned upside down! She wanted to sit on that chair, stop her legs wobbling. But her home felt suddenly alien to her. And now – another bombshell.

      “And it’s ‘us’. You’ll be accompanying me – you’re my wife, remember? We’ll need to let the house. Probably sell it. There’s a lot to do. But I have to finish the book, plan out the lecture series. So you’ll have to deal with all the practical details of the move. I’ll be far too busy. You’ll have to contribute.” He shifted his position, grasping the range more heavily.

      Go away? Impossible! She couldn’t possibly let the children down. And then there was Jamie.

      She felt ready to cry. Out of frustration. Out of anger. Out of fear. Who was this man? How could this be the man who said he loved her, cared about her, wanted her to flourish as the green bay tree?

      It had seemed so much the right thing to do, to marry Angus. He had taken such an interest in her, encouraged her in her ideas, given her the support that she felt had always been lacking in her life since she lost her father. He seemed to think she was worth cultivating, educating. It was hard to believe now, but he had actually encouraged her to go to Drama School, to pursue the life she’d always yearned for, but which had always been frowned upon by her family and teachers.

      Had she loved him? He had always shied away from any physical expression of his love for her. She had thought – in her utter naivete – that it was for honourable reasons. He said that sex before marriage was wrong. But the marriage had come, and he was still unable to show her any physical affection. Since Jamie arrived back in her life, she realized she had never really loved Angus. She had been flattered by the attentions of this older, striking-looking, successful, man, and – with her total conviction that she was not the kind of person people loved – had accepted him as her last chance at marriage and motherhood.

      And for a while it had seemed a good choice. She loved moving in the Bohemian circles he inhabited. She met people she would never have met otherwise – people with famous names, who knew other famous people, and who spoke to her as an equal. Strangely, the more she became immersed in this unconventional life, the more she noticed that Angus clung to convention and routine in the rest of his life – as if holding on to that allowed him to keep a grip on the world. She learnt too, to appear capable and deliberate in her actions. She made out that it was her devotion to the theatre that stood in the way of having a family, and never ever hinted that her husband was in any way at fault. So she took the blame for him – even then.

      Tabitha had been coasting as her marriage went out of control and she focussed on the things she could affect. She’d been letting things run, hoping somehow to make the best of things. Head in the sand, as her mother would have said. She couldn’t have a fulfilling marriage with this person who seemed to operate only on the intellectual side, and fell headlong for Jamie who appeared to offer her everything she felt was lacking in her life - joy, fun, affection. She’d been unable to devote all her energies to serving Angus – she itched to create things of her own, not serve someone else who was doing all the creating - and had started a small children’s drama school in the town. Which grew. And grew.

      Prevented from having the family she’d always wanted - a physical impossibility in her celibate marriage - she loved working with these children: she had so much to give them! Though it didn’t involve travelling away, she spent a lot of time on it. A real perfectionist, she wanted to do the best she could for these fresh-faced, open-minded youngsters. With a small band of volunteers she produced her regular stream of high-quality productions on a shoe-string. So there was now a new batch of people for Angus to be jealous of. But this time she did her best to keep them separate from her home life. Having tried to involve Angus with her drama company colleagues, which only seemed to spark his possessiveness, she had not made the same mistake again.

      She planned the rehearsal schedules, worked on the business of the drama school with her helpers. She could fit in those precious moments of joy with Jamie. She could do Angus’s bidding and organise his life for him (why did he become more helpless as he became more successful?). But now he’d dropped his bombshell. And there were bits of her life spattered everywhere.

      How could she leave? How could she stay? The children. The dogs! Her lover. Her one-sided marriage. Her head was spinning. Her integrity, her loyalty to her marriage, her unfathomed talents, all tangled and whirled together. One moment she could see nothing but walls and difficulties, the next moment, paths opened up in front of her - possible directions.

      Jamie! After so many years apart they had not long found each other again - each filling a need for the other. Tabitha’s need - for human contact, warmth, affection, physical love - could not be satisfied in her life with her husband. If she stayed behind when Angus left, the Jamie route suddenly became possible.

      But was the impossibility the only reason she had always held back? She had never given herself the luxury of imagining life with Jamie, though it was something that he fantasised about endlessly. It had always been an impossibility. At first it was his young family. She could never have taken him away from them. She could not enjoy happiness at the expense of them. And now they were grown and he proclaimed himself free from his dull wife, Tabitha was not free. So only now, in these moments of impending change, did she allow herself to consider it a possibility. But her enthusiasm was strangely lacking! Oh my goodness, Tabitha thought, I had no idea: this has to be thought through very carefully.

      There was so much she suddenly had to consider! Everything she’d been keeping under careful control, in different segments of her life, was now there in front of her - demanding to be addressed. It had been a juggling act, with her struggling to keep all the balls in the air, with occasional heart-stopping slips. But now the whole delicate structure was collapsing. Along with her husband’s mental disintegration she could see everything was changing. Everything. There was no more coasting time.

      She realised Angus was speaking again. Speaking slowly so that he didn’t stumble over his words. While he propped himself on the range, he still managed to appear belligerent, chin jutting forward. So much dislike in that face, that she had once thought noble.

      “Well?” says Angus, speaking to her as if he despised her, just as her old headmistress Miss Wiseman had done so many years ago when she had dismissed Tabitha’s life-plans so coldly and brusquely, “What do you have to say?”

      Tabitha could no longer stand being in the same room as Angus - this new, nasty, Angus. She looked to her dogs, keeping their heads down, motionless in their beds. They seemed to be the only constant in her life - the only thing she could rely on. She zipped up her coat and snatched up her gloves again. “C’mon dogs!” she called to them as she turned back towards the dark shape of her angry husband.

      “I’m going out.”

      Resisting the temptation to slam the door behind her, she headed for the fields where she could be alone with her thoughts, where she could walk and walk, breathe in the cool fresh air, enjoy the beauty of her dogs and their freedom together, the wildness of it all. And attempt to make sense of everything whirling about her head.

      Tabitha had always gone along with what her husband wanted, feeling that she had to be the good wife and fit in with him. She was shocked - and exhilarated! - to find herself questioning this. Something was making her feel that now she must take hold of her life and - for once - make some decisions based on what she wanted. This was as far as she would be pushed. She would go no further. She felt a new energy surge through her.

      As she headed for the 50-acre, she suddenly realised she had choices. She’d had choices all along, but had never seen them. And this was such a fundamental shift for her that she needed to be alone and – as was her wont – analyse everything that was happening and how she could shape her future. As Angus would tease her in happier days, “Though the mills of God grind slowly, yet they grind exceeding small.”
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      Tabitha clambered over the five-bar gate while the dogs scooted under it. Even in her distress she took care to climb the hinge side so as not to distort Tom’s gate. Her thoughtfulness imbued everything she did. But even in that moment, perched atop the gate, the damp scent of the grass filling her senses, she questioned how that perfectionism was helping her - indeed, if it were helping her at all! Maybe it was time to cast it aside, think for herself, not try to make the best of something, but rip it apart and make something completely new.

      “You can’t make a silk purse out of a pig’s ear,” her mother used to say when purchasing expensive fabric for a new dress.

      She turned away from the direction of the house and started walking with a determined air. Though it had been dark for some time this March evening, she knew Tom’s field intimately, and had no fear of the dark. The dogs were jubilant at an outing at any time, and busied themselves snuffling in the hedgerow before they started their routine of dashing about chasing each other. She never failed to find their simple pleasure soothing.

      The pungent scent of the grass and the early spring flowers under her feet rose up to her and anchored her in the hidden landscape.

      But she was in shock. Angus’s ultimatum had come completely out of the blue. He’d always been secretive, but this takes the biscuit, she thought. Deciding to take her to another country - without a word to her - how self-centred had he become?

      He never used to be like this. When they first met he was solicitous, generous, caring. He would guide her elbow when they walked; he would offer her the best seat; he’d help her with her coat; laugh at her jokes … Where had that all gone? There’s no sign of that any more! It was as if his failure to consummate the marriage caused him to withdraw into himself so that he was only able to find fault in her. An attempt to shift the blame to her? She was beginning, just beginning, to see that maybe it wasn’t just her extreme unattractiveness that was the cause of their marital problems. Maybe there were two sides to this story?

      He had been the perfect gentleman - especially when meeting her parents. They were dismayed that Tabitha should choose an artist rather than a solicitor or businessman like her father and brother, and darkly disapproved the fact that he was so much older than her. It was only fifteen years, Tabitha had protested, but ultimately Angus’s manner had charmed them. Tabitha was already twenty-three years old and they were beginning to wonder if she’d be left on the shelf for ever.

      He had clearly fallen in love with her, and told her so - “I fear I’m falling in love with you,” he had said, with a puppy-dog expression which made him appear very vulnerable. Tabitha - who had never experienced anyone being in love with her, ever (her sexual encounters had been just that, encounters, a bit of exploration) - had felt guilty that she had generated such strong feelings in him. She felt responsible - to blame. When at last she had the power to affect someone else she shied away from it. But she thought this must be the real thing because he was the first man who had ever wanted her company and her thoughts, without wanting her body.

      Although she’d met Angus at the impressionable age of nineteen, for years he’d shown no interest in popping the question. As she had got more involved with him, taking his advice on flat-hunting, work - even following his encouragement and going belatedly to drama school - she had begun to wonder if she was heading up a blind alley. People took them to be a couple who were simply not bothered with marriage. But marriage - and family - were something that bothered Tabitha a lot!

      She had never let on to others at that time, but there was no sexual relationship at all in their relationship. Tabitha - in her innocence - had put it down to Angus’s religious upbringing. She thought there must be some kind of logical reason. But Angus kept a lot of himself secret, and she had just assumed that everything would work out ok once she completed her studies at drama college, that he would eventually suggest they should share a house, and get married while they were about it. And marriage would mean children. And so it had happened, with an air of inevitability - of sliding down a groove and landing at the obvious conclusion. It had coincided with the lease on her flat coming up for renewal, and Angus’s location being far more convenient. So they kind of drifted into sharing a house.

      And when he had at last asked her to marry him, she felt that a new world was about to open up to her. A world where she could show her value by the ring on her finger. She could justify her place by her new handle of “Mrs.“. She shook her head sadly as she walked now, thinking how deluded she had been. How misled by her parents’ indoctrination, her upbringing, the popular idea that single people were lacking, and needed a partner to justify their existence, to complete them.

      But things were not how they seemed. Angus had hinted that sex before marriage was wrong, to explain the lack of it. What she hadn’t bargained for was sex within marriage being wrong too!

      Esme, her younger dog, ran up to her and presented her with an Alder cone from near the ditch, jogging her thoughts back to the present. Puzzled at Tabitha’s mood, she was trying to
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