
 
   
 
   
 
   
  Anne


  When Anne was a child and her parents returned late at night from a party, she liked to pretend to be asleep. It was partly because she knew the babysitter had let her stay up longer than she should but it was also because she enjoyed the feeling of play-acting, of feigning something, of playing a trick on adults.


  She would hear their footsteps on the stairs, the heavy and deliberate murmur of drunken whispers and half-giggles, and she would flick the switch of her bedside lamp and shut her eyes tightly, drawing the blankets up around her. Her parents would approach her bedroom and halt for a moment outside, shushing each other with exaggerated seriousness, before pushing open the door and poking their heads round. Her mother’s voice would say her name softly, each movement punctuated by the tinny jangle of earrings and bracelets.


  Her mother would tiptoe over to the side of the mattress and lower her head to kiss her daughter gently on the cheek, and Anne, her senses heightened by the darkness, would feel the dryness of face powder and the creamy texture of her lipstick and inhale the thrilling adult tang of smoke and drink. Still, she would not open her eyes. Her parents must have known that she was awake but they played along. It became a harmless childhood lie.


  She thinks of this now as she looks at her husband, lying on his hospital bed, attached to various tubes and drips. It looks like a pretence, this enforced sleep. His chest rises and falls. His eyes are closed. His mouth is turned down at the corners and over the last few days stubble has appeared on the pale folds of his face, like bracken stealing across a hillside. The sleep doesn’t seem at all convincing. It looks as if he’s trying too hard. Occasionally, his left eyelid will flicker slightly, a tiny electronic pulse emitted from some unidentified synapse.


  She knows the facts. She has been told by the doctors that he is in a coma and she has nodded and been serious and given the reliable impression of a woman in her mid-fifties who understands what is expected of her. She has taken care of things, informed people, she has been calm and logical on the phone when issuing necessary instructions. She has been to the police station to pick up his bicycle, eerily unmarked by the accident, its metal frame sleek and grey and cool to the touch. She has packed bags and tidied and filled in forms and arranged for his transfer to a private hospital covered by his insurance. She has frozen the beef casserole. She has carried on, knowing that this is what everyone wants her to do.


  But there is a secret part of her that thinks it is a colossal joke and that this isn’t actually happening at all. Her husband is lying in front of her, pretending to be asleep and he is once again the centre of attention, just as he always managed to be when he was awake. She knows he is pretending; he is misleading her into believing in something that does not exist. Well, she thinks to herself, I’m not going to be fooled this time.


  And then, looking at his prone body, she becomes all at once aware of her own absurdity. She is shocked at her casual dismissal of her husband’s condition. She tries to think fondly of him, to remember some affectionate exchange they might have had in recent days. But instead all she can remember is the last conversation they had, just before Charles walked out of the door, dressed in his high-visibility cycling jacket, the zip undone so that the sides of it flapped in the breeze as he went.


  He had not told her where he was going, and when she had asked, he did not lift his head to acknowledge that he had heard her. Instead, he carried on sipping his mug of breakfast tea in a succession of noisy slurps.


  ‘Charles?’


  He raised his eyes to meet hers with familiar indifference.


  ‘Yes?’


  ‘I just wondered where you were going,’ Anne said a second time, hearing the meekness in her voice, the whining undertone, and hating it.


  He put down his mug of tea with a quiet force. The mug gave a thunking sound as it made contact with the table and some of the liquid splattered on to the pale pine. Anne stared at the thin rivulets of brown, trying not to make eye contact with him.


  ‘Why would that possibly concern you?’ he said, his voice perfectly level. That would probably have been the end of it, but Anne had taken a dishcloth and started to wipe away the spilled tea and something in Charles had seemed to crack. No one else would have noticed it, but for Anne the change was immediately visible: a darkening of his pupils, a deliberate relaxing of the shoulders like a boxer priming himself for the ring, the ever-so-slight whistling sound of breath through his nostrils.


  After a moment he spoke, his voice carefully modulated, as if holding itself back.


  ‘Do you know what I think of you?’ he asked, and although the question seemed out of place amid the mundane to-ing and fro-ing of the morning, Anne knew that he would have a reason for it.


  She kept silent, balling up her hands into tight fists so that she could feel her fingernails digging into her palms. She concentrated on the discomfort of it, on the effort of marking her skin to prove she existed. When she relaxed her hands, there would be a row of sharply delineated crescents pock-marked across the tender pink flesh.


  Charles was staring at her, his eyes stained with contempt, his head tilted in a quizzical pose. ‘Well?’ he asked, slowly, as if speaking to a stupid child.


  Anne felt each muscle tense and prick against her flesh. She knew she had to answer or there would be no end to it. ‘No,’ she said and she could feel her voice disappear almost as soon as it hit the air, evaporating into wisps of nothing. She stood still, braced and alert for what would come next, the damp cloth cupped in her hand.


  Charles coughed gently, a balled-up hand in front of his mouth. He looked at her and his eyes seemed dulled, like the dustiness on a window-pane when it caught the light. When he spoke, his tone was unchanged, innocuous, smooth like wax. ‘You disgust me,’ he said, so softly it was almost a whisper, and she wondered, once again, if she were in fact going mad. ‘Just looking at you, at your dishcloths and your dirty aprons, at your pathetic face. Just listening to you, your incessant whining, your pleading, snivelling voice asking me pointless questions.’ He paused to take a sip of tea and for a moment Anne thought he might have finished, but just as she was about to turn away, he put the mug down with exaggerated caution and continued. ‘You.’ He jabbed a finger at her. ‘You. You, with your tired eyes and your wrinkles and your housewifely flab spilling over at the sides and your thin lips and ’ He broke off and shook his head, as if disbelieving. ‘You used to be so beautiful.’


  Anne went to the sink and busied herself with the taps so that she did not have to look at him. She felt herself about to cry and wondered why he still possessed the capacity to wound her so deeply. She had become accustomed to his bouts of callousness, to the random outbursts of his bristling, restrained fury. Surely she should be inured to it by now, should be able to sweep his cruelties aside? Why did she not simply walk out of the kitchen? Why did she not walk out of the house, out of this man’s life for good? Why did she stand here, bound to him, receiving each verbal blow as though she deserved it?


  There was something that kept her here, a silken thread that tied her to him, that twisted around her wrists, her ankles, her chest, so tightly she could not move.


  She found herself thinking about her youth, her dried-up beauty and the effortless slenderness that Charles had prized so highly. Once, in the very early days when they had been in bed together, he had lifted her skinny arm up to the light so that the delicate webbed skin between her fingers glowed like oyster shell held against the sun.


  ‘Almost translucent,’ he had said, before dropping her arm softly back on to the sheets and turning away from her. And she remembers now how happy she had felt with that small, dispassionate compliment. Had she really asked for so little?


  But that had been years ago: a different woman in a different time. When she looked round from the sink, her vision blurred with the imprecise fuzziness of tears, she saw that Charles had gone.


   


  The nurse comes in to check on the drip and smiles at her with a brisk nod of the head, just as they do in hospital dramas. It adds to her notion of play-acting. Of course, she thinks, the nurse is in on it too. He has somehow paid off the entire hospital to go along with this joke of his. How typical, she thinks, that he would go to such lengths to make her feel so beholden to him. She feels a familiar surge in the pit of her stomach, a pang somewhere between hunger and pain that she recognises as the beginnings of a small but lethal rage.


  She has got used to these sudden, inexplicable bouts of anger and now barely notices them until they have subsided. She seems to be able to swing from extreme sadness and self-pity one minute to uncontained fury the next. Recently, at the wedding of a friend’s daughter, she was given a sparkler from a packet and told to light it and hold it aloft as the happy couple left for their honeymoon.


  ‘It’s instead of confetti,’ said the mother of the bride, an officious woman who prided herself on her organisational skills.


  ‘Oh,’ said Anne, realising she was meant to be impressed. ‘How . . . inventive.’


  The sparkler burned quickly, throwing out bright shards of flame like dandelion spores. The guests whooped and waved until it all seemed a curious facsimile of joy, and then the mother of the bride started ushering people into taxis and Anne was left with the sparkler in her hand, a limp, ashen strip that smelled lightly of sulphur. It struck her then, after too much champagne, that this is what happened to her inside when she felt that heated explosion of intense disappointment. It burned bright, and then it burned out, and no one ever knew.


  She had wanted to talk to someone about this, about the feeling that her life was gradually draining itself of purpose, revolving around the same dull axes, but she could no longer share such intimacies with Charles and her limited scattering of dull suburban friends would have been shocked by her honesty. Until Charles’s accident, she had felt oppressed by the cyclical nature of her days, as though she were stuck on a roundabout in an anonymous provincial town like the outer fringes of Swindon or a place called Blandford Forum that she had been to once with Charles; a town that had sounded vaguely Roman and exotic but that turned out to be full of grubby teashops and Argos outlets.


  The worst of it was that it had all been entirely her doing. She had loved Charles, loved him completely, and probably still did in spite of no longer wanting to. But instead of giving her the contentedness she had once craved, her life with Charles has left Anne with a perpetual restlessness. She finds fault with everything. She picks at the stitches of each day with a relentlessness that leaves the seams frayed and the material torn out of shape. She does not understand happiness any more, cannot remember where to look for it, as if it is something she has mislaid  a coin that has slipped down the back of a sofa. She cannot remember the last time she laughed. She feels her core has been chipped away like marble. She no longer likes herself very much and can feel herself being ground down by her own defensiveness. She wishes she could be different, but it somehow seems too much effort to try.


  She hadn’t always been like this. When her mother died last year after a prolonged descent into blindness and infirmity, Anne had sorted through the overstuffed little retirement flat and come across an enormous cache of family letters. Sifting through the postcards of long-ago mountainsides and the browning edges of airmail envelopes, she had discovered a series of letters written while she was at boarding school. Each of them was so funny, covered with illustrations and jokes and witty imprecations not to forget to make her favourite flapjacks for the holidays. She had been stunned to meet this youthful version of herself: so effortlessly full of character, so unaffectedly joyful, so naively sure of who she was. There were so many exclamation marks. She never thought in exclamations any more.


   


  The asthmatic, mechanical, barely-there sound of her husband’s breathing interrupts her thoughts. He is still a handsome man, she thinks, looking at the clear, pronounced angle of his jawbone jutting out from beneath his earlobe as if welded in place. The skin around his eyes has been marked by a series of fine, engraved wrinkles in the last few years, but the crow’s feet suit him; give him an approachable air of bonhomie and sunkissed good health. His eyes look like crinkles of paper, twisted at the ends like packets of picnic salt. His lids are closed now, occasionally twitching as if a small bird’s heart is thumping delicately just below the surface of his face. But when they were open, his eyes were the bruised blue of faded hydrangea petals: flat, pale, remote.


  The door opens and a nurse  the nice one with the dimpled smile  peers round the door. ‘Cup of tea, Anne?’


  She nods her head, just as she is supposed to.


 
   
 
   
 
   
  Anne


  Anne loved her daughter so much it felt like a glass splinter lodged deep in her heart. Yet she found herself incapable of expressing it and this, more than anything else, seemed to drive them apart.


  She was unaccountably cross that Charlotte was late. She had promised faithfully to be at the hospital at 6.30 p.m., but it was now 7.15 p.m. In that time, Anne had worked herself up into a state of highly pitched emotion that was a complicated knot of fury, fear and the suspicion that Charlotte simply didn’t care enough about her to turn up. The anger had crept up on Anne so imperceptibly that she had been unable to stop it leaking out in small but significant gestures; a succession of cold stares and raised eyebrows.


  She knew that Charlotte picked up on it immediately, that her daughter sensed the tension in the atmosphere as soon as she walked in the room.


  ‘How was the traffic?’ Anne asked, trying to pepper her voice with lightness, but sensing in spite of herself the dried-up husks of her words.


  ‘Oh, pretty rubbish, you know. Rush hour. That kind of thing,’ Charlotte said abstractedly.


  ‘It’s terrible the traffic in London these days,’ Anne said, because nothing else came to mind. She gave a dry little cough. ‘What time did you leave work?’


  Although Charlotte’s face remained perfectly immobile, Anne could see that the tendons in her neck were taut with some indeterminate strain. When she replied, her voice was prickly.


  ‘Normal time. Six-ish.’ She put her handbag down on the floor, shrugging herself out of her jacket. She sighed, audibly enough that Anne could not help but hear it. ‘You know, I didn’t mean to be late. It’s not deliberate.’


  Anne said nothing. She hated it when Charlotte became irritable. She had wanted her to notice her obvious discontent but only because she had craved an affectionate, apologetic response. And now it was too late to backtrack.


  ‘Well,’ Anne heard herself say. ‘You’re here now.’


  The air between them crackled.


  Charlotte shook her head, so slightly that no one else but Anne would have seen it. But she noticed every tiny movement Charlotte made. It was her substitute for spoken intimacy. If nothing else, she could watch her. She could know her like a collector knows his butterflies: beautiful samples, pinned up in glass cases, wings outstretched so that every marking was clear. And by knowing her this way, by checking every nuance of her light and shade, by detailing each twitch and tremble, every gentle susurration of an unintended sigh, Anne could move as close to her as she dared. She gazed at Charlotte from a safe distance.


  She was worried that she loved her daughter too greatly, that to reveal the extent of it would be to overwhelm the precarious balance of their relationship. She felt her emotions were calcified by guilt at not having been a good enough mother, a deep, unspoken, dug-away sort of shame that burrowed away inside like a creature with vicious teeth and claws. To let Charlotte see how much she cared, to be honest about her imperfect love, would be somehow to reveal this failing. Anne was scared at the thought of it.


  They both knew where this guilt came from and Charles, when he had been awake, he had known too, but they never spoke of it. Instead, there was a triangulation of silence, a delicate construction of half-accepted ignorance that was as brittle as spun sugar.


  Charlotte drew up a hospital chair to sit beside her father’s bed. She was close enough that, if she had wanted to, she could have touched him, but Anne saw that she stayed a little apart, in her own separate space. She did not take his hand.


  Charlotte’s hair hung loose around her face, strands of wavy dark brown that were neither entirely straight nor tightly sprung enough to be curly. It annoyed her, Anne knew, that her hair could never be relied upon. She would use these dreadful hair straighteners each morning that seemed almost to frazzle her hair to a cinder. Sometimes Anne would notice she had burned herself on the top of her forehead, a small reddish imprint that no one else would see. In spite of the straighteners, Charlotte’s hair would always be crinkled by the end of the day. Anne preferred it like this, untampered, but she knew that her daughter hated its uncontrollable nature.


  Her daughter was a pretty girl, not that she had ever told her this. But Anne knew it, objectively, because other people remarked on it when they saw her photo or when they first met her. She had an oval face and smooth skin with a faint splattering of freckles across the bridge of her nose. Her eyes were large and light blue and quizzical-looking. She had dainty earlobes, carefully defined and covered with soft downy hair that Anne stopped herself from reaching out to touch. Today, she was wearing earrings that looked like pieces of birch bark: silvery brown crescents that shivered when she spoke.


  She was speaking to her father in a low, careful voice. The doctors had insisted that talking to Charles could have a positive effect on his recovery but Anne could not shake the unnaturalness of it; the slight embarrassment of a one-way conversation consisting almost entirely of the sort of mundane trivialities that Charles had always hated being subjected to. Listening to her daughter’s hesitations and forced jollities, Anne realised that Charlotte felt it too. It had never been particularly easy to talk to Charles. Now, it seemed almost impossible.


  She tuned into what Charlotte was saying and realised she was talking about the holiday she had just been on with her boyfriend, a man Anne neither liked nor trusted.


  ‘. . . so then we went to this beautiful hilltop village and it took ages to walk up to the top because it was unbelievably steep.’ Charlotte broke off and poured a glass of water from the plastic jug on the bedside cabinet. She furrowed her brow, thinking of the best way to continue and then, before she started to speak again, Anne saw her quite deliberately force a smile on to her face. She wondered why she did this and then she realised that Charlotte’s words now sounded warmer as she spoke them, the curve of her lips shaping each sentence with a brightness that had not been there before.


  ‘When we finally got there, we were both so exhausted and sweaty that the first thing we did was find a nice outside table at this café on the square to drink a citron pressé and just look for a bit at the view. It really is the most lovely part of France  un-touristy, for some reason, I suppose because it’s not that close to the coast, but . . .’


  ‘Where was this?’ Anne asked a little too loudly.


  Charlotte looked up, surprised and slightly flustered by the interruption. ‘Oh, it’s a region called the Tarn.’ She stopped and Anne waited for her to continue, just long enough that the silence started to feel scratchy. ‘I’d never heard of it, although it turns out that Claudia  you remember Claudia don’t you?  well, her parents have a house fifteen minutes from where we were staying, but I only found out when we got back, otherwise we would have dropped in.’


  ‘What’s Claudia doing with herself these days?’


  ‘She’s, um, she’s in banking. Something to do with hedge funds. I don’t really understand it.’


  ‘She was always such a nice girl. Very polite. I remember she wrote the most charming thank-you letters when she came to stay.’


  ‘Yes,’ Charlotte said, and Anne could see instantly from the vague wrinkle between her eyebrows that she thought she was being unfavourably compared.


  ‘Well, anyway, I’m sure your job is much more interesting.’


  ‘Mm-mm.’


  And so the conversation juddered on, halting and uncomfortable and never entirely real, as if they were both reading from a bad script and neither of them knew what to do about it. And there was Charles, lying gloriously in the middle of it all like a stone figurine sculpted for the top of a medieval king’s tomb; static yet simultaneously alive, able to hear yet not listening, her husband, Charlotte’s father and yet, at the same time, neither of these things. Not really. Not now.


   


  Later, as they stood outside the hospital doors saying their awkward goodbyes, Anne leaned forward and gave her daughter a half-peck on the cheek. She inhaled the fig-scented perfume that Charlotte always wore, taking a deep breath in and then holding it for a moment, like something precious and breakable, in the pit of her stomach.


  ‘Anyway,’ said Charlotte, pulling away, pushing up the shoulder strap of her leather bag that kept slipping down her arm. Her smile was pained, almost embarrassed. ‘See you.’


  Charlotte turned and strode towards the car park, her silver birch earrings swinging as she walked. Anne watched her climb into the driving seat and for a brief moment their eyes met through the windscreen and both of them seemed surprised by this unexpected moment of recognition. Charlotte smiled and raised a hand. Anne nodded, more curtly than she’d intended.


  Anne drove along the main roads to get back to Kew, past the fried chicken shops and the sari emporiums and the queues of tourists outside the London Dungeon and Southwark Cathedral, through the endless traffic lights that turned to red just as she approached them. It would have been quicker to go the back way but she felt the need for bright streetlamps and noise and urban chaos. It felt reassuring to see it all going on as usual, everyday life continuing undaunted beyond the hospital’s distillation of loss and hurt and illness.


  Her mobile phone rang, the screen flashing up with a ghoulish light. It was Janet. ‘Oh no,’ Anne said out loud, fumbling to connect the hands-free set with one hand on the steering wheel. ‘Janet?’


  ‘Hello, Anne. Just calling to see how things went at the hospital today?’


  It was typical of Janet to call at just the wrong moment, proffering just the wrong sort of concern  the kind that required exhaustive explanation and a decent show of emotion. Speaking to her always left one with a residual feeling of baseless unease, a sense of not having quite met up to the exacting standards of her goodness. She was so unremittingly nice it was impossible not to be irritated by her and yet simultaneously ashamed of this irritation. It made for draining conversations.


  They had met years ago at the local Salvation Army Christmas carol concert, an event that Anne had found herself attending with dreary regularity in an attempt to paint herself as an upstanding and contented member of the community, a family-oriented mother and wife, a fund-raiser for assorted charities and a dedicated watcher of Antiques Roadshow. For a while, she had believed that pretending her life had some sort of meaning would actually give it some, as if the acting was half the effort.


  Charles had never come along with her  he called himself an atheist and made a great show of shirking any sort of religious pomp  and this had been a relief, in a way. It allowed Anne to create an alternative persona: one of wholesome cake-baking goodness and jumble sales. She found a safety in this pretence, singing along heartily to rousing carols and contributing generously to the collection plate. She liked Christmas and discovered that seasonal festivity was the perfect opportunity for anonymity without isolation. Strangers smiled at her and caught her eye, but it was easy to elude conversation, to slip out just as the mulled wine was being poured.


  That was until she met Janet. Janet had suddenly appeared one year, wreathed in jollity and home-knitted scarves, bearing Tupperware boxes filled with mince pies. She made a bee-line for Anne as soon as she spotted her trying to leave.


  ‘Sure I can’t tempt you?’ Janet asked, a beaming smile on her face. Anne looked at her and noticed the filmy eyes, perpetually on the brink of some extreme enthusiasm and the garish, orange-red lipstick beginning to bleed into tiny lines around her trembling mouth. She felt sorry for her, a small, unfamiliar twinge of empathy, a sense that Janet too was struggling to fit in, was desperate to find her own place in all of this communal bonhomie.


  ‘I was just on my way home, actually.’


  ‘Oh go on!’ Janet tinkled cheerily. ‘One mince pie won’t do any harm. I made them this morning. Grab one while you can.’


  So Anne had taken a mince pie and the pastry had crumbled all over her coat and Janet had been so pathetically grateful that Anne stayed far longer than she wanted, trapped by the force field of Janet’s self-conscious jollity.


  The friendship had stopped and started over the years, like a wheezy old car that struggled to accelerate up hills. But each time it threatened to extinguish itself completely, Janet had come up with some novel ruse to keep it going  free tickets to Chelsea Flower Show, a cake recipe she’d been dying to try out on someone, the chance to go to a lecture on Darwin’s evolutionary theory at the Natural History Museum, a new cheese shop that had just opened round the corner and was meant to stock the most fabulous Pecorino. And each time, Anne had capitulated  partly because it was easier that way and partly because, in spite of herself, she found Janet’s company strangely soothing. She never had to make any conversational effort in her presence and found it easy to let Janet’s cheerful monologues wash over her, smiling and nodding her head when it was required. She was, Anne supposed, her only real friend.


  Once, but only once, Janet had stared at her across a café table and said, out of nowhere, ‘You never really listen to me, do you?’ Anne had protested unconvincingly and was mortified to see tears well up in Janet’s eyes. She couldn’t think of anything else to say, so she had lapsed into silence. After a while, the tears receded and Janet flapped her hands in front of her face. ‘Sorry. Ridiculous. Don’t know what’s wrong with me today.’ And that had been that.


  This Friday, they had been due to go to Paris for the weekend  ‘A girls’ trip,’ Janet had said when they booked their Eurostar tickets  but now it all had to be cancelled. Janet was being purposely cheery about it, as if living up to her own notions of what a ‘trooper’ she was. She had insisted on dealing with all the paperwork, in enquiring about refunds and phoning up the hotel to let them know they would no longer be requiring two single rooms with en-suite showers. And then she had told Anne all about what she’d done, seeking approval with a single-mindedness that recalled a dog gripping a stick between its teeth. Anne knew that what Janet most wanted was someone to reassure her how selfless she was, how wonderful she’d been in a crisis, to say, ‘I don’t know what I’d do without you,’ and yet it was precisely because she was so needy, so oppressively grateful for any morsel of attention, that Anne found herself feeling perversely disinclined to play the game.


  She knew this was mean and she was half-horrified by her own capability for small cruelties, but she couldn’t help herself. To an extent, her friendship with Janet enabled her to vent the frustrations accumulated in the rest of her life: it was the only situation she remained entirely in control of. For some reason, that was important.


  ‘You sound tired,’ Janet was saying now on the phone. ‘Was it a terribly draining day?’


  ‘No, no,’ said Anne. ‘It was fine.’ A mini-van stopped suddenly in front of her without warning. ‘Oh, bloody hell.’


  ‘Anne? Are you all right?’


  ‘Yes. Just a van driver who doesn’t know his highway code.’


  Janet tittered on the end of the line. ‘So is there any update from the doctors?’


  ‘Much the same. They never really want to say anything in case they get sued. In any case, they’ve got to wait for the brain swelling to go down before they can be sure.’


  ‘Sure of what?’


  ‘Of whether there’s any permanent . . . well, you know, brain damage.’


  There was a self-consciously dramatic intake of breath on the other end of the line.


  ‘They said that if he’d been wearing his bicycle helmet he might have walked away unscathed. I kept telling him to wear it,’ Anne said, rather pointlessly, she thought.


  ‘Are they any closer to finding out what happened?’


  ‘No. The police say there were no witnesses, which frankly I find hard to believe, but they never care much about cyclists, do they? The doctors think his bike was clipped by a passing car and he was thrown off. He was lucky to have landed on the road. If he had fallen into the path of a moving car, then it could have quite possibly been fatal. As it is . . . well, he’s in this coma.’


  ‘Goodness, Anne. How horrific.’


  ‘I suppose it’s just something we’ll have to deal with,’ Anne said, her impatience breaking through. ‘He might wake up tomorrow and be absolutely fine.’ She found she was unable to muster the requisite good cheer that this thought should have provoked.


  ‘I think you’re being a tower of strength, I really do.’


  Anne stayed silent for a beat too long.


  ‘And you needn’t worry about Paris. Because we cancelled more than forty-eight hours in advance, the hotel has very kindly reimbursed our deposit, although it took quite a bit of doing, I tell you. My schoolgirl French isn’t what it used to be.’


  Another tinkle of forced laughter.


  ‘Anyway, Anne, I should let you get on if you’re driving. Did you see Charlotte at the hospital?’


  ‘Yes, she came after work. Turned up late, obviously.’


  ‘Oh . . . well. That was nice of her to make the effort.’


  ‘Mmm,’ said Anne, non-committally. ‘I think she had a nice holiday in France with the man, although she never really tells me anything.’


  ‘Well, it’s a tricky one, isn’t it, Anne?’ Janet cleared her throat, preparing to take a leap into dangerous territory. ‘Perhaps she feels you might not approve.’


  ‘I don’t approve of him. He’s married, for goodness sake.’


  ‘I thought he was separated?’


  ‘Separated, maybe, but certainly not divorced from what I can make out.’


  ‘Well, Anne, these things do take time, after all.’


  ‘How would you know?’


  There was a small, offended pause.


  ‘Sorry, Janet. I’m rather at the end of my tether at the moment.’


  ‘Of course,’ she said, the words sounding strangulated. ‘Well, look after yourself, Anne, and I’ll call tomorrow.’


  ‘Thank you. Bye.’


  ‘Bye.’


  Janet hung up and Anne sat still for several minutes, hands on the steering wheel in a precise ten to two position, glaring at the traffic jam in front of her. Then, after a few minutes, she turned on the radio and rotated the volume dial until it was almost too loud to bear.


 
   
 
   
 
   
  Anne


  A nurse from the hospital phoned Anne at home. The nurse obviously didn’t know quite what to say or how to explain the reason for her call. Anne could sense her discomfort almost from the first breath of the conversation.


  ‘Mrs Redfern?’


  Anne stifled an exhalation of impatience. She thought it was terribly rude for someone not to start off with a gentle ‘Hello’, introducing themselves and, briefly, the reason for their call. It was one of her pet peeves. When Charlotte had been younger and her schoolfriends rang up to speak to her, Anne would always notice the ones who had been well brought-up: the ones who said who they were, engaged Anne in a small exchange of politeness and then  but only then  asked to speak to Charlotte. The ones who didn’t display such elementary good manners were mentally blacklisted. If they rang during mealtimes, there was no hope for them. Anne had a frighteningly long memory for perceived slights.


  ‘Yes,’ said Anne. ‘Speaking.’


  ‘Oh, hello. Um. It’s Sanjita Rana here, I’m a nurse at the hospital. At London Bridge.’ There was a pause. ‘Where your husband is being cared for,’ she prompted, unnecessarily.


  ‘Is there anything wrong with him?’ asked Anne. There was a flustered coughing sound on the end of the line.


  ‘Well, no, not exactly.’


  ‘What do you mean “not exactly”?’ said Anne. A combined sense of impatience and anxiety started to prickle the surface of her skin.


  ‘The thing is, Mrs Redfern, we have your daughter here.’


  ‘Charlotte?’ she said, stupidly, as if she had countless other daughters to choose from. Anne looked at the wall calendar that she hung on a corkboard in front of the phone. It was Sunday. Anne thought it was strange that Charlotte had gone to visit Charles at the weekend  normally she chose to spend all her free time with Gabriel. That’s odd, she thought, but the thought hung, unfinished, in her mind. She brushed it aside and waited for the nurse to continue.


  ‘Yes. She asked us to call you.’


  Silence.


  ‘She . . . the thing is, there was a little bit of an incident earlier. Nothing to worry about, nothing at all,’ the nurse continued, with an over-eagerness that suggested she was compensating for something. Anne felt herself shiver. She looked down and saw a ridge of goose-bumps form along her upper arm. ‘Your daughter came into visit your husband and there was, well, there was . . . an altercation.’


  ‘I don’t know what you mean.’


  She could hear the nurse twisting the telephone cord in her fingers. When she started to speak again, it was in a low tone that was an almost-whisper. In the background, Anne could make out the familiar hospital sounds: the shuffling footsteps, the creaking trolley wheels, the beep and buzz of countless life-prolonging machines.


  ‘Your daughter started to hit him.’


  ‘Hit who?’ said Anne, stupidly.


  ‘Hit your husband. She, um, she hit Mr Redfern.’


  There was a pause. Anne’s throat went dry. She swallowed, gulping noisily. She breathed in slowly through her nose, held the breath internally for several seconds, and then breathed out, counting from one to five with as much control as she could muster. She had read somewhere this helped you to relax but it didn’t seem to work.


  ‘I see.’


  ‘He’s fine,’ said the nurse, a little too quickly. ‘It wasn’t all that serious  a few bruises, maybe, nothing more permanent. But . . .’


  ‘Yes?’


  ‘Your daughter seemed very agitated. We had to ’ she searched for the right word, ‘we had to intervene.’


  ‘I see.’


  ‘She was very upset. We had to give her something to calm her down. I’m afraid she was disturbing the other patients . . .’


  ‘That’s fine. I understand.’


  The nurse seemed relieved that Anne was taking it all so calmly, not seeking to apportion blame. She started to talk more easily, a hint of briskness creeping into her voice.


  ‘Once she gathered her thoughts a bit, we asked her if she wanted us to call someone and she gave us your number. I’m sorry for the intrusion.’


  ‘No, no, I’m glad you told me.’ Standing in her kitchen, pressing the phone’s receiver into her ear, Anne was struck by how displaced everything seemed, as if she was watching it all through a thick, dream-like lens. The curved outline of the Aga looked strangely precise; the red-tiled floor too shiny. Looking out of the window to the garden beyond, it appeared too vivid; too sharply in focus. She felt untethered, detached. She felt her reactions slowing, the air around her becoming thick with thought; the weight of it pressing down on her chest.


  ‘Well,’ she heard herself say, ‘thank you for letting me know.’


  She started to put the phone down and then she heard the nurse speaking again, a tinny noise like television interference. ‘Sorry, I didn’t catch that.’


  ‘Oh, I’m sorry. I was just wondering if I should tell your daughter you’re coming to collect her?’


  ‘I don’t think so.’


  The nurse didn’t know what to make of that. Anne could almost imagine her mouth gaping open.


  ‘Oh, right,’ she stumbled. ‘It’s just . . . well, it’s not my business, but I think she’d like it if you did.’


  ‘How do you know?’


  ‘I’m sorry?’


  ‘How do you know she’d like it?’ Anne said, carefully enunciating every syllable. ‘Have you asked her?’


  ‘She asked us to call you,’ said the nurse, desperately.


  ‘I appreciate your doing so. But I imagine Charlotte has her car at the hospital and so, you see, it wouldn’t be practical for me to come too.’


  ‘I really think . . .’


  ‘I don’t care what you think,’ said Anne with clipped rapidity, the words coming out too quickly now to stop them. ‘These are things you know nothing about.’ Anne put the phone down with such force she could feel the reverberations in her hand. Then she walked into the drawing room and sat down on the sofa that she had never liked but that she had simply grown to live with.


  She was taken aback by the nurse’s phone call but, while news of Charlotte’s outburst was discomfiting, Anne found she was not surprised by it. She supposed, looking back, that it had been building up for years, ever since . . . well, ever since that day.


  She thought that day had been dealt with, the brutal truth of it concealed, hidden, disguised from their everyday consciousness. She thought it had been best that way: that enforced ignorance was a means of coping with the ugliness of real knowledge. But now, here it was to be confronted all over again and Anne simply didn’t know if she could bear it. It was too much. The past was too dazzling to look at; too blindingly bright and uncompromising.


  She folded her arms in front of her chest and sat there, breathing with a heavy regularity, looking straight ahead at the mantelpiece above the open fire, filled with silver-framed photographs and invitations that had gathered a thin coating of dust. She let her eyes rest on the group picture at the far right end of the mantelpiece. It was a black-and-white shot of the three of them that had been taken on the day of Charlotte’s graduation.


  Charlotte was wearing a formal university robe and standing outside the terraced red-brick house that she had shared in her last year with friends. She was laughing at something beyond the edges of the frame, caught mid-smile, her eyes looking sideways, not quite focusing on the photograph being taken. Her hair had been blow-dried especially for the occasion but the wind was mussing it up, so that a few strands of it had come loose and were partially obscuring the side of her cheek.


  On her right, Anne stood, smiling firmly in a fitted two-piece suit, clutching a slender, oblong-shaped bag in one hand. With the other, she was reaching out for Charlotte but not quite touching her. It looked as though she was trying to alert her to something, to protect her, but hadn’t made it in time. The hand was suspended there, frozen in blurry celluloid.


  But it was Charles who dominated the picture, standing on Charlotte’s left, his arm expansively thrown round his daughter’s shoulders as she laughed. He wasn’t smiling exactly but he looked  what was it?  he looked proud, but there was a sheen of possessiveness to it, as if he were somehow claiming his daughter’s success as his own. He appeared totally static, the only figure sharply in focus, immobile and monumental, aware of his own importance without having to prove it. He just was.


  There they were, a triumvirate of almost-togetherness, trapped in the freeze-frame of how someone else had seen them. Who had taken the photo? Anne couldn’t remember. She had always thought it odd, afterwards, that it was in black and white. It seemed so old-fashioned now that most people used digital and even newspapers had front-page photographs printed in a blaze of coloured brilliance.


  She looked at that photograph for a long time. She sat on the sofa, her eyes analysing, recalling, filing away every small detail. The foggy blueness of evening crept through the bay window. The occasional speeding whir of car wheels sounded in the distance. Anne did not notice. She wanted simply to think; to think and be alone.


 
   
 
   
 
   
  Anne


  The hotel was a nondescript building in West Kensington, its peeling white walls pockmarked with exhaust fume soot. There were tiled steps leading up to the front door and a blue-and-white-striped awning over the porch. The bay window had a laminated ‘Rooms Available’ sign propped up against the glass.


  Anne checked the number against the folded piece of paper in her hand. Reassured that this was indeed the correct address, she walked inside. The hallway carpet was a swirling mass of red and gold. There was no one at reception so Anne had to press the bell. She waited for several seconds, her fingers playing nervously with the strap of her handbag. After a while, she heard the shuffling of footsteps and a large grey-haired man wearing slippers and an unbuttoned white shirt appeared from behind a set of frosted windows. He looked Anne up and down with a perceptible leer on his face. His mouth was open just wide enough that she could make out his swollen red tongue and a row of yellowed teeth sticking out irregularly from his lower gum.


  ‘Yes?’ he said, his voice choked with phlegm. He cleared his throat. ‘Can I help you?’


  ‘Yes, the name’s Cockburn.’


  The man took a pair of half-moon spectacles out of his shirt pocket and laboriously started to check each page of the guest register, running a dirty finger down the handwritten columns.


  ‘Mr Cockburn?’ He smirked. Anne felt her face flush.


  ‘Yes, that’s right.’


  ‘He’s up there already.’ The man slid the key across the counter but did not remove his hand, so that Anne was forced to graze against him as she reached to pick it up. His flesh was puckered and clammy to the touch. ‘Two flights of stairs,’ he said, looking her steadily up and down. ‘First on your right.’


  ‘Thank you,’ said Anne, her voice shaky. She started towards the stairs before she could change her mind.


  The assignation with Marcus Cockburn had been quite deliberately arranged a few days after Charles had returned from his mysterious sojourn, bringing back that ridiculous straw donkey for Charlotte. She had bumped into Marcus while doing the weekly supermarket shop in Richmond, finding comfort in the undemanding blandness of routine after the hideously surreal tinge of the preceding weeks. He was carrying a basket in one hand that had been overloaded with contents and looked too heavy to be easily manageable, so that he was walking with a half-limping gait and appeared even more pathetic than normal. She had hoped to scurry past him without alerting his attention, but he spotted her by the bread shelves and half-walked, half-jogged to her side like a man desperate to catch a bus and yet too embarrassed to sprint.


  ‘Anne,’ he said, and then she had to turn and smile politely. ‘Fancy meeting you here.’


  ‘Yes,’ she replied, ‘fancy.’


  ‘I’ve just popped in for a few things. Antonia’s having some of her tennis club round for dinner.’


  ‘How is Antonia?’ asked Anne, and she noticed that the casualness of the question caused Marcus to wince.


  ‘Oh, fine, fine, you know.’ He was sweating slightly across his top lip. ‘Fine,’ he said again for no reason. There was a pause. ‘Are you hurrying back for something, Anne, or can I tempt you to a quick drink?’


  And although she knew that she should have refused, Anne found herself agreeing. For the first time, she realised that she wanted Marcus’s undivided attention. She craved his uncomplicated adulation because it required no effort from her, no exertion of emotion. She knew, even then, where it would end.


  In the pub, he had stared at her fixedly while she downed two double gin and tonics in quick succession. The jukebox was playing something thumping and heavy with the twang of guitar. After a while, Anne realised she recognised it from a jeans advert on television featuring a stupidly handsome man undressing in a launderette. The pub was too noisy to make out the words but she snatched bits of the chorus, which seemed to be about someone deciding whether to stay or go. She smiled to herself, just drunk enough to believe that the lyrics seemed especially pertinent to her situation. As she drummed her fingers gently against the table, Marcus moved his face closer to hers so that she could see the thin bloodshot lines criss-crossing against the whites of his eyes.


  ‘Anne,’ he said, his hand trembling as he placed it over hers. ‘If ever you need someone to turn to . . .’ Marcus let the thought cloud the air between them. ‘You must know that I’ve always been ’ he searched for the right word, ‘extremely fond of you.’ He started to stroke her hand so softly that his fingers felt like limp lettuce against her skin. ‘Oh Anne,’ he said, looking at her imploringly with shiny eyes. He sighed deeply and shook his head, turning away as if to hide the extremity of his feeling.


  Anne looked at him. There was something melodramatic and insincere about his posturing: he was a man obsessed with the idea of being in love, a perpetual romantic who believes he is destined for a grand passion, without being aware of his own limitations. She felt that the only reason he had chosen her to be the recipient of his unfocused attentions was because she was safely attached to someone else. Marcus could indulge his whimsical bursts of ardour and then return to an undemanding wife who counted herself lucky to be with him. He was, if anything, strengthened by the realisation that their supposed love affair could never be because it dovetailed with his storybook ideals of doomed love, pitched against the odds.


  She believed there was a small part of Marcus that genuinely thought, despite all indications to the contrary, that Anne loved him. He told himself that it would simply cost her too much to admit how she felt.


  In fact, Anne, giddy-headed from too much alcohol, felt nothing but faint revulsion for him, for his hypocrisy, for his unthinking betrayal of his stupid wife, for his hang-dog stare and his misplaced belief in his own poetic heroism. And yet she also felt an overwhelming need to be reassured of her own sexual attractiveness, to be desired by someone who did not threaten her.


  Ever since that awful morning when she had stumbled across Charles and Charlotte in the car on her way back from collecting a donation of clothes for the Red Cross shop, Anne had been seeking revenge. Revenge against Charles, yes, but most of all revenge against herself for being so weak, so gutless, so hopelessly in thrall to a monster of a man. She was sickened by her inaction and crippled by her guilt, but she could not face up to it. She could not bear to look at Charlotte’s thin, pale face, at her silent, accusing eyes across the breakfast table. She had done what she thought was best: to carry on as if nothing had happened, to ensure the daily routine was as normal as possible, to wipe clean the surfaces of their consciousness and to make them all believe in it. And so, gradually, she blotted everything out. If she had not seen it, she reasoned, it need not exist.


  But the pretence was thin and the varnish of it was cracking. She found that she wanted to
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