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Now

Luke

London, 2000

The woman standing in front of me, shy, hesitant, an exact mirror to my own awkwardness, is so unexpectedly beautiful that for a moment I have no words.

‘Hello, Alice,’ I manage to say.

‘Luke.’

She speaks my name as if she is trying out a new language. I reach out my hand, but Alice ignores it and pulls me into a quick, fierce embrace instead. We sit opposite each other at a table laid up with knives and forks, glasses, a pitcher of water.

‘Water?’ I offer, and when I pick up the jug, I see my hands are shaking.

‘Wine,’ Alice says, and this first smile, revealing teeth whiter than my own and grooves around her eyes that hint at her real age, lodges itself somewhere near my heart.

With the wine ordered and menus on the way there is nothing to do but look at each other. Alice sent recent photographs of herself along with her introductory letter, so her beauty should not have come as such a shock, not like this. But she is clearly struggling with my appearance too.

‘You look so like your father, I’m completely … stunned.’

‘Richard Fields? He’s my girlfriend’s favourite artist. We just couldn’t believe it.’

There is something in Alice’s face here, a lightning flash of pain or sorrow, but she steels herself to carry on.

‘What made you decide to find me?’

I turn over different beginnings in my mind. The years on the rugby pitches looking at the touchline and wondering if my real mother was one of the women gathered there: the blonde in the fur coat, the lady with the ponytail. And later, the years spent locked in my bedroom, curled up in fury after another row with my parents, consoling myself with the thought that at least my actual mother, the person I truly belonged to, was someone different. And then once I’d met Hannah, the endless questioning. ‘Don’t you want to meet her?’ ‘Don’t you want to know what she’s like?’

It’s true that my girlfriend’s persistent fascination with my real parentage was a driving force behind this sudden reunion. But the real reason – my tiny brown-eyed, long-lashed boy – lies draped in his mother’s arms several miles away.

‘I think it was the day Samuel was born.’

‘That would do it,’ Alice says.

I watch her swallowing back tears, but I feel no guilt. She had a baby and gave him away. I’m a father myself now and I will never understand it.

‘How old is he?’

‘Three months.’

Alice places a hand against her heart as if she’s compressing a wound.

‘Oh,’ she says, though the ‘oh’ is really a gasp of pain. ‘I think this is going to be even harder than I thought.’

We look at each other, this woman and I, both wanting to run but trapped by the glass and cutlery-lined beechwood table between us, by the polite convention of going through with our hastily arranged (leisurely repented?) lunch.

‘It’s all right,’ Alice says with a brief, businesslike smile, as though she’s shrugging herself into the position of adult, of parent. ‘If we take it slowly, we’ll be fine. Let’s start with the easy stuff. Tell me about your girlfriend.’

I met Hannah at the opening of a mutual friend, Ben, who has had the balls to dedicate his life to painting, subsisting on government handouts, sleeping on sofas and working right through the night to produce edgy, instantly recognisable portraits that have been compared, strangely enough, to Richard Fields. Hannah was filing a piece about him for her paper and I watched her walking around the gallery with her notepad, pausing in front of each painting before she scribbled down her thoughts. I wondered what she was writing. Who she was. Whether she was single. I liked the way her curly dark hair fell across her face, obscuring her eyes. She pushed it back, tucked a thick strand behind her ear, but moments later it broke free again.

When she started talking to Ben, dressed in an unfamiliar suit with his dirty white trainers, I decided to head over and say hello. A moment’s awkwardness while I waited for Ben to finish speaking.

‘There’s never been any question in my mind that I’d do anything but paint. It might have been nice to earn lots of money doing something else, but that wasn’t an option. I’d never let anything get in the way of my painting.’

He looked up and saw me.

‘God. Don’t just stand there listening to me being a dick.’

Our friendship goes back to prep school; two misfits in a blur of dull entitlement.

‘This is Hannah,’ he said. ‘She works for The Times. She does have a proper job.’

‘What about you?’ Hannah asked me. ‘Artist or proper job?’

‘Oh, I prefer to feed off other people’s talent.’

‘Luke’s an A&R man,’ Ben said, with the note of pride that is always there when he tells people about my job. ‘He was running his own record label at twenty-five.’

‘Now you’ve made me sound like a dick,’ I said, and Hannah laughed.

Ben’s parents came over then and we were swept up in a plan to go out for dinner.

‘There’s a lovely little Italian around the corner, we’ve booked a couple of tables,’ Ben’s father said, and Ben hissed, low-voiced, ‘Don’t worry, they’re paying.’

I liked Ben’s parents, they were good, kind people who invited me on holiday to France with them every year, but without saying anything Hannah and I dropped back, slowing our pace until soon we lost sight of Ben’s entourage altogether.

‘We’re right next to Chinatown,’ Hannah said, and I didn’t hesitate. Within minutes we were sitting opposite each other in a booth in one of my favourite restaurants.

I liked her impeccable rolling of pancakes: two slivers of spring onion laid head to toe alongside a neat stripe of hoisin sauce, modest slices of duck that she took time to select, no fat, no skin. While we ate, she told me about growing up in north Cornwall in a house by the sea.

‘Our house is on the path to the beach. When the tide’s coming in you can be swimming in the sea in three minutes flat. We used to time it. I was surfing by the age of eight. And when I was older I spent every summer working as a lifeguard.’

She told me about warm nights spent on the beach, sleeping out in the open, first with her parents, then with friends. They’d gather mussels and cook them over a campfire, drinking hot chocolate from a thermos.

‘On Midsummer’s Eve the whole village goes down to the beach and builds a big bonfire. People bring food and tell stories and everyone is there, young and old. I miss it sometimes. When I’m late for work and shoving my way onto the Tube without bothering to apologise, I wonder what the hell has happened to me.’

She laughed as she said this, but all I could think was: you’re perfect. That’s what’s happened to you. I’ve always been greedy for information about other people’s families, but I’d never felt like this, as if not just my mind but my whole body was attuned to every word she spoke.

‘You’re very good at not talking about yourself,’ Hannah said. ‘You ask a lot of questions.’

‘That’s because I’ve nothing to tell. I had a nice, safe, comfortable childhood in Yorkshire with parents who were quite a bit older. I’m an only child. They adopted me when I was just a few weeks old.’

‘You’re adopted?’ Hannah said, now vehemently interested, a reaction I find peculiarly female. Men basically don’t give a shit how you came into the world. ‘I love a mystery,’ she said.

And that was the first time she asked me about my birth mother.

‘So this is Hannah?’

Alice has laid out the photographs I brought with me like a hand of solitaire and she examines them one by one. She’s looking at my favourite photo of Hannah. In it, she’s behind the wheel of a tiny little phut-phut boat we hired on a whim one afternoon in Falmouth. It had a top speed of about ten miles an hour, this boat, and Hannah, who has a powerboat licence, who surfs and sails and could probably skipper a hundred-foot yacht if you asked her to, found it hilarious. She’s laughing so hard in this picture you can see both rows of teeth, her eyes are scrunched and her head is tipped right back. It makes my heart ache a little just to look at her and to remember that most perfect afternoon. Just this – I would be lost without her.

‘She looks like a good person to have on your side.’

Alice’s astuteness is a chest thump to the heart. As though this woman, this stranger, who once carried me in her womb, is still so connected to me she can read my innermost thoughts.

‘That’s me on my seventh birthday,’ I say, pointing to an image of me and three other friends holding sausages on sticks ready to cook on the barbecue. My birthday falls in May and I can still remember the scorch from that day. We had home-made lemonade that was too bitter for my friends and a cake in the shape of the Tardis.

‘And here I am at school playing rugby.’ I point to the adjacent photo.

‘You went to boarding school? How old?’

‘Eight.’

‘That’s far too young,’ Alice says, before softening it, ‘in my opinion.’

I wonder if I should tell her about the tearful departures, the utter desolation of the Sunday-night drive back to school. The first time my parents dropped me off I was too shocked and excited to cry much. The second time I knew what was coming and I clung to the car door handle and ran halfway down the drive with them before my father accelerated away.

I’d hesitated before including the photograph of Christmas lunch, me aged twelve, sitting at the table with my parents and grandparents. My father is standing up to carve the turkey, my mother is handing me a plate crammed with meat and vegetables. We are all wearing paper crowns and there is cracker debris scattered across the table. When I look at this photo, I think: quiet, lonely, bored. To me it is glaringly obvious that I didn’t fit in. But Alice sees something different. She sees the way my mother is smiling at me as she hands me my plate. She sees tenderness. Familiarity. Ownership.

‘So that’s her,’ she says, without looking up.

And now I understand. My adoptive father means nothing to Alice. It’s all about the woman who replaced her.

‘How does she feel about you seeing me? Your … mother?’

I hear how the word hurts her.

‘She doesn’t know. I haven’t told her. I probably could, but …’

How to explain my mother’s froideur around the circumstances of my birth. She told me I was adopted when I was eight, just before I went away to school.

‘Why did she give me away?’ I asked.

It is, after all, the only question.

‘She was a young girl who got pregnant by mistake and she needed to get on with the rest of her life.’

‘Do you think she ever wonders about me?’

‘She doesn’t need to wonder about you. She knows you are happy, that you have a wonderful life, one she could never have given you. She knows you are lucky.’

Lucky, so lucky, the mantra of my childhood.

I cannot bring myself to share this detail with Alice, who seems nothing like the casual, carefree girl my mother described as she sits all broken-looking, surrounded by my childhood photographs.

‘Luke?’ she says, and it still sounds as if she’s testing out my name, as if she expects me to be called something else. Charlie. The name she gave me.

‘I won’t ever try to be a mother to you. That would be foolish. Shall we settle for friends?’

She picks up her wine glass and waits for me to do the same. We clink glasses, this beautiful forty-seven-year old woman and I, two strangers in a restaurant, connected by a past I have yet to understand.




Then

Alice

London, 1972

The hard slap of a magazine dropped from above makes me look up.

‘This is what sex looks like.’

The voice, strangely gravelled for a non-smoking nineteen-year-old, belongs to Rick. The face and torso now displayed beside my pseudo-Cubist still life is Jacob Earl, the dark-eyed, high-cheekboned singer of Disciples. He’s on the front page of Sounds magazine, black shirt unbuttoned, chest gleaming, objectified just like a Page Three girl.

‘Gig at the Marquee tonight. We’re going,’ Rick says, glaring down at my canvas. ‘Think the apple might work better in blue?’

He says it lightly, to be helpful, but with each new and perfect intuition I feel the familiar drifting to self-doubt. Am I as good as everyone else? Do I truly deserve my place here, one of only twelve students accepted on the fine arts degree at the Slade, renowned as the best art school in the country?

Rick is the kind of artist (slash sculptor, ceramicist, embroiderer; he can excel in any medium) who doesn’t really need to be here. He’s already it, the tutors’ darling, the art school’s mascot, the collector’s early hunch. Last week he sold a self-portrait – his whole face rendered in vertical stripes of green – to a man who turned out to be the owner of San Lorenzo. I can imagine Mick and Bianca eating their gazpacho while Rick gazes down at them with his sharp blue eyes.

This afternoon’s session, printmaking with Gordon King, is the one I dread the most. A former pop artist (he distanced himself from the movement some years ago and now speaks about it only with distaste), his work sells for thousands of pounds and hangs in the permanent collection of the Whitechapel Art Gallery. He swept into the Slade four years ago and turned its printmaking department on its head. It is said that he can make or break a career, and three of his protégés now sell on Cork Street.

Rick is his favourite; he can stand beside him eulogising his colour choices for a full five minutes.

‘Gather round, people. See these pinks and greens and browns. See how the cherry blossom gorgeousness is offset by sludgy olive and shit brown? This is colour calibration at its best.’

Today I am working on a lithograph of a favourite tree and I am hopeful that all the nights I’ve spent frying my brain reading about tonality and chromaticism might finally pay off. Once I’ve drawn the outline of my tree (a mesmerising, strangely humanised oak) onto a block of limestone, I’m going to wash over it in a restricted palette of yellow, red, black and white. I’ve been practising for this moment all week, mixing up little tubes of paint in my student bedroom until I came up with three perfect shades of skin. Soon the tree’s branches will become flesh-coloured limbs, the thick round trunk a torso, its ribs defined by hand. I’m going to call it Metamorphosis 1, a pleasingly Kafkaesque title and the first in a series of tree people.

But Gordon doesn’t wait to see this transformation.

‘Surely not another tree?’ he says, arms folded, mouth tight, hovering beside me. ‘What is it with you and trees?’

And something crumples inside me. Instead of standing up to him, as I do every day in my mind, I say, ‘I don’t know. I just like them.’

‘Well, I like ice cream, but I don’t paint it every bloody day. Move on now. We need to see some development. This is sub-A-level standard.’

In the pub, Rick feeds me gin and tonic and holds my hand while I cry.

‘I shouldn’t be on this course, I’m going to drop out.’

We have the same conversation every week, always after Gordon King’s class.

‘What is it with you and trees?’

Rick can mimic Gordon perfectly, his soft Anglicised Scottish voice at odds with his bitter personality.

‘The man’s a bully. And you’re his victim. We have to find a way of changing that.’

He glances at my half-full tumbler of gin.

‘Drink up, tree girl. We have a gig to get to.’

There’s time for another drink before the show starts, but the bar is packed full, three hundred drinkers crammed into a tiny space, most of them smoking, the air a greenish grey. Rick holds my hand and hauls me through the crowd.

‘’Scuse us. Sorry,’ he says as we tread on feet and squeeze in between couples. And then, five feet from the bar, he stops dead and I smack into him.

‘What?’ I ask, but Rick doesn’t answer.

Perhaps it’s his pheromones, some kind of chemical energy anyway, that makes me look where Rick is looking. Jacob Earl is standing at the bar, two elbows leant on it, a pound note held in one hand. He’s ordering drinks and there seems to be an invisible force field around him, a whole room full of people who can look but not touch.

He has his back to me, but even that is intriguing, the way his dark, almost black hair curls over the collar of his shirt, the skinniness of his hips in their tight black jeans, his snakeskin boots.

‘Wait till he turns round,’ Rick says, and at that moment, Jacob does.

The face is astonishing, it’s true, a perfect blend of male and female, though not in the Bowie way, for he is even prettier, with his curly hair and big brown eyes, his full lips. Around his neck he wears a flowered choker and several gold chains. His shirt, like in the photo, is open almost to his waist. It’s impossible not to stare.

‘Oi, Jacob!’ Rick calls out unexpectedly, and the singer turns around. ‘Get us a couple of ales while you’re there, would you?’

He does this, Rick, asks for the impossible with an optimistic grin, and people often fall for it.

‘All right,’ Jacob says, and he begins to smile slowly in return. ‘Pints or halves?’

‘Pints. Please.’ Rick passes over a pound note.

‘For your girlfriend too?’

‘She’s not my girlfriend,’ Rick says, too fast, and Jacob laughs.

‘You sure about that?’

‘Positive. This is Alice. I’m Rick. We’re at art school together.’

‘Art school? Whereabouts?’

‘The Slade.’

‘Hey, Eddie. EDDIE.’

Another man in head-to-toe black turns around from the bar and looks at us without interest.

‘These guys are art students,’ Jacob says. ‘They’re at the Slade. You know the Slade, right? The best art school in the country. Remember what we were talking about earlier?’

‘Oh yeah.’

Whatever it was, Eddie clearly couldn’t give a toss.

‘So maybe we should talk to them? About our idea?’

Eddie shrugs. He looks at his watch.

‘There’s no time. We’re on in ten.’

Jacob nods, reluctantly it seems to me.

‘You’re right, we should go.’

He looks at me with a final heart-shattering smile and I return his gaze, heat flooding to my cheeks.

‘Well, enjoy the show,’ he says. ‘See you for a drink afterwards?’

Waiting for the band to come on, the small, dark room now crammed with bodies and pulsing with the collective energy that accompanies anticipation, I am preoccupied with the beautiful singer. I am physically affected by those brief seconds of interaction, stomach tense, heart banging in my chest, whole body framed in some kind of expectation.

I assume I’m going to like the band, everyone else seems to, but when they finally come out onto the stage, all of them in black, the density of their opening chord – simultaneous drums, guitar and a long-drawn-out vocal – leaves room for nothing else. I am immersed in the music in a way I never have been; my eyes scan each musician – the drummer, the bass guitarist, the backing singers, two girls, one guy – before returning each time, as if magnetically pulled, to Jacob. Never have I seen someone so effortlessly at ease with himself. Singing so close to the mic that his lips almost touch it. Dancing across the stage between vocals, though dancing is not the right word for this strange, hip-swinging side-shuffle. It might look odd on anyone else, but not him, with his pretty-boy thinness and his cool, jerky moves.

But it is the words he sings that tip me head-first over an invisible line to a place where I can no longer remember a time when Jacob wasn’t the headline in my thoughts.

The first song, ‘Sarah’, about breaking up with a girl, is the embodiment of sadness. I want to be Sarah, I want to immerse myself in Sarah’s sorrow.

‘Does he write his own songs?’ I ask Rick without taking my eyes off the stage.

Rick laughs, also without shifting his attention.

‘Of course. He’s a god.’

What to say about the next hour, the two of us rapt in sound and visuals and private fantasy? As a whole – an all-male three-piece consisting of singer/guitarist, bass player and drummer, plus for tonight the trio of backing singers – the band seems to exist in permanent frenzy, explosive riffs, each one longer than the last, extended drum solos that are exhausting in their demand for focus. But it’s the quieter moments I like best, the slow, somnambulant drift into ballad, lyrics that pierce the heart with their compelling sadness. For the final, tortured love song, Jacob sits on the edge of the stage, singing into the microphone with his bluesy Americanised voice – honey flecked with gravel.

He walks from the stage first, one hand raised in salute, guitar slung around his neck – even his casualness is arresting – and then, in turn, the bassist and drummer both take a final solo before following him.

No encore, just the explosive sound of audience rapture.

‘Christ, they’re bloody amazing.’

‘His voice,’ Rick says. ‘David Bowie, but better.’

‘His face. Mick Jagger, but cuter.’

Rick raises his brows and tilts his head to examine me.

‘And finally,’ he says, ‘the girl made of ice begins to thaw.’




Now

Luke

We live in a four-bedroomed Victorian terrace in Clapham, bought with a legacy from my father. None of our friends live in a house like this, but then our friends still have both parents intact; my father died from spleen cancer two years ago, a hard, horrible ending that left my mother and me alone. Ours has always been the tricky relationship, and now we no longer have my father’s childish jokes and penchant for expensive wine to take the edge off. When my mother discovered Hannah was pregnant after only three months of our being together, she begged us not to ‘make this mistake’.

‘Don’t put so much pressure on your relationship when you hardly know each other. I’ll pay for you to go to a private clinic; it’s all so easy these days.’

Recommending abortion to an adopted person – well, the irony is writ pretty large. Don’t make the same mistake your mother made. There’s that. And then the rather devastating underpinning: kill this embryo, scrape away this nucleus, before it has a chance to wreck your life. Don’t get me wrong, choosing to have a child with Hannah was no mercy mission, a debt repaid for the life I was given (I was born in 1973; abortion was front-street and fully available by then). Simply that the prospect of beginning a life with this cloudy-haired girl, with her pink Cornish cheeks and the optimism that precedes her into every room, was an adrenaline shot to the heart. And I wanted a child, this child, in a way I’d never wanted anything before.

This afternoon, arriving home after my momentous lunch, the front door is wrenched open even before I have my key in the lock, as if my girlfriend has simply been waiting the other side of it.

‘Oh my God,’ she says, grabbing my hand and pulling me into the house. ‘How. Are. You?’

The way Hannah cares about me, her concern, her interest, sometimes I feel I can never get enough of it. I try to be nonchalant, never to show how much I crave the full beam of her attention. But inside I’m just like a child. Look at me, Hannah. Look at me.

‘I’m good, I think,’ I say, kissing her. ‘Where’s the baby?’

‘He’s asleep. Come on, he won’t wake for a while and I want to hear everything.’

Sitting across the table from Hannah, holding hands, I feel the first small rush of elation. I’ve found my real mother. I like her. I like having her in my life.

‘Start at the beginning. What does she look like?’

How to describe another beautiful woman to your girlfriend? With honesty, I decide.

‘She’s tall and dark and sort of amazing-looking. People were staring at her. It was like having lunch with Helena Christensen. And before you ask, no, I do not fancy my own mother.’

Instantly, Hannah is laughing.

‘I’m not surprised she’s beautiful,’ she says, getting up from her side of the table and walking round to mine. She presses her lips to my mouth; a quick pinch to my inner thigh and my groin fires in response.

‘Shouldn’t we be making the most of him being asleep?’

I slide both hands inside her T-shirt, inch by inch moving up her belly towards her breasts.

‘Oh God,’ she says.

What I love about Hannah is that our passion is equally matched. One expert touch and she’ll drop everything, the burn between us mutual and instantaneous. Harder with a baby, of course, especially when that baby sleeps sandwiched between you at night.

She pushes my hands away.

‘Later,’ she says. ‘I need to hear about Alice.’

I tell her the few details my birth mother shared about her life. She lives in Chiswick, she’s single with no other children, she’s an artist. She paints portraits of pets for rich old ladies.

‘What about Richard?’

Hannah is a diehard Fields fan. We have a print of one of his most famous paintings – The Exhibitionist – on the wall opposite. It’s a portrait of a show-off dancing for her enraptured parents. She’s overweight and dressed in a sequinned purple leotard and top hat; you can tell she isn’t very good by the gawkish positioning of her limbs.

‘She and Richard are still best friends. They talk every day, see each other most weeks. She didn’t tell me much about them being together; I got the impression it was just a fling. He’s gay, after all.’

‘Do you think he might be up for an interview?’ Hannah has the grace to laugh as she says it.

At the Sunday Times Culture section where Hannah works, there is an unwritten hit list of ultimate but almost impossible-to-get interviewees. Richard Fields is at the top of that list and Hannah has been trying to get a profile piece with him for years.

‘You’re a hard and ruthless woman. Doesn’t my twenty-seven-year heartache mean anything to you?’

‘Your heartache is the perfect in. Surely he wants to meet his son? You’ve a lot of catching-up to do.’

‘I get the feeling it’s just me and Alice for now. She didn’t mention Rick much. That’s what she calls him, not Richard.’

‘Can I meet her?’ Hannah grabs hold of my hands. She kisses one, then the other. Her excitement is so different to mine: pure, uncomplicated. She sees Alice as the plot twist in my story, the beginnings of a mystery solved. ‘We could ask her for lunch. She can meet Samuel. Her grandson.’

‘It might be too soon for her,’ I say, thinking it’s definitely too soon for me.

‘Did she tell you what happened? Why she couldn’t keep you?’

‘Not really. I got the feeling it was too painful for her to talk about. I guess he – Richard – didn’t want to go through with it. They weren’t in love or anything.’

Hannah smiles and reaches for my hand. The parallels in our stories – albeit twenty-seven years apart – are uncannily similar. Except that we chose to have the baby, to keep the baby, to treasure the baby. I’m sad suddenly for Alice and for myself, for the life we were never allowed to have.

I remember so well the day Hannah turned up on my doorstep, red-faced from crying. Instantly, I feared the worst. Here it comes, the ending I project over and over. Rejection that burrs in my veins no matter how hard I try to ignore it.

But it was the exact opposite of what I thought.

‘I’m pregnant,’ she said, and it was all I could do not to laugh, for those seemed like perfect, shimmering words to me. I wondered why she was crying.

‘Is that so bad?’ I asked her, and she stared at me, confused, for just one moment before her face slid into a grin that cracked my heart in two and we springboarded into a future neither of us had anticipated.
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Part One

Gabriel




The farmer is dead, he is dead and all anyone wants to know is who killed him. Was it an accident or was it murder? It looks like murder, they say, with that gunshot wound to the heart, so precise, it must have been intended.

They are waiting for me to speak. Two pairs of eyes relentless in their stares. But how can I tell them what he wants me to say, the words we have practised over and over in the minutes before the police arrive?

I shake my head, I need more time.

It’s true what they say: you can live a whole lifetime in a final moment. We are that boy and girl again with all of it ahead, a glory-stretch of light and wondrous beauty, of nights beneath the stars.

He is waiting for me to look at him and, when I do, he smiles to show me he is fine, the briefest nod of his head.

Say it, Beth. Say it now.

I look at his face again, beautiful to me then and now and always, one final glance between us before everything changes.




1968

Hemston, North Dorset

‘Gabriel Wolfe is back living in Meadowlands,’ Frank says, the name exploding at me over breakfast. ‘Divorced now. Just him and his boy rattling around in that huge place.’

‘Oh.’

It seems to be the only word I have.

‘That’s what I thought,’ Frank says. He gets up from his side of the table and walks round to mine, takes my face in his hands, kisses me. ‘We won’t let that pillock cause us any grief. We’ll have nothing to do with him.’

‘Who told you?’

‘It was the talk of the pub last night. Took two huge great lorries to bring all their stuff from London, apparently.’

‘Gabriel hated it here. Why would he come back?’

His name feels strange on my tongue, the first time I’ve spoken it aloud in years.

‘There’s no one else to look after the place. His father long gone, his mother the other side of the world. Up to her neck in dingo shit, with any luck.’

Frank always manages to make me laugh.

‘What’s here for him, anyway?’ Frank says, casually, but I see it, the unsaid thought that flits across his mind. Aside from you. ‘He’s bound to sell up and move to Las Vegas or Monte Carlo or wherever it is these …’ – he grapples for the word, looks pleased with himself when he finds it – ‘celebrities hang out.’

Frank spends all the daylight hours and a fair few at night-time out on the farm, caring for our animals and tending the land. He works harder than anyone I know but always takes time to notice the beauty of a spring sunset or the sudden, dizzying soar of a skylark, his attunement to weather and wildlife set deep in his bones. One of many things I love about him. Frank doesn’t have time to read novels or go to the theatre. He wouldn’t know a dry martini if someone chucked one in his face. He’s the very antithesis of Gabriel Wolfe, or at least, the one we read about in the papers.

I watch my husband leaning against the door to pull on his boots. In twenty minutes’ time his skin will be permeated three layers deep with the stench of cow dung.

The door, rapped hard from the other side, makes Frank start. ‘Bloody hell,’ he says, yanking it open so quickly his brother falls into the room.

Our mornings invariably start this way.

Jimmy, still ruddy from last night’s beer, eyes screwed half shut, one strand of hair sticking straight up as if it’s gelled, says: ‘Aspirin, Beth? Got a banger.’

I take down the medicine box from the dresser where it lives primarily in use for Jimmy’s hangovers. Once upon a time it was full of infant paracetamol and emergency plasters.

There are five years between them but Frank and Jimmy look so similar that, from a distance, even I struggle to tell them apart. They are well over six foot with dark, almost black hair and eyes so blue people often do a double take. Their mother’s eyes, I’m told, though I never had the chance to meet her. They are both wearing shabby corduroys and thick shirts, soon to be covered in the navy overalls that are their daily uniform. In the village they are sometimes called ‘the twins’, but only in jest; Frank is very much the older brother.

‘What happened to “just going to finish this pint and call it a night”?’ Frank says, grinning at Jimmy.

‘Beer is God’s reward for an honest day’s toil.’

‘That from the Bible?’

‘If it isn’t, it should be.’

‘We’ll be with the lambs at midday. See you then?’ Frank calls to me as the brothers go out of the door, still laughing as they cross the yard.

With the men out milking and the kitchen cleared there are plenty of jobs to get on with. Washing – so much of it – both brothers’ overalls rinsed and waiting for me on the scrubbing board. The breakfast washing-up. A floor that always needs sweeping, no matter how often I take the broom to it.

Instead, I make a fresh pot of coffee and put on an old waxed jacket of Frank’s and sit at the little wrought-iron table looking out across our fields until my gaze meets its target: three red chimneys of differing heights peering above the fuzz of green oak on the horizon.

Meadowlands.
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I don’t know I am trespassing, I am lost in a dreamworld, my head full of romantic scenarios in which I triumph. I picture myself beside a fountain with an orchestra in full flow, receiving an impassioned declaration of love. I read a lot of Austen and Brontë at this time, I have a tendency to embellish.

I must have been staring up at the sky, head in the clouds quite literally: the collision comes out of nowhere.

‘What the hell?’

This boy I bump into, his shoulder bashing into mine, is no hero. Tall, slender, arrogant, like a teenage Mr Darcy.

‘Don’t you look?’ he says. ‘This is private land.’

I find the whole ‘private land’ thing slightly absurd, particularly when it’s accompanied by a curt, cut-glass accent like this one. This meadow we are in, green and curving, oaks with their cloud-bloom flowering, is England in its full glory. It’s Keats, it’s Wordsworth. It should be for everyone to enjoy.

‘Are you smiling?’ He looks so annoyed, I almost laugh.

‘We’re in the middle of nowhere. There is no one else here. How could it possibly matter?’

The boy stares back at me for a moment before he takes in what I have said. ‘You’re right. God. What is wrong with me?’ He holds out his hand, a peace offering. ‘Gabriel Wolfe.’

‘I know who you are.’

He looks at me expectantly, waiting for my name. But I don’t feel like telling him yet. I’ve heard talk of Gabriel Wolfe, the famously handsome boy from the big house, but this is the first time I’ve seen him in the flesh. He has a good face: dark eyes framed by eyelashes my girlfriends would kill for, wavy brown hair that flops across his forehead, sharp cheekbones, elegant nose. A patrician kind of beauty, I suppose you might call it. But he is wearing tweed trousers tucked into woolly socks. Draped across his shoulders like a cape is a jacket of matching tweed, belt dangling. Old man’s clothes. He’s not my type at all.

‘What were you doing here?’

‘Looking for a place to sit and read.’ I draw my book out of my coat pocket – a slim volume of Emily Dickinson.

‘Oh. Poetry.’

‘You sound a little disappointed. P. G. Wodehouse more your thing?’

He sighs. ‘I know what you’re thinking. But you’re wrong.’

I’m smiling again, I can’t help it. ‘What are you, a mind-reader?’

‘You think I’m a brainless, upper-class twit. A Bertie Wooster.’

I tilt my head and consider him. ‘He’d love your get-up, you have to admit. He’d say it was spiffing.’

When Gabriel laughs, it changes him completely.

‘These are my father’s old fishing trousers. I nicked them out of a box of stuff going to the jumble sale. I wouldn’t have worn them if I’d known you’d take such offence.’

‘Is that what you’re doing, fishing?’

‘Yes, just down there. I’ll show you, if you like.’

‘I thought it was out of bounds for plebs like me?’

‘You see, that’s why you have to come. I’ve been rude and I’d like to make it up to you.’

I stand before him, unsure. I don’t want to get caught up in something that is hard to get out of. All I wanted was a pretty spot to sit and read.

He smiles again, that face-changing smile. Handsome even in his old man’s garb. ‘I’ve got biscuits. Please come.’

‘What kind of biscuits?’

Gabriel hesitates. ‘Custard creams.’

Fountain, orchestra. Lake, biscuits. It’s not so much of a stretch.

‘Well, in that case …’ I say, and this is how it begins.




1968

Of all the seasons early spring, when the air is sly with cold and the birds are starting up and the fields are filled with lambs, has always been my favourite. Bobby was mad for our lambs. He fed the waifs year after year with a bottle, that was his job, he wouldn’t let anyone else touch it, even stayed off school to do it one time. A spirited boy, he wore shorts right the way through winter and no coat, even when the headmistress sent him home for one. A golden boy, he sang so much when he was little we called him Elvis. He was tall and skinny with brown hair that stuck up just like his uncle’s.

Jimmy has the transistor radio playing, I can hear it well before I reach the tin barn. It’s The Beatles. ‘Hello, Goodbye’ at full volume. Not very pastoral, but it’s clearly working for Jimmy’s hangover. I watch him as I come in through the gate at the top of the field, he has one hand resting on a ewe’s backside, hips swaying from side to side, left foot jiggling.

‘Where’s Frank?’ I say, and Jimmy points to the bottom of the field.

Together we stand and watch as my husband vaults the fence. One strong arm placed on the top rail, his body swung out at a right angle before he clears it like an Olympian hurdler. I see him doing it most days but it still gives me a small rush of pleasure, the childishness of it in a man whose life is dominated by hard work.

He walks up the field towards us, swinging his arms energetically; even from here I know he is probably whistling. This is Frank where he most loves to be.

Most of our ewes have delivered, we have forty-six lambs out to pasture with a handful still in the stalls. Only one bottle feeder and one stillborn. Frank and Jimmy look over the pregnant sheep, palms against their bellies to check for a breach, examining their rears for signs of birth. It’s more instinct than anything; they could do it in their sleep. Jimmy is the soft touch, he chats to the ewes while he works, gives them a Rich Tea biscuit when he’s done. Frank is always in a rush, in his head an unending checklist of tasks, a brain that holds too much.

‘Think we could wrap up the mothers’ meeting and crack on?’ Frank says, and Jimmy rolls his eyes.

‘Bossy so-and-so, isn’t he?’ he tells the ewes.

The sheep have a long, sloping field to themselves but they don’t spread out much, always clustered up here, next to the barn. In a week or so the lambs will become more independent, and that’s when they start frisking off in one direction or another, spindly legs buckling. The stage Bobby loved the most. He was a farm boy, he understood how it worked, but every single year it broke his heart when it was time to ship his babies off to market.

I don’t know which of us hears the barking first. We spin around to a golden-haired lurcher tearing towards us.

A stray dog, no owners with him, charging our lambs.

‘Get out of it!’ Frank tries to block the lurcher. He is six foot two, broad and fierce, but the dog just darts around him, straight into the thick of our ewes.

The sheep are moaning, tiny offspring bleating in fear; only a few days old, but they sense the danger. A flick-switch change in the dog. Eyes black, teeth bared, body rigid with adrenaline.

‘Gun, Jimmy! Now!’ Frank yells, and Jimmy turns and runs to the shed.

He’s fast, Frank, racing at the dog with his primeval roar, but the dog is quicker. It picks off a lamb, nips it up by its neck, throat ripped open. The appalling red of its blood, a jet of crimson pools on the grass. One lamb, two lambs, then three; guts spilling out like sacrificial entrails. The ewes are scattering everywhere now, stumbling out, terror-blind, their newborns exposed.

I’m running at the dog, shrieking, trying to gather up the lambs but I hear Jimmy yelling, ‘Out of the way, Beth! Move.’

And then Frank has grabbed me into his arms so tightly I’m pressed right into his chest, and I can feel the thundering of his heart. I hear the gunshot and then another, and the dog’s quick, indignant howl of pain. It’s over.

‘Bloody hell,’ Frank says, pulling back, checking my face, a palm pressed against my cheek.

We walk over to the dog, the three of us cooing and calling out to the sheep, ‘Come on, girls,’ but they are shivering and bleating and giving the three infant corpses a wide berth.

Out of nowhere, like a mirage, a boy comes running up the field. Small and skinny in shorts. Maybe ten years old. ‘My dog,’ he screams.

His voice so sweet and high.

‘Fuck,’ Jimmy says, just as the child sees the bloody heap of fur and yelps, ‘You killed my dog!’

His father is here now, panting and flushed, but scarcely different from the boy I knew. ‘Oh, Jesus Christ, you shot him.’

‘Had to.’ Frank gestures at the butchered lambs.

I don’t think Gabriel has any idea who Frank is, or at least, who he is married to, but then he turns and catches sight of me. Momentarily, panic flits across his face before he recovers himself.

‘Beth,’ he says.

But I ignore him. No one is looking after the child. He is standing by his dog, hands covering his eyes as if to black out the horror.

‘Here.’ I’m beside him in seconds, my hands on his shoulders. And then I kneel in front of him and wrap my arms around him. He begins to weep.

‘Keep crying,’ I say. ‘Crying will help.’

He collapses against me, wailing now, a boy in shorts in my arms.

And this is how it begins again.




It was a secret affair. Until it was a public scandal.
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Get ready for the most addictive love story of the year.

Buy Broken Country now




Her silence destroyed him. Only the truth will set them free.
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A page-turning story about love and loss with a twist you won’t see coming.

Buy Pictures of Him now
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