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Praise for the novels of Jessica Duchen
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Alicia used to imagine living inside a perfect raindrop. Her father would hold her up to the window and she’d watch them in the dusk, trapping white-gold lamplight in a shimmering kaleidoscope. They streamed down, merging, gathering pace towards the edge of the pane. Each was a tiny globe of possibility trembling on the glass in front of her when she raised her fingers to press against them from the safe, dry inside.


Her tears and the autumn rain distort the moorland night into a morass of water, wobbling around her like a hall of mirrors. Nothing seems firm, not the Tarmac under the wheels, or the sheep that glare towards her out of the darkness, not even her body or mind. Part of her seems detached, watching while she drives as fast as the spray on the dark road will allow, watching while she tries to catch her breath and stop crying, but fails.


An isolated structure looms ahead – the pub that tops the moor close to home. Her headlamps catch its name: the Cat and Fiddle. She wonders how she’s managed to travel so far west. Mirror, signal, manoeuvre, said her driving instructor, but Alicia has neither checked nor signalled during her headlong plunge out of Yorkshire. Nor has she looked back.


A few cars and motorbikes are parked behind the pub and Alicia, numb with exhaustion, pulls in alongside them. In the neighbouring field blank-eyed sheep form a glowering, unwanted audience. She switches off the engine. Rain drums random music on the roof. The drops slide down the windows, glinting in the dim light from the pub, which feels a hundred miles away. Alicia raises a hand to the windscreen – her fingers strong and slender, nails cropped short, as a pianist’s must be – and presses on the raindrops from inside.


She sees what she’s looking for in the shadows near the pub’s outbuildings: an incongruous hosepipe, redundant in this damp, moortop desolation. Her mobile phone churns out a Tchaikovsky melody that she’s begun to loathe. Her detached self says she should silence it: either answer or turn it off, never to be switched on again. The rest of her has thrown open the car door and is running through the rain towards the hose, which beckons to her, a coiled smile that promises salvation.
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BUXTON IN THE PEAK DISTRICT


The green notice marks the Roman road’s final approach from moor to town: Buxton, a grey stone fan spreading across the Derbyshire hills, which undulate like the phrases of an English folk song. Buxton is one of the highest towns in England, proud of its water, proud of its once-flourishing spa; sometimes it imitates Bath, complete with eighteenth-century crescent (a low-calorie version). Hikers gather at the pubs, knocking mud from their boots outside, comparing notes on the day’s adventures around the Peak District’s moors and villages. In the well-tended Pavilion Gardens, children feed the ducks and their mothers and grandmothers gather in the tea room to eat Bakewell tart and sip a good, warming brew to keep out the bitter north wind. By the bridge over the stream stands the Bradley family’s favourite road sign: a red triangle bearing the immortal words DUCKS CROSSING. How, Alicia asks herself, are the ducks supposed to know?


One side of the Bradleys’ house begins higher up than the other. It and its semi-detached partner stand well back from the road, which curls up a hill in Buxton’s Park area, protected by a spruce hedge and a row of sycamores that, as Guy was quick to point out when they first saw it, is just far enough away not to threaten the foundations. Tall rather than wide, the house is Victorian, made of the goldish-grey local stone that gives so much of Buxton its reassuring solidity, as if it had grown organically out of the hillside without a vestige of human help. The slope cuts through the base of the building, which has been levelled so that the inhabitants can imagine they are living on a safe, steady surface, not perching precariously on top of a remote and soulless mound of limestone.


To visit the Bradleys, you’d turn into the gravel driveway beside the hedge and pass the small oval lawn that Guy tends on Saturday afternoons. You’d walk up three stone stairs to the blue door and press the bell, which plays an imitation of Big Ben, and you’d hear Cassie the collie barking in ecstasy at the prospect of visitors. The big front window would show you an oblique view of the lounge; you’d glimpse the shiny curve of the piano and Alicia’s fair hair gleaming as she curls over the keyboard, concentrating. And you’d hear her playing, perhaps a Chopin study or a carefully extracted line of Bach. You might catch a whiff of roasting chicken from Kate’s dinner preparations, or smell simply the sweet, fresh country air, the light, watery scent of moorland wind through the trees.


On the day when everything will change, though nobody knows this yet, Kate opens her eyes to find Guy leaning over her, his face full of tenderness and worry. Her pillow is damp and her pyjamas soaked with sweat. Her eyes feel sore.


‘It’s OK, darling,’ he whispers.


‘I had the dream again.’ Unwept tears clog her throat.


‘I know. You’re fine now. It’s morning.’


Kate sits up and reaches for a tissue. Downstairs the dog barks and from the second floor, where the children’s rooms are, comes the sound of Adrian flushing the loo. Kate moves her feet around, looking for her slippers, while Guy kisses her cheek and vanishes into the bathroom. Her mind is still half closed in the after-effects of her dream. Somehow she pulls herself upright and makes her way down to fix breakfast for her family and the overjoyed collie, who is five months old, with flailing paws that are too big for her.


Kate switches on the radio and hears that three hundred thousand people in Strathclyde have defaulted on the poll tax; terrible clashes have taken place around elections in South Africa; and a demonstration in East Germany has been brutally dispersed. It all seems a very long way from the Peak District – except, of course, for the poll tax. Guy spends his days focusing on local news for northern England; sometimes Kate wonders whether they’re in the same galaxy as the world that’s portrayed on the radio and television. It’s easy to forget about the Berlin Wall when the biggest event of your day tends to be your son grazing his knee or your husband losing his shoes.


‘Katie,’ Guy calls from upstairs, ‘do you know where my brown shoes are?’


‘Probably where they were yesterday and the day before.’


‘They’re not. I can’t find them.’


‘Why can’t you keep them in the same place every day? Then you’d know where they are, instead of always having to ask me.’ Kate pulls the coffee canister out of the freezer and thumps the door closed.


Just as exasperation is setting in, she glances round and sees Alicia’s shiny pale hair and round face, her small arms encircling the puppy’s neck, her cheek pressed to its brown and white hair as if both their lives depend on it. Cassie turns her long collie snout to lick the nose of the little girl who loves her. They’d stumbled on the name Cassie by accident, during a scrambled attempt not to call the puppy Lassie. Kate finds herself smiling. Ali is only three, but her love shines through the kitchen as brightly as the sun. How can a three-year-old have such an instinct for love?


Ali, says the nursery-school teacher, is a sweet, affectionate child. Kate knows she’s more than that. She can see a radiance in Ali that she can’t see in any of the other tinies there, let alone Adrian’s primary-school classmates. Sometimes she wonders if she’s kidding herself, whether she sees in her daughter what she wants to see, because she happens to be her mother. Or because she needs a daughter with such capacity for love to help blot out the memory that sparks her recurring nightmare.


Guy has wolfed down cornflakes, toast and coffee and is whirling about in his usual morning chaos, looking for things. His glasses. (“They’re on your face,” Kate says.) His notes for the editorial meeting, which he’d worked on the previous night. His briefcase. His diary. His wallet. His keys. And, of course, his brown shoes. How such an absent-minded, disorganised man manages to edit anything, let alone a section of a newspaper, is a perpetual mystery.


“Wear the black ones.”


“I can’t, not with brown trousers.”


“Wear different trousers, then.”


Guy whistles the tune he always whistles when he can’t find things – a twiddly, satirical theme from Walton’s Façade that Kate is extremely tired of hearing.


Ali, cuddling her dog at the end of the kitchen, begins to sing it too. While Kate juggles her morning preparations – getting Guy out of the house and Adrian into school uniform, preparing Ali for nursery and herself for work – it occurs dimly to her that three-year-old children generally can’t repeat a tricky melody so well.


Guy pulls on his coat and rattles the keys that he’s located, at last, in its pocket. ‘I’m off,’ he says. ‘You OK, love?’


‘Fine,’ Kate says, kissing him. He squeezes her waist. They’re the same height, but for half an inch in Guy’s favour: he is five foot ten, she is five foot nine and a half. He’s considered slightly too short; she’s considered a little too tall. ‘Go carefully,’ she says, as she usually does. Guy has to drive for an hour and ten minutes every morning and evening, to Manchester and back.


‘Will do. Love you,’ he replies, as he usually does. ‘Be good at school, Adie. Bye-bye, Ali, be a good girl.’


‘Bye-bye, Daddy,’ Ali pipes from behind the dog. Guy swoops across the room and sweeps her into his arms, where she squeals with joy. Then he ruffles Adrian’s hair, grabs his briefcase, says yet again, ‘I’m off,’ and is gone. Kate hears the car pulling out into the road.


For a few seconds she feels alone. Then it’s action stations, getting the children’s shoes and coats on and loading up her briefcase with notepad, sandwiches and some chocolate. She’s been fighting a half-hearted battle against chocolate addiction for years.


Ali doesn’t want to wear her coat, although there’s a bracing wind.


‘Cassie’s wearing her coat,’ Kate encourages.


‘Cassie’s a dog,’ the rational Ali says.


‘Dogs always have their coats on. They’re born with them, so they’re always warm.’


‘I wasn’t born with my coat on. Why wasn’t I, Mummy?’


‘Mum, I want to get to school and play,’ Adrian butts in, glaring at his little sister.


‘Coat on, Ali, now. We’re making Adie late.’


Ali begins to whine as Kate shoves her arm into the pink woollen sleeve, then holds her firmly with one hand, fastening the buttons with the other. They set off down the hill at as brisk a pace as Kate can make the children walk. Adrian loves school; he strides tall and proud for his five years, his brown head bobbing along by her waist. But when they reach the busy street that leads uphill to school, their progress slows again because everybody in Buxton simply has to stop and say hello to the puppy.


Kate tells herself three times a day how lucky she is to have her job. Her office looks out towards the green hill beneath the Palace Hotel, close to the spreading dome of the Royal Devonshire Hospital. She is a solicitor with a local law firm that deals mainly with conveyancing, divorces and small financial disputes. There’s always something to do, but never too much for comfort, at least where Kate is concerned. Her boss, Mike, is happy for her to work until three every afternoon, then leave to collect the children; she’s willing to take work home, but mostly she doesn’t have to. Now, to cap it all, he’s letting her bring her dog to the office. Cassie is already well trained enough to curl up and snooze the morning away, giving an occasional canine snore while Kate sips coffee and makes her first phone calls.


Kate has never quite stopped thinking of her job as occupational therapy. Their fresh start in Buxton was an escape from the stresses of London, which Guy partly blamed for what had happened – probably, Kate thinks, because he had to blame something. Kate, if she blamed anything, blamed herself. Guy, though, had always hoped to move out of the capital. Perhaps it was his excuse to do what he wanted; a suitable time to convince her, while she was at emotional rock bottom, that it would be good for both of them.


Guy’s job had appeared at exactly the right moment. She couldn’t have denied it to him: becoming an assistant editor at the Manchester Chronicle in his twenties was an exceptional opportunity, especially as his dream was to live in the Peak District, where his great-grandfather had been born. Family legend had it that this historical Bradley used to walk across the moor from Buxton to Macclesfield to court his sweetheart. Infused with that fairytale from childhood, Guy had always sensed his roots in the bleak, heather-strewn landscapes, nourished by mysterious waters bubbling through the caverns beneath.


More practically, he’d argued that in Buxton they could have a house three times the size of their London flat and, someday, a dog to share it with them; his parents’ place in Cheshire would be only an hour and a half away; best of all, every weekend they could drive for a few minutes and find themselves bang in the middle of what he considered the best hill-walking in Britain.


Kate met Guy on a University Walkers’ Club ramble in the Cheviots. She can still picture him pacing along, leading twelve bedraggled students in rain trousers and cagoules, his hair blowing around in at least three directions. Undaunted by the driving Northumbrian rain, the mud, the bitter wind, he was making a joke about needing windscreen wipers on his glasses. Kate had been wondering what could have possessed her to join this walk, other than that she could think of nothing more different from her weekend activities back in north London. Talking to Guy had warmed her, despite the chill. His broad smile, his bright eyes, his gameness for whatever the day threw at them made her trust him. He was positive, active and extremely bright. And although he was studying English and history and said he wanted to be a journalist, he was also physical, strong, oriented to the outdoors. She found the combination compelling.


Looking for him later, she found a note on his door saying that he was – to her surprise – practising. She found him in the small music room, sitting at the piano, improvising. Kate played the viola and faithfully joined every orchestra in the university, all of which clamoured for her services; good violists were few and far between. But even with her comparatively substantial musical experience, she had never before met anyone who could improvise on the piano.


He greeted her with a generous smile, and while they talked he kept playing, picking out intriguing chords, delicate patterns, startling combinations of sounds. After ten minutes they’d agreed to meet for supper in the refectory – and Kate had lost her heart to him somewhere in the airborne spaces between the notes.


They were soon inseparable. Even in the peculiar music-and-hill-walking clique that gathered around them, they were no longer two individuals, Kate Davis and Guy Bradley, but just Kate-and-Guy. Perhaps they seemed an odd couple: he was dark and alert, active as a busy bird in spring; she was fair, big-boned, inclined to dreaminess.


Law wasn’t her decision. Her parents would not allow her to study music. Guy empathised with this more than anybody she’d ever met.


‘You could have been a pianist if you’d wanted,’ Kate pointed out one night, while they lounged companionably together in Guy’s bed, sipping cocoa. ‘If I’d had your talent, maybe I’d have had more ammunition to throw at them.’


‘Oh, Katie, it’s not fair.’ Guy was running his fingers through Kate’s long hair in the same absent-minded way he’d run them over the keyboard. ‘You wanted to be a musician, you play beautifully, you could have had a life in it, and your parents won’t let you. My parents would have let me do anything I want, but I don’t fancy being shut in a practice room for eight hours a day. I love playing, but I don’t want to end up hating it because I have nothing else in my life. I like being in the middle of things.’


‘What “things”?’


‘Well, if Ted Heath comes to give a talk, I want to be there asking him questions, preferably doing an interview. If the president of the United States resigns, I want to find out the truth and tell people why. Katie, there are thousands of pianists who play a million times better than I do. I’d be much happier being a journalist.’


‘At least you had the choice.’ Kate felt a familiar surge of resentment. What she couldn’t understand, couldn’t begin to imagine, was how her parents could have encouraged her to practise her viola, love it and long to perfect it for so many years – yet as soon as she’d wanted to pursue it seriously, they’d snatched away her dream. They’d threatened to cut her out of their wills if she were to study music instead of something sensible with proper employment possibilities, such as law.


‘I can’t believe it,’ Guy said. ‘Katie, it’s so bourgeois. It’s so bloody middle-class. You push your child into learning a musical instrument, you force her to take exams, you put up her certificates, and when your friends come to dinner you make her play to show off your marvellous, talented family. But if she’s really good, in kicks the old British instinct – a daughter on the stage? Heaven forfend!’


‘Hmph,’ Kate grumbled, into her cocoa.


‘But how can they? How can they have a daughter like you and behave like that? How can they have a daughter like you at all?’


Moving to Buxton, of course, meant that they were a long way from Harrow. There, the Davises’ house was spotless, gleaming with magnolia paint, a brass carriage clock on the mantelpiece and never a vestige of clutter, let alone anything as messy as a book or a record in the living room. Any they possessed lived in Kate’s bedroom. The first time Kate brought Guy home to meet her parents, William and Margaret Davis offered him vol-au-vents and sherry and asked why he wanted to go into journalism. Wasn’t it dangerous? Wasn’t there a risk of injury in cars that travelled too fast, chasing a story, or being caught in the crossfire of a war zone? Guy tried to reassure them that he had no thought of becoming either a paparazzo photographer or a war reporter, although he wasn’t averse to politics. Meanwhile, Kate had taken an instant liking to Guy’s parents, Didie and George, and to the florid, open-hearted Cheshire countryside around their house. The decision to go north was much eased by their closeness.


Kate’s phone rings; the dog’s ears prick up. Kate answers and speaks to a client who’s buying a farm outside the town.


She has not touched her viola for eight years.


At three she leaves the office, Cassie trotting at her heels, and goes to pick up Ali from nursery school. She ties the dog’s leash to the railings outside and wanders in, sniffing the aroma of Plasticine and milk, biscuits and finger paints and looking at the bright pictures pinned to the wall – each page of splodges a source of immense pride to its creator’s parents.


The children are clustering round a cassette player; Lucy, their teacher, is putting a tape into the slot. As Kate listens in the doorway, out comes the sound of a piano playing something strongly rhythmical. Kate recognises it: it’s the ‘Ritual Fire Dance’ by Manuel de Falla. Lucy has given each child an instrument: one a drum, another a triangle, a third a tambourine. She encourages them to make a noise with the instruments on the beats. One small girl begins to jump up and down. A little boy puts his hands over his ears.


Ali stands slightly apart, staring at the cassette, ignoring the drum in her hand. At home, Kate and Guy keep their still-new CD-player and burgeoning CD collection on a high shelf, well out of harm’s, or at least Adrian’s, way. Ali is apparently hypnotised by the spinning tape. Lucy glances at her, but as Ali is listening, even if she’s not participating, she doesn’t interfere.


Afterwards, Ali, Kate and Cassie fetch Adrian, then head home for tea. Kate gives the children toast and Marmite. While they’re eating, she hangs up a load of laundry, puts in another and runs the vacuum-cleaner across the lounge. She’d stopped to buy fresh flowers on the way back and puts them in a white vase: her favourite anemones, a vibrant mix of crimson, carmine and imperial purple, with black stamens standing to attention.


Adrian wants to play in the garden, so she goes with him, listening while he rattles on about school. Watching him and trying to calm the barking Cassie, who wants Adrian to throw his ball for her to retrieve, she’s also attempting to keep an eye on Ali, who’s jumping about on the patio in some unfathomable game of her own.


Kate is filled with dread if she takes her attention away from Ali for longer than four seconds. For a child of Ali’s age, every household object threatens disaster. She’s curious enough to pick up a bottle of detergent to see what it is, but not aware enough to know she mustn’t drink it. She can open doors, go up and down stairs or in and out of the house, but Kate can’t be certain that she won’t run into the road. Kate panics too easily over Ali. Somehow she’s never worried about Adrian in the same way. She knows her feelings are conditioned by the trauma eight years ago – but she still can’t stop them taking her over, sometimes bringing on trembling, sweating and even nausea at the slightest hint of danger.


The sound of small, skipping feet has gone.


‘Ali! Where are you?’ she shouts, diving into the house.


She hears a note sound, then another. The piano?


Guy’s old upright stands against the lounge wall. Ali has managed to lift the lid and is prodding gingerly at the keys. Kate is about to demand whether her hands are clean after the Marmite, when she notices that Ali is using more than one finger on the keyboard. As Kate watches, Ali lifts her left hand and begins to press the bass notes too.


When he has a spare moment, Guy still loves to plough through some of his favourite pieces, Beethoven sonatas or bits of Chopin. Ali often stands next to him, watching, her mouth slightly open. Kate has never thought anything of it. All children are fascinated by musical instruments and love to see the peculiar antics of adults coaxing out the noises; or, even better, to try it themselves. Ali always begs Guy to play; and she always wants to have a bash at it herself, though Kate worries about sticky paws on the keys. But now—


Ali has got her bearings. Her chin level with the keyboard, she has somehow worked out which sound comes from which note. She looks up at Kate with huge blue eyes and says, ‘Mummy, I can play it.’


‘What, lovie?’


‘The music. On the tape.’


‘Can you, darling?’ Kate smiles, tolerant. But Ali is bouncing impatiently and Kate understands and winds the piano stool higher for her.


Ali beams a thank-you, gives her hair a proud shake and shunts her small behind to the dead centre of the piano stool’s edge, as if to say, ‘There we are, at last.’ She sits up straight, lifts her right hand and begins to pick out a tune. It isn’t perfect, as she hasn’t found out what the black notes are for, but the complicated rhythm is unmistakable. Ali pouts. ‘That’s not quite right.’


‘It’s nearly right, though, darling,’ Kate says, astounded. ‘Try again.’


‘I’m going to,’ Ali declares, clearly outraged at the notion that she might do anything else. ‘Mummy, what are these?’ She points at the black notes.


‘Try them and see.’


Ali’s forefinger moves from F to F sharp. Her eyes widen. A few minutes later, she has learned to play what is essentially a chromatic scale.


Kate, dazed, picks up the phone. ‘Any chance you could come home a little early?’ she asks Guy. ‘Ali has something to show you.’


Guy, delayed by antisocial newspaper hours and a long drive, usually arrives home after Ali is in bed. Her routine with Kate is always the same. There’s bathtime, where Ali plays with a white plastic swan and a yellow plastic boat. Then the pantomime: ‘I don’t want to go to bed’; ‘Oh, yes, you do’; ‘Oh, no, I don’t.’ One way or another, Ali ends up in her pyjamas, and in her bed. Her room and Adrian’s are opposite each other on the second floor; Ali’s overlooks the garden. African animals parade across the curtains; the walls are primrose yellow. Kate puts on the nightlight; in its soft glow, she sits on a bean-bag by Ali’s bed and plays a cassette of soothing songs. It has never occurred to her that there’s anything unusual about Ali singing along, even though Adrian used to listen to the same tape and had never learned the words, let alone the notes.


Then Ali always asks the same question. ‘Where’s Daddy?’


‘Daddy’s coming back from work,’ Kate whispers, reassuring. Ali’s little face looks worried, her eyes entreating, her forehead creasing into a childish frown. Kate puts her arms round her baby daughter and kisses her. ‘He’ll be home very soon and he’ll come and kiss you goodnight when you’re asleep. Daddy loves you very much.’ Ali is a real Daddy’s girl. A child psychologist whom Kate had met at a talk in a bookshop had assured her that this was quite normal for a three-year-old, along with the requisite pink dresses, fairy wings and princess tiaras.


‘I love you, Mummy.’ Ali’s eyes are closing and she wriggles down under her covers, putting her thumb in her mouth.


‘I love you too, baby. Sweet dreams.’ Kate gently extracts the thumb. Ali, asleep, doesn’t stir.


Today, when Guy walks in, Ali hasn’t even had her bath. She flings herself across the hall, yelling, ‘Daddydaddydaddy!’


No homecoming could be happier for Guy. He’s had a tough day, dealing with late copy and last-minute information, and he’s had to think of a lame excuse to get away. Telling Martin, the editor, that his three-year-old daughter wants to show him something is not calculated to inspire confidence, so he’d invented a bad throat and temperature for Ali, plus difficulties looking after Adrian, then made a dash for the car. As soon as Ali appears and he gathers her up, every moment of the day becomes worthwhile.


‘How’s my lovely girl?’ He looks at her shining face and then at Kate’s. ‘OK, what’s happening?’


‘Come on, Daddy – come on!’ Ali, on her feet, tugs at his hand.


‘It’s a surprise,’ Kate says.


Guy dumps his coat on the banister. Kate picks it up and hangs it on a hook.


‘It’s stupid,’ says Adrian, stumped by his sister’s absorption in the piano, though glad it kept her out of his way while he repulsed some intergalactic invaders from the back garden.


‘It’s not, so.’ Ali sticks out her lower lip and pulls on Guy’s hand.


‘It’s certainly not stupid, Adie.’ Kate tries not to snap at her son.


Ali climbs on to the piano stool – where she’s spent the better part of the last two hours – and plays the tune she’s worked out, with a basic but deft accompaniment. It doesn’t have the twirls, snaps and intricacy of the ‘Ritual Fire Dance’, but the outline is definite. Guy’s mouth falls open.


‘Ali, where did you learn that?’


Ali, absorbed, doesn’t look round.


‘Lucy played it to them,’ Kate says.


‘What? And she remembered it? And worked out how to play it all by herself?’


‘Well, I helped her a little, but mostly she did it on her own.’


‘Gordon Bennett!’ Guy takes off his glasses and rubs his eyes. ‘Ali, do it again.’


He stands beside her, watching her fingers on the keys. When she’s finished, he dashes to a shelf and pulls out a CD of the piece, played by Arthur Rubinstein. A few seconds later the disc has told him what he wants to know.


‘There we are.’ Guy stops the record. ‘You again, Ali.’


Now Kate understands: Ali begins the tune unerringly on the right note, the same as the recording. She is three years old and she has perfect pitch. What’s more, she knows how to find the notes on the keyboard.


Kate and Guy stare at each other over Ali’s head. Perhaps Guy can see, in Kate’s wide blue eyes – the adult replica of their daughter’s – an inkling of what lies ahead; perhaps she can glimpse in his bird-like gaze the revelation that they’ve given life to an energy more powerful than themselves. Perhaps it’s premonition, or merely imagination, but a ray of understanding passes between them: they, and their children, may be embarking upon a profound, irrevocable journey.


For now, only one thing is obvious: they need to find Ali a piano teacher.
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In the first version of her dream, Kate relives everything as it was. She’s gazing into an aquarium-like tank in which her daughter, weighing one and a half pounds, is a helpless minnow wired up to a Pompidou Centre of tubing, oxygen, monitors and drips. She can detect her minuscule breaths, but she can’t lift and cuddle her because taking her out might kill her. In a fit of optimism, she and Guy had named her Victoria.


In the second version, Kate is at home, with Victoria strapped to her body in a baby sling. Life carries on. She can be cleaning the kitchen, hoovering the stairs, getting ready for work, but Victoria is there, silent, motionless. Probably dead, though in the dream Kate never remembers this. The baby hangs on her, growing heavier and heavier until Kate feels that the weight will break her neck, and just as it becomes too much to bear, she wakes up.


The third version shows her and Guy at the kitchen table, feeding their children. Ali is eating. Adrian is being naughty. Victoria is eight years old and is helping Kate, fetching fruit juice from the fridge, scolding her brother, laughing at her sister’s crumb-coated face. It’s a normal family scene, but with three children instead of two. And this is the version that leaves Kate, when she wakes, feeling that a medieval torture rack has pulled her to shreds.


Kate and Guy married young, some thought too young; they’d never had any doubt that they’d spend the rest of their lives together. First they’d sailed through three carefree student years. Guy became editor of the university newspaper and secretary of the students’ union, booking cutting-edge politicians, writers and broadcasters to speak there – including Margaret Thatcher, who had just become the first woman leader of any British political party. He played his piano, attended all Kate’s performances with her string quartet, and dragged her out for walks in the Cheviots. Often they’d go to concerts in the cathedral and sit deep inside its ancient darkness, drinking in the sounds they loved – Schubert, Sibelius or Guy’s favourite Beethoven. Surely life would always be as beautiful as this. Strolling by the river not long before their final exams, while the leaves were young and tender on the trees, Guy said, ‘Let’s get married when we move to London?’ Kate said, ‘Yes, let’s.’ And that was that.


After graduating they had engineered a year together in Guildford. Kate, her engagement ring the envy of her fellow students, tackled her obligatory stint at law school and Guy took a junior editorial job on a local paper. But only when they’d found work placements in London did they take the plunge and tell Kate’s parents that they’d like to get married in a register office with nobody there except family and a few close friends.


As they’d expected, William and Margaret took it as a personal affront that their daughter was refusing the big church wedding they’d saved towards for years. But Kate and Guy didn’t want fuss. They were together; that was all; that was how it would stay. The best things, they insisted, were the simplest.


Margaret took Guy aside over sherry one evening and explained that, in her day, it was accepted that a church wedding blessed the couple in the sight of God; marriage without this was not a real marriage. Guy heard her out. Then, quietly, he told her that to him and Kate, their love was already so sacred that no outward demonstration could make it more so. Kate, more practically, pointed out that they’d prefer to use the money to set up home while they started their new jobs. Guy, with his impressive track record in student and local journalism, had been accepted on to a graduate-trainee scheme at a national newspaper; Kate was to do her articles with a firm of lawyers on Gray’s Inn Road. A chorus of approval went up from George and Didie, who provided funds for them to have a honeymoon in Paris.


At the wedding party at a small hotel in Harrow, William and Margaret shook hands with George and Didie; and if dark, sparkling Didie in her tailored purple suit, Chinese jade necklace and high heels was remotely fazed by the hard stare of Margaret in her beige blouse, flat shoes and pearls, she did not show it once as she enfolded her son’s new wife in her welcoming arms.


Kate had rarely been out of Britain. Davis family holidays had mostly consisted of annual fortnights on the Devon coast, during which she, her older brother, Anthony, and their younger sister, Joanna, had squabbled all day every day. In Paris, twenty-three and newly married, she walked on air. She filed away under ‘daft’ the protests of her best friend, Rebecca, the cellist in her string quartet. She and Guy were ready to tell the rest of the world to leave them alone for ever. ‘If people say we’re doing the wrong thing, they’re obviously not our real friends,’ Guy pointed out.


‘But, Katie, you’ve never slept with anybody else,’ Rebecca said, when Kate glanced round her door in college, sporting her brand new solitaire diamond. ‘How will you ever know if what you’ve got is the right thing?’


‘I do know.’ Kate beamed. ‘I’m happy with Guy. Why should I want anyone else?’


‘But don’t you want to live a little? Don’t you want to explore, find out what you like, meet more people or see the world before you settle down?’


Rebecca’s room was opposite Kate’s in the hall of residence. Her eyes were chocolate-brown and her hair sleek and midnight-dark. She wore translucent Indian-cotton skirts over her long legs, usually with sandals. She came round to Kate’s almost every day, often with stories of her latest meditation class, consciousness-raising group or all-night party. She’d been through a number of boyfriends – college rumour had it that she’d tried a girlfriend or two as well – and she was planning to travel round India for a year before looking for a job.


‘Are you happier than me?’ Kate challenged her.


‘I hope not,’ Rebecca riposted.


Kate and Rebecca had met on the landing on the first day of their first term. Kate wasn’t sure quite how they’d become such good friends. She suspected that it had been Rebecca’s decision and that she had found it easier to comply than reject her, especially when they started the string quartet, which was also Rebecca’s idea. Rebecca’s risqué private life and upmarket, progressive-boarding-school education sometimes made Kate feel strait-laced, conventional, suburban and deeply inadequate. Yet best friends they remained.


‘Maybe she gives me adventure and I give her stability,’ Kate told Guy, after he had met Rebecca for the first time.


‘Sounds like you’re married,’ he teased her.


But, back in bed after a late Parisian breakfast of café au lait and croissants, Kate reluctantly agreed with Guy that she could scarcely maintain a friendship with someone who thought she knew what was good for Kate better than she did herself – and whose nose had been put ridiculously out of joint when Kate started going out with Guy. Kate remembers that only too well.


She’d come back to her room after a concert – it was the Sibelius Violin Concerto in the cathedral, it had been pouring with rain and her umbrella had flipped inside out on the front steps. After bidding a lingering goodnight to Guy, who wasn’t yet staying, she’d knocked on Rebecca’s door across the hall. It was unlocked, so Kate went in. Rebecca was sitting in her threadbare armchair in front of the electric bar heater, staring into space. She gazed up at Kate and said nothing. Just looked at her with those big, reproachful eyes. Kate wondered what she’d done wrong. Rebecca couldn’t possibly have taken it personally that she’d gone to a concert with Guy, not her? She didn’t know what to say, except ‘Tea?’ It wasn’t a comfortable moment. Kate spent too much time silently puzzling over her friend’s reaction, but never dared to raise the matter with her, or anyone else.


After graduation Rebecca took off for India – something Kate couldn’t have afforded even if she’d wanted to. By the time she returned, Kate and Guy were so busy with their new jobs, not to mention gutting, rebuilding and decorating their flat in Stoke Newington, that they had neither time nor patience for travellers’ tales of far-off lands. Rebecca and her cello disappeared into the past. Gradually Kate began to forget about her. Life as an articled clerk ensured that.


It didn’t take her long to work out that the senior partner had employed her not because she was bright but because she was a tall, long-legged blonde. She spent her days preparing bills, photocopying and running bizarre errands for the partner including several to Marks & Spencer lingerie department. Guy bounced out every morning, eager to get to his office; by contrast, she was bound to a vile company merely because her parents wanted her to be a lawyer. On the rare days when she didn’t work late, she practised her viola, trying to keep her technique up to scratch – though ‘scratch’ often seemed an appropriate word. She joined an amateur orchestra, which sounded appalling but was enjoyable as long as she concentrated on playing rather than listening.


‘I dread every day,’ Kate admitted to Didie, visiting Cheshire.


‘Try not to let that beastly man demoralise you,’ Didie comforted her. ‘He’s the problem, not you, because he has the power.’


‘You’re so sensible, Didie. But I don’t know how I can stick it out.’


‘Eventually you’ll have a proper job. It’s a matter of doing your time to qualify.’


‘I wish I’d never got into this. I wish I could just stop and have kids.’


Didie pressed Kate’s hand. ‘Give yourself time, darling.’


Kate felt relieved. If she’d confided these thoughts to her own mother, Margaret would have told her to stop complaining: ‘Stiff upper lip, dear.’ No matter whose choice her profession really was, her feelings would have been judged entirely her own fault.


It should have been so simple. It seemed to work for everyone else. All around her, young professional women were getting married, setting up their first homes, blossoming into pregnancy. An unsettling pang would sweep through her when she passed pushchairs in the supermarket. One day an ex-colleague came into the office to show everyone her eight-month-old son. Kate picked him up and loved holding the warm, laughing child so much that she almost couldn’t bear to put him down.


It was 1980. Guy’s newspaper declared that half of Britain’s married women were now going out to work, the highest proportion for any country in the EEC. A career was essential. Broodiness wasn’t top of the agenda in women’s groups, as Kate discovered when she tried one. Listening to the others’ stories over tea and Bourbon creams, she wondered if she was a freak. Several women had toddlers and had come to the group to express, in a supportive environment, resentment against the ties that bound them. Others were fighting for promotion at work. One was suffering with a violent husband. Kate’s husband was supremely unproblematic, beyond his preoccupation with the British Olympic Association’s refusal to boycott the Moscow Olympic Games after the USSR invaded Afghanistan. Her issue was the only thing that seemed, to her, impossible to talk about: the gnawing, aching, physical longing to hold in her arms a baby of her own.


It should have been so simple. She’d stopped taking the pill when they got married. But nothing had happened.


They went for tests. Guy was fine. So was she. Nobody could say why this young, healthy, loving couple were unable to conceive a child. The doctor started Kate on a regime of hormones that soon made her fractious and sore; and she had to keep a diary of data, taking her temperature several times a day. When the correct signs were there, she was supposed to call her husband, drag him home and get him on the job immediately. This was easier said than done; but after the fifth month of hormones, thermometer, diary and shoulder-stands after sex, she missed her period and began to experience nausea in the mornings and hypersensitivity to the smell of coffee.


Their first child was due in mid-March 1981. Kate and Guy phoned every family member to break the news. Kate’s colleagues gave her a bouquet; Guy’s boss provided a bottle of champagne, which Kate, laughing, declared was unfair because she shouldn’t drink any. They painted their second bedroom a bright, baby-friendly yellow and bought a cot and a pushchair; on the bus going to work, Kate taught herself to knit. Inside, she felt small fluttery motions; gradually they strengthened into kicks. She lay in bed at night with her hands pressed to her bump, loving the child within her.


Driving home after Christmas Day at her parents’ house, Kate remarked, ‘My back is really aching. I must have lifted something heavy. Maybe the turkey.’ It was an innocent enough observation.


By noon on Boxing Day, her backache was worse; and discomfort between her legs signalled a discharge streaked with blood. ‘Don’t panic. Give it another day,’ Guy said.


The next morning, while Guy was at the office, Kate went to the GP, who sent her straight to hospital.


Kate stayed there, with constant checks kept on the baby, around which there was apparently less amniotic fluid than there should have been. Everyone told her not to worry. Guy played cheerful, though she knew he wasn’t: ‘Don’t worry, darling, I’ll look after everything at home.’ Her mother told her not to worry: the family history was one of strong and plentiful children. Didie sent flowers and volunteered to come down the moment they wanted her; they mustn’t worry about asking. Kate’s boss told her not to worry about being off work. Kate spent her days telling her concerned callers not to worry, and her evenings lying flat, trying to read, trying to knit, repeating silent prayers.


One day just into the new year, she walked to the ward door to see Guy off. As she raised her arm to wave to him, something gave way deep within her and a rush of warm liquid cascaded down her legs.


After a short, terrifying labour, Victoria appeared, only to disappear. Kate, weeping in the delivery room, her nails leaving crimson incisions in Guy’s hand, thought she heard the faintest of cries as the minute baby was whisked away to the incubator. When Kate was finally allowed to see her, Victoria was swamped by tubing, wiring and monitors, her tiny face so wrinkled and skeletal that she looked a century old. It wasn’t even safe for Kate to pick her up.


During the worst weeks of her life, each day lasted a year. She existed in a state of heightened awareness in which every glimpse of a doctor heading her way induced blind terror or irrational hope. She’d had no idea that so much could go wrong with a premature baby. Twice Victoria stopped breathing and turned blue, only to rally as Kate was giving way to despair. The doctors warned that some of her organs might not be properly formed. Her hearing or vision might be impaired. Her brain might be damaged. She might not survive. Equally, she might grow up well, normal and happy.


Hope, then hopelessness. One moment, certainty that Victoria would live; the next, no doubt that she would die. Panic, elation, panic again. The formerly self-assured, self-contained Kate felt that she was drowning in seas of emotion with fluxes and tides all their own.


Guy brought her some tapes, music that he thought might calm her. In a quiet room in the unit, her head on his shoulder, listening to the slow movement of Ravel’s G major Piano Concerto and watching Victoria living from second to second, she reflected that she’d never known such extremes were latent inside her, never suspected how suffering can mangle time and leave it distorted and misshapen. Victoria was inches long and weighed less than a bag of sugar. Yet everything had to carry on, regardless. Guy was dealing with the inauguration of a US president called Ronald Reagan, the charging of a serial killer known as the Yorkshire Ripper and the rumoured imminent takeover of his newspaper. Whole worlds were exploding, compared to one tiny creature fighting for her life. But this helpless baby was Kate’s universe.


Kate stayed in hospital with Victoria. Guy visited early each morning and late each evening. In between, he had to keep going, maintaining a semblance of normality for all their sakes. Kate could see the strain round his eyes, the shadows deepening by his nose. He seemed to have aged ten years in two weeks.


He’d sit by Victoria’s incubator, holding Kate’s hand, talking about goings-on at work. One editorial assistant had broken her wrist. His boss was getting married for the third time and threatening to leave if the takeover went ahead. If it did, there could be multiple redundancies. In his view, Thatcher’s ruthless administration was destroying the moral fibre of—


‘Guy,’ Kate cut in, ‘I really don’t care.’


There was a short silence, but for the slow tenderness of Ravel.


‘No,’ Guy said. ‘Neither do I.’


Guy grew quieter during his visits. They’d sit together waiting, wondering, not talking. Now and then a doctor would bring them good news. Sometimes it was less good. Then good again.


Alone in the flat, Guy sometimes let himself cry. He stayed busy, working, keeping their families informed, fielding phone calls and trying to talk himself into a positive frame of mind. But some solitary nights, he began to wonder whether this would go on for ever, whether he and Kate must spend the rest of their years waiting for Victoria to live or die. In his worst moments, to his horror, he almost wished that none of it had begun, that they had neither conceived the child, nor got married, nor even met each other. If he’d taken up the place he’d won at Oxford, not decided to rebel and study in the north, Kate would have lived in blissful ignorance of him and Victoria would never have existed. Fate, he decided, is character plus timing plus a large dose of luck, good or bad.


He detached himself by deciding to approach the incident as he would a journalistic assignment. He would experience it for the sake of documenting it. Then, perhaps, once Victoria was safely home, he could write an article, maybe a book, to help other families encountering the same trauma.


He started to keep a diary, writing down everything that had happened since Christmas. Back from the hospital around midnight, he’d sit at the kitchen table covering page after page of a spiral-bound notebook with scrawls in black biro. On the seventeenth day of Victoria’s life, he drafted a pitch to show the editor of the newspaper’s health section.


On the eighteenth day, he arrived at the hospital to find a doctor, grey-faced, saying, ‘Guy, Victoria isn’t doing quite so well today.’


Guy began to run. He came to a halt in the doorway. Kate was standing by the incubator, her gaze fixed on the tiny bundle she was cradling.


She handed him Victoria without a word. The baby’s eyes were closed. Although she was warm under her white woollen blanket, he could scarcely sense her breath. Her skin had the bluish tint of a northern winter sky.


‘We can hold her now. There’s no hope,’ Kate said, taking her back from Guy although he had barely grown used to the sensation of having his child in his arms.


They sat together all morning, holding Victoria. At two o’clock in the afternoon, she died.


In the weeks and months that followed, Kate cried every day. The office gave her compassionate leave; she stayed home and let the tears flow. She had had no idea that her mind could leach such leaden despair, or that her eyes would not become exhausted from crying but would go on until there seemed to be nothing left in the world except grief.


Guy held her, comforted her, but said little. No soft words could make her feel better – or him. Margaret suggested that Kate should stay in Harrow for a while, to escape the room that should have been Victoria’s, but Kate preferred to be at home. At least the nursery meant that Victoria had once been real.


Kate’s siblings rallied round as best they could. Joanna was still at university, though, and when she came to visit, Kate could see how frightened she was at the sight of her levelheaded sister falling to pieces. William and Anthony, emulating him, soon found that their instinctive ‘Come on, old girl, pull yourself together, things to be done, chop chop,’ got them, and Kate, nowhere.


Margaret’s next idea was more productive. She took Kate out to lunch in town, then steered her towards the haberdashery in John Lewis, where she bought her a present of some wool, some patterns, a range of knitting needles and a wicker basket to hold the lot, plus a book of challenging Kaffe Fassett designs. Kate, attracted by the warm, bright colours, the varying softnesses of mohair, lamb’s wool and merino, and the patterns that showed happy families wearing fabulously patterned sweaters, accepted her mother’s gift and carried the bulky packages home on the seventy-three bus.


When Guy had gone to work the next morning and the tears had temporarily worn themselves out, Kate blew her nose, sat on the floor with a cup of tea and unpacked her parcels. Margaret had suggested a simple jersey to start her off. Kate knew the basic stitches; a half-finished yellow blanket, intended for the baby, had vanished when Guy decided to clear out every disposable reminder. But knitting a full-sized sweater felt way beyond her.


The thread under her fingers required control. She needed to find the correct tension and keep it constant. She had to concentrate; if unsteadiness set in, the knitting began to sag, scrunch or stretch. She made herself persevere by leafing through the Kaffe Fassett book. Once she’d mastered the technique, then she, too, would be able to create fantastical patterns in flame-hued diagonals, blue, green and white snowflakes, or gorgeous mottled designs that looked as if they had been plucked whole from the contours of a coral reef.


Her jersey was far from perfect. It fitted Guy – she’d measured it against him so many times that it could scarcely not – but in the cream-coloured fabric lurked tremulous kinks where the tension was inconsistent. It was evidently home-knitted by a beginner, but Guy insisted on wearing it to work. Kate knew that that was just to make her happy. But it did make her happy. It showed she’d produced something useful; and that Guy cared.


She seemed to need reassurance of that now. Curled in her armchair, feet tucked under her, a needle in each hand and a ball of wool in her lap, she wondered whether they had talked to each other more often, more freely, before all this had happened.


Long silences dominated their evenings. She couldn’t remember those happening at university. Perhaps as you get older, as you spend more time together, there’s less to say; companionable quiet becomes an end in itself. These silences, though, didn’t always feel companionable. They isolated her from Guy, as if they each retreated alone to worry at their wounds without troubling the other. Victoria and the grief that went with her were being driven underground.


Kate, clicking away, felt a twinge of sympathy for Guy. It couldn’t be easy, living with a woman whose heart had been ripped out. But Victoria had been his daughter as well, even if he had not carried her inside him, feeling her fluttery kicks through the days and nights. He had lost a child too, but he was trying to live. He didn’t cry for hours on end. He’d try to avoid waking her and go off to work without breakfast – he’d have a croissant and coffee later in the canteen. In the evening, he’d come crashing back in, telling her about the features he was fitting to the page, the admin that drove him bananas and the office gossip that bored her rigid when he repeated it to her, but at least kept him in touch with the world outside their claustrophobic flat. While he was out during the day, she barely noticed that she didn’t miss him.


Men, Didie reminded her on the phone, aren’t good at expressing their feelings.


‘If keeping going helps him,’ Kate said, ‘then he’s lucky. I wish I could.’


‘You will, darling. Take all the time for yourself that you need,’ Didie encouraged. It was good to hear that. Kate’s mother was growing restive, prodding her gently but insistently to go back to work. And of course, Guy reminded her, they could try for another baby as soon as she felt ready.


Kate returned to Gray’s Inn Road after six months – not least because she couldn’t stand the flat any more. Even walks to the café at Clissold Park were wearing thin, thanks to the endless stream of mothers and babies she’d see there. Besides, she didn’t want to forget her training and render herself an unemployable lawyer as well as a useless mother. The office wasn’t so bad – better than eyeing other people’s pushchairs and imagining what Victoria would have looked like now, sitting up, smiling, laughing.


She brought her knitting with her for bus journeys and lunchtime. Her colleagues came in to admire her latest effort: a Fair Isle scarf, although it was midsummer. The first weeks dragged, leaving her exhausted, but the routine propped her up; soon she could pass whole half-days without descending into her private pit of grief. Periods of twenty-four hours could go by without her shedding a tear. Work was the best therapy.


Going home was more difficult. Every time she passed the closed door of the nursery, it seemed to accuse her of failing its intended occupant. She suggested to Guy that they should think about moving. She offered to visit an estate agent and get a valuation.


‘It’s a good idea,’ he said at once. ‘But could we hang on here for a tiny bit longer? Just a few months? Would you be OK with that?’


Kate didn’t ask why. Presumably he had his reasons. Her bus ride home had taken twice as long as usual, she felt exhausted and she didn’t fancy sparking another flood of Guy’s newspaper gossip. It was easiest to agree.


Two weeks later, Guy whirled into the flat carrying a bottle of wine and a bunch of roses. ‘Sit down, Katie,’ he demanded, pushing the bouquet into her hands. ‘I’ll pour you a glass of this and then there’s a lot to tell you and a lot to ask you.’ He grabbed two wine glasses from the cupboard, opened the bottle with a flourish of corkscrew and sat down next to her. She wondered when she’d last seen him smile like that.


A job had come up at the Manchester Chronicle: assistant editor of the weekly news-review section. His boss had recommended him, so he’d been up for an interview—


‘You went to Manchester for an interview?’ Kate exclaimed. ‘When?’


‘Last week. I didn’t want to tell anyone in case I didn’t get it.’


‘You went to Manchester for the day and I didn’t know?’


‘You weren’t supposed to, love. They might have hated me, I might have hated them, it mightn’t have worked out, so there’d have been no point in you worrying about it.’


Kate took a moment to digest this. Then she reached for her knitting.


The environment was a little less stressful than his present one, he went on, and the pay a little better – if modestly so, because the site was out of London – but, still, it was a dream job, an extraordinary opportunity for a journalist still in his twenties.


‘It would be a fresh start,’ he said, holding her wrist. ‘Just stop knitting a second and tell me what you think.’


‘I don’t know what to think. It’s wonderful for you. But I can’t believe you didn’t tell me sooner. I had no idea that you were up to anything – and suddenly you’re talking about moving two hundred miles?’


‘Darling, I thought you’d be happy. You seemed keen to move. And you’re finishing your articles, so the timing is …’


‘Yes.’ Kate’s needles clicked.


‘Katie, put down the knitting. Please.’ Guy put both his hands over hers to still them. ‘What do you want? Tell me. I need to know.’


‘I want—’ Kate looked into his anxious eyes. She couldn’t tell him that she wanted him not to grow more and more distant from her just when she needed him to come closer. ‘I only want a home and family like everyone else. A normal home with normal, happy children,’ she said eventually. Though true, it sounded lame.


‘So do I,’ Guy said. ‘And we could enjoy having all of that near Manchester, couldn’t we? There’d be so many advantages, Katie. We could live in Cheshire, or Buxton, or a village in the Peak District.’


‘I’d prefer to be somewhere with trains and shops.’ Kate imagined a scenario – irrational but vivid – in which every person in a small, nosy village would know that she had failed her first baby.


‘Buxton, then. We could have a wonderful house there. Look at these.’ Guy pounced on his desk and extracted a sheaf of folded pages from a drawer.


‘You sent off for a property paper and I never noticed?’


‘At the office. Look.’ He pointed at a row of adverts for beautiful stone cottages in Derbyshire that cost roughly the same as their Stoke Newington flat. Startled to discover her basic indifference to her own fate, Kate looked, listened, nodded and forced a smile.


Guy’s traineeship at the newspaper and Kate’s articles in Gray’s Inn Road came to an end at the same time. They put the flat on the market. They took to driving north late on Fridays, staying overnight with Didie and George and setting out to house-hunt in Derbyshire first thing on Saturday morning. Kate saw the world through a glass thicker and darker than the windscreen of their old Beetle. From its wrong side she watched herself going through the motions: telling estate agents what they needed and could afford, enthusing to Didie about how happy she was that they’d live closer to her, explaining to her own shell-shocked parents that this was an opportunity Guy could not possibly miss. She’d look for a job once they’d made the move.


Buxton pleased her when they wandered about, ‘casing the joint’, as Didie put it. The air’s freshness made her feel cleansed inside (how different from Stoke Newington) and the properties they viewed were roomy and light. They investigated a detached 1920s house on a busy road, a brand new town-house on a cul-de-sac, an older, sandstone villa on a quiet side-street; but on their third visit, the agent took them up a curving hill past the house where Vera Brittain had spent part of her girlhood, as a blue plaque told them, and thence to a tall, semi-detached Victorian pile in a state of considerable disrepair. It needed total modernisation – it had no central heating in a town where it was too cold to grow apples. ‘But there’s your chance to make it your own,’ the agent pointed out, ‘and, of course, the price is much lower than you’d normally see for a house of this quality.’


‘How can anyone live in a house like this and let it get into such a terrible state?’ Kate wondered aloud. ‘It seems so uncared-for.’


‘It’s too easy to stop noticing things when you’ve been among them for a long time,’ Guy suggested. ‘Katie, look at these windows. Look at all this light.’


Kate, gazing out at the back garden’s neglected lawn, felt a prickle on the back of the neck: the intuition that told her she was looking at her new home.


They sloped off to a pub to confer over a ploughman’s lunch. Afterwards, they strolled back to the house and stood under the sycamores, looking up at it, picturing themselves living inside. A normal home with normal, happy children. Hill-walks close by, Didie and George an easy drive away and no memories clinging to the stones around them.


Kate’s sole condition was dramatic: she wanted to move Victoria’s grave to Buxton. Guy balked at the idea of digging up the coffin, reburying it, going through the whole trauma again; but when Kate made it clear that if Victoria didn’t go, neither would she, he nodded assent. They could manage. They’d managed worse things before.


The day before the move, while Guy was wrapping the wedding crockery in newspaper and piling it into cardboard boxes, Kate went to his desk to pack his files. She lifted too many at once and the top wallet fell, spilling its contents at her feet. She bent to gather up the papers. Words caught her eye at random. ‘Statistics’ … ‘greatest pain’ … ‘Victoria’ …


‘Guy? What’s this?’


Her husband looked at her and she thought for a second that he had turned pale. ‘Oh, Katie,’ he said, ‘I’ve been meaning to run this by you. The thing is, I didn’t want to upset you, I didn’t want to bring it all flooding back.’


‘You’re writing about Victoria.’ Kate sat down at the kitchen table, one hand pressing her forehead under her untidy, moving-house hair.


‘Darling.’ Guy swooped in beside her. She felt him gazing into her face, but she wouldn’t look up. ‘I wanted to write something that might help people going through what we went through. The health editor thought it was a marvellous idea.’


‘And the health editor has let you write twenty pages?’


‘The thing is – well, I want to do an article, but that would be a kind of pilot for this publisher I’ve been talking to. It’ll help to prove that I can write something that will really compel people, something they identify with that mirrors how they feel …’


‘You want to write a book about Victoria?’ Kate seemed to be sinking into a swamp that waited below the kitchen to swallow her. ‘You don’t just want to write it. You’re writing it already.’


‘It’s valuable, Katie. It means so much to me. Can’t we find a way to bring some good out of what happened to us? If we can help other people, give them something to make them feel they’re not so alone …’


‘We? I don’t recall hearing I’m part of this. You never even asked how I felt!’


‘I was waiting for the right moment.’


‘Christ, Guy. How could you?’ Kate pulled away her hand and stood up. Guy shrank back in his chair. ‘Did it occur to you to wonder how I feel? No, of course it didn’t! You’re only thinking of yourself, your brilliant career, your marvellous move to Manchester. You wouldn’t care if I said I’d kill myself!’


‘Katie! Calm down. You know that’s not true.’


‘From where I am, Guy Bradley, it looks true. How can you do this to me?’


‘Darling, can’t you see? It’s not only for other people, it’s for us, so we won’t have suffered and Victoria won’t have died in vain.’


‘But it’s my grief! It’s private. It’s not for everybody to read and pry and say, “Ooh, look at them, look how miserable they are, they couldn’t keep their baby alive.” What made you think that I’d ever, in a million years, consider making that public?’


‘Sweetheart. Please don’t cry.’


‘Leave me alone. You’re a bloody journalist. You don’t give a damn.’


‘Katie—’


‘Just leave me alone.’


The van arrived at eight o’clock the next morning. Kate, standing on the front step, her hair blowing about her shoulders, let the movers in. She made them some tea and packed the valuables into the back of the Beetle. Guy, who hadn’t slept all night, swallowed two cups of coffee and a caffeine pill in preparation for the long drive north. That morning when they locked the flat for the last time, climbed into the car and started the engine, they had spoken three words to each other that were not directly connected with moving house.


Through the car window on the M1, Kate watched her old life receding into the distance, imagined the new house lying ahead, needing to be rethought, remodelled, rewired, replastered and repainted, and wondered what was to become of them now.
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‘I don’t really know what to do with her,’ Glenda Fairburn says, after Alicia has had two piano lessons. ‘I’ve never seen anything like it. She just – knows.’


‘She does, doesn’t she?’ Kate says.


‘She doesn’t have any trouble co-ordinating. She doesn’t see why she should play with one hand at a time. The most incredible thing is that she concentrates. How do you do it? Do you not let them watch TV?’


‘We’re a completely normal family,’ Kate says, smiling. ‘They’re the same as any other kids.’


‘Well, this one’s special.’ Glenda’s face is full of tenderness. She’s a young Scottish musician who’s recently moved to Buxton with her husband, a scientist at the Safety in Mines Research Establishment. ‘I’ll do my best for her, Kate, but I need you to know I’m feeling my way. With most of the little ones you just do the animal songs and the first exercise books and hope they take some interest. You don’t generally find a child picking out pieces by ear.’
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