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‘Don’t you find,’ says Belinda, widening her blue eyes at Laura and wrinkling her pretty little nose, ‘even though you’re over fifty and married and da-de-da, don’t you sometimes feel this overwhelming urge to, oh, you know – do it with someone else?’


Laura laughs and shakes her head, not disagreeing.


‘Doesn’t everyone?’ she says.


They’re sharing an early lunch, sitting at the end table of the restaurant called the Real Eating Company, by the glass doors onto the terrace, which is deserted on this cold December day. The nearest other diners are three tables away, but even so Laura keeps her voice down, hoping Belinda too will lower her voice.


‘It’s not like I’m dead yet,’ says Belinda. ‘I’m not so bad for my age.’


‘You look fabulous, Belinda.’ Laura is happy to offer the expected praise. ‘You know you do.’


Impossible to be jealous of Belinda, she’s so transparent in all her needs. Yes, she’s pretty, with her chipmunk face and her limpid eyes and that bob of silky-soft blonde hair that you want to reach out and stroke. And she’s kept her figure, slight as a girl, a boy almost. But with it all there’s a generosity, a way of seeming to say, I’m pretty for you, it’s my contribution, enjoy me. So when she calls and says she’s having a crisis and let’s do lunch, using those very words as if she’s a New York businesswoman when as far as anyone knows she does nothing at all, Laura finds herself saying yes.


Belinda Redknapp is the least likely of all the school mothers from the old Underhill days to be her friend, but Laura has always had a sneaking admiration for her. In her Donna Karan jeans and her cashmere tops, shamelessly calling out for admiration, naively delighted by compliments, she’s like a naked version of all of them: the school mothers who pretend not to care any more, who are too busy and too married and too grown-up to gaze at themselves in mirrors. When Laura’s children Jack and Carrie were little Belinda was known as the ‘yellow mummy’ because of her blonde hair, and more than that, because of the glow of fine grooming that shone about her like a golden aureole. But who’s laughing now? There’s something courageous, even magnificent, in her refusal to surrender to the march of time.


Belinda’s crisis turns out to be the imminent homecoming of her daughter Chloe.


‘I adore Chloe,’ she says, pouring herself a third glass of Pinot Grigio. ‘But she’s so like me when I was her age. Prettier really. It makes me feel like an aged crone. I never mind about my wrinkles until Chloe comes home. Then I want to die.’


Chloe is nineteen. Laura thinks of her own daughter Carrie, just seventeen and going through an awkward phase. Whatever you say to her she takes it the wrong way. Tell her she’s pretty and she says, ‘Just forget it, okay?’


‘That’s your crisis? Chloe coming home?’


‘She has boys climbing all over her, Laura. How’s that supposed to make me feel?’


‘Happy. Proud.’


But even as she says the words Laura knows they’re pomposities. Worse, falsehoods.


‘I’m jealous!’ cries Belinda. ‘I can’t help it! I want to be young again!’


Don’t we all. But only Belinda says it aloud.


‘I swear to you, Laura, I feel no different to when I was Chloe’s age. I remember how I’d walk down the street and the men’s heads would turn, and I’d feel their eyes on me, like, oh, you know, like I was Julia Roberts.’


‘But you wouldn’t want to be nineteen again.’


‘I would! I would! I loved it!’ She puts her fingers to her face and pulls at the skin to smooth out the wrinkles. ‘Do you think I should get some work done?’


‘What does Tom say?’


Tom her husband, a plastic surgeon.


‘Oh, Tom. He just says I’m beautiful the way I am.’


‘That’s sweet of him.’


‘It isn’t sweet at all. He doesn’t want to give up a paid job to do work on me for nothing.’


‘Oh, come on, Belinda.’


‘Oh, I suppose Tom would do it if I really wanted it. Actually he is very sweet. I wouldn’t hurt him for the world.’


‘Why should you hurt him?’


‘Oh, you know.’ She picks up the menu. ‘I’m going to have a crème brûlée. Normally I’m careful about what I eat, but right now I feel what the hell.’


She waves to the young waiter, who has a ponytail and a tight waistcoat like a bullfighter. When he comes over she puts one hand on his arm as if to detain him, and gives him the full force of her beautiful eyes.


‘Do you think it would be too evil of me to have a crème brûlée?’


‘No problem,’ says the waiter. ‘I’ll take these plates if you’re finished with them.’


Laura watches with amusement. Pours herself the last of the wine. They’re splitting the bill, she deserves her share.


Belinda pulls a face.


‘Not a flicker,’ she says. ‘See what I mean?’


‘He’s probably gay.’


‘Oh yes.’ Belinda cheers up. ‘I forgot about that.’


‘So when does Chloe come home?’


‘I’m supposed to meet her train just before five.’


‘Supposed to?’


‘Well, I will, of course.’ She lets out a long sigh. ‘What’s so unfair is I’m so much better at sex than I was when I was young, and I have so much less of it.’


‘Are you sure you want to tell me this?’ says Laura. Belinda’s a little drunk.


‘Isn’t it the same for you? Don’t you have less sex now than when you were young? I thought it happened to everyone.’


‘Yes. I suppose it does.’


‘I was always up for it, but to be honest with you I didn’t really get much out of it. You know how it was. You did it for them.’


Them. The boys. The men.


‘It’s different now.’ She wrinkles her brow, puzzling over the poor arranging of it all. ‘I really like it now. And all I’ve got is Tom.’


‘Is it that bad?’


‘No, not really. Tom’s so sweet to me I’d never do anything to hurt him.’


‘That’s the second time you’ve said that.’


‘Oh, God, is it?’ She shoots Laura a quick fearful look as if she’s been caught in the act. ‘It’s all Chloe’s fault, coming home like this. You know I only say these things. I’d never actually do anything. Somehow it helps to say it. Do you think I’m a terrible slag?’


‘No,’ says Laura. ‘You’re not saying anything the rest of us aren’t thinking.’


Grateful, Belinda takes Laura’s hand in hers across the table. Like a child cadging for love.


‘You’re wonderful, Laura. Do you know that? And you’re so beautiful.’


No higher praise coming from Belinda. But the compliment and the caress both have the same object. Look at me. Listen to me. Love me.


‘It’s a bugger, this getting older.’


Laura’s about to agree, or to let her silence presume assent out of habitual politeness, when she realizes she doesn’t share Belinda’s regrets. This is a surprise.


‘No, actually. No, I don’t agree. I like being the age I am better. I don’t want to be young again.’


‘Really?’ Belinda is astonished. ‘How extraordinary.’


‘I was always so anxious when I was young. I don’t think I really enjoyed my youth at all.’


‘Really?’ says Belinda again, visibly struggling to credit what she hears. ‘I wasn’t anxious at all, not as far as I remember. Tom was anxious. I remember that.’


Her face creases into a smile.


‘The first time Tom stayed the night with me I couldn’t get him to believe I wanted it. He was so shy. I had to pretend to be cold. Come over here, Tom. Sit by me and keep me warm.’ She laughs out loud at the memory. ‘The wonder on his face as he crossed the room. Christ, that must be over twenty-five years ago now. And you know, I knew right away he’d be a good bet.’


Laura thinks about Henry. She could say the same thing. Funny how you just know. Maybe it’s a matter of timing.


‘How could you tell?’ she says.


‘God knows. I just knew. I remember thinking, He’ll do.’ She bursts into laughter. ‘Christ, that sounds terrible. Like I’m trying on a cardigan.’


‘No. I know what you mean.’


And Laura does know what Belinda means. It’s all about the right fit. Hard to describe, but you know it when you see it.


‘Tom used to be so funny,’ Belinda says. ‘He’d say these things in this really straight voice, talking about himself as if he was a clinical case. Like, he’d say, “The patient is not responding.” Or, “Failure of motor coordination due to excess nervous stimulus.” He was always suffering from excess nervous stimulus. It meant he’d got a hard-on.’


Belinda’s crème brûlée arrives. She speaks as she eats, so as not to notice she’s eating.


‘I used to think I married Tom because it just seemed the obvious thing to do. You know, without actually being in love with him. But when I look back, it was love. Just not that dangerous on-edge sort of love. Just as well, really. You can’t be on edge for twenty-four years.’


‘No. I suppose not.’


Laura pictures Belinda’s husband: a middling sort of man, soft-faced, eager to please. Bald, of course, as they all seem to be these days.


‘But the thing is,’ says Belinda, ‘soon it’ll be too late.’


She’s wriggling about in her seat.


‘You have got it bad,’ says Laura.


‘I just can’t stop thinking about it. That’s all it is, a fantasy in my head. I’d never do anything. But it won’t go away.’


Laura realizes that Belinda is wanting to make a kind of confession.


‘Is this fantasy about someone in particular?’


‘Well …’ Belinda bursts into laughter once more, and then actually blushes. ‘There was this boy I had a crush on when I was seventeen. He was so gorgeous, and he liked me, you know? But I was going out with his best friend. Anyway, there was this one evening when I was round at Kenny’s place and Dom wasn’t there—’


‘Hey! I’m lost already. Which is which?’


‘Dom was my boyfriend. Kenny was this quiet lean gorgeous boy. Jimmy Kennaway. Everyone called him Kenny. We were just hanging out, talking, waiting for Dom, and then Dom called and said he couldn’t make it, his car needed fixing. Dom was the one with the car. So Kenny said, Let’s go and look at the sunset. That’s all we did. Went out into the back garden and watched the sky. We stood on this little patio and watched the sky, and after a bit I held his hand. Then he turned and looked at me. Then we kissed.’


‘Jesus, Belinda. I’m getting goose pimples.’


‘That was all. We never spoke about it, not ever. Dom and me broke up a few months later, but Kenny was with someone else, and that was it. Except I’ve often wondered. Maybe Kenny was the one. Except he wasn’t, of course.’


‘What happened to him?’


‘Oh, he’s married. He’s some kind of lawyer, lives in Wandsworth.’ She blushes again. ‘Henderson Road.’


‘Belinda! Are you stalking him?’


‘No. It’s only a fantasy. I mean, one kiss. It’s ridiculous. Only I have this feeling inside, it churns me up. Did you know all the surveys say women have their best sex in their forties and fifties? It something to do with oestrogen levels. You know the most common age for women to have affairs? Forty-five. That means I’m way overdue. I’m good now, Laura, I’m great, I’m never going to get any better. It’s all downhill from here. And Tom – darling Tom – let’s just say, Tom is past his peak. But I’d never actually do anything …’


She fades away, with a lift of her shoulders. But her eyes go on resting on Laura, waiting for a response. Laura wonders if she’s asking for permission, or just for understanding. She thinks of how it’s been for her and Henry.


‘Things can change,’ she says.


‘Do you mean Tom could try Viagra?’


‘Well, no, I wasn’t thinking of that. But why not?’


‘I don’t know how to raise the subject. Men are sensitive about that sort of thing.’


‘He’d probably be relieved if you did raise the subject. I expect it bothers him as much as it does you.’


‘Yes. Maybe.’ Belinda sounds unconvinced. ‘He works so hard. He gets so tired. I don’t want to make things harder for him. Oh, well. I’m sure I’ll survive. I’ll ask Chloe to keep the noise down.’


‘What noise? Oh, that.’


‘Is Henry still working with Aidan Massey?’


‘Yes. They have a production company together.’


A wistful gaze from Belinda.


‘I wouldn’t say no if Aidan Massey wanted a quick poke.’


‘From what Henry tells me, Aidan Massey likes them young.’


‘Honestly. Men. When are they going to get it? Women get better as they grow older.’


Her eyes fall on the empty ramekin before her.


‘Did I really eat a whole crème brûlée? I must be having a breakdown.’


They come out of the restaurant into the winter sunshine of Cliffe High Street.


‘I remember when this was a garden shop,’ says Laura, looking back into the restaurant.


‘Oh, yes,’ says Belinda. ‘So it was. What was it called?’


‘Elphicks.’


‘I remember buying Christmas decorations there. Chloe was wearing that little powder-blue coat with the buttons. She must have been about four.’


The memory staggers her.


‘She was simply adorable. I was so proud of her.’


‘There you are, then,’ says Laura. ‘Not such a terrible crisis after all.’


‘So have you got Jack home yet?’


A little late in the day Belinda has realized that she should show some interest in Laura’s children.


‘He’s been home for ever. The Cambridge terms are so short.’


‘How does he like it there?’


‘It’s fine, as far as I can tell. He has a sweet girlfriend.’


‘Not pretty, then?’


‘Oh, Belinda. I didn’t say that. Hannah’s lovely.’


‘Not that it matters. Beauty isn’t everything. Just as well, given the sneaky way it runs out on you when you’re not looking.’ She glances at her reflection in the side window of a parked car. ‘But the party’s not over yet. My clock’s still ticking.’


The sound of piped carols drifts out onto the street as shoppers come and go through the glass doors of Woolworth’s on the far side. Signs in the windows say BIGGEST EVER SALE.


‘Isn’t it terrible about Woolworth’s?’ says Belinda. ‘Who’d have ever thought they’d go bust?’
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Jack strides up the Downs, past the old landfill site, past the beeches with the low curving branches they call the swing trees. This was always the family walk in the days of his childhood. He wants to go back in time, to be a child again, to be anywhere but here, now.


He walks up on the high tussocky sides of the track, above the chalk-slime ruts. From here he can gaze down on the scoops of land, furrowed by sheep trails, empty of all human life, that are for him the shapes of history itself. In such a grand perspective, what does it matter that Hannah, his first love, his only love, has left him?


It’s a steep pull up to the summit, and there’s a cold wind coming off the sea that makes his eyes water. At least he never came up here with her.


He stops just above the swing trees, and as they always did when walking as a family he seeks out the roofs of their home. At this time of year the bare trees no longer screen the red tilehung walls. As he looks he thinks he can just make out his mother’s car coming down the lane to the house. His mother now drives a Smart car. Jack was appalled when he first saw it.


‘What was wrong with the Volvo?’


‘It was fifteen years old, Jack. And we can’t just go on guzzling petrol any more. We have to think of the planet.’


‘So why do we heat our home like a sauna?’


Jack doesn’t want his parents to change their lifestyle to save the planet. Half his year may now be spent away at university, but this house remains his primary world. He wants his parents to continue in their comfortable profligate ways, and maintain the family home as it’s always been.


Hannah came to stay at raspberry-picking time. They all loved her, of course. Even Carrie. When was that, last July? You have to pick raspberries slowly. Look under the leaves where the dark red ones hang, the sweet ones, the ones that drop off the branch at a touch. The fingers gripping so lightly it’s almost not a grip, more a caress, so as not to bruise the fruit. Standing there close together, fingers probing among the leaves, learning a slower, kinder habit of touch. Then she puts one to his lips, pushes it into his mouth.


Then later, in his room in college, she told him it was over. Weeks ago now, right at the start of term, nothing to make a big deal out of any more.


‘It’s the last thing I want to do,’ she said, ‘but it’s the only honest thing I can do.’


He turns and tramps on up the Downs. His denim jacket is not proof against the cold, which he welcomes. At least he minds the cold. It’s the not-minding that’s so wearing. The flat summit before him now, and the concrete column of the trig point that he used never to be able to climb alone; always his father had to lift him up. Then one day when he was eight years old he did it all on his own. Beyond, the bare land slopes down to the sea.


On this dull day the sky is the colour of the sea and there’s barely a horizon. The sea all sky or the sky all sea. The shrill cries of the gulls from far off over Seaford. Only when they’re close do you realize how big they are. And those cruel beaks.


The evening they agreed to part was not as he had feared. All the tension between them melted away, and they were close in a manner they hadn’t been able to achieve for weeks. Hannah cried and said she loved him. That was how he knew for sure that it was over.


Then there came some days that his memory has blanked. No appetite, no desire. Alone in his room, wincing, trying to duck the waves of misery. But it passes. Everything passes. What remains is a low-level dullness of spirit. Carrie says, ‘Why’s Jack always grumpy?’


He walks fast along the broad summit track from Edenfield Hill to Firle Beacon. Below lies all England, laid out in pastoral tranquillity, a land for lovers, a land for families. Up here the wind cuts through clothes and there’s a clear sight of the edge of the world and he knows the view is an illusion. Life does not go on in this orderly procession of meadows and woods, villages and farms, not for ever. There comes a time when it swoops up onto bald hills, and there reaches a brutal end.


People jump off cliffs when they can’t take any more. Beachy Head not so far away to the east, the famous beauty spot waiting for the day the beauty dies.


Thank Christ I’m over it now, the pain. One day soon I’ll be over thinking about how I’m over it.


There’s a kind of fascination in it, similar to the close interest people show in their diseases. The ebb and flow of it, the shapes it makes in your life. You can watch it like a movie, you’re the hero. In the beginning you get this savage beating and all of you hurts all the time, then just when you know you can’t endure any more it stops, as if a switch has been thrown. Then for a short time, sometimes for as long as an hour, you’re flooded with an extraordinary sensation of goodness. Not your own goodness: the goodness of things. The loyalty of the world. Gratitude to the ground, that it continues to support you, gratitude to the air that grants you breath. You’re overwhelmed by stupid but beautiful thoughts, most of all that life has not ended just because your love has abandoned you. Then like the tick of a thermostat as the temperature rises above the set limit, the stream of warmth ceases, and cold dark returns.


But not for ever. It passes. Everything passes.


Not Hannah’s fault. There’s some consolation in knowing that. He had become too needy. He knew it, but it wasn’t in his power to control it. Unable to believe she could really love him he had found grounds for fear everywhere he looked. When he saw her laughing with friends, he suffered. When he phoned and she didn’t pick up, he suffered. Who wants a boyfriend whose default mode is silent reproach? It’s no good loving someone too much. It makes you tiresome.


Her pictures long gone from his room, her pictures long deleted from his Facebook page. Only the occasional flash of memory. Sometimes she’s flicking her hair out of her eyes, giving him that sideways look. Sometimes she’s cross-legged on the floor, laughing, drunk. She got drunk so quickly, so inexpensively. ‘One drink and I’m anybody’s.’


He starts on the downward track, the long diagonal that clings to the steep side of Firle Beacon. Now the wind ceases, as the land wraps its protective arms round him. Below, the track turns into the valley, runs down to meet the coach road that will take him back into Edenfield.


There where the Downs path meets the rutted old road stands a solitary farm cottage, a square barn beside it, a garden round it, the whole enclosed by a low flint wall. The cottage has been empty ever since the family first came walking this way, which as far as Jack is concerned is all of his life. It has no services, no electricity or mains water or telephone. The garden has been left to run wild. Nettles and brambles grow right up to the front door. Carrie used to call it ‘her’ house, and talk of how she would buy it and live in it when she was grown up. This unjustified presumption of ownership always annoyed Jack, and he would explain to Carrie all the reasons why her plan was not feasible. The lack of electricity. The loneliness. Carrie said she didn’t care and she’d have candles and wood fires, and her friends would visit her there.


The cottage is called America Cottage, because it once belonged to the farm just over the brow of the hill known as America Farm. As far as anyone knows it’s still part of the Edenfield Estate, which was sold six years ago to a private equity consortium.


Now comes a small surprise: the cottage is occupied. Smoke rises from its single chimney. A blue car is parked on the rough ground by its garden gate. And there’s a man in the garden, smashing things.


Jack makes his way down the descending track, watching the tiny figure gesticulating with jerky arm movements, hearing the sound of breaking crockery. As he comes nearer he makes out the details. The stranger is an old man with a mass of shaggy white hair and a thick white beard. He wears blue-checked cook’s trousers and a navy blue Guernsey. He stands legs apart beside a garden table on which are stacked plates, bowls and mugs. One by one he’s picking them up and hurling them at the flint garden wall. With each throw he lets out the same loud cry, which is a single repeated word.


‘Die!’


Jack’s path takes him past the cottage, past the ancient powder-blue Peugeot. The angry old man seems not to see him, nor does he cease in his hurling and smashing. At close quarters his rage is frightening. His face is bright red within its frame of white hair, and his eyes flash with a ferocious hatred.


‘Die! Die!’


The smashed pieces of crockery pile up at the foot of the wall among the winter weeds. The destruction goes on. The old man shows stamina and dedication in his fury.


‘Die! Die!’


Jack is impressed. He realizes for the first time that beneath his own disillusion and self-reproach there is anger. Better to rage at life than to suffer in silence. But if he were to cry out as the old man cries out, who would he want to die? Not Hannah. Not any of their mutual friends, whose intimacy with Hannah he used to watch with such jealousy and dread. The only possible candidate is himself. He would gladly smash the self that lost him his love. Not a suicidal impulse, he has no wish to die: just to be rid of this helpless needy creature who turns all his efforts at love into self-pity and desperation.


He passes on down the coach road and round the back of the big house. Not many cars parked in front of Edenfield Place, now operating as a hotel. Everyone in the village expects it to go bust because the long boom has ended. The rumour is the buyers spent five million converting the Victorian Gothic monstrosity. They started out asking £200 a night for the rooms. That made the local people laugh.


Turning off the Newhaven road to the lane that leads home, he feels his shoulders hunch and his face assume a wary defensive expression. As he pushes through the side gate and tramps over the gravel to the back door, Jack has the sensation of walking in water. All action has become effortful. For some reason he has never got round to telling his family that he and Hannah have split up, even though it’s old news now and he stopped minding weeks ago.


To his irritation he finds his mother in the kitchen.


‘Hello, darling. Been out for a walk?’


She looks up from the kitchen table where she’s checking train times. Jack puts the kettle on for a cup of coffee.


‘I have to go to London,’ says his mother. ‘Diana just called. She absolutely insists I go up to town right away. I’m meeting her at the Hayward to see this new exhibition.’


Jack is incredulous.


‘Do you want to see it?’


‘No, not really. But I expect it’ll do me good. I’m hopeless about modern art. I really should make more effort.’


‘I don’t understand why you always give in to Diana,’ says Jack. ‘She snaps her fingers and you come running.’


‘Well, to tell you the truth, I think she may be having some kind of little crisis.’


‘About modern art?’


‘It was something in her voice. After all, she is my only sister.’


The kettle boils. Jack shuffles about fetching a mug and the jar of Gold Blend.


‘There’s someone living at America Cottage,’ he says.


‘Is there? Who?’


‘A crazy old man. He was smashing plates.’


‘Did you get yourself some lunch, darling? You were still asleep when I went out.’


‘I’m not hungry.’


She looks at him with anxious eyes, which only annoys him more. He just wants her to leave him alone. He knows he’s behaving badly, staying in his room for hours, doing the chores he can’t avoid with a poor grace. But that’s just how it is.


‘I just had lunch with Belinda Redknapp,’ says his mother, pulling on her outdoor coat. She’s using her bright voice to show she’s not thinking about what’s getting Jack down. ‘She’s in a great state because Chloe’s coming home today. She says whenever she sees Chloe she feels old. Belinda really is amazing. She actually told me she was jealous of Chloe’s love life.’


‘Does Chloe have such a great love life?’


‘I don’t know about great. Apparently it’s plentiful.’ She searches round for her handbag. ‘If I hurry I should make the two-sixteen.’


Jack takes his mug of instant coffee upstairs to his room. This information about Chloe Redknapp interests him. He remembers meeting her in Lewes at the end of the summer. They stood on School Hill outside Strutt and Parker and chatted for five minutes. All the time she was talking to him she kept her eyes fixed on his and smiled, moving her body slightly from side to side. She was wearing a low-necked shirt and he had to take care not to stare at her amazing tits, though he must have looked a little because he can see them now. They talked about nothing, about half-forgotten friends from Underhill, about university life to come; but it had seemed to him that her soft laughing voice carried beneath its commonplace words a secret message: do you find me desirable? Do you want me? Only flirting, of course. The habitual exercise of power by a pretty girl who knows how to tease. The actual delivery not available to the likes of him.


In matters of the heart, as in everything else, there is a hierarchy. There are those who make the phone call and those who wait to receive it. Jack is a waiter by the phone. He’s incapable of making a move until he’s sure the move is welcome; which means he’s never the one who makes the first move. He has found a language to justify this hesitancy: he calls it respect. But it’s only fear.


‘You’re such a sweet boy,’ Hannah said.


But she still left.


Jack drinks his coffee alone in his bedroom and contemplates Chloe’s plentiful love life. Nice to have something to think about other than not thinking about Hannah. Chloe, so blonde, so blue-eyed, so smiling, has opened a window into his imagination and let in a shaft of bright sunlight.


Easy to imagine kissing Chloe. Easy to imagine that soft pliant body pressing against his own. And if she has amassed plentiful boyfriends, why not one more? Somehow the fact of her promiscuity makes him less afraid. This is not a simple matter. It’s not some notion that she’s ‘easy’ and so he’s in with a chance. It’s all to do with his own fragile self-belief. There would be very little shame in making a move on Chloe and getting rejected. He hardly knows her. It would all be casual and superficial. No investment, no risk of loss.


In this way Jack Broad conceives a plan for the Christmas vacation. He will re-make contact with Chloe Redknapp. Beyond that, who knows? At the very least he will gain, for a while, the return of hope.


He looks Chloe up on Facebook and is entranced. Everything about her is laughing, irreverent, bursting with life. There’s a picture of her in a bikini taken in the summer in Greece, her body so tanned and gorgeous, her head thrown back – the abandonment of it, the unselfconsciousness, the sheer sexual power leaves Jack giddy with longing.


He could leave a message on her wall, but what’s he to say? No, what he needs is a casual encounter, like last time, something that appears spontaneous. Shame that it’s winter now and she’ll be all covered up.


One step at a time.


When he comes downstairs later he finds his sister Carrie alone in the kitchen.


‘Where’s Mum?’ she says.


‘She went to London.’


‘That’s a bit sudden, isn’t it?’


‘She’s allowed a life, Carrie.’


‘So? Did I ever say she wasn’t?’


You can’t win with Carrie. Which is odd when you consider what a loser she is. Everything about her droops. Presumably she’s unhappy about something or other but Jack doesn’t know what and doesn’t ask. If Carrie wants sympathy she should stop getting at him all the time.


‘When’s she coming back?’


‘No idea.’


‘She must have said something.’


‘She’s gone to some exhibition. That’s all I know.’


‘Well, I’m not cooking dinner.’


‘Nobody asked you.’


‘What’s your problem, Jack? Why do you have to be such a boring creep all the time?’


Jack says nothing to this. Carrie makes him so angry he doesn’t trust himself to speak.


Maybe I should go out into the garden and smash plates.


‘Your house has an old man living in it,’ he says.


‘What are you talking about?’


‘Your house on the swing tree walk.’


This has the desired effect.


‘My house? But that’s my house! No one lives there. What old man?’


‘I don’t know. I saw him in the garden smashing plates and stuff.’


‘Oh, no!’


To Jack’s surprise Carrie is genuinely dismayed. Her face crumples.


‘That was going to be my retreat,’ she says. ‘As soon as I’ve got money of my own I’m going to buy it and do it up.’


‘Yes, but only in your imagination.’


‘What do you mean, only in my imagination?’


There are the beginnings of tears in her eyes. Her brown hair falls over her squirrel’s face. She pushes it away with an impatient gesture.


‘I hate him,’ she says. ‘I hope he dies.’


Now she’s actually crying. Mortified, she leaves the kitchen. He hears her running up the stairs to her room.


Jack now realizes he’s come down to the kitchen because he’s hungry. He forages in the fridge for something to eat and finds a bowl of left-over apple crumble covered in cling film. He takes it up to his room. There, as he eats the chilled crumble, he taps search-words into his laptop. In this way he learns that Exeter University’s term ends on Friday, 12 December. Which is today.


So Chloe will be coming home any day now.
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Belinda checks her watch as she drives back home to Plumpton. Just gone two. The post will have come by now, it gets later every day. Maybe some emails. No phone messages on the answer-phone, no one does that any more.


That makes her think of Alex, her son, who she hasn’t seen for weeks. He’s living his own life in London, a life of which she knows nothing because he tells her nothing. Why should he? And yet this is the same longed-for baby she nearly died giving birth to, the same darling boy she held in her arms and kissed until she was half-drunk with ecstasy.


You want intensity, there it is. Nothing beats a first-born. Oh, Alex. Just ring me, you ungrateful little shit.


She swings the Range Rover into the yard beside the house. It’s a tight corner but she’s done it a million times. She goes in by the back door, through the boot room to the kitchen. Funny about front doors, no one uses them any more either.


I talked too much at lunch. Laura must think I’m an airhead. Why on earth did I tell her about Kenny?


As always, after she’s been talking about herself Belinda feels an afterwash of self-disgust. At the time the words just come pouring out, she can’t stop them, all it takes is a smile, a nod, any sign that her listener is sympathetic. Belinda knows her friends laugh at her. They say, ‘God, Belinda, you’re outrageous! You can’t say things like that!’ And she does, and they drink it in with sparkling eyes, and she comes home and feels like she wants to be sick.


I’m a party girl, that’s God’s own truth. I don’t do noble solitude.


The mail is all Christmas cards. The coming festivities fill her with panic and dread. Let’s not have Christmas this year. A crashing stock market, all those job losses, who’s feeling jolly? Give it a miss for once. Cut to January, and let’s get on with the long slow plod towards spring.


She turns on the radio and there’s Patti Smith belting out ‘Because the Night’. She moves about the kitchen half-dancing, mouthing the words, enjoying the feel of her body in motion. No one to see. Why not? Then because she’s dancing she has a sudden longing for a cigarette.


Christ I could murder a fag.


She gave up almost ten years ago now; hardest thing I ever did, they should hand out medals. But it screws with your complexion. Tom knows all about that. Smoking reduces the blood flow to the skin, dries it out. Plus all that puckering to inhale gives you mouth wrinkles. Mouth wrinkles!


Chloe smokes. Not much, but you can smell it on her hair. No mouth wrinkles yet but she better watch out.


Did Jackie remember to turn on the radiator in Chloe’s room?


Belinda goes up the back stairs to Chloe’s room and sure enough it’s like an ice-box in there. She turns on the radiator and lingers, looking round. The room hasn’t changed much over the years. All those mornings waking Chloe from indignant sleep to get her up in time for school. The daylight throwing a bright beam over the bed where the curtains never did quite meet. The way she slept, as if tossed onto the bed, her limbs all over the place. Her perfect skin.


Always grumpy in the mornings.


‘Are you awake, darling? Promise me you won’t go back to sleep.’


A grunt if I’m lucky. The cat curled up by her feet. Possum loved Chloe best, slept on her bed every night, until she got too old to make it up the stairs.


Chloe sitting beside me on the school run prattling away about nothing. God knows how many times I drove down that godawful road. But I miss it now. It was our time together.


The phone rings, making an echoey chime as the different extensions sound from bedroom, drawing room, kitchen, study. Belinda goes back down the stairs and takes it on the kitchen cordless.


‘Hello?’


It’s Michelle, Tom’s secretary. Tom’s going to be late home. After seven, half past at the latest.


‘Oh, honestly!’ exclaims Belinda. ‘He knows Chloe’s coming home today.’


In Chloe’s honour she’s got some fillet steaks for dinner, and plans to make a clafoutis using their own plums, picked, stoned and frozen in October. You’d never think it to look at her but Chloe eats like a horse. Always scrounging in the fridge, ice cream, soft-bake cookies, her diet is appalling. She can eat an entire tube of Pringles, sitting there tapping away at Facebook, one after another, until they’re all gone. Remarkable, in its way.


A car pulls into the yard. Belinda looks out of the kitchen window and recognises Lisa’s bright yellow Fiat 500, a car like a toy. Lisa gets out and reaches back into the car for a file. She holds the file hugged in her arms like a baby. Some of Tom’s medical records, presumably, for him to work on at home.


Belinda lets Lisa in the back door, closing it again quickly against the cold air. She finds she’s pleased to have company, which comes as a surprise. She’s never thought of herself as a lonely person, and even if she was, sad Lisa, single thirty-something Lisa, is hardly the companion she would choose.


‘Sorry to bother you,’ says Lisa, standing by the door, her body sagging as if she lacks even the will to resist gravity. ‘I was going to leave it in the garage. Then I saw you were in.’


She holds out the file, as if it confers on her a legitimacy that she herself lacks. Clinical photographs processed and filed by Lisa herself, one of the three women Tom calls ‘my crew’. They fuss round him like hens. Nice to be a man.


‘How about a cup of tea now you’re here?’ says Belinda.


‘That would be lovely,’ says Lisa.


She puts the file down on the kitchen table. Belinda fills the kettle and switches it on.


‘Michelle just called,’ she said. ‘Tom’s coming back late.’


‘He works too hard,’ says Lisa.


‘His choice. He’d better not be too late. Chloe’s coming home today.’


‘That’ll be nice. She’s a lovely girl.’


As she gets out the tea bags and the mugs Belinda feels Lisa’s sad eyes following her every move. She turns to look at her and catches a strange expression on her face: expectant, fearful.


‘What?’ she says.


‘Nothing,’ says Lisa.


It crosses Belinda’s mind then that it’s odd of Lisa to drive all the way here in the middle of the afternoon with a medical file. Why not give it to Tom in the office? If he needs to work on it at home he can always bring it back himself. But they spoil him, these women. Tom the dominant male figure in all their lives. A sort of office harem. They probably all get their periods at the same time.


She makes the mugs of tea in silence, waiting for Lisa to speak. She’s getting this feeling that there’s something Lisa wants to tell her.


‘Tom stays late a lot these days,’ Lisa says.


Her slightly protuberant eyes have a pitiful shine to them. Maybe she’s in love with Tom. Five years of devoted service and her faithful heart is breaking.


‘Yes,’ says Belinda. ‘Usually this is a quiet time. The run-up to Christmas.’


People don’t want surgery before Christmas because they don’t want to be in bandages for the Christmas parties. The busy time starts again in the new year.


She gives Lisa her mug of tea and Lisa holds it cupped in both hands as if she needs its warmth.


‘I shouldn’t be bothering you,’ she says.


‘Oh, I don’t mind. I’ve got nothing on till it’s time to pick Chloe up from the station.’


‘Karen said I shouldn’t come.’


Karen the office manager. The hen mother.


‘But you escaped anyway?’


‘Karen’s not in today. It’s Billy’s Christmas play this afternoon. He’s a three king. One of the three kings, I mean. Karen made his costume.’


She starts to cry.


‘Lisa! What is it?’


‘It’s not fair,’ she says, snuffling. ‘It’s not fair.’


‘What’s not fair?’


She blows her nose and dabs at her eyes, turning her face away.


‘Sorry. I’m being stupid.’


Now Belinda’s sure of it. One word from her and Lisa will pour out her unreciprocated love. She feels a flash of irritation. Tom never notices Lisa from one month to the next. Probably can’t even remember her name. Trots in, picks up the file of pictures she’s prepared so perfectly – it’s a highly-skilled job in its way, but everyone needs the human touch, the sense they’re appreciated – and trots out again without a word.


‘He can be a selfish bastard, I know,’ she says.


‘Do you?’ says Lisa. ‘Do you really?’


Again that look. She wants something to happen, but she’s afraid to make it happen.


‘Well, he’s a man, isn’t he?’ says Belinda.


‘Oh, yes. He’s a man all right.’


Please. Tom must have groped Lisa or something. It’s all a bit sad.


‘I suppose you know,’ Lisa says.


‘Know what?’


Now for the first time Belinda feels a sudden sinking feeling in her stomach.


What do I know?


‘Karen said of course you knew and it’s none of our business, but I said, what if she doesn’t? It’s not fair, us knowing and you not, it’s not right.’ The words tumbling out now, evidently they’ve been backing up in her throat, pushing at her mouth. ‘I mean, why should he be able to do as he likes? I don’t care what anyone says, it’s not fair, he shouldn’t do that to you, it’s not right.’


Now Belinda doesn’t want to know. Maybe she’s been not wanting to know for a long time. But it’s too late. Lisa wants her to know. She wants someone to share the suffering.


Lisa holds out her mug.


‘Do you have any sugar?’ she says.


Belinda gives her the sugar bowl and a teaspoon. Lisa sweetens her tea and stirs it and sips it, and somehow during this interlude Belinda realises they have moved beyond the point at which she can pretend not to know. She has entered Lisa’s world. It’s not fair. It’s not right.


‘Who is it?’ she says.


‘One of the office staff. He thinks no one knows.’


‘At the hospital?’


‘Someone in marketing. I don’t know who she is. I’ve never even seen her. She started in September. Works in the Portakabins.’


Someone in marketing in a Portakabin. None of it seems real to Belinda. She drinks her tea. She feels numb.


‘Was I wrong to tell you?’


‘No.’ What else can she say? Once you know, you know for ever. Lisa wants her to cry, but she can’t cry.


Lisa says, ‘Don’t say anything to Karen, will you? She says it’s none of our business.’


‘No. I won’t say anything to Karen.’


Alone again in the kitchen Belinda sits at the table looking out of the window at the bare branches of the willow by the pond. The bark is patched with yellow lichen, to make up for the lost leaves.


High piles of clouds are moving slowly across the sky, but you never see them move, you’d swear they were fixed, static, like the curve of the Downs on the horizon. Then your attention shifts and when you look again the clouds have changed their shape.


She feels cold. She pretended to be cold once, many years ago. Come over here, Tom. Sit by me and keep me warm. And we laughed, didn’t we, Tom?


Don’t think about that.


The sound of cars whining past on the Ditchling road. The hum of the freezer.


Almost three hours before it’s time to go to the station to meet Chloe. Things to do, but they can wait. Everything can wait.


Life on hold.
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On the train to London to meet her sister Diana, Laura Broad allows herself the luxury of idle thought. Somehow at home there’s always something waiting to be done. This short hour of the train journey she can give to herself.


Except she doesn’t think of herself, she thinks of her children. Both Jack and Carrie are unhappy, and she doesn’t know why. You think when your children get big that caring for them will be easier, but instead it gets much harder. When they’re little and in distress they come crying to you, they tell you about their bad dreams and their broken friendships. It’s easy then to take them in your arms and love them, giving them with kisses and caresses the comfort they need. What is a mother if she can’t comfort her children? The impulse is so primitive, so overwhelming. But neither Jack nor Carrie seek her comfort now. When she tries to find out what’s making them unhappy they get angry with her and ask to be left alone. So she leaves them alone. But that doesn’t lessen the ache in her.


I’d rather be unhappy myself.


Not some self-dramatizing pose: simply the truth. If she could save her children from unhappiness by taking their pain onto herself she would gladly do it. When you’re hurt yourself you can do things to mitigate the pain. When your children are hurt, all you can do is suffer.


Laura thinks then of Diana’s children, who’ve grown up to be such self-possessed young Londoners. Isla, now twenty-two, making money as a model, without of course taking it seriously as a career. Max at Oxford, but already interning at one of the big international banks, Credit Suisse, is it? Jack and Carrie so clumsy and provincial by comparison. Lonely, surly, struggling to find their place in the world. But so gallant, both of them. So precious and so beautiful.


Live your own lives, my darlings. I won’t burden you with the need to be happy for my sake. But when the clouds lift, I’ll be here waiting for you.


Diana is already in the Hayward lobby, impatiently glancing from the exhibition programme in her hands to the people drifting in and out of the gallery. Laura sees her before she is seen: her older sister, her lifelong companion, the person with the power to annoy her most in the world. You’d think when you both pass the age of fifty some kind of truce could be declared, some plateau of maturity achieved. But as soon as she sets eyes on Diana Laura is six years old again, and Diana is nine, and Diana holds all the cards.


‘Where have you been, Laura? I’ve been here for ever.’


Laura compliments Diana on her coat, clearly a new acquisition: purple wool, fitted to the waist, then flared. It looks chic on Diana’s bird-like frame. But her face has grown thinner. Laura can feel her unhappiness like a shiver in the air.


‘Prada,’ Diana says. ‘Bicester Village, forty per cent off.’ She offers no comment on Laura’s own appearance. ‘Come along, then. Let’s do the rooms.’


She nods to a passing couple, murmuring to Laura, ‘You must know him, he owns the Wolseley.’ Laura knows nobody. Diana is in her element as metropolitan guide to her country sister.


Presumably this is why Laura has been summoned to meet her in an art gallery. Diana appreciates the avant-garde much more in the company of one who is, artistically speaking, bringing up the rear.


The show is called BREAK OUT, and features installations by three artists. The first installation is a complete recreated prison cell, built out of real concrete blocks with real iron doors and real bars in the window. The front wall has been ripped open, leaving a big jagged hole. Through this hole can be seen a realistic corpse hanging by a twist of sheet from the window bars. It’s called Break Out.


Diana casts a rapid eye over the scene.


‘Interesting,’ she says.


Laura stares at the artwork and feels her usual sense of bewilderment. How does one judge something like this? It’s disturbing to look at, which is presumably part of the point. The hole in the wall should have offered the prisoner a way out, but instead he has hanged himself. Is that interesting?


But already Diana is moving on.


The second room contains a sculpture in plastic of a life-size pregnant woman. Through the translucent skin of her distended belly can be seen a grotesque foetus, an armoured creature with long clawed fingers. The claws pierce the plastic skin, causing a dribble of water to come seeping out. The work is called Break Water.


‘Interesting,’ says Diana.


Laura hates it. It’s ugly and frightening.


‘I don’t get it,’ she says.


‘Male violence,’ explains Diana curtly. ‘Maternal complicity.’


‘It’s horrible,’ says Laura.


‘It’s meant to be.’


What can you say to that?


They move on briskly to the third artist. To Laura’s relief there is no horror here. A wooden table raised on a plinth has been laid with blue-striped china, a milk bottle, and all the other elements of what seems to be a 1960s breakfast. A box of Kellogg’s Cornflakes stands beside a rack of toast and a jar of Robinson’s Golden Shred. The work is called Break Fast.


‘Interesting,’ says Diana.


‘But it’s just a breakfast table,’ says Laura.


‘Nostalgic. Iconic.’


As before, she shows no desire to linger. This has always been Diana’s way in art galleries. Register, categorize, move on. She views art like a general inspecting troops: the essence of the response is contained in the act of being present. Her sharp mind moves rapidly, she’s easily bored. But she does not tire.


‘Time for a cup of tea. There’s a café outside.’


As they head for the café Diana chides Laura for her naive responses.


‘Really, Laura, you must expose yourself to the modern world a bit more. You never would have come if I hadn’t made you, would you?’


‘No,’ says Laura. ‘I don’t get it. Why does it have to be so nasty?’


‘What do you want art to be? Hay-wains and views of the Grand Canal?’


As they cross the lobby they’re accosted by a young woman with a microphone. She smiles at Laura as if she knows her.


‘Could you spare a minute?’


Laura becomes aware that behind the young woman hovers a man with a large video camera on his shoulder. The young woman is slim, intelligent-looking, forceful in a quiet way.


‘We’re making a film about Joe Nola,’ she says. ‘What did you make of his work?’


‘Which one was Joe Nola?’ says Laura.


‘The breakfast table.’


‘Oh, yes.’ Laura can think of nothing to say. She can feel Diana fretting beside her. ‘I don’t think I understood it.’


‘Laura, honestly,’ says Diana. The camera moves to her. She addresses the lens directly. ‘It made me aware of all we’ve lost,’ she says fluently. ‘The innocence of childhood. The structured family. Shared mealtimes.’


The young woman has not moved the microphone away from Laura.


‘Don’t do that, Jim,’ she murmurs.


The camera returns.


‘So you didn’t understand it,’ she says. ‘But what did it make you feel?’


‘Golly,’ says Laura. ‘Nothing, really. I mean, how is that art? It’s just a breakfast table. Can anything be art?’


‘What do you think?’


‘Look, this isn’t my thing, really. I only came because my sister insisted. I’ve never understood modern art. Ask Diana. She understands it.’


The young woman is undeterred.


‘Actually, Joe Nola is interested in reaching people just like you,’ she says. ‘His work isn’t a puzzle to be decrypted. It’s simply a process of pointing. He’s saying, Look at something ordinary, and see it as something extraordinary. So your response is always the right response. There is no wrong response.’


‘Right,’ says Laura.


‘So all you have to do is say what thoughts went through your mind when you looked at it.’


What thoughts did go through my mind? Feelings of inadequacy. Embarrassment.


Then she remembers something else.


‘I think I thought about Golden Shred. I used to collect the golliwogs. Then they stopped doing them because they were racist. But all I thought was how sweet they were. And I wanted the golliwog badge, of course.’


‘Perfect.’ The director smiles. She looks genuinely pleased. ‘Joe will love that. Thank you very much. Okay, Jim. That’s it for today.’


Diana and Laura go on into the café.


‘Golliwogs!’ says Diana. ‘What drivel you talk, Laura.’


‘I didn’t know what else to say.’


‘She was looking for a mug to say something moronic and you obliged. That’s what they do on TV today. Make fools of people.’


Laura doesn’t disagree aloud, but inside herself she thinks Diana is wrong. In the past she would have said so and they would have bickered, perhaps even fought. But Diana is muted, her scornful dismissal of Laura’s point of view has no animus to it. She speaks out of long habit, almost unaware of what she’s saying.


Diana gets an espresso, Laura an Earl Grey. They sit by the window looking out onto the concrete walkway and the blank back of the Queen Elizabeth Hall.


‘I’m worried about Roddy,’ says Diana.


So now at last they have come to it, the real purpose of their meeting. Diana has never in all her life directly asked Laura for help, or admitted that she needs it. But there have been times when she’s thrown out a casual remark at some inappropriate moment, using words that can be disowned later when the crisis is past.


The little crisis is about her husband Roddy.


‘I think he’s depressed,’ she says. ‘Does Henry get depressed?’


‘Yes, sometimes.’


‘Does he stop talking?’


‘Sometimes.’


‘What do you do when he does that?’


‘Nothing, really. I don’t mind if he needs time alone.’


‘Not alone. Just not talking.’


‘You mean, like, at dinner?’


‘At dinner. At night. Over breakfast. All the time.’


Diana takes care not to meet her eyes. Laura is shocked.
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